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Alternate Truths/Stoned Soup 
- Elizabeth Vrenios 
 
A good soup starts with a good pot. 
A good pot is one without a hole. 
A good hole is filled with onions. 
A good onion does not look like a rusty carrot. 
A good carrot is not celadon, or green. 
A good green is unknowing and softer than a stone. 
A good stone will not thumbprint the water. 
Good water is as hard to find as empty pockets. 
Pockets that are full of makeshift music are a good gnaw. 
A good gnaw begins in a junk shop. 
A junk shop is filled with winged secrets. 
A good secret starts with a cock-a-mamie lie. 
A good lie starts with a knock-kneed veil. 
A veiled need starts with hunger. 
Hunger starts and ends with soup. 
A good soup starts with a good pot. 
A good pot doesn't have a hole. 
 
Previously published by Indolent Books, What Rough Beast 



The Beard: 
 - Jody Horner 
 
I remember my coming of age. And 
the years before. 
 
I remember ‒ 
 
Those long, fruitless days; 
uncombed and unkempt. Waiting ‒ 
 
I would plot my face like a map, 
watching for whiskers. My treasure! 
 
Hoping: 
 
For anything other than blond. 
But a grizzly beard to spring up 
 
thatched and full, I'd cultivate 
that matted soul within me. 
 
You know...like wire-wool... 
irritating for the first few weeks. 
 
Shopping for oil. For butter? For 
balm. I search for relief. Itching! 
 
To sooth my white chalky skin. 
Smells of winter fire, singed with 
 
expression. It harbours your reception. 
And my barber-bought products 
 
envelope my ambition. For you, I lick 
the sealed edge of my comb, lining 
 
up a parting here and there becoming 
A beard and top! 



One Mind 
- M.J. Iuppa 
 
Here we are, at last, sitting side 
by side on the stone jetty, not 
 
speaking but listening to small 
voices warning us ‒ the lake’s 
 
crimped waves, sluicing through 
the sieve of riprap, sound like 
 
rumors spelled in foam’s il- 
lumination. We are old enough 
 
to know what’s coming next.  
Surely, this metaphor won’t be 
 
lost on a world that’s been 
vexed by constant winter storms. 
 
The upheaval has taken out 
bridges, and we are not sure 
 
of this. We are inside each other’s 
minds. Both of us know not 
 
to say anything but the obvious: 
the April wind parts our hair. 



Graduation  
- Anthony Otten 
 
  The principal of Turner’s old high school spent almost ten minutes apologizing for how 
long it took to locate his number, as if Turner had raptly expected the call for days. The man’s 
voice was young and brisk, a handshake over the phone. Turner coughed through his few 
reminiscences of the school, a courtesy he felt obliged to deliver. The senior chili cookout had 
been nice as had the homemade mashed potatoes the lunch ladies made every Friday. When he 
was done talking about things he’d eaten forty-five years ago, he let the conversation plummet 
into silence and forced the principal to stutter out why he’d called. 
  “You’re a celebrity, practically,” the principal began. 
  “But you haven’t named anything after me, have you?” Turner said. “No gymnasiums or 
theaters. Not even a measly drinking fountain.” 
  “Well, still, you’re quite famous among our alumni. A writer. You published that book, 
the one with the leaves on the cover, like in autumn ‒ there’s a copy in the library somewhere, I 
was meaning to have Deb hunt it down for me. And for Pete’s sakes, you were up for the 
National Book Award. A finalist, am I right?” 
  The man’s admiring tone permitted Turner a blush of false pride. He didn’t tell the 
principal that he was only on the long list for the Pulitzer about thirty years ago, and had paid the 
entry fee himself with cash that should have gone for his daughter’s Pampers. “You teach at one 
of our greatest local schools,” the principal went on. “Wouldn’t believe how many kids tell our 
counselors they want to go there.” 
  Nice sheen to put on a community college. “Likely as not it’s their parents who want 
them here,” Turner said, to seem humble. Really, he was just aiming for honesty. 
  The principal laughed disproportionately. “Point is, you’re probably one of our most 
prominent former students.” 
  Turner felt the invitation coming like a hemorrhoid. He was local, accessible. And old 
enough that people would expect he had forgotten his adolescence and therefore felt a vague, 
conventional fondness for it. 
  “It would be an honor ‒ it would be awesome if you’d be our honorary speaker at 
commencement this year.” The principal paused. “We’re adding one of your books to our junior 
curriculum for next year. The one with the leaf cover. What was that one called again?” 
  “I’ll do it,” Turner said. “What’s the date?” He was still scribbling and giving the 
principal his last thanks when he noticed the tall, backpack-laden girl loitering in his office 
doorway. Somebody from his introductory creative writing seminar. Mandy, maybe. He only 
remembered because the roster said she was majoring in something like HVAC technology. The 
things you could study now. 
  She waited dutifully for the phone to touch the cradle. “Sorry I missed yesterday, Dr. 
Turner. Can I drop off my story with you?” 
  “Well, you’re here, aren’t you?” he said. She laughed and placed the manuscript gingerly 
on his desk next to a fortress of books, the collected works of two dozen short story writers from 
Bradbury to Kafka. He hadn’t read the books but they formed a fine barrier against the 
department chair leaving any new advisee folders on his desk. “Your format is off,” he said, 
examining the first page. “One and a quarter inches for the margin. Eleven point Courier.” 
  Mandy glanced over his office. The top shelf of his bookcase, reserved for first editions 
of his work. The manuscript of a former student’s self-published book which could have done 



with six more revisions. The window which looked out on the dumpster where the nursing 
professors smoked their Camels. She hovered there, not looking at him. Finally she asked, “Do 
you want me to redo it?” 
  Turner swiveled away from her. “No, no, it’s fine. See you tomorrow.” She nodded and 
left, and he oozed back against his chair’s cushion, sifting in his mind for a properly rousing or 
subversive opener for his graduation address. Writing always felt like that for him, reaching his 
hands deep into darkness for something he knew was there but couldn’t touch, until it was given 
to him, and he felt slightly fraudulent for claiming it as his own. He did feel disingenuous letting 
students call him doctor when he just had a master’s in education, earned some decades ago 
when middle-school teaching and his exercise bike had all seemed promising. The speech gave 
him a chance for amusement, though, and without any risk; blue-collar high-school parents two 
hours off a shift at Red Lobster or Kwik-E-Mart wouldn’t be demanding Shakespeare. He could 
opt for full Oprah-mode, confess or fabricate some youthful mistakes and longings, make all the 
parents regret they didn’t have Kleenex dispensers in their pockets, make all the kids regret their 
parents were there. He could tell them how his first acceptance letter from a magazine had 
misspelled his name (Turmer, so close to tumor), or the day he and his wife had eloped in a 
pickup with no muffler and were married by a preacher even younger than they. 
  Or he could surprise the audience by giving a speech duller than any stumping 
congressman. Summon every cliché in his arsenal and rain them upon all the innocent 
mortarboards—Friends are important. When you look back on your life… Leave the parents 
wondering how anybody with the eloquence of a drunk football player at a press conference 
could ever be incorrectly called a National Book Award finalist. He could warn the kids not to 
join the dissolute tide of their generation’s narcissism. Really preach to them, while knowing that 
the boys onstage were wondering about the valedictorian’s bra size, the girls shifting to avoid the 
crawl of their insidiously formal hosiery. He could murder their attention by talking about what 
Robert Warren High School had been like during his tenure there. There had been carpet then. 
Different tile in the bathrooms. Same smells, though. 
  What wouldn’t he tell them? 
  He wouldn’t tell them the broken and ordinary things, like how he’d spent his youth 
softening his loneliness with books, playing with stray dogs in the neighborhood, debating after 
class with his teachers instead of walking down a crowded hallway where no one would look at 
him. He wouldn’t tell them how his marriage had eased that loneliness, descending over twenty 
years into the routine comfort of friendship, until his wife decided to trade him for alimony and a 
condo. He wouldn’t tell them that there had been payphones at bars the last time a national 
publisher released one of his novels, or that his most recent book had appeared six years ago ‒ a 
novella about a country club bartender with Alzheimer’s, from the local university press now 
defunct due to budget issues. A limited edition ‒ limited particularly in sales. He wouldn’t tell 
them that his colleagues at the junior college spent half their office hours forwarding suicide 
jokes to each other ‒ or that he had been disgusted with himself at his father’s deathbed, for 
seeing in the old man’s cirrhosis only the possibility of his own protracted, absurd death. But he 
could neglect these things; there were treasures yet that he could share. So he began to write. 
 
  The principal introduced him with a cheerful inattention to the facts ‒ this time he said 
that Turner had won the National Book Award. “We do have a lot of kids who aspire to the 
NBA,” the man said, perspiring through his blue robe. “But usually they’re talking about 
basketball, of course.” Uncertain chuckles. “With that, I give you author and proud alumnus, 



Brian Turner.” 
Turner strode to the podium onstage under the basketball hoop, which sported a blue 

swell of bunting with the graduation year written in migraine-purple. He wore the author’s 
uniform of a tweed vest and a tie that featured Edgar Allan Poe’s face. Clapping rattled the 
beams in the gymnasium’s rafters. That guy went here, he thought, and smiled. He looked out at 
the zoo of folding chairs as he smoothed the copy of his speech and fixed his bifocals on his 
nose. He was fairly proud of the finished piece, a mishmash of financial wisdom (“Forget about 
paying your house off, because either the bank or your wife will take it from you anyway”), 
inspiration (“I’ve always thought high school was the peak for a lot of folks”), and childrearing 
advice (“Don’t”). It was just practical enough to satisfy the principal, who was expecting stone 
tablets from Sinai, and just cheeky enough to show the graduates that Turner himself recognized 
the speech was a demand of formality, nothing that would change the paths they and their 
parents and the economy had already laid for them. It was perfectly inconsequential, a beautiful 
excuse for an evening of handshakes and a free beer at the Wild Coyote, where the principal had 
invited him afterwards. 

“I’m a prisoner right now,” Turner began. He paused for mild laughter. “I’m a prisoner of 
circumstance. I’m supposed to stand here and tell you how to solve the Rubik’s Cube of life 
because I’ve tried for forty years and ought to know something about it by now. I can tell you 
with some confidence that ‒ “ Turner glanced up, just a cursory look between breaths, and his 
gaze hooked on someone in the audience. A man in his twenties, shadowed with beard, a U.S. 
Postal Service cap snugged on his head so that hair flooded out the sides over his ears. Turner 
instantly remembered him as a student who had dropped his writing seminar after the first 
workshop, a mail clerk seeking a paralegal degree. Probably here tonight for some brother or 
sister. He had submitted a story about a lawyer who hires a mailman as her assistant and decides 
to coach him through law school. During class the guy had asked Turner if the story was good 
enough for a magazine. “Have something to say before you try to say it,” Turner told him, a line 
he could have trademarked. “What is this story saying?” 

“I didn’t know they were supposed to say anything,” the man replied. 
“Well, this one should’ve kept quiet anyway,” Turner said, pushing the story back across 

the table to him. “I’ll save you getting disappointed over it.” 
There was a laugh from the class sycophants ‒ a few of those always ended up in 

Turner’s classes ‒ and a paralyzed nod from the man, and then his drop notice the next day. Now 
he was watching Turner with weary disinterest, likely not even remembering him as the 
professor ensconced in his chair like a decaying godfather at a Mafia dinner. Turner’s tongue 
was dry and uncooperative, and he realized his pause had been too long. “Sorry,” he said, and 
cleared his throat. Then he laughed, helpless, the text of his speech suddenly as meaningless as if 
it were written in Cyrillic. He thought, I look like an old Beatnik tonight. Might as well do 
something Beatnik-like.  

“I really can’t do this,” he said. “Or I shouldn’t. Because I don’t have anything to tell 
you. There’s no speech you have to live by. There’s no script forced on you. Nobody can tell you 
what’s good work or bad.” Before he could halt himself, he was lifting the pages of his speech 
and tearing them and letting the strips sail downward to the varnished floor. “Whatever you want 
to do, I wish you the best. Now go and decide what’s best.” 



  Turner stepped away from the podium and leapt off the stage to land four feet below, a 
feat he couldn’t have accomplished if he had thought about it. The principal was probably 
stricken, frozen halfway through the act of rising. Coyote be damned, Turner thought. His tie 
whipped over his shoulder, and he left it there wagging as he walked up the aisle, the 
bleachers trembling with shocked laughter and, from the graduates behind him, rebellious 
applause. 



The Culture Of American Exceptionalism  
- Ian C. Dawkins Moore 
 
  If there is a real American philosophy, and I don’t mean the pseudo-patriotism of 
politicians, it is the philosophy that America is #1! This concept gains greater potency because it 
is self-referencing and articulated with broad, emotive terms such as “freedom,” “individuality,” 
“choice,” and “the right to bear arms”. I find it curious, as a believer in the Constitution, that 
nowhere does it lay out the duties and responsibilities of citizens. 
  Yet, despite being a nation that shuns the dictates of schools of philosophy, America has 
drawn its wagons around the notion of “exceptionalism” based on the theory, presumably, that 
the United States is qualitatively different from, and freed of, the historical consequences that 
afflict other nations. This can be succinctly expressed by the fact that America is blessed with 
abundant natural raw resources, a limitless supply of cheap immigrant labor and a continent 
vastly underpopulated, compared to other nations. 
 
  Alexis de Tocqueville, who disagreed with the republican concept of American society, 
was the first writer to describe the country (in 1831 and 1840) as “exceptional” because of its 
audacity in believing it could create a new social order. 
  The exact term “American Exceptionalism” has been in use since at least the 1920s and 
saw more common use after Soviet leader Joseph Stalin used the term in reference to America 
believing itself to be independent of the laws of history. American Exceptionalism draws its 
unique view of the world from America's emergence as the "Nation of the Enlightenment.”  
  As a result of the American Revolution, the colonies threw off to throw off the shackles 
of foreign rule and used their resources of courage, determinism, immigrant know-how and the 
raw resources of a virgin land to develop a unique national culture. Without any one of those 
factors, America would not have been so successful. Though often used as a euphemism, by 
American Conservative writers to promote their right to rule over the majority, American 
exceptionalism has taken on a quasi-religious connotation with phrases such as “City on the 
Hill”; interestingly first evoked by the British colonists in the 1630s. 
  Ayn Rand explored American Exceptionalism in her books and public recordings. She 
was unabashed in her honesty and forthrightness about the importance of 1) following one’s 
reason and not one’s whims of faith; 2) working hard to achieve a life of purpose and 
productiveness; 3) earning genuine self-esteem and respect within one’s community of like-
minded individuals; 4) pursuing one’s own happiness as one’s highest moral aim; and 5) 
prospering well by treating others as individuals and trading value for value. What I respect most 
about her philosophy is that it was a philosophy she endeavored to follow – unlike many of her 
followers – but also because she was prepared to stand up to all those who would substitute 
superstitious faith in the place of reason and honest self-evaluation and self-interest.  
  I take issue, however, with her notion of some historical golden age of America’s origins, 
given that the landed gentry and constitutionalists had no real belief in the sanctity of the 
individual human being, as almost all of them were slave owners. That the immigrant American 
huddled masses opened up new frontiers and plowed new lands is well documented. But it was 
not the landed gentry who did this work; America is a creation of the tireless strivers. In short, 
America was settled west of the Appalachians by a breed of immigrant men and women who 
actually believed in “the rights of man”. And that has made all the difference to the reality of the 
America experience. The American dream in history was cultivated and advertised to the 
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European poor by the Easterners, who imported them for their factories and sweat shops.  But it 
was those huddled masses that clung to and immortalized the American dream, not the 
Easterners! This was even more poignant given that the migrants often had to endure seven years 
of indentured servitude. Many still had to repay the cost of their transportation to America once 
they arrived – much like our present day college students! But it was these desperate people who 
persevered and who journeyed west and took up the fight with the land, the original peoples and 
the constant meddling of government. Only then was the “settling of the west” completed. 
  This truncated optimism of American Exceptionalism is what I and many others from 
Britain basked in when we first stepped foot on the well-paved streets and into the fast food 
hamburger joints of America. The apparent inexpensive access to material goods was 
intoxicating and "dream-like". However, the debit/credit system soon took hold, and those 
inexpensive items revealed themselves to be nothing more than addictions. The reality of 
material goods, however, is an unarguable fact that displays obvious abundance; and it’s that 
obviousness that confuses the real with the fake, rendering it impossible to distinguish the quality 
of either. 
  In Britain, it would have taken me months of savings to acquire a refrigerator or a cooker 
or a bed or a washing machine. In America, I can buy any of these basic items instantly – with 
credit! It doesn’t take a genius to appreciate what’s better in material terms! In Britain people 
have to pay a TV license as well as pay for the TV set itself; plus they're still subjected to 
commercials from private companies who would be unable to sell products without access to a 
passive audience. In Britain, then, people are paying to watch commercials designed to make 
them want things, most of which they don’t need and can’t afford. 
 
  What is true about all cultures and nations, throughout history – whatever their duration 
or achievement ‒ is that they spin mythologies about themselves to justify and legitimize the 
ruling class’s right to rule. Charles I, who believed he was selected by God to lead his nation, 
had his head cut off, and yet the British Empire didn't sink into the sea; in fact, it was just 
beginning its rise as the greatest nation in the history of humankind. The idea that a tradition 
must prevail because it is a tradition has been disproven countless times, and it will continue to 
be so even as nations recover from cataclysmic disasters. The Chinese empire has contracted and 
expanded across 6,000 years and killed millions of its own people even as recently as the 1960s, 
and yet today it is arguably set to dominate the 21st century. The American Empire dominated 
the 20th century but has yet to fully absorb into its culture and nationhood its true gains and 
losses. It will need to do so if it is to weather the tests of time and truly take its place in the 
history of the world. 
  “American exceptionalism is a reaction to the inability of people to understand global 
complexity or important issues like American energy dependency. Therefore, they search for 
simplistic sources of comfort and clarity. And the people that they are now selecting to be, so to 
speak, the spokespersons of their anxieties are, in most cases, stunningly ignorant.” ― Zbigniew 
Brzezinski 
  The former Secretary of Defense under President Carter had a point, but unfortunately it 
plays into the very arms of our triumphantly stupid leaders, whose short-sightedness is focused 
purely on their re-election every two or four or six years or in the case of the present resident of 
the white house – his daily need for self-glorification through the reflected lens of the world’s 
media. It also plays into the anti-intellectualism of the descendants of the huddled masses who 
refuse to be fooled again 
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  These descendants have continued to witness repeated betrayals from the Easterners, so 
much so that their anti-intellectualism has morphed into a desperate nativism which feels 
everything is stacked against them, leaving them with their only defense obdurate stubbornness. 
They wish they could go back to some mythical time when they were given a hand up not a 
handout. And this is where the fundamental American dream has crashed against the rocks of 
speculators – a nation is responsible for lifting up its people, not setting them against each other. 
  For many people, like myself, who came to this country and found a refuge, our natural 
allies are the people in the so-called fly-over states – the salt of the earth – who’ve been the 
supreme believers in the long-lost ideals of America as the "Nation of the Enlightenment.” Yet 
such is the power of the political, economic and financial classes, who manipulate and maintain 
the status quo, that America is now a loose confederation of states in open rebellion with itself. 
All constituencies in America are so divorced from their original ideals, that all live within the 
dream of a mythical past which is no more than a Band-Aid over their gaping, festering wounds. 
  To paraphrase Alexis de Tocqueville: “Increasingly during the Andrew Jackson era – 
which has parallels with Trump – Americans ruthlessly swept away even the trappings of 
privilege and presumption.” Tocqueville saw the leveling of society and questioned whether 
America's liberties ‒ and her older concern for individual differences and freedoms ‒ could 
actually survive this new penchant for equality and democracy. As Tocqueville saw it, as 
conditions became more equal, Americans seemed to take more and more pride ‒ not in their 
individuality, nor in their personal liberties, nor in their freedom ‒ but rather in their sameness. 
  Tocqueville wrote:”[E]very citizen being assimilated to all the rest is lost in the crowd, 
and nothing stands conspicuous but the great and imposing image of the people at large.” 
 
   We can see this today with pop culture's rejection of anything associated with quality, or 
value, in the political, economic and religious areas. Public discourse today in America is a 
barrage of spiteful gossip that discredits human values of gratitude and peacefulness, while fake 
emotions worthy of ridicule and weakness are held up as valid opinions. America’s pop culture 
in its effort not to be taken seriously, contents itself with stripping away all notions of quality for 
fear that it will separate people from consuming products, while at the same time emphasizing 
divisions of money, religion, and politics under the guise of being equal. In this regard, 
Tocqueville analyzed the American ethos correctly. Without a central unifying social system –
the Founding Fathers had hoped to be that force – every individual is left to defend him or 
herself. The success of that behavior has been developed to such an extent that the very idea of 
an economically unified community has been erased from the common mind of Americans. 
  So when the economic system was destroyed by a few extremely greedy men in 2008, the 
reaction of the majority of the nation was not that the system had failed them or that these 
individuals should be brought to justice, but, rather, that the system may give each and every one 
of them the opportunity to make such obscene wealth, provided they didn’t give up on their 
illusion of the American Dream! 
  In 2017 we are still witnessing the majority of Americans investing their depleted savings 
in a stock market proven to be crooked, an economic system proven not to work for the majority 
of the nation, and a political system that consistently lies about its responsibilities. Alexis de 
Tocqueville must be rolling over in his grave! 
  Over the past year, I moved to the San Joaquin valley, after 30+ years in urban Oakland, 
California. And during this time I’ve been constantly encouraged by the genuineness of my new 
neighbors. I’ve been encouraged by their companionship because after living in an urban 



environment for so long I realized that I’d been seduced by the allure of the City’s sophistication. 
Yet I was never able, while there, to receive any civility from my neighbors which I count as 
important for community life.  
  After a while I got used to rude intolerant people to such an extent that I didn’t even 
notice them anymore. But now, even as a black man, I’m able to turn up at my white neighbor’s 
home without notice and be welcomed. Once inside I’m encouraged to tell my stories while I 
listen to their rural stories which parallel my own urban adventures. The art of conversation is 
not dead in the valley. They've not forgotten that it’s only through one-on-one, face-to-face 
honest exchanges of ideas that anything meaningful is changed. 
  The fact remains that the people who settled this land and have sustained the America 
dream have been under threat from the earliest days of the American republic. It’s worth 
remembering that it was the “people” who forced the bill of rights on the gentlemen in 
Philadelphia. And it was General Andrew Jackson, who invented the Democratic Party to give 
voice to “the people”. That we have a carpetbagger president now in power demonstrates how 
much we’ve not learned from our history and how far we’ve devolved from our own ideals. 
  Alexa de Tocqueville claimed that “in a democracy, the people get the government they 
deserve.” And if we look carefully at our own behavior, over the past thirty years, we can see 
that as individuals and as a nation we’ve earned the disaster that is our current President. We also 
have to take responsibility for having taken our foot off the pedal of democracy. For democracy 
can only work if people participate in the opportunities it offers. It is not simple, easy or 
convenient. Fidel Castro used to say, in America, Election Day is an excuse for people to go 
fishing. And as dismissive as that statement is, the profound ignorance of our people’s lack of 
understanding of our Constitution, let alone the practice of democracy, is another reason why we 
find ourselves frustrated with our political system. 
  When lands that have been liberated by America show election turn-outs of 80-90%, and 
we are excited here when 65% turn out to vote, epitomizes how we have wasted the greatest 
opportunities that any nation has been given; as the adage goes; garbage in, garbage out. It’s not 
nuclear science. 
  So now another beast slouches into Washington as we wring our hands and cry foul. 
Every day we hear the echo of our failures played out across the world’s media land. The world, 
let alone America, is in deep crises, not because the economy has failed us – it was always set up 
to favor the rich – but because we are morally bankrupt. Nobody in public life says what they 
mean anymore. Nobody in a leadership role takes responsibility for their actions anymore, and 
you and I are responsible for this situation because we voted for them or turned a blind eye to 
their activities. That ironically is why we love and hate President Trump he says what’s on his 
mind, the fact that its narcissistic gibberish is beside the point, Trump believes his lies and so do 
all those who are tired of hearing doubletalk! 
  Look around the world today and see if you can identify a true statesman/woman? There 
is barely a handful, and they don’t exist on the Security Council! So do we remember now how 
our forefathers forced democracy on the parasites of the Eastern states? Even as they had to 
overcome hostile lands, harsh geography and desperate forces determined to repel them. I, as an 
immigrant, who was fortunate to be offered a hand up in life when I came to America, have lived 
the immigrant dream here and I’m fully aware that no change for the working people will ever 
happen without an understand of how to survived in America. And that fight comes from 
remembering those who gave us the opportunity in the first place. It’s for them that we must 
continue the fight, not for our mortgages or status or celebrity glory. America is an emotional 



beacon to the world that life can be changed if we understand that we must fight together, not for 
ourselves; but for the future of the greatest idea mankind has yet articulate ‒ mutual freedom. 
And that is the remarkable exceptionalism of America. 







Back to Wherever 
- Don Callawader 
 
"Are we going back 
to wherever?" she asks 
as I unlock the wheels 
of her chair 
to leave the 
hospital courtyard. 
The clouds above 
turn purple-pink 
in the late 
evening sky. 
Two gray doves 
fly home 
from the scrub 
by the bubbling waters 
beneath the banana tree. 
A dozen crows 
cut quick shadows 
across the tops 
of the tall sycamores 
to roost in the east 
near Santa Anita. 
The hummingbirds 
are silent now 
as they bed high 
in the dark creases 
of maples 
in the lowering dusk. 
But she is lost. 
Her 90-year-old legs 
are crippled, 
her eyes see only 
the distant skies 
beyond the hills 
of Altadena, 
while back in her room 
the nurses wait 
to raise her up 
in the hydraulic lift, 
to swing her 
onto the sanitary pad, 
to watch her 
swallow the pill 
that takes her home 



and back from there 
to wherever. 



After the coyote rides away 
- Anonymous 
 
he is retiring from the roam, but 
he has at least a novelette 
to cuckoo on her behalf about. 
 
He is eye-opener and opiate ‒ 
a chump, deadbeat‒ 
a finch mandible, produced 
by a woodcutter. 
 
What a fate. 
 
He was her fifth straight fiasco; 
he was the epigram of the yes, but 
 
named and void in the dust. 
 
Previously published in a slightly different form in Yellow Chair Review, 2015 



Fog As Visible Dreams 
- Laura Grace Weldon 
 
Mysteries flicker under each tender eyelid. 
Become mist. Pass through walls. 
Crowd the street, stories in symbol 
lingering over a neighborhood asleep. 
 
Houses and mailboxes 
walk toward my headlights, 
ghosts stepping into form. 
I see each thing clearly 
only as it passes by. 
 
Previously published in Shot Glass Journal 



American Daughters  
- Mariya Taher 
 
  Tanveer cut herself. She hadn’t meant to. The soapy sponge was tattered, and the knife’s 
serrated edge cut through it as she leaned over the kitchen sink washing dishes after dinner. She 
didn’t stop to tend the wound, watching instead as bits of steak mixed with droplets of blood on 
the dirty plates resting at the base of the sink. The cool water coming from the faucet would soon 
wash away any instances of red, and the soap would disinfect the grime found on the plates and 
her wound. So she stood over the sink with her shoulder-length black hair tied in a messy bun, 
scrubbing as hard as she could. 
  “I know this is difficult. I watched you go through it. Sufiya didn’t,” her husband Robert 
told her before leaving for the gym, a routine he followed obediently which Tanveer insisted he 
not miss tonight. She needed time alone. 
  “Mother, if you can’t accept I can believe what I want and date whom I want, you’re a 
hypocrite,” her nineteen-year-old daughter, Sufiya, had yelled at dinner. Tanveer shook her head 
to diminish the words’ sting. It had been the first real exchange of words between them since 
Sufiya unexpectedly arrived in Lompoc two days earlier. The doorbell had rung Thursday 
evening and when Tanveer answered it, in front of her stood Sufiya with a backpack on her 
shoulder and a laundry basket filled with unclean clothes. Tanveer hugged her daughter 
immediately, but their embrace lacked the usual warmth. Sufiya gave her a lackluster smile and 
asked if they could catch-up later. She was exhausted from the drive and wanted to nap. 
  During the next two days, Tanveer continuously tried to engage her daughter in chit-chat. 
Tanveer asked about her daughter’s classes. Had she picked a major? What about studying 
abroad? Each time Tanveer started a conversation, Sufiya was busy. She had homework. She 
was on an important phone call. She needed to visit a high-school friend. Only once did Sufiya 
answer a question. Religions of India was her favorite course. Tanveer wanted to ask more. It 
was a curious course to take. Their family had no religion. Sufiya wouldn’t engage. She needed 
to go for a run. 
  Not wanting to be an overbearing mother, Tanveer accepted these excuses. Generally, 
they had a great relationship: going shopping, watching movies, gossiping. Sufiya could ignore 
her this weekend. By Sunday morning though, Tanveer realized her daughter hadn’t smiled once 
since arriving and was constantly on the phone – always out of earshot of Tanveer or Robert. 
Something was wrong, and Tanveer needed to fix it. She went to the grocery store and bought 
beef tri-tip for dinner. Sufiya’s favorite. They would have a proper family dinner before Sufiya 
returned to school. It would help. 
  The dishes washed, Tanveer wrapped her wounded finger in a paper towel. She could 
hear her daughter’s footsteps through the floorboard above her. Sufiya was pacing. Nothing 
about dinner had been proper. 
  The family sat around a leaf shaped table in the dimly lit dining room. As Tanveer 
chewed on her last barbeque-draped bite of steak, Sufiya clanked a fork against a crystal water 
glass. Tanveer swallowed and glanced at her. Sufiya’s clenched jaw and somber expression 
made Tanveer uneasy. She recognized the look. Sufiya gave it once when she brought home a 
report card with a D+ in English. 
  “I don’t know how to do this so I’m just going to say it,” Sufiya began. “I came home 
because I’ve met someone. He’s an exchange student from India and umm…we’re talking about 
getting engaged.” 



  Tanveer thought the world might have gone mute. Silence ricocheted off the ivory 
painted walls. No one spoke, but Tanveer’s arm hairs stood in protest. 
  Robert swiftly grabbed the back of Tanveer’s chair. Sufiya had barely spoken to either of 
them all weekend, and he wanted her to kept talking now. “Wow, that’s a big step, darling. 
You’re young. You sure? We haven’t even met him, have we?” 
  “Um…sort of. At least, mom has,” Sufiya said averting Tanveer’s stare. “Last month, 
when mom drove through L.A., we had lunch, and he was there.” 
  Tanveer’s nostrils flared. Her breathing became rapid. She could not form the sounds 
needed for speech, but her mind was racing. What? Sufiya…Indian...engaged...THAT boy. 
Tanveer searched her memory for the boy’s image and found a man in his thirties standing at the 
buffet line in Naan and Curry. He was wearing a pale blue collared shirt, with two buttons 
opened up top, un-tucked and hanging loosely over khaki slacks. She would have called him 
good looking, had it not been for the speck of daal dripping from his scraggily black beard. 
Sufiya introduced him as the three of them stood in line filling their plates with food. She had 
told Tanveer they were classmates. 
  Underneath the table, Tanveer flexed her hands trying to release the tension ringing 
through her limbs. She hadn’t prepared to enter a boxing match. The image of Sufiya in a white 
(or would it be a red and gold Indian bridal gown?) made Tanveer feel cold. She couldn’t be a 
wife. Sufiya couldn’t even do laundry. 
  Tanveer’s mouth began parting when she caught sight of Robert’s soft hazel eyes, so 
different from her dark almond ones. His gaze pleaded with her to remain calm. Tanveer sighed, 
letting Robert know she would cooperate. His attention then refocused on Sufiya. Tanveer had 
always been amazed at Robert’s ability to understand explosions, especially his knowledge on 
how to avoid them. Once, when Tanveer was out of town, Sufiya, fifteen, came home drunk and 
Robert let her sleep it off. In the morning, he brought her coffee and Advil and sat with her until 
she was ready to talk. Tanveer would have raged into their daughter’s room, giving her a life 
sentence. Robert never lost his cool, and Sufiya never came home drunk again. This soothing, 
conciliatory quality had not changed in the twenty years since she married him. 
  Tanveer grasped her chair’s underside and listened to the questions Robert asked and the 
answers their daughter gave on how she met the boy who was about to ruin her life. 
  “How did you meet uh  ‒ “ 
  “‒ Shabbir.” 
  “Yes, how did you meet Shabbir?” 
  “Remember the Religions of India course I took last fall? He was the teaching assistant.” 
  “Isn’t dating a TA illegal; shouldn’t someone have reported him to the Dean,” Tanveer 
snapped. 
  “Tanveer, please. Let our daughter talk.” 
  Tanveer shot him an annoyed look. She liked Robert’s mediator qualities but sometimes 
his sensibilities drove her nuts. 
  Sufiya continued, “I went to see him during office hours for help. You know me, Daddy; 
I hate essays.” 
  Robert gave a mild smile, nodding in agreement. 
   “He kept helping me, and it just developed into this relationship.” 
  The more Sufiya explained, the more Tanveer wanted to throw things. She thought 
crashing dishes would be more soothing than her daughter’s gibberish. Sufiya was now talking 
about how Shabbir and she fell in love over a plate of tandoori chicken, basmati rice, and raita at 



his favorite restaurant, Naan and Curry. Tanveer released her grip on the chair, took hold of the 
fork lying on her plate, and clenched it until the sharp edges left harsh red imprints on her palm. 
  “He took me to a mosque during Eid holiday, said Sufiya. “I liked it.” 
  “Oh, you did? Now what? You’re going to convert?” Tanveer said sarcastically. 
   “Actually, I might,” Sufiya said softly. 
  “What?” Tanveer asked. 
  “Tanveer, please let‒ “ 
  “No, you had your turn. What the hell did you just say, Sufiya?” 
  “I’m thinking about converting,” Sufiya said, raising her chin confidently. 
  Tanveer’s body temperature rose, boiling. 
  “Shabbir will graduate in a year from his PhD program, and he wants to move to India.” 
Sufiya continued. 
  The air around Tanveer felt fog-heavy. Sufiya shut her eyes, and Tanveer watched as her 
daughter’s chest rose and fell with each deep breath. The motion was a confidence-building 
characteristic Sufiya inherited from her grandfather, a man her daughter knew only from 
pictures. “I’m moving with Shabbir and converting to Islam,” she said as her eyes opened. 
  “Like hell you are,” Tanveer said, pushing herself up from her chair. “If you think we’ll 
let you drop out of college, convert to Islam, and move to India all for some…some boy, you’re 
crazy! You’re American for God’s sake,” Tanveer yelled. “This has got to be the most ridiculous 
stunt you’ve ever pulled, Sufiya. You know nothing about Islam, and you want to marry a 
Muslim? Well, then, better say goodbye to those pork chops you love so much. And you know 
what else? That pretty little red skirt you have on, well, no more skirts for you, my darling 
daughter.” Tanveer flopped back into her chair, reached for her wine glass and took a gulp. “One 
more thing. You won’t be able to have a champagne toast at your wedding,” she added, tilting 
the crystal wine glass in her daughter’s direction. 
  The whole thing was absurd. Tanveer knew firsthand what kind of life Sufiya would have 
marrying that boy. A life filled with rearing children as soon as possible, her Peace Corps dreams 
forgotten. A life in which disagreements with Imams would reflect poorly on her reputation. 
Forever Sufiya would worry about shaming her family due to her misunderstandings on how 
proper Muslim women should behave. She would be miserable. She would suffocate. After all, 
hadn’t Tanveer? 
  Tanveer’s eyes narrowed. Sufiya had to be going through some sort of phase, an act of 
rebellion. Tanveer set down her wine glass, chancing a look in her daughter’s direction. She 
found a poised young lady with red-rimmed eyes staring back at her. 
  “Why are you so angry at Islam?” Sufiya asked. 
  “What are you talking about?” Tanveer said, taken aback. “I’m not angry at Islam. 
You’re being ridiculous. You know my story, Sufiya,” she said locking eyes with her husband. 
Robert had witnessed the days of closed drapes, the endless crying, the months of 
antidepressants, and the hours of therapy Tanveer needed to let go of that pain. 
  “Yes, I know your story. I grew up hearing your story. I’ve never met my grandparents 
because of the story,” Sufiya said. “I enrolled in the Religions of India course because of your 
story.” 
  Tanveer did not understand. 
  “You used to tell me a bedtime story about a princess born into a proper family. A witch 
cursed the princess with willfulness and gave her an insatiable appetite for adventure. This put 
the princess at odds with her family. One day, a kind man built her wings and sprinkled fairy 



dust on them. The princess then flew away to live happily ever after. Eventually, I got it. The 
story was about you. The price the princess paid was to never see her parents again.” 
  Tanveer remained quiet. 
  “Mother, how could you think I’d make a decision like this…without even…without 
putting a great deal of thought into it?” Sufiya said, brushing the bangs off her forehead and 
stiffening her back. The gestures made Tanveer remember herself at nineteen. Sufiya could have 
been her clone with her starless-night hair and golden brown skin, except for those dazzling 
hazel eyes inherited from Robert. For a second Tanveer was lost in the past, her daughter’s 
distressed voice bringing her back. 
  “Mother, are you listening to me?!” Sufiya pounded her fist firmly on the table, rattling 
her silverware. “You’ve said Islam’s not a bad religion. Just wasn’t for you, but what if it’s for 
me?” she pleaded. 
  It was obvious Sufiya was reasoning with Tanveer, and only her. Robert sat quietly 
beside her, his hands folded on his lap, looking downwards. “Mama, if you could’ve felt what I 
did at the mosque on Eid. I felt…elated. Mingling with everyone there. I kept going back to 
experience that feeling,” she said with a tenderness catching Tanveer off guard. “After namaz, 
the women sitting on those beautiful prayers rugs told me about the peacefulness of Islam. They 
taught me about Ijtihad,” Sufiya said. 
  Freedom of thought, Tanveer interpreted in her mind. 
  Sufiya took a deep breath. “The more I learned, the more I fell in love with the religion, 
and it wasn’t because of the boy, Mama.” Her voice turned serious again, “I won’t be sacrificing 
my life by marrying Shabbir. I will be following my heart,” she said. “Just like the princess.” 
  Her daughter’s reassurances did not have the desired effect. Feelings of loneliness at 
having grown up with the mosque washed over Tanveer, intensifying from a level two to a level-
four storm threat. Tanveer had longed to be like the blonde-haired girls with fair skin who 
skipped around the playground during elementary school and later had dates for the big dances in 
high school. Instead, she was the girl who could never sleep over at a friend’s house, never wear 
tanks tops or shorts on days when the heat reached 100°, and who was glared at when adorning a 
headscarf in public.| 
  She felt even more like an outcast in the mosque. Scorn-filled images of madrassa 
teachers flashed through her mind. Her accent had been wrong when pronouncing Arabic’s 
guttural sounds while reading the Quran. She wasn’t trying hard enough said the teachers. But 
she had tried. She memorized hadiths and recited them. They were never good enough. She 
remembered how bratty children, the sons and daughters of Imams, made her feel worthless. One 
pushed her through a sliding glass door, showering pieces of glass everywhere. Of course, it was 
only an accident. The boy’s father yelled at Tanveer. She shouldn’t have been standing so close 
to the door. She had never felt enlightened. “You don’t know what you’re getting into Sufiya.” 
  “Mama, you had a traumatic experience. Doesn’t mean I will.” She sighed. “You know 
one shade of Islam. When I went to the mosque, there were many different people there and 
many different languages, from Urdu to Arabic to Malaysian. The women were all dressed 
differently, too. Some had full abbaya and others only a headscarf. The religion can be practiced 
is many different ways – not just the strict form you grew up in,” Sufiya said. “Did you know 
Shabbir converted? He was born Hindu but converted at fourteen,” she continued. “Mama, you 
may think this is a mistake but I’m allowed to make this choice.” 
  Tanveer’s eyes were locked on her daughter’s. She could hear Robert breathing. Her 
daughter’s words had been steady, yet Tanveer couldn’t accept them. “How can I let you make a 



choice that’ll ruin your life?” 
  Sufiya left the table and slammed her bedroom door, but not before shouting that her 
mother was a hypocrite. “Mother, your reaction proves we have no real relationship.” 
  At the sound of those words, Tanveer felt a sorrowful pang but hadn’t allowed the feeling 
to show. She remained seated with her arms crossed, a guardsman with no emotion. 
  Recalling the dinner fiasco drained Tanveer’s energy. She turned off the kitchen lights 
and walked to the family room. Over the years, this room had collected an assortment of picture 
frames: oval, silver, rectangular and wooden. On the coffee table in front of the couch was a 
picture of Tanveer and Robert taken on their wedding day in Kauai. They had eloped. Beside it 
was another frame with pictures of Sufiya on the day she was born. Hanging over the fireplace 
was the last addition, a portrait of her family taken a month before Sufiya left for college two 
years ago. Taken in a fruit orchard, Sufiya’s arms draped adoringly around her mother’s 
shoulders; the two were looking at each other, laughing. 
  Tanveer settled on the couch. She grabbed the thin wool blanket lying beneath her and 
flung it over her legs before taking the remote and turning on the television. Some teen drama 
was on. She recognized the characters. Sufiya loved the show. The two of them used to watch it 
together in years past. They’d sit together, a blanket covering their legs, and a bowl of popcorn 
mixed with M&Ms on their laps. That moment seemed so long ago. Before Sufiya left for 
college. Before Sufiya yelled, “We have no relationship.” Tanveer never expected to hear those 
words spoken by her child. Words, she herself had used twenty years earlier after a car ride with 
her father. It was a memory that still haunted her. Robert had helped to soften the memory’s 
impact, and she had learned to distance herself from it, but it was never forgotten. 
 
  A quick trip to the Indian grocery store, back then, was all it was supposed to be. Tanveer 
had taken a few days off work and driven to San Jacinto. Her parents were complaining again 
that she never visited them, though it had only been a month since her last visit. On her lap sat a 
pink box filled with orange-colored jalebis, a deep-fried, sweet resembling a pretzel. The sweet 
was Tanveer’s favorite, and her father, without asking, bought a box filled with them. Yet, the 
gesture’s sweetness could not prevent them from getting into an argument Tanveer knew too 
well as her father drove them back to her parent’s home. 
  “I’m not going to follow some archaic old ritual where the parents pick out who I marry.” 
Tanveer yelled. 
  “Beti, this is how it is done in our culture,” her father said in an even tone from behind 
the steering wheel, his glance directed at the red stop sign twenty feet in front of them. Tanveer 
watched as the waves of wrinkles across his forehead expanded. His hairline had receded quite a 
bit since she had gone away to college. White had overtaken the last few remaining strands on 
his head. 
  “It is not like we are telling you to get married tomorrow. Just talk to the boy and see if 
you like him. Then you decide if to continue baht with him. She knew he was trying to reason 
with her. There was no harm talking to Muslim boys via mail or phone. If it worked out that 
would be great, if it didn’t, her parents would look for a new boy for their daughter to marry. 
Tanveer might have bought into her father’s logic had it been the first time he presented it to her. 
But she had talked to Indian Muslim boys and had even gone on one date to appease her parents. 
Their argument felt too much like a never-ending merry go-round. 
  “I’m not even religious. Any guy I would consider marrying would have to be agnostic, 
too.” There. She had said it, the word that made her father’s face cringe and the color drain away. 



She noticed his hands tightening around the steering wheel. 
  “You’re confused. It’s just a phase,” he said. 
  “Yeah, a phase I’ve been going through for the last twenty-three years,” she mumbled. 
Tanveer flopped her head against the passenger seat’s headrest and gazed out the window. The 
sun’s warmth felt good. Outside, the world passed by in a multi-colored haze. The tops of the 
giant palm trees and valley oaks seemed to wave to her as the wind pushed them first toward her 
and then away. They were not yet in rush-hour and the only other form of transportation on the 
road was a bicycle ridden by a young child. The cute little girl in pig-tails was peddling as hard 
as she could, giggling the entire time. Tanveer found herself wishing they could trade spots. 
  “Beti, religion gives you a sense of structure and purpose in life. Besides, you don’t have 
to marry someone who is religious ‒ “ 
  “But they have to be from a Muslim Indian family,” she finished for him. “It just doesn’t 
make sense. I could marry someone who isn’t religious at all, but I can’t marry a white guy that 
might be a devout Muslim?” 
  Not that she wanted to marry a devout Muslim. The truth was Tanveer’s head cleared the 
day she admitted to her parents she no longer prayed namaz. Tanveer shut her eyes and took a 
deep breath. Her father would repeat himself and say, “This is the way in our family,” but deep 
down, she thought he agreed it was hypocritical, even if he could never admit it. He did not want 
to upset Tanveer’s mother. 
  Tanveer had never enjoyed her mother’s company. She knew she should, but oftentimes 
she thought if the woman hadn’t given birth to her, they wouldn’t have sought each other’s 
company. Tanveer’s mother was simple minded. A visiting Imam once preached that Muslims 
should not eat food cooked by Hindu hands. Tanveer’s father laughed. He had grown up with 
Hindu servants in his household. They made the best biryani rice, he claimed, cooking the goat 
meat to perfection and mixing it with spices that made his mouth salivate at smell. Tanveer’s 
mother had also grown up with Hindu servants, but after the Imam came and went, Tanveer 
noticed her mother would grin pleasantly then refuse food if handed to her by a woman with a 
bindi on her forehead. Tanveer’s mother only saw black and white. She disliked these qualities. 
Yet, this was her mother, and Tanveer’s father was married to her. Their daughter marrying an 
outsider would not be acceptable. 
  The requirements their culture had for marriage felt too much like pedigree dog breeding. 
As long as the other held the same DNA, they could procreate together in blissful union. The 
same went for purebred children. Sometimes, she thought her father would be okay if she told 
him about Robert, a French, English, Irish, fourth generation American boy with eyes the color 
of a wintered meadow coming back to life. They had been in a relationship for the past two 
years. She thought her Indian father might have been okay with her marrying a European mutt if 
it weren’t for his concern that family members would shun Tanveer for her actions. Robert’s 
father had embraced Tanveer the very first time she met him, and his mother had called to 
congratulate Tanveer on hearing news of the proposal. Tanveer’s relatives would do no such 
thing. 
  Tanveer continued looking at her father’s profile as he pulled the car up the driveway, 
inching it slowly into the garage. He was leaning forward, peeking out the front windshield 
trying to make sure he didn’t hit the empty cardboard boxes stacked against the front wall. The 
extra care he took in moving her car reminded her he took care of sick children all day long. Her 
father had left his family and his country many years ago. She did not know what drove him to 
practice medicine in the United States. Maybe a sense of adventure. The decision had led to 



Tanveer calling the U.S. home and India a foreign country she visited on a tourist’s visa. In the 
garage, after satisfying himself with the car’s placement, Tanveer’s father turned off the car’s 
ignition and twisted around to face her. “Tanveer jaan, you may be an American, but you cannot 
lose your heritage. You will understand when you are older,” he said. 
  She stared into her father’s face and felt an ache. She loved him. When she was little, 
afraid of the dark, he placed flashlights around her room; all within reach from her bed so she 
could shine light on the monsters and scare them away. He even left a walkie-talkie on her 
nightstand in case she needed to call him for back-up in the middle of the night. Then when she 
turned sixteen, he bought her the silver Honda Civic they were presently sitting in, forgoing his 
expensive trip to Mecca to perform the Hajj pilgrimage. 
  Tanveer had believed letting him drive her car to the grocery store would relax their 
conversation. She had imagined them discussing how smooth the car drove. How quiet the 
engine was. How sensitive the brakes were in comparison to her father’s first car in this country, 
a walnut brown-colored Saab with manual drive. She had hoped it would veer the conversation 
away from talk of ’what is done in our culture’. She had been wrong. 
  Tanveer temporarily muted her father’s voice and noticed a slight stain across the pocket 
of his t-shirt. Spilt chai, she assumed from its brownish nature. He drank three cups every day, 
his one guilty pleasure. She glanced up and found her father’s gaze fixated on her. She couldn't 
do this anymore. She had to tell her father about her intentions to marry Robert, then sit there and 
listen as he begged her not to do so. Tanveer reached over the center counsel and took her 
father’s hand, “Papa, I don’t agree with you.” 
  “Beti,” he sighed. 
  “I’ve met someone,” she said. 
   Tanveer’s father removed his hands from beneath her’s and sat staring forward, looking 
through the windshield at the neatly stacked boxes in front of him. His hands were rolled into 
fists, and his chest rose and fell with each deep breath he took. 
 
   And I would go to the ends of the earth 
  Cause, darling, to me that's what you're worth 
  If you need, you need me to be with you 
  I will follow where you lead 
  Tanveer was jostled back into the present by the sudden increase in sound. The remote 
had fallen underneath her, and she had hit the volume button. She went to grab the remote, and 
her injured finger rubbed against something sharp stuck in-between the couch cushions; her 
wound from washing dishes re-opened, and a tiny spot of red smeared the couch. Tanveer stuck 
the finger in her mouth. The taste of copper overwhelmed her, and she quickly removed her 
finger. Tears slid down her cheeks. 
  Aside from the occasional letter notifying the other party that they were still alive and 
kicking, she hadn’t really spoken to her father in over twenty years. Their last encounter included 
hours of yelling and tears and at the end of that night, they walked away from each other 
adamantly refusing to reconcile. She shut her eyes tightly as their last words that night came 
back to her. 
  “I can’t believe you don’t want to see your own daughter happy,” she said coldly. 
  His reply just as frosty, “Beti, how can I watch you make a mistake.” 
  She got off the couch and walked towards the kitchen. Neither of them had tried to fix it, 
she thought. Neither of them had ever called. Five years ago, her father informed her via e-mail 



that he had successfully undergone surgery to remove a polyp from his voice box. The manner in 
which he wrote about the abnormal, but benign, growth of tissue, suggested to Tanveer that her 
father had been in no immediate danger. She replied, “I’m glad you’re well,” and then deleted 
the e-mail. She thought about sending a get well card, choosing a card with a teddy bear on the 
front, but changed her mind on the way to the cash register, leaving it on the candy-filled shelves 
in the checkout aisle. 
  She wanted Robert home. The recollection of that encounter with her father left her 
exposed, and she wasn’t comfortable with these raw emotions. It made her feel unbalanced and 
her knees buckled. She leaned against the kitchen’s doorframe to steady herself and caught sight 
of a painting filled with Asiatic lilies. The painting hung proudly in a golden frame on the wall 
above the sink. Her daughter painted the watercolor in the 8th grade. Tanveer studied the bouquet 
and then diverted her glance to the left where a telephone sat on a granite counter. She picked it 
up and dialed a number, but when she heard a click and then the heavily accented “Hello” she 
panicked. The man’s voice on the other end sounded too foreign, too crumpled. Not smooth and 
velvety like the voice she remembered her father possessing twenty years earlier. Her index 
finger was ready to hit the end call button, when an image of Sufiya at dinner raced through 
Tanveer’s mind, urging her to speak. The eighty-year old voice said “Hello” again, this time a 
little louder. 
  Tanveer gulped down the saliva collecting at the back of her throat. Grasping the phone 
even tighter, she opened her mouth and finally said, “Salam alakum, Papa, it’s me.” The line had 
already gone dead. 
  Tanveer placed the phone back on the counter and went upstairs. She stood outside her 
daughter’s room ready to knock when she heard her daughter’s voice. “My mom’s stuck, 
Shabbir. She doesn’t get it.” Tanveer turned around and went back down the stairs to the kitchen. 
She stared at the phone, wanting to reach for it. Instead, she kneeled over, cried silently, allowing 
her teardrops to collect on the floor. 
  Her body began to numb when a pair of warm arms wrapped themselves around her. 
Robert had come home. He had on a black t-shirt, gym shorts, and tennis shoes. He swooped her 
off the floor and carried her upstairs. Tanveer nestled her face against his neck, feeling the 
growth of his day old beard. He smelled salty and sweaty. 
  Gently, Robert placed her on their tissue-soft bed and pulled the comforter up around her. 
She looked up into his hazel eyes, the same as their daughter’s, and drew in her breath. Robert 
bent down to kiss her forehead and whispered, “Tomorrow.” He was the eternal optimist, which 
sometimes annoyed her. Not this night. She needed it. She wiped away the tears smearing her 
make-up and weakly smiled up at him. “Yes,” she agreed. “Tomorrow.” 



Dear Guest, 
- Lois Greene Stone 
 
  Thank you for booking your room with us and for doing so on your voice-activated home 
cylinder. We are delighted the system worked so well for you, as customer service is so vital in 
this competitive market. We are a hotel that truly considers each visitor a special person, and also 
understands that 21st century technology is part of life. Yes, old people do have a somewhat 
difficult time, but they are no longer part of the future, and there are still accommodations for 
them at existing, outmoded places. 
  Your transported message had the ‘cloud’ dropping down your particulars, and we see 
you have been with us in the past. While we don’t offer perks for repeat stays, we have made 
some wonderful alterations since you’ve been here. 
  The lobby no longer exists; it has been transformed into a bar and a delightful gathering 
place for the generation we seek. Any seating, therefore, even just to wait for someone, will be in 
a leather chair with a high seat which allows you to reach the granite-top counter, and drinks are 
mandatory if you do claim a chair. You will love the aroma of fine alcohol and beer. Those 
lobby-urns with fresh flowers that decayed within days and left an odor are no longer part of this 
structure. 
  We've made some exciting changes to each guest room. Our showers, which caused you 
concern (as you noted in a survey), now require a thumb ID as the doors are made by an iPhone 
company. Since the company hasn't quite gotten the sensor corrected yet, it will take three thumb 
touches to open the shower door. An update ought to be coming soon to fix this problem. Once 
inside the shower stall, please remember our jets are concealed until voice activated. Just tell the 
tiled walls what you want the water to do and the temperature you want. The shower door will 
open from the inside without you having to use your thumb ID. 
  The deep and free-standing bathtub is a visual delight. Definitely for the younger 
generation, as you must know if you have one of these modern fixtures in your home. An agile 
body can easily hoist one leg up and over into the soothing tub and just as easily get out; hand 
rails or steps are just not available. Only very few rooms marked ‘handicap’ have bathing things 
from the 1950's, and, of course, no parts are available should anything break. We would never 
consider giving you such a room, so do realize that your on-cloud profile is important to us. 
  Our state-of-the-art toilets come from the area of China where only Mandarin is spoken. 
Had you seen an article in The Wall Street Journal on toilets, you would have read that a Chinese 
company has acquired American Standard Brand; so you are really getting our finest. Note, 
above the commode, there is a transliteration from Mandarin so you can command the toilet to 
warm the seat, lift or lower the seat, and also to flush. You must use these commands to activate 
the mechanism. We’ve noted that the ability to use some Mandarin words is most helpful in 
business, and many of our concierges are fluent in that language. 
  Enjoy, as always, your stay. Had you been interested in buying our Penthouse apartment, 
sadly, it is no longer on the market. The $50-million sale was completed since your last visit. 
 
The Management 









Autumn 
- Trivana Harihanan 
for DK 

 
The bare rustle of leaves. 
A cicada’s waning shadow. 
 
What have I come to learn of you 
in all these years? 



Bridges 
- Claire Scott 
 
be careful 
crossing bridges 
some can’t bear the weight of your sorrow 
having carried too many souls soughing & 
sighing under oppressive loads 
some have wooden slats rotting with tears 
unable to support another step 
be careful 
check your footing on suspension bridges 
wobbling in the air, swinging side to side 
worn handrails gripped by a glance at 
white rapids swirling below 
be careful 
on covered bridges 
walking through the shadows of others’ 
remorse, breathing the musty air of  
regret that sears your lungs 
if you must cross, and you must 
to move from the clitter-clatter of this side 
to the quiet hush of the other 
be careful 



Bygones 
- Robert Karaszi 
 
The weatherman says heavy rain, 
instead it dribbles like an old man 
unable to urinate. 
 
In the small orbit of the car, 
daylight clings to my collar, simmers in sweat, 
but I shall drive despite this meridian fry. 
I travel in the tremble of tin and tires. 
 
Up ahead, Barron Lake, your lost butterfly locket, 
Woodport, the warm rocks before the dive. 
The sun legs gently over the turbine hills, 
and always with a little luck I find your house, 
where torn cotton knits dry on an iron gate, 
and a vintage bicycle sinks in the garden. 
 
Over rum we discuss the length of our severance, 
agree to let bygones vanish amid the fray. 
Then kisses wheedle the lower back down 
till daybreak quiet as cat paws… 
treads the bedroom floor. 



Not a Deal Breaker 
  - Paul Lewellan 
 
  I recognized my supper date as soon as she rode onto the Olive Table parking lot on a 
knobby-tired Mongoose Sabrosa 3x9 mountain bike with a pink basket and a Greenpeace flag on 
a fiberglass pole. My ex-step-daughter spotted me, waved a gloved hand, and smiled. I think it 
was a smile. Maybe the chinstrap of her purple helmet was too tight.  
  “It’s good to see you again, Gwen,” I said, walking toward her. “You’ve grown up.” – 
easily the most insipid comment I could make to a forty-something female I hadn’t seen in two 
decades. 
  “Is that your car, John?” she asked, pointing an accusing finger to my gas-guzzling, 1993 
Nissan 300ZX twin turbo.” I nodded. “You never drove a sports car when you and Mom were 
married.” 
  “Your mother was always between jobs,” I said with a shrug. “We were living on a 
teacher’s salary and helping you with tuition at Iowa State.” 
  Gwen pulled out a bike chain as I straightened my Green Bay Packers tie. I’m not sure 
why I decided to dress up for the occasion. “You could lock the bike in my car trunk.” 
  “No thanks. I’ll just use this sugar maple.” She wore black sweat pants and an Amnesty 
International sweatshirt ‒ sort of the Pillsbury Dough Girl look. 
  “Let me help you.” 
  “Nonsense. You’ll soil your suede sports coat.” That’s when I noticed the PETA sticker 
on the bike frame. Gwen did a twist and a loop of the chain, and the bike was secure. “I’ve got 
it.” She popped up, shook the dirt off her pink riding gloves, and grabbed a large cloth bag from 
the bike’s front basket. “I’m ready.” 
  I approached the restaurant door with big, loping strides, then caught myself and slowed 
so we could walk together. I’m six-three; she barely topped five feet. “A little cold for biking, 
isn’t it?” The evening temperature had dropped to the low-forties with a crisp wind coming from 
the north. 
  “You’d be amazed what a good bike can do in snow. And I always dress in layers.” She 
took off the helmet and shook out her curly brown hair. I’d remembered Gwen as an “attractive” 
teen. But then that had been twenty-three years ago.  
  She caught me staring at her footwear, a pair of cross-trainers held together with 
bookbinding tape. “These are my ‘wet streets’ shoes.” 
  As I reached for the front door, a greeter pushed it open. “Good evening, Mr. Liebbe.” 
  “Good evening, Chelsie.” The eager high school girl seemed pleased I’d remembered her 
name. She’d been in my Advanced Composition class last year. For her final project she’d 
written an ambitiously horrible history of cosmetology. “We’ve got reservations for two. 
William will seat you, and Bobette will be your server.” 
  “William” turned out to be Bill Jeeter who’d failed Intro to Fiction twice for submitting 
ineptly reworked fantasy fiction he’d downloaded off the web. He passed the class the third time 
around, just before he dropped out of school. I’d heard he was working two jobs to make the 
payments on his Camaro. 
  “Good evening, William.” 
  “Good evening, sir.” He smirked as he put the menus on the tables. “Bobette will be...” 
  “... our server. Yes, thanks, Bill. Good to see you again. How’s the car running?” 
  “Purrs like a kitten, Mr. Liebbe.” 



  As we slid into the booth, Bobette magically appeared. “Bobette” was Barbara Ann 
Waxpole, an undistinguished George H. W. Bush High School graduate. She wore wire-rimmed 
glasses. Her hair color was in transition. Her white blouse was spattered with a light Alfredo 
sauce, while her knee-length khaki skirt featured the marinara. A bright floral tie hung from her 
neck 
  “Mr. Liebbe, what an honor! Do you remember me?” 
  “Certainly. I still use your comparison/contrast essay on cheese spreads as a model in 
Composition class.” I looked at her nametag. “Did you change your name?” 
  “Bobette’s my stage name. I’m doing commercials locally, plus dinner theater. I played 
Liesel in The Sound of Music at the Hilltop. What can I get you two to drink?”  She took our 
orders and sprinted off. 
  “Do you know every restaurant employee in the city?” 
  I shrugged. “I’ve been teaching in this town for thirty-three years. My insurance agent, 
my mechanic, and my accountant are former students.” 
  “Bobette is clearly a fan.” 
  “That’s the trick, to be served by your fans. You don’t want the surgeon taking out your 
appendix to hold a grudge because of the C you gave her on a sophomore English final.” 
  She laughed politely at my little joke. I didn’t remember her laughing a lot in the three 
years I was married to her mother. But then I rarely saw Gwen; she was away at college the 
whole time. 
  Bobette appeared with decaf coffee, herbal tea, and a brown stain on her left sleeve. 
Gwen ordered the vegetarian lasagna. I hesitated. 
  “It won’t bother me if you eat meat,” she said. “Vegetarianism is my personal choice.” 
  After I ordered the eight oz. sirloin in a Jack Daniels sauce with a side of linguine, Gwen 
slid out of the booth. “Excuse me. I need to fix my hair and things.” She grabbed her cloth bag 
and disappeared without elaborating. 
  About the time our salads arrived, I saw an attractive middle-aged woman dressed in a 
simple black sheath walking toward me. I paused. The woman was Gwen, hair in place, the 
“layers” stuffed into her big cloth bag. 
  “Wowser!” 
  Gwen slid back into the booth. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” She placed the large blue 
napkin on her lap. “Even if I am your long-lost ex-step-daughter who you have to be nice to.” 
  “I don’t have to...” 
  “But you were. Always. Nice to me, that is. Even when Mother was being impossible.” 
  The comment just hung in the air for a moment. “The dress looks great on you.” 
  “Thank you, John.” She picked up her salad fork and began removing the cucumber 
slices. “It isn’t meant for biking, but it packs well.” 
  “I can see that.” I stabbed at my lettuce. “I’m glad you called. It’s been a long time since 
we talked.” 
  “I live here now. Been here for six months. I thought it was crazy not to.” 
  Over salads we caught up on each other’s lives. 
  When I met and married Gwen’s mother, Olivia, I’d been teaching for seven years.  That 
was the year she worked the McGraw-Hill booth at the Iowa State Teachers Convention in Des 
Moines. She was gregarious, attractive, well-traveled, and a gifted liar. 
  The last day of the convention Olivia mentioned, casually, that she had a daughter who 
was a freshman majoring in engineering at Iowa State University, twenty-five miles up I-35 from 



Des Moines. “I wish I had a car so that I could pop up and see her.” 
  I offered to drive her despite my suspicion that having a nineteen-year-old daughter 
meant Olivia wasn’t twenty-eight as she had initially claimed. That was how I met Gwen. She 
graduated from ISU three years later after the divorce became final. 
  Gwen’s first job was working on the design team for JD AgTech in Waterloo. Her 
biological father ran a family farm outside of Waverly, Iowa, about a half-hour drive away. She 
got a chance to get to know him for the first time and realized that the circumstances of her 
mother’s first marriage were not as Olivia had always claimed. 
  Two years later her father walked Gwen down the aisle when she married a co-worker. 
Her mother didn’t attend; she was working the hospitality desk at the Majestic Hotel in Kuala 
Lumpur. 
  ”My husband, Aaron, was an engineer, like me,” Gwen explained as she removed the last 
of the croutons from her salad, “except my promotions came twice as fast as his.” 
  I’d heard the story before, in slightly different language, in a lengthy email Olivia sent 
from Bruges in Belgium where she was working at a diamond exchange.  
  “The marriage lasted ten years. The divorce was antagonistic but not fatal. We had no 
children. Aaron got custody of our Yorkie,” she told me. “I missed the dog even more than I 
missed Aaron.” Gwen caught herself. “Doesn’t that sound terrible?” 
  “No,” I told her, “it sounds pretty normal.” I shook my head. “Your mother once sent me 
a postcard from Everglades City, Florida. All it said was ‘I’ve met a dwarf who trains bears.’” 
Gwen laughed at that. 
  “Why does she still write you?” 
  “I have no idea.”  Actually, I had a long list of ideas, but none of them seemed 
appropriate to speculate on while out with Olivia’s daughter. 
  Gwen reached across the table and patted my hand. “Mother told me about Elizabeth’s 
death. She gives me regular updates on your successes.” She saw the expression on my face. 
“And, yes, that probably falls under the category of Facebook stalking.” She shook her head. 
“What I’m trying to say is that I’m sorry for your loss. Your wife must have been a very special 
woman.” 
  Chelsie arrived with the entrees. “Bobette’s getting first aid so I’m helping out,” she said, 
putting down the plates, “It’s so cute when people your age hold hands.” 
  “People our age?” Gwen mouthed as Chelsie departed. I was in my mid-fifties; she was 
a decade younger. 
  We fell into a comfortable conversation as we finished our salads. “After the divorce,” 
she told me, “I took time off from work, climbed a volcano in Ecuador, lived in the rain forests 
of Costa Rica, and worked on a sustainable agricultural plan for a Mayan village in the hills of 
Zacapa.” 
  “That sounds like something your mother would do.” 
  “Correction. It sounds like something my mother would claim to have done.” 
  “Duly noted, and corrected.” 
  She accepted my apology. “To celebrate my new freedom, I bought a $1,500 mountain 
bike that was promptly stolen at gun point in Guatemala City. But I came back from Central 
America with three patent ideas. At JD AgTech you aren’t young or old; you’re fast track or 
derailed.” 
  I sipped on my coffee, trying to make it last. “And where is your metaphorical train?” 
  “Derailed at the moment. Because of the bees. It’s a long story.” 



  “I’m in no hurry. My girls are in college. There’s no one at home waiting up for me.” 
  Before she could say anything, Bobette appeared. A white surgical bandage wrapped 
around her left hand was already smeared with garlic butter. She leaned toward me and 
whispered, “Mr. Liebbe, what happened to your other date?” 
  Gwen laughed and then reassured her, “It’s still me. I just slipped into something more 
provocative. I wasn’t keeping his attention in the sweats.” 
  Bobette understood. She stepped back and used a napkin to remove something from her 
glasses. “Could I interest you in dessert?” 
  I looked down at our half-eaten entrees and then back up to Bobette. “Why don’t you 
wait about twenty minutes, and then ask us again? She nodded and left without a word. I turned 
back to Gwen. “Bees?”  
  She put down her fork. “My father ran a hog operation, but about the time I started 
working for AgTech the bottom dropped out of the sow belly market. His beekeeping hobby kept 
him afloat. When Aaron and I divorced, my father had devoted himself full-time to bees and was 
producing 185,000 pounds of honey annually.” 
  Gwen’s face became animated as she spoke. “Two years ago, mites attacked his hives. In 
1988 there were 200,000 honeybee colonies in Iowa, now there are less than 40,000. It’s all 
because of the varroa jacobsoni mite.” 
  I noticed her eyes were a deep brown. I caught myself staring. Gwen blushed slightly, 
and then self-consciously took a large bite of lasagna on which she choked.  
  “Aren’t there chemicals?” As soon as I said the word, I knew I’d erred. She was Miss 
Organic Ex-Step-Daughter of the World. 
  “There’s Fluvalinate, but the mites have built up a tolerance.” 
  “So how does a design engineer become a honeybee savior?” 
  “I haven’t yet. I’ve done some research. I contacted the entomology department at Iowa 
State and picked their brains. I talked with a high school girl in Elgin who has had success with 
compounds from the perilla plant, especially perilly acetate. It’s interesting stuff.” 
   “But?” Gwen hesitated. “I know there’s a but,” I told her. 
  “Entomology isn’t my job. I’m a design engineer. I put in my eight-hour shift, but every 
other waking hour I spend with bees. It’s affected my performance. My team leader says I’m 
unfocused. I lack the fervor I used to have. Plus, I declined a choice assignment in China since it 
would take me out of the country for a year.” 
  “So, is there hope for the bees?” 
  “My father’s optimistic.” 
  “And you?” 
  “I suspect I have a career move in my future. Maybe graduate school.” Gwen pushed 
aside her plate. “How about you?” 
  “I’ve taught in the same classroom for the last twenty-five years. I was pretty comfortable 
until Elizabeth fell ill. Then everything was upside down. I don’t handle change well.” 
  Bobette swooped by on the way to another of her tables, making a point to ignore us. I 
noticed her right tennis shoe was untied and the strings from her apron were flapping behind her 
back leaving greasy streaks. 
  “After Elizabeth’s death I drowned myself in alcohol and self-pity until finally my girls 
did an intervention. After I sobered up, I started a Mock Trial team at school. And now I’m the 
literary magazine advisor.” 
  “Sometimes events surprise you. Tonight, for example, has been...pleasant.” Gwen 



daubed her lips with her napkin. “Actually more than pleasant.” 
  Bobette arrived with the dessert menu and described each choice in dramatic detail. I 
ordered the high calorie, high fat New York style cheesecake with molten fudge. Gwen ordered 
the peach sorbet. 
  There was an awkward silence after Bobette left. Gwen eventually broke it. “Maybe we 
should do this again?”  
  “I’d like that.” And as soon as I said it, I realized how much I’d like it. 
  “Why?” 
  “Good question.” I took a deep breath. “I admire your passion, the way you live out your 
beliefs, your unwillingness to compromise on the things you value. Plus you’re an attractive 
young woman, much like your mother. But…” 
  “There’s always a ‘but.’” 
  I pushed away from the table to get a little space between us. “But there’s this ex-step-
daughter thing.” 
  She laughed and then stopped herself. “No. Obviously that’s not funny. You want to do 
the right thing.” Gwen scrunched up her face.“You are not Woody Allen. And I never thought of 
you as a stepfather. You were just one of a string of men who popped in and out of my mother’s 
life. You should know that.” She reached for my hands and pulled me closer. “I was nineteen 
when you met my mom. By the time I was twenty-two you were gone from my life. Now I’m 
forty-three. That book is closed.” 
  I did the math again. “I’m ten years older than you.” 
  “Yes, I know. That bothers me a little. That’s why I waited so long to call you once I got 
to town. But I don’t think it’s a deal-breaker.” 
  The comment caught me by surprise. “Deal-breaker?” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw 
Bobette approaching with our desserts. “How about breakfast on Saturday at Fresh Deli, 
followed by a morning at the graphic novel exhibit at the Figge Art Museum?” 
  Bobette placed the sorbet in front of Gwen. “I’d prefer a twenty-mile bike ride followed 
by a hockey game.” 
  There was an awkward silence. 
  “Well, figure something out,” Bobette suggested as she set down my cheesecake. “I 
mean, you’re obviously into each other.” 
  We stared at the desserts until Bobette finally got the hint and left. “What if we did 
Saturday lunch instead of breakfast,” she said. 
  “I’ve never been to a hockey game,” I admitted. “You’ll have to explain it to me.” I took 
my cheesecake and slid it over to her along with the fresh fork. I moved the peach sorbet and 
dessert spoon over to my side. 
  “I ordered the sorbet,” she protested. 
  “Yes, but you wanted the cheesecake.” Gwen blinked. “How many miles have you put on 
your bike so far this week?” 
  “Sixty.” 
  “It’s not like you have to count calories.” Before she could say anything, I dug the spoon 
into the sorbet and began eating. “Besides,” I told her, “I should try new things.” She finished the 
cheesecake before the check arrived. 
  Gwen looked at her watch. “It’s getting late. I’ve got bees to look in on.” We split the tab. 
Gwen gave Bobette a generous tip then disappeared into the Ladies Room to change into her 
biking clothes. 



  As we walked out of the restaurant I told her, “I could give you and your bike a lift.” 
  She shook her head. “The night air will do me good,” she said.  “Plus it avoids that 
awkward moment when you walk me to my door, and you don’t know what to do.” 
  “Oh, I know what to do.” I leaned down and kissed her. Gently. I touched her hair and 
drew her closer for a second kiss. “No awkward moment. No problem,” I said softly when we 
finished. 
  Finally, I walked her to her bike and watched as she unchained it. She stuffed her cloth 
bag into the front basket along with her heels. “So there’s no way to convince you to go bike 
riding with me on Saturday?” 
  “If I tried biking twenty miles to prove I wasn’t too old for you, I’d have to ride the last 
three miles on a gurney.” 
  “That’s not an image I’m comfortable with.” Gwen strapped on her helmet.  “I’d consider 
going to the graphic novel exhibit on one condition.” 
  “Name it.” 
  “You take everything that you own that’s leather ‒ billfolds, belts, shoes, jackets ‒ and 
give them a decent burial.” 
  “I’ll donate everything to Goodwill, except my orange Toni Lama boots.” Before she 
could say anything, I added, “Gwen, you don’t want to completely emasculate me before the 
second date, do you? There will be plenty of time for that after Saturday night’s hockey game.” 
  Gwen smiled. “Mother always said you were a complicated man.” She mounted the bike 
and turned on the headlamp and the rear flashers. She put a reflector vest on over her other 
layers. “I’ll be done with my bike ride by 11:00. Pick me up at noon for lunch and the museum. 
I’ll email you directions to my house. Text me if you get cold feet.” 
  Gwen was almost out of the lot before she swung back in a wide arc and rode past me. 
She turned again and rode back. “You are an excellent kisser,” she called out as she passed me 
again. 
  “Right back at you,” I shouted as she coasted out of the drive and into the night. “Much 
like your mother,” I said softly, and sighed. 



Everyone Knows 
- Art Altman 
 
Time drips down 
From my pen unceasing 
Onto my pillow 
I cry silently 
Others resist 
 
I remain  
Resting 
As a world outside  
Rushes 
Through 
Dreams to reality 
 



Time Out of Mind 
- Mark Danowsky 
 
Who has the time 
to read inscriptions 
on tired old statues 
 
steam vegetables 
on the stovetop 
 
or compose a heartfelt 
letter to a childhood friend 
no longer around? 
 
Who has the time anymore 
to listen to an overture 
all the way through 
 
or even read a poem 
without hearing that little voice 
in the back of your mind 
ask when you last checked 
if the world has ended? 











Juniper Ranch 
- Bill Pieper 
 
  Mike’s letter lay on the plank table in the kitchen, where Cass had tossed it before sitting 
down with her coffee mug. She was still angry with him from five months ago, angry with that 
damn Wes, too, and angry with herself. In Lamoille’s tiny post office this morning, when the 
envelope had appeared in her box, she’d palmed it like she was cheating at poker and slid it 
unopened into the pocket of her fleece vest. 
  The rest of her mail had been junk that she looked through right there and dropped in the 
trash. But Maureen, the postal clerk, must have noticed Mike’s return address, and Cass bet half 
the town knew by now. She was tired of being asked about him and hadn’t replied to either of his 
past letters. 
  The drive back to Juniper Ranch, tucked in a north-slope canyon of the Ruby Mountains, 
took thirty minutes, and in early spring like this Cass felt lucky to have a Jeep. The main road 
was in decent shape, threading along Stoddard Creek in mixed sagebrush that gave way to 
ponderosas as it climbed, but at her turnoff, even after a drought winter, the access track became 
a slalom course of mud holes. The ranch was private, though, maybe too private with Mike gone, 
and, in the quiet, her hands shook as she slit the envelope’s flap and read. 
  He loved her, knew he’d messed up bad, was sorry and knew he’d have to pay for it. She 
had every right to be angry, but how could she not be answering, and why didn’t she visit or at 
least call Wes and relay some kind of message? Sure, they had to be apart for a while, but that 
was temporary and to please not imagine they were done. There was only one woman in the 
world for him, and it was her. 
  Yeah, right. She’d been down that path before, and it never led anywhere good. She re-
warmed her coffee in the microwave, went outside and sat on the porch steps. The meadow was 
just starting to green up for the season, no sign of wildflowers yet in the weak March sun, and 
clouds like long braids of gray hair sped across the sky. A surround of piney ridgelines kept her 
from seeing Mt. Fitzgerald, where those same clouds could bunch together like yesterday and 
turn into thunderheads. 
  What Mike had done over in California was part of why she was angry, but not the 
biggest part. She knew he had skipped out on something, which he’d promised to tell her later 
on, but if he got caught, she’d be safer not knowing. That much, she bought into, except that 
finding out he’d killed a guy came as a shock. His friend Wes had said it was probably self-
defense, but there’d been no witnesses. 
  What she was really angry about was that Mike had gotten in touch with Wes at all. 
She’d told him not to, that it was too dangerous and could leave a trail, but he wouldn’t listen. 
They were safe the way they were and had a good life, and she was happier than she’d been in a 
long time. But Wes was like a father to him, Mike said, and there wouldn’t be a problem. 
  So, yeah, she was also angry with herself for letting Mike steamroll her, for being conned 
by Wes and for having her heart on her sleeve. She’d said never again to all that emotional stuff 
and been fine without it for years, just a little fling here and there, until Mike showed up. 
  Last May, on an exercise ride for her favorite horse, she’d come across him camped near 
the creek, reading a book. There were always prospectors and other crackpots in the area, but she 
recognized his face from the market in town.  She just hadn’t expected a courteous offer to move 
somewhere else if she was uncomfortable about it, or that when Jed, her Appaloosa, reared up 
kicking from a truck backfire on the canyon road, Mike would hold out a hand and calm the 



animal right down. “Piece of cake,” he said. “I know horses from way back.” 
  Well, one thing led to another and pretty soon they’d swapped a couple of Hilary Mantel 
novels, and he was helping at the ranch for free. There were half-a-dozen horses in the stable, 
plus firewood to get, decks and fences to maintain and in the meadow, irrigation ditches to 
regulate and keep clear. He could even cook, and they started sharing meals, with Cass having to 
learn new recipes to not be outshone. And equally appealing, handsome: agile and muscular with 
deep-set, intelligent eyes, thick chestnut hair and a matching beard. Officially, as far as Beryl, the 
ranch owner, understood, Mike was an old friend who’d come to visit. 
  Emotions between them ran fast, too; feelings she didn’t want and didn’t trust, yet day by 
day Cass surprised herself, telling him about her failed marriage, her parents’ bizarre religion, 
their ranch in Montana, and how her library card and her blonde good looks had been her main 
tickets out. Aspects of her life, in fact, that she’d never shared with anybody. Except for the part 
she held back, the part she felt would define her if anyone knew.  
  Mike also opened up about how the Rubies were his ‒ wink, wink ‒ hideout, and about 
his vagabond past in general, with the lynchpin of it being why his mother had always been so 
hard on him. Simple fact, he wasn’t hers. 
  “Adopted?” Cass had said, fighting her own avalanche of thoughts, though she figured 
Mike’s father had been playing around and dumped an illegitimate boy on his wife. Mike had 
already mentioned growing up in Northern Michigan and having an older sister. 
  This was after dinner on the deck, with the table lit by candle-lanterns, coyotes in the 
distance and a billion stars overhead. “No,” he said. “What I never talk about. I was stolen.” 
  The word hit Cass like a karate kick. 
  “I’m half Menominee Indian, and my so-called dad was keen on having a son, maybe just 
for someone to beat with his belt. He had a bulldozer and worked mining and timber all through 
that country and into Wisconsin, where some guy he knew had been shacked up with a native 
gal.” Mike’s voice went quiet and Cass realized he was holding back tears. “She’d started 
pressing for child support, so my…well, dad…helped with a nighttime raid.” 
  “Why would they ever tell you?” 
  “She did, when I was a teenager. She wanted me to run away, dared me to, and I got out 
quick as I could. After my sister…who’s not even related to me…my so-called mom couldn’t get 
pregnant anymore and figured she was done raising kids. My only use to her was having a 
weapon against her husband.” 
  “Jesus!” Cass said. “They beat me with a belt, too.” Which was true, as far as it went, but 
still a dodge. She drew a long breath and slowly let it out. “Ever try finding your real mom?” 
  “Nah. I’m through with that,” he said. “All of it.” 
  Thinking back, though, after everything else that had happened, the smile he’d come up 
with when she reached for his hand seemed imprinted on the meadow, as though he was with her 
in today’s new growth of grass. “How ’bout going upstairs,” she remembered him saying, “and 
we comfort each other with some of that good lovin’?” Now she hated that memory. 
  At which point Cass heard a car on the access track and Beryl’s Land Rover, all mudded 
up for a change, came out of the trees toward the house. He’d been talking about bringing the 
horses up early and had started Cass’s caretaker job a month ahead of normal. 
  Two summers ago she signed on as a temporary hire, but the idea worked well enough 
that he made it an ongoing seasonal thing and upped her pay. She’d also come to love the place 
like nowhere before, with its split-rail fencing, its downslope vistas, and the skylights, rough 
cedar timbers and Navajo rugs of the house. The Watson family, meaning Beryl, his brothers and 



their offspring, shared an eight-hundred acre compound in the flats of Lamoille Valley and had 
business interests ‒ mining, timber, cattle, land, casinos ‒ all over the state. 
   The mountain ranch was more of an investment turned hobby, so Beryl could come up 
with his grandkids and ride sometimes, or use it during deer season, giving Cass the chance to 
tend to her small trailer in town. A perfect package from her perspective, and she made a point of 
getting along with him. 
  “Hey, Cowgirl! How’re things?” Beryl had nicknames for everybody and that was hers. 
The driver’s door swung closed behind him, solid as a bank vault. 
  “Doin’ all right,” she answered. 
  He sat on the other end of the porch steps, eight feet away, took off his tan Stetson and 
looked like he was checking her for bra size. A noiseless jet coursed high against the sky, leaving 
contrails that made a crosshatch with the streaming clouds. “You ready for the horses this 
weekend?” 
  “I’ll be here. Can’t wait to see ’em.” 
  Beryl favored high-end western wear, the kinds of fabrics you’d more likely see at REI, 
and owned Tony Lama boots in multiple colors. He kept his silvery walrus-type moustache well-
trimmed like his hair, and had probably been appealing when his belly was smaller and his face 
less florid. “In town I heard you had a letter from that Mike guy you said was Steve.” 
  “Steve’s the name I always knew him by.” 
  “What’s up with you two?” 
  “Nothing much. He’s in jail over there. The trial’s next month. Seems to really like his 
lawyer and sounds optimistic.” 
  “You going over for that?” 
  “Why? Got a job and a life right here. He says his friend Wes visits almost every day.” 
  “Some friend. Wasn’t that who turned him in?” 
  “Yeah,” she nodded, though from the letter, Cass also knew it was Wes who’d hired the 
lawyer. 
  “Well,” Beryl went on, “since you and Mr. Mike seem to be done, here’s an invitation. 
How about I fly us to Tahoe in my plane?” 
  Her eyes stretched wider and pulled at her forehead. “Where does Mrs. Beryl sit?” 
  He smiled, likely thinking it was a nice smile. “She wouldn’t be going. I figure to put 
down at the dirt strip west of here in Lee and you get on board dressed as a man. We both have 
our images to keep up.” 
  She needed to respond, but her tongue and her racing mind had a disconnect. Out of the 
blue, this was the flat worst thing she could have to deal with. She was at no ‒ more like hell, no 
‒ but her job and her life at the ranch were on the line. And if she said yes, there’d never be a 
way to say no. “You really sure that’s a good idea?” she finally answered. 
  He gave her the smile again. “Yeah, I’m sure, and you should be, too. Somebody tipped 
me that you used to be a woman of the night under the name Rose in those places along the 
tracks in Winnemucca. Before you were a showgirl in Vegas, that is. This’d be a lot more 
pleasant than anything Rose had going.” 
  The blood must have drained from her face because she felt the veins constrict. She’d 
given him her payroll data. The rest would be easy enough. “Who knows besides you?” 
  “Nobody ’round here, and no reason they should. You keep my secret, I’ll keep yours.” 
  Cass understood that men were drawn to her. Always had been. It was her ace card and 
her nemesis, even at forty-one, but nowadays, in jeans, work shirts and no makeup, she tried to 



play that down. “I guess it could be pleasant, but it’s still not right.” 
  She’d meant to embarrass him, though if she had, it didn’t show. “Try looking at things 
this way,” he said. “I cut you a lot of slack as an employee after that mess with Jamie Flagg two 
years ago, and again last summer when you shaded the truth about Mike. I had a damn fugitive 
on the property. As my grandma liked to say, best repay kindness with kindness.” 
  She held her eyes on him, feeling defeated, but her mouth couldn’t, wouldn’t form any 
version of the word yes. 
  He cleared his throat and stood. “We’ll find ya’ some nice girl-clothes at South Shore. 
I’m guessin’ you dress up good.” He skimmed his Stetson to her like a Frisbee, which she 
reflexively caught. “Return that this weekend, when you change your mind, but do be ready for 
those horses.” 
  Helplessly holding the hat, Cass watched him drive away and had the sense of being 
bruised, inside and out. It got cold all of a sudden, too. Dropping the hat on the dirt as if it carried 
Ebola, she went into the kitchen, washed her hands and bowed her head into them, elbows 
planted on the table. 
  Beryl wanted her for all the wrong reasons and Mike for all the right ones, but Mike 
would be locked up for who knew how long. Except she couldn’t really hang on here now. There 
had to be a change, maybe Arizona. She had an old girlfriend in Flagstaff. She’d only ever felt 
this zeroed-out, this empty, once before, and that was back in Vegas. 
  Alone at night in her condo, half dozing and half reading, while her husband, Don, was 
undoubtedly catting around, the sound of the phone had snapped her awake. “Cassandra 
Bennett?” a weak, distant voice said. 
  Outside Montana, no one called her that, and her heartbeat ramped up. Cass had long ago 
been disowned by her parents, but maybe she was being notified that one of them had died. 
“Yes,” she said. “Who is this?” 
  ”Your Aunt Frieda, or what’s left of me.” 
  “Oh… What a nice surprise. How are you?” Frieda had broken away from the ultra-
fundamentalist Plymouth Brethren at some point and also been disowned by the family, but Cass 
had fond memories of her, the only adult she’d known who occasionally laughed. 
  “How I am is terrible,” Frieda said. “Dying in a nursing home, and I used every bit of 
energy I have to track you down.” 
  “I’m so sorry, but thank you. How can I help?” 
  “All I ask is listen. Please. I can’t go to my grave and not say this.” 
  “Yes, of course. What?” 
  “You’ll probably end up hating me, but you should know. Medically, your parents 
couldn’t have children.” 
  The air briefly disappeared from her lungs. “I’m adopted?” Cass finally got out. 
  A convulsion of coughing came over the line, then Frieda’s voice returned, weaker than 
before. “No…you were…you were bought.” 
   Cass was so shocked her hair could have fallen out. “They…they paid money?” 
  “Yes. Please don’t hate me, but your real mother was an unmarried high school girl from 
another county. Her parents hid the pregnancy, saying their daughter was sick and couldn’t go to 
class. Somehow they knew your family and arranged a deal.” 
  Cass teared up, but felt compelled to ask, “Did anyone say how much?” 
  Frieda coughed again. “No,” she gasped, “but in those days, maybe $50. It was done, you 
know, and home births were nothing rare.” 



  “What about my real mother’s name?” 
  “I heard it, but I’ve forgotten…along with everything else in my brain. I remember they 
were nice people, though, and you were a bright, independent child. I don’t blame you for 
running away. That crazy church ruined our lives. No music except hymns, no books except the 
Bible, no personal contacts outside the synod…” Her voice trailed off. 
  “I don’t know what to say, Aunt Frieda, but I don’t hate you. It explains a lot.” 
  “Thanks, dear. I’m very relieved. A nurse is here to turn me over, so I’ll say good-bye.”  
  When her tears stopped, Cass barely slept the rest of the night and Don never did come 
home till after work the following day. By then he no longer bothered with excuses. But the call 
had been an inflection point, the start of a countdown for her marriage to end. 
  As for what she’d learned, she never, never spoke of it, as though she bore some special 
shame, coolly sitting by while Mike had peeled back the layers of his own pain. And now came 
Beryl, crashing what was left of her new life to pieces in one afternoon. 
  Was it worse to be stolen or bought? Bought, like a pet, a slave. With so much she 
needed to think about as her truly hideous day closed into an overcast night, that crazy question 
kept bubbling up, and it followed her from the kitchen to the living room and finally to bed in the 
upstairs loft. 
  Even at $50, she told herself, if people wanted you enough to seek you out and pay, that 
had to mean something. It didn’t take the physical commitment of a pregnancy, but it truly was a 
matter of choice. Selected, you could say, instead of hatched at random, and, ideally, 
symbolizing the couple’s love for each other. Or in Cass’s case, a duty they owed to God. 
  But if you were stolen, someone had to want you so much they’d commit serious crime. 
Both families in a sale shared the guilt, but with a stolen child, all blame went to the thieves. And 
Mike could always believe his real mother had wanted him and loved him and felt a hole in her 
heart that fit with his own. 
  To Cass’s real mother, whatever her later regrets, Cass had been a problem, a disposable 
commodity, and the sale, a solution. But Cass’s revenge was that she would never search for her, 
never give her the out of a happy ending. Or should she despise only the girl’s parents? 
  Of course it wasn’t really you being bought or stolen. Even with a naturally bred child, it 
was the idea of you they wanted, a perfectible version of themselves. But what they got was a 
craps-shoot. Some parents were lucky and some not. Some kids were lucky and some not. One 
thing she did know, she wouldn’t be bought by Beryl Watson. 
  At eighteen and nineteen, in her Rose days, she’d been for rent, not for sale, and only part 
of her at that. Besides, she’d always felt like the one in control. The madams had loved her, she 
was in demand, and if men were disrespectful, she returned their money and had them kicked 
out. Word of that got around, making her even more desirable, and she’d saved every cent 
toward her dream of being on stage in Vegas. 
  In the morning, groggy, beat down and swilling coffee, she began to pack her belongings. 
It would take at least two trips in the Jeep, even though most of her things remained in town. She 
couldn’t bear to look out the windows. Juniper Ranch wasn’t hers and could never be hers. 
Thank god the horses wouldn’t be here for a few days. It would kill her to say goodbye to Jeb 
and the others one-by-one. But the hat, damp and discolored from the night air, was still right 
where she’d dropped it. 
  The first box she carried into her trailer held kitchen items, and the second, important 
books that she kept with her like totems, some of their titles dating back to Montana. Not the 
same editions she’d read spellbound at the library after school, waiting for the very last bus to 



her family’s isolated ranch, but they were of similar vintage, pieced together from used book 
stores over the years: Grapes of Wrath, Gone With the Wind, Catcher in the Rye, The Golden 
Notebook, The World According to Garp, All the President’s Men, The Color Purple. They’d 
been her world when she had no world. 
  There wasn’t a landline or cell signal at the ranch, but the trailer had three bars. In her 
small, narrow living room, with floral curtains she’d actually sewn herself, Cass got out her 
phone and address book and wondered what Beryl would do with his threat. Her best guess was 
nothing, that it was a bluff, because Mrs. Beryl could get her antennae up over how he came to 
have contacts in the brothel business. Or if it wasn’t a bluff and word got back to Mike, he 
already knew about Rose. But Beryl didn’t need extra leverage. 
  He could easily fire her at the ranch, and then, by dropping a hint to the folks who rented 
her the trailer and asking the feed store and local motels to steer her on-call shifts to someone he 
recommended, just like that, no place to live, no place to work. She was a newbie here and old 
allegiances ran deep. 
  Folded into her address book, right behind the page for Bailey, her friend in Flagstaff, 
was the note Wes had left showing his phone number. In her anger and grief, she’d basically 
covered her ears and cussed him out when he and his gimpy leg came to the ranch last fall to 
explain. He’d said he hadn’t really known when he left Quincy whether to force Mike into a new 
start or help him stay hidden. But gaming out the angles as he drove through the desert 
convinced him that a new start was best. There was a lawyer he had in mind, and he promised to 
stick with Mike through all of it. He also said he had a room for her if she came to visit or be a 
character witness. The whole thing had sounded like self-justifying bullshit. 
  Except the lawyer had turned out for real, and Mike kept saying Wes was,, too. As the 
phone rang, Cass held her breath. “Hi,” she said. “This is Cass over in Lamoille. I’m sure sorry 
for how I yelled at you last fall.” On the other end Wes laughed and said not to worry. 
  “Yesterday,” she went on, “I had a letter from Mike and I’m hoping you’ll give him a 
message.” She got an enthusiastic yes. 
  “Thanks,” she said. “Tell him I’m coming next week. I love him and there’s something 
really important he and I need to talk about. I can also stay on through the trial and testify, if his 
lawyer wants me. That guest room of yours still available?" 



In Praise of Ugly Craft 
- Kara Martinez Bachman 
 
  Everybody has one family member who makes the ugliest damn crafts. Mine was an 
elderly aunt we called Nannie. A childless “old maid” of modest means, she lived in a 
cinderblock government housing complex and didn’t own much, aside from a small TV with 
aluminum tied to the antenna and a weekly promise of a hot charity dinner from Meals-on-
Wheels. 
  Nannie lived alone in a house carrying the scent of naphthalene mothballs and covered in 
all manner of crochet. She crocheted everything. She'd crochet tissue box covers. And coasters. 
And afghans. And placemats. And toilet paper roll covers. And creatures that sit atop glass coke 
bottles. (Who really needs an adorned coke bottle?) She is now long passed away, but when I 
was a kid, I saw Nannie as inseparable from these creations shaped of cheap acrylic yarn in the 
most garish of colors. 
  Every year, after visiting her, we'd come home with a Saran-wrapped plate full of Cajun 
pecan pralines and a bevy of acrylic textile whatnots, all of which smelled of mothballs. When 
we got home, we'd stash Nannie’s masterworks in a box, feeling ashamed of the thought of 
throwing them away, but terrified of the shame of actually keeping them. Really, ugly crafts are 
difficult to receive. We’d always tell ourselves: it’s the thought that counts. And then we 
wondered: What was the thought? What, pray tell, was this person thinking? 
  In your case, it may not be a monkey sitting atop a coke bottle, or a faux-flower to hang 
on a doorknob, or a pair of oversized acrylic underwear (okay, she didn’t actually make that, 
although surely she at least toyed with the idea). But you may have received a cross stitch of a 
wolf howling at a full yellow moon and flanked by two wispy eagle feathers. It may be a poorly 
bedazzled sweatshirt, or a pair of tole-painted Keds. Or, horror of horrors, it may be something 
with dried flowers glued to it. But we’ve all received these gifts, and joked about them, and 
wondered how long a polite person should keep them before throwing them away. 
  When I was young, my taste for things streamlined and clean forbade me from enjoying 
such gifts. I only judged what could be seen: the glitter, the glue, the . . . the ... whatever the heck 
that furry thing is glued on right there! What flew under the radar, unrecognized, were the 
unseen parts of ugly handicraft. 
  What I didn’t see was the intention. I was blind to the love, and to the desire to give it in 
the only way a person could find. For some reason, I never pictured Nannie’s imagination 
sparking, or her brown eyes focused and passionate, or the bare, uncovered light bulbs of 
imagination being tripped at the switch. I didn’t see the work. I didn’t see her lonely, arthritic 
hands repeatedly pulling raw materials into loops, or her hope that those loops would transform 
into some oven mitt or French beret or wall-hanging which would make us feel special. 
  I didn’t appreciate the hours, or days, or even weeks, when the handiwork wasn’t just a 
job, but was a meditative task, and the closest thing to a mantra in the meditation was the name 
of my family. I didn’t know the thrill of the moment when all hideous crafts start as perfect 
ideas; I didn’t know that those “perfect” ideas would always be beautiful. 
  Then, as I got older, I began crafting. I made very bad music. I wrote things. I glued 
things onto other things. Through experience, I now know what it all means. I know that the 
ugliest craft has a sloppy and garish exterior, or a tuneless melody, or bad grammar, or a few 
slipped stitches now and again. But I'm old enough, and experienced enough, to understand that 
inside hides a fantastical world of intention. 



  I understand now that the homeliest craft, in a strange way, actually resembles us. Just as 
we’re imperfect beings, filled with good intentions gone wrong, so, often, is our handiwork. We 
are often like the stuff of a mis-aimed glue-gun, or a heavy-handed paint stroke placed a little bit 
off. We are sometimes like a child’s hand-decorated flowerpot: a little mottled and askew, but 
capable of housing, under the right conditions, an absolute bloom. 
  Now, when I think back on old Nannie, I understand what she was making: she was 
making herself, handed to us on a decorated praline plate. She was fully present in the glow of 
something ugly . . . and glorious. 









Games 
- Bruce Harris 
 
  As kids, my parents played Ringolevio. A form of tag played on city streets, it involved 
two opposing teams with equal numbers of players. My recollection of Ringolevio is that of a 
game from an innocent, long ago generation, with black and white images of boys and girls 
running around, having a blast, and wearing knickers. 
  That was then. We Baby Boomers were more sophisticated. In my neighborhood the 
game was Skelly (occasionally called Skully), played with bottle caps. Any bottle cap would do, 
but we played almost exclusively with Yoo-Hoo New York Yankees bottle caps. There were 
seven different: Mickey Mantle, Tony Kubek, Gil McDougald, Bill Skowron, Whitey Ford, and 
two versions of Yogi Berra (one portrait shot and one with Yogi holding a bottle of Yoo-Hoo). 
Twist off bottle caps didn’t exist. We had to be very careful removing the caps with our surgical 
instrument, the bottle/can opener. The same tool my father used to create triangle-shaped 
openings in his canned beer. Removing caps from bottles took skill and patience. A bent cap was 
not good; you needed as flat a cap as possible, one that would glide across the Skelly board. 
  Using his middle finger (and thumb as sort of a launching pad), a player flicked his (I 
don’t remember ever playing Skelly with girls) bottle cap across the board. Hey, talk about 
developing fine motor skills! Who knew? The board was drawn with chalk on the street or a 
patio, on the smoothest surface possible. The Skelly board was square-shaped. Within its four 
lines, smaller squares or boxes numbered 1-12 were drawn along the square’s inside border. 
Square #13 (the final square) was drawn in the middle. 
  The game began by positioning a cap at an agreed upon location outside of the Skelly 
box. The game’s goal was to flick your bottle cap first into the box labeled #1 without touching a 
line, then into #2, and so on, until you managed to land into box #13. Then, you reversed 
yourself and worked backward, flicking the cap sequentially from #13 back down to #1. A player 
could also advance to the next box if he hit an opposing player’s cap. That wasn’t all. If you 
were able to hit another player’s cap and “blast” it completely out of the board’s boundary lines, 
you were able to add weight to your cap (removing chewing gum, preferably hardened Bazooka, 
from your mouth and stuffing it into your bottle cap accomplished this). After successful 
completion into boxes #1 - #13 and back, you were considered a “killer.” Killers went after other 
players’ caps. If a killer struck another cap three times, that player and his cap were out. The last 
cap standing was the winner. 
  Today, a multitude of electronic devices occupy youngsters’ time. There is little human 
contact. Small fingers maddeningly pound keyboards while hypnotized faces stare at screens of 
all sizes. And, too frequently, earphones help to shut out the world. Many of these games, 
considered violent by behavioral professionals, merely reflect the society to which they are 
products. This is not to say that video games are all bad. Children benefit from hand-eye 
coordination, and there is something to be said for solitary, “me” time. But, it is rare seeing 
children playing outdoor games interacting with each other, unless they are formally organized 
and require large investments in time and money. Typically, fanatically obsessed parents 
(Generation X or Y parents) poison these supposed team-building activities. The notion of 
“Parents Gone Wild” is far beyond the scope of this essay. It’s worth further study, examining 
their inappropriate, often embarrassing behaviors at what should be enjoyable, competitive 
contests. Fortunately, Skelly isn’t to blame. We Baby Boomers, we “killers,” are far too 
sagacious. 



  Games play a critical role in children’s development and early learning. A number of 
benefits, including but not limited to, improving physical skills (both fine motor and large 
muscles), sharpening cognitive concepts, developing language skills, and exposure to social 
skills. A concept as simple as “taking turns” is experientially learned through a game of 
Ringolevio or Skelly. Self-control, leadership and listening skills are honed by playing “Simon 
Says.” Years ago, when westerns were the rage on television and in the movies, kids play-acted 
cowboys and Indians. They made up their own plots, dialogue, and story lines bound only by 
their collective imaginations. 
  I think about those old New York Yankees Yoo-Hoo bottle caps. They no doubt sell for 
big dollars nowadays, and, like all collectibles, the better the condition, the higher the price. 
That’s sad. Give me a scratched and abused Yoo-Hoo cap any day over a pristine one, one that’s 
been through the Skelly wars. A bottle cap that did more than provide protection for a chocolate 
beverage, a cap with personality, bumped and bruised through hard play, real competition and 
interaction with its peers. Faded portraits, stars from Yankees teams long ago, all part of more 
innocent times begging to be pulled back to the fore. 
  Are games only for the young, or the young at heart? George Bernard Shaw said, “We do 
not stop playing because we grow old, we grow old because we stop playing.” 







My Little Transplant 
- Christine Jensen Sunstrom 
 
  This January day I am here in western Wyoming having brought home my husband 
George’s ashes. Following two weeks of rapid-fire visits with Wyoming friends and family and a 
major side trip to Alaska, I am anxious to start the 1,000-mile trek back to eastern Kansas. I pack 
quickly once I’ve decided this is the day. I will drive behind my cousin Albert, the soon-to-be 
state legislature-majority-whip, for the first stretch, leaving from Pinedale about noon despite a 
snowstorm scheduled to drop fifteen inches on Rock Springs, the first city in our path. Why 
don’t I wait? Sleep-deprived insanity from flying the redeye into Jackson Hole from Anchorage? 
Perhaps, but to give me some credit, it is not clear that the weather and road conditions will be 
better the following day. Better to follow someone as I drive. 
  OK, how fast can I stuff everything into my 2016 metallic blue Subaru Outback? The 
wooden åsnes tur-modell cross country skis with the discordant metal poles, the large canvas tote 
with my long pinkish-grey fluffy coat, the heavy duty boots in case I get stuck, the large 
Hawaiian sunset hardcover suitcase, the small red cloth case packed with essentials and liquids 
in case we don’t make it as far as Laramie 300 miles to the east, my book bag that has proven 
superfluous on this trip, the tote with my glasses ‒ sun and reading ‒ as well as my turquoise 
Santa Fe opera water bottle, my favorite woven shoppers basket containing smoked salmon 
bought in Alaska rubbing shoulders with Trader Joe’s treats to be distributed as hostess gifts, my 
Rick Steve’s daypack with extra mittens and my new fleece hat with its Alaska mountain range 
design for that time in the ditch every Wyoming driver knows of, the larger tote with media and 
my piece of steak leftover from last night’s dinner at The Den in case lunch is on the road, high 
protein bars and an orange round out the makeshift pantry. Last, but not least, the red and white 
cooler. You know this cooler, the Chicago Med-Grey’s Anatomy organ transplant cooler, just 
large enough to carry a much-needed heart or liver. Inside this cooler, a mason jar with a hole 
punched into its metal lid and containing a cup-and-a-half of bubbling liquid. 
  The drive begins. Me striving to keep Albert’s car in sight in the blinding storm on 
Highway 287, a two-lane snow packed road with occasional passing lanes added on the desert 
hills. With snow covering the sagebrush, what we see are small white mounds on white flats and 
hills. I’m reminded of that Christmas break two decades earlier when my Swedish-Finnish friend 
Annika visited here. She described this part of the drive as “a moonscape.” Today the snow is 
often blowing horizontally on the flats. When someone passes, the posts along the road disappear 
as does my ability to know where I am in time and space. I remember the wisdom I was taught, 
“Just keep steering straight and slow just slightly” until normal vision restores itself. 
  Is that Albert’s car or my imagination as I peer into the foggy, snowy air in front of me? 
Sometimes I can’t tell. Once, after a car and a pickup pass, I use the car’s screen to call Albert. 
Luckily he is an “A” so I don’t have to scroll through my contacts. I just dart with my right hand 
from the steering wheel to his name and back. “Is that you I’m following? I can’t tell if it is you 
or that other car that passed me.” He chuckles and assures me it’s him. I memorize the shape of 
the back of his car. I want to keep at least ten car lengths between us to allow for his slowing. 
The worst outcome would be to rear end someone. 
  Drifts start to form on the road. Luckily half of the fifteen inches will fall behind us. 
When we make a fuel and a pit stop in Rock Springs, my gas cap cover is frozen shut. Pulling 
does nothing. I will get a screw driver when we stop after the next one hundred miles to prize it 
open since Wyoming driving tradition tells me not to drive away from a fuel supply with less 



than two thirds of a tank. 
  Interstate driving should spell relief but snow and eighteen-wheelers make this the real 
white--knuckle part of the drive. The left lane has drifts six to ten inches deep on the far side. 
Albert works to find a space for us without semis so we won’t be blown out of our path more 
often than absolutely necessary. At least once I find myself outside that line marking the right 
shoulder. I see Albert blown even further to the right. I’m tiring of the drive, evidently Albert is 
too, so we drive 200 not 300 miles that afternoon. We spend the night in Rawlins at a Holiday 
Inn Express, where I haul in the front seat bags, my overnight bag, and the cooler so nothing 
critical freezes. I’m relieved when Albert offers to drive us to a Thai restaurant in town; no more 
driving for me. Who knew, Thai food in this Wyoming railroad-penitentiary town?  
  “I’m glad you are up on the restaurants in Rawlins,” I tell him.  
  “Our legislative committees meet here between sessions to work,” he explains. “Rawlins 
is pretty central.” At the restaurant, this rancher cousin who graduated top of his electrical 
engineering class talks about the onerous task facing his appropriations committee with large 
cuts to education looming. He has some 150 public comments to read that night in the hotel. 
  In the morning my frozen water bottle in the car becomes the ice pack for the cooler. The 
cooler can’t be left out overnight in these subzero temps but shouldn’t get too warm in the car or 
room either. In Laramie the next day, I proceed to the Hampton Inn where I will stay; I end up 
driving on by since the plow’s windrow of snow has closed the driveway to cars like mine. 
Better give them time to clear it. After lunch with friends from grad school, I take everything 
into the hotel except the skis, shopping basket, and the emergency boots to do laundry, 
reorganize, and redo the overnight bag. After that first night, I’m told the morning temperature is 
the coldest on that date in fifty years, variably reported by friends as minus thirty or minus forty. 
Everywhere I have been on this wintery odyssey, I hear, “We haven’t had a winter like this for a 
long time. Remember…” 
  I do remember. It occurs to me that this trip has been about just that, remembering and 
rejoining a larger past. One where a husband’s suicide is one part of my history. Remembering 
my childhood, undergraduate years studying German, graduate years studying German then 
English, seeing who I was through the eyes of friends and relatives. Perhaps this will help me 
know who I am, who I want to be. Am I still that woman who loved travel and adventures above 
all else, was never happier than when hiking in the mountains, cross country skiing, cooking the 
foods of other cultures, hunting for campsites and artifacts that provided windows onto pre-
European cultures, the one who signed up to study abroad. A person who loved the west, its 
history, her pioneer roots, climbing Temple Peak with George. 
  The next day, I add ice cubes to my turquoise opera water bottle as a means of keeping 
the cooler from getting too warm in the hotel room. I have become obsessed with the care of this 
cooler, the one item in the car that needs my care, reminding me of what is good and steadfast in 
family and tradition. 
  After visits with former professors and colleagues the next day and a solid night’s sleep, I 
decide to make a trip over the mountain range from Laramie to the Glenwood Springs-Aspen 
area to see my friend Maureen and her mother Phyllis, known from my undergraduate years in 
Laramie. Spectacular mountains, quiet roads, blowing snow, pushing to get there by 6 pm. I 
arrive in the dark and haul in the usual overnight bag, totes, and cooler. “Can’t let it freeze,” I tell 
Maureen, “it has my cousin Jonita’s sourdough starter. Her family had it in South Pass during the 
mining heyday in the 1800s.” I think of the sourdough pancakes I’ll cook on Mom’s old cast iron 
griddle when I return home. 



  Now Phyllis recalls the racket Mom used to make when she started the fire in the old 
Majestic wood stove at five every morning, shaking the embers out of the grate, adding coal and 
wood and poking them so the iron lid would close. This noise was the first sign that a 6 am 
breakfast would be coming soon, our alarm clock telling us it was time to crawl out from 
between the warm sheets and enjoy pancakes, bacon, and eggs with full-bodied coffee or, 
sometimes in the summer, steak, biscuits, and gravy. 
  More than four decades later on this 2017 Sunday morning, Maureen slips me an ice pack 
to put into the cooler. I can smell that slightly sweet, slightly sour odor when I open the cooler. 
This day’s drive takes me through another major snowstorm, whizzing past ski slope giants: 
Vail, Copper Mountain, Breckenridge, and Keystone. Later, the cooler and I surrender to forty-
five  minutes of start-and-stop driving on I-70, waiting for those front range skiers to clear the 
nearly two-mile long Eisenhower tunnel in front of us. 
  I have a real terror of driving through tunnels? As far back as I can remember, I’ve been 
claustrophobic. I remember being locked in the outhouse at the one room log cabin school by my 
brother and cousin when I visited school at age five. Did it start there? Who knows? I can hear 
George talking to me when he was riding shotgun as I drove through a tunnel, “Whatever you 
do, don’t use your brakes.” 
  So I talk to him loudly as I drive through, “George, I’m driving through a blasted tunnel 
again. This may be the longest one I’ve ever driven through. By the way, Jonita gave me a 
starter. Remember the sourdough flapjacks we used to eat at her house? I think I want to try to 
keep it going.” I spend that night in a hotel Fort Collins, the cooler and I safely inside. 
  As I load the car the next morning after breakfast with a former boyfriend, I realize I 
didn’t put ice in the cooler. I grab the Santa Fe opera water bottle and scoop snow into the bottle. 
Should keep it cool enough. This 150-year-old starter from Jonita must survive the trip. It 
connects me with her past, my past. More than a means of making sourdough flapjacks, in and of 
itself pretty important, this starter and its bubbles help me imagine a future that is more than just 
surviving. I’m headed for a day of visits with other friends here and a drive to Cheyenne to see 
Albert sworn into office. So a night in Cheyenne then one in Limon on the drive east.  
  At home in Lawrence the first evening, I feed the starter warm water, flour, and the 
smallest amount of sugar. I hear my Jonita tell me, “You determine the thickness of the batter 
when you feed it the night before.” The proper thickness resembles thick cake batter. I leave the 
mixture on the counter overnight. The next morning the familiar but pungent odor wafts off those 
gas bubbles. The starter has survived the journey. I set aside about two cups of the starter in the 
brown and beige sourdough crock that my sister made with a Kokepelli design. This crock has a 
hole in the top to vent the gases and a pigtail handle on the lid. The saved starter goes back in the 
fridge; I add two eggs and one teaspoon of soda to the rest. The first pancakes soak up the fat on 
the griddle and are discarded just as I will choose to discard parts of my past. The next batch has 
the familiar slightly sour taste, the flavor of resilience. 



Painting with Flowers 
- Elizabeth Holleman Burke 
 
Hands flow like water in a mountain stream, choose lilies, greens, 
nothing too extreme for air around the Chinese vase. 
 
Hands, paint brushes now, move, choose between colors and hues, 
select pale yellow not lavender snaps, unruly 
 
vines tamed. Roses framed by stock, linear shapes, triangles 
transpose a vision. Hands cover the canvas with soft shape angles. 
 
Greenhouse asters grown from seed plug holes, a space to close. 
Step back, see how hands painted this scene ‒ now add a rose, 
 
a mum. Color flows across canvas, white adds balance. 
A painting closes, hands meet in gratitude for the challenge. 
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