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Editor’s Note
As I’ve read through the many submissions that came my way, I fell in love
with the diverse voices that echoed a common theme of love—expressions with
another person, an item, or the self.
I hope you all enjoy this first issue as much as I’ve enjoyed putting it together.
Best,
Krisma
Cover art: The Spring of Summer’s Flair by Ernest Williamson III
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CONSTANT STATE OF LOVE
by Lynn Ly
I woke up feeling awfully bloated, but I knew I couldn’t do anything
about it. For a while, I pondered about whether I should go get the newspaper
before she wakes up but decided against it, favoring the sound of her breaths
(and my oh-so-comfortable dip in the bed). Up and down the sheets go. It’s
warm and calming, isn’t it?
“Like a cello toaster,” I say to myself.
She turns to face me, but I know she wouldn’t be fully awake until the
alarm started ringing. I raise my head and gaze at the fragile bone structure
and thin expanse of motionless flesh lying next to me. Teaching arts and crafts
to ten-year-olds must burn a lot of calories; she never thinks twice about the
garbage she puts into her stomach, I thought unsympathetically. I look under
the sheets to critically observe my own body. When I left my lifeguard job and
moved in with Sarah that night during the storm (she hasn’t swam since), I
don’t think my lean body followed me. I do try to run every day while she’s at
school, though. As long as I keep up with the chores and am here to greet her
when she returns home in the evenings, Sarah doesn’t seem to mind what I get
up to during the day.
Aretha Franklin’s “I Say a Little Prayer” plays in my head. Man, that
woman can sing.
Brr Brr Brr. Stupid alarm—I wish I could bury it. The damned noise
would go on and on until she, at last, decides to stir herself up. If only she
asked me, I could have woken her far more gently. After all, my methods are

just as reliable as any man-made contraption.
I’m hungry. I hope there’re still peanuts left from last night.
Thank goodness she finally put an end to that infernal ringing. I look at
her messy, slightly wavy strands of brown hair that currently tangles across
her freckled face and remember that it wasn’t just her warm personality that
attracted me to her.
I realize it will be a slow day because it’s been seven whole minutes since
she turned off the alarm, and she still has yet to get up. I get off the bed and
draw the curtains at the window, and the room is immediately illuminated by a
bright, spring morning. She buries her face into her pillow to hide from the
sunlight and then makes a sound that is similar to the one she uses when she
has to pretend her mother’s casserole tastes delicious, except this one is
raspier in the throat. Slow day. I get back on the bed and kiss the back of her
neck until she bursts of laughter.
“You’re going to be late for work!”
“All right! I’m up!” she cries.
She lazily rolls out of bed, falls on the floor, and starts laughing
hysterically. And there it is: After four years she still gives me the butterflies.
“I’m going to go get something to eat. Remember, you have that meeting
with Jonah’s mom again about the show-and-tell incident, okay? Don’t forget,”
I remind her as she steps into the shower.
As I walk down the stairs, it hits me: I’m Brad and she’s Angelina. I’m
her bitch—her stay-at-home partner who does nothing except watch over the
children while she saves the world! Okay, minus the adopted children. I

wonder if she wants kids. I think about what our children would look like, and
it gives me the shivers.
Anyway. What a random panic attack. Oh right, breakfast. Leftover
pizza—my favorite. I move next to the microwave on the ground (which really
needs a good sweeping), put down my plate, and lie down on my stomach to eat
because Sarah doesn’t believe in furniture anymore.
The clock reads 8:01 and 23 seconds. Just in time. Sarah comes blazing
down the stairs looking slightly better than when she woke up, grabs her black
coffee, yelling, “Bye, Izzie. Love you!” right before running out the door.
I was washing myself when she came to mind again (in the most nonperverted way, of course). I can tell you that her ticklish spot is right below her
chin, her favorite color is coquelicot (which is a brilliant, poppy red), she likes
Madonna, and her most embarrassing moment is when her aunt asked if she
wanted meet Vivian, the daughter her aunt’s Chinese fortune teller in Toronto,
who “is a doctor and likes girls too,” in front of her entire extended family
(before she was ready to come out to everyone). But then I think: For the four
years we’ve been together, she has never told me of her past lovers. Weird.
Sarah has never questioned me about my past relationships either.
Maybe she should have; I would have liked her to know the truth about
my past. Sometimes I have an overwhelming urge to confide in her; sometimes
my heart pushes against my ribs and I feel that only she can rub it away. You
see, my mother was a tramp (which isn’t hard to admit because I’ve never met
her). She ran off with her boyfriend, leaving me and my sisters to live on the
streets. Every day, it was a struggle to stay one step ahead of the law. I don’t

even know how I ended up with Tim, who likes to swim. Anyhow, he took off to
try to make it in showbiz before I had a chance to tell him I was pregnant. Long
story short, my little girl was taken away by the authorities before I had a
chance to say...I’ll be right back...
It’s finally dark outside and I try to remember whether Sarah was
wearing a coat when she left. I was in the art room trying to sort out all the
hazardous tools on the ground, admiring one of her oil paintings, when she
arrived home. I greeted her at the door, and she gave me a habitual kiss on the
cheek.
“How was your day?”
“I have to tell you something.” She giggles and moves toward me, her
hands rubbing my back for encouragement. “Yeah? That’s great,” she said in a
weird high-pitched voice.
“There’s a lot you don’t know about me. When I was living on the streets,
I had a child. The father, he—his name was Tim. I think back and all that
comes up is, ‘that bastard.’ Men—I can never look at them the same. But
there’s nothing left to do about it but laugh a bit. It was a long time ago; I
barely knew who I was back then. But I had my own beautiful love thing. Now,
she was something else, Sarah. So soft and fragile, you’d be scared she’ll wake
up to the beating of your own heart and find out just how broken it is. She was
only four months old when they took her from me, and I wonder all the time
where she is now. She had her father’s charm and natural good looks, which
can only help her in life. A heartbreaker, that one.”
She tilted her head and looked at me playfully. “Aww, you’re so cute,” she

says. “No! Are you even listening to me? I had a—” “You want a treat?” She
asked with that strange voice again. Almost involuntarily, I sit down as my tail
becomes stiff with excitement. It’s only a myth that dogs are angry when their
tails stiffen.

THE THINGS I (NEVER) TELL YOU
I have never been with someone who makes love
(unenjoyable) like you do. The (small amount of) time
we spend together reminds me how amazing(ly
unbearable) forever seems.
And it’s so fitting that because of that, I can’t picture myself
living a day without you (telling me why I suck).
There are so many things I (never) tell you, dear,
so many reasons why I (hate to) love you. So many
(sorry excuses for) sweet nothings
that I want to whisper in your ear.
I’ll tell you (that you make me unhappy and)
time goes by so slowly (and quietly) when you’re gone.
There are a lot of things I (never) tell you.
I hope that maybe this poem sheds some light
on the fact that (even though I don’t like you)
I love you.
(I love you.)
I (really do) love you.
—Taylor Gould

QUEEN BEE
I’m sucked into a vortex of motorcycles buzzing
my Subaru, engines droning like crazed insects.
The oily fog lifts and the jet-black horde sweeps past
sporting dudes in Goth gear, their helmets marked
with silver stripes and white lightning bolts,
pigtails poking out like stingers.
An Elvira look-alike straddles ebony and chrome
—all tubes, struts, points, and angles—
and weaves between the riders with authority.
She herds the hormonal group, hair whipping
her cheeks. The rider pops a wheelie, paws the sky
like a Lipizzaner, and zooms ahead.
Twenty miles along, I swing into a burger joint,
see black bikes nested near the back fence.
The bikers honeycomb at tables, swapping lies
and guzzling super-sized drinks.
The Dark Mistress drapes her leather jacket
on a chair and swaggers toward the males,
climbs over worker-bees who part like the Red Sea
to claim her man. Curling a pierced lip,
she stings me with fiery eyes, rips
the lacing from her bustier, and flashes
a racing flag tattoo that reads
“Hit the Road.”
—Gail Eisenhart

Snow (I)
—Diane Parisella-Katris

SCENT OF A MEMORY
In a late October beach walk
I see only strange seaweed,
high tide debris, gull shit,
feel ocean spray, smell salt
water—until I cross paths
with a pipe-smoking man.
Cigar scents suffocate me
but for one familiar blend:
the brand my grandpa used
when I was a boy. Today—
more than sixty years since
I last smelled that flavor—
on a windy Carolina beach,
one airy puff of an ancient
aroma rekindles smoldering
memories.
—Earl J. Wilcox

scissor in my spit
tooth grit like sand
following you home
from the beach
in between incisor
the scissor of your spit
dividing the grains
mouth makes money
lips form deals
and voice agrees
wad of worry
in the back
of my throat
never lied so much
to look good
never faltered so hard
and had no one notice
mouth makes trouble
it’s the single word
or kiss that ruins
when i catch you
you better comb
the sand, your hair
you better run
before you meet
the scissor in my spit.
—Charlotte Seley

THE WAY IT HAPPENS
by Deborah Kent
Life is a minefield and any misstep can explode into disaster. Mothers
know. The knowledge seeps into our veins as each week of pregnancy ticks by.
We rest our hands tenderly across our bellies to protect the growing life against
jolts and bounces. We throw away the aerosol cleansers and scrub with baking
soda. We stop taking pain relievers and gladly endure our headaches,
determined to stay free of unnatural chemicals.
By the time we give birth, the knowledge of ever-present danger has
leeched into our bones. It winds itself into our DNA, so that every cell of our
bodies tingles with awareness. So many threats lurk—choking, crib death,
adverse reactions to the DPT shot. Falls, car crashes, runaway infections,
anaphylactic shock. We keep the number for the Poison Control Center taped
to the refrigerator door. Reading about harmful bacteria, we don’t offer a taste
of honey until she’s past the one-year mark.
And year by year our children survive. We learn to weather the crises
that, in retrospect, are blessedly small. We begin to have faith that all will be
well, that we will shepherd our offspring into adulthood, that our child’s life will
extend beyond our own and we will be spared the unspeakable grief that
became a possibility at the moment of conception. Because there is another
truth we also know : life is generous and forgiving. The heavy hand of disaster
hovers, but only rarely does it choose to descend.
I felt that I shared this tide of knowledge with all motherkind. I imagined
that I drew upon the wisdom of thousands of generations of mothers, that

somehow they passed along to me their accumulated knowledge. But I
wondered, sometimes, if any of my foremothers had lived with the questions
and doubts that bombarded me from family, from friends and strangers: “How
will you know if she puts something in her mouth? When she gets active, how
will you know where she is? What about when you take her swimming? How
will you watch her in the water? What are you going to do if…?” Those
questions from others teased my own fears into life. I wished I had better
answers, resounding with confidence. Surely I wasn’t the first blind woman to
become a mother. But if there had been others before me, I didn’t hear their
voices. Whatever strategies they had learned, I had to find them out on my
own.
I lived by sheer audacity, I suppose. It was my version of the same
audacity that powers every mother in every era, on every continent, to believe
she can keep her child healthy and safe in this treacherous world. I held onto
that belief and forged ahead. I strung bells through my daughter’s shoelaces
during her toddler years and taught her to answer whenever I called her. When
we began to go for walks together, she held my hand. When she was older,
scampering ahead of me, I followed the pounding of sneakers on pavement and
listened to her stream of chatter. I taught her to listen for traffic at the same
time she looked both ways.
Then she grew beyond steady contact, into worlds of school and
Brownies and sleepovers. And, suddenly, she was a teenager, revolving in a
constellation of new friends, close-mouthed at home. Some of the guiding stars
in her life were only names to me. What did I really know about Kate? Lena?

Samantha? I tried to be sure their parents were home for parties. (“Oh, Mom!
Nobody else’s mother calls…”) My old techniques of vigilance were frayed now.
More and more I had to rely on trust, the fragile faith that good judgment
would prevail over adolescent bravado. Month after month of safe returns home
lulled me into an uneasy peace of mind.
I remember all the details of that morning. It was a Saturday, not a
school day, which is why Janna had been allowed to have Holly stay overnight.
Holly had been a best friend since fourth grade, and I always felt relieved when
they were together. Dick, my husband, had left for the library early that
morning, deep into research for his current writing project. I was alone
downstairs, the radio tuned to NPR as I cleaned up the breakfast dishes, when
the doorbell rang.
“I’m Sergeant Palmieri. Chicago Police Department. Is your husband
home?”
The car. Something about the car. Street cleaning day? Or someone had
hit it, parked in front of the house… But Dick had driven to the library, he
hadn’t walked…
“My husband isn’t here,” I said. In the next instant I realized that was a
mistake. What was I thinking, announcing that I was here without male
protection? Anyone could claim he was a cop!
We were talking through the screen door. I reached up and fastened the
latch. It was a flimsy defense, but I hoped the gesture would let him know I
was no fool.
“Can you get hold of him?” he asked. He sounded tense, hurried.

“No. He hasn’t got a cell phone. What’s this about?”
He hesitated. “Listen, ma’am, is your daughter’s name Janna Stein?”
“Yes,” I said. A finger of dread slithered down my spine. He had no
business knowing Janna’s name.
“Ma’am, there’s been a bad accident. Her car—coming off the Expressway
at Harlem Avenue—”
”She doesn’t have a car,” I broke in. “She hasn’t even got her driver’s
license.”
“She was the driver,” Sergeant Palmieri went on relentlessly. “It was a
head-on collision.”
“But she’s right here!” I insisted. “She’s upstairs asleep!” I couldn’t stop
talking. “Her friend slept over. They were giggling half the night, so I’m letting
them sleep in.”
“Maybe, ma’am, pardon me for saying this, but maybe you didn’t see her
go out. Maybe, with your condition, there are things going on that you just
don’t know…”
My audacity had caught up with me at last. The doubters were right after
all. What did I really know? Never, never enough… I struggled to link Janna
with an automobile, with a life I hadn’t guessed. She and Holly could have
planned a midnight escapade, climbed down that fire escape we rigged so
carefully at the bedroom window…
“She’s here,” I repeated doggedly. “She’s sleeping upstairs.”
“All right, then,” Sergeant Palmieri said, and there was a note of
challenge in his voice, “wake her up. Have her come down here. I need to see

her.”
I shut the front door and left him standing on the porch. The house felt
airless and cold. My feet sounded louder than usual on the stairs. “Janna,” I
called softly into the silence. “Janna, are you there?”
There was no answer. My legs trembling, I crossed to her bedroom and
tapped on the closed door. “Janna, answer me!”
“What time is it?” came a dear, sleepy voice.
“It’s nine o’clock. Get up and come downstairs.”
“What for? There’s no school!”
“My mother said I could stay for lunch,” Holly added groggily.
“You can go back to sleep if you want, but you have to come down right
now.” I tried to explain, but it was almost impossible since I didn’t understand
it myself. They were too grumpy and fuzzy-brained to listen anyway, but after a
while they threw on some clothes and I induced them to come down without
fixing their hair. They padded after me barefoot. The ordinary whispers and
echoes of the house slipped back into place.
“This is Janna,” I told Sergeant Palmieri, who waited patiently on the
porch.
“That’s Holly,” Janna added. Holly said nothing; she was too mortified
about her coiffeur.
“Is this yours?” Sergeant Palmieri asked. He held something up for Janna
to inspect.
“Yeah!” she exclaimed, opening the screen door. “Where’d you get it?”
“What is it?” I demanded. “What are you talking about?”

“It’s my bus pass,” Janna said. “I don’t get it—”
”We found it by the curb,” Officer Palmieri said. “It was next to the
wreck.”
“What wreck?” the girls wanted to know.
“It’s bad,” the sergeant said. “They had to cut her out—the girl. We
couldn’t find any ID, except that card.”
“I must have dropped it,” Janna said. “I didn’t even know it was missing.”
“They had to cut her out,” Sergeant Palmieri said again, as though we
hadn’t understood. “We have to find out who she is. There’s got to be
something.”
“Yes,” I said. “There has to be.”
I took his hand as we said good-bye. His grip was firm, resolute. He
would do whatever was called for in the line of duty.
When he had gone I went into the kitchen and sank onto a chair. I
thought the girls would head upstairs again, but they followed me and opened
the fridge.
“Mom, why are you crying?” Janna asked.
“Because you’re all right,” I said. “And some other mom’s daughter died
this morning.”
Somewhere, I thought, another mother sat at her kitchen table. Maybe
she was pouring her second cup of coffee, studying her nails, searching
through the classifieds. It was still an ordinary Saturday, the last day of the life
she knew and believed in. Sergeant Palmieri would find her, and she would
learn that life is not generous and forgiving after all.

“Just because the car’s totaled, that doesn’t mean she died,” Holly
pointed out.
“He didn’t say dead,” Janna agreed. “That girl’s probably okay, Mom.
Everybody’s fine.”
They found the milk, poured themselves cereal, and munched
contentedly. They leafed through a fashion magazine and basked in the
certainty that nothing terrible really happens to anyone. “Man,” Janna said,
“am I lucky or what? They charge you fifty dollars to replace your bus pass! If
that cop hadn’t brought it back, I’d be history!”

LIKE A POOR GIRL
I wear my jewelry like a poor girl—large and real. I wear my clothes like a poor
girl—cleaned and ironed. My whites are always whiter than white and I’m
always de-linting myself when I wear black. There’s not a spec of dirt or fuzz
on my sweaters. Like a poor girl, I am self-conscious at formal tables. I lose
my tongue. I don’t order beer. Like a poor girl I read Dostoyevsky on the train.
Because, like a poor girl, I have overeducated myself. I am like a poor girl
when I get my paycheck. I spend it all at once, down to my last ten dollars. I
cannot save a thing. For, like a poor girl, there are so many things I need, like
a cashmere coat, tailor-made in North Beach, with silk lining and antique
buttons. And it’s impossible for me to imagine going without wine from the
wine shop, fresh-baked bread, and organic produce, since like a poor girl, I
must have the best of everything. My desk at work is always clean, my
bathroom at home is spotless—I bleach each mold spot when it first appears.
Like a poor girl, I live in the best city, in a lovely neighborhood, in a darling
apartment. But in spite of all that I do, like a poor girl, nothing works, and
it’s always apparent right away to everyone that I am a poor girl, and like the
poor girl that I am I can’t help looking into the windows of Boulevard
restaurant as I pass by on my lunch break, even though I tell myself that
there’s nothing to look at inside but white people eating delicate portions of
salmon and tossed greens and drinking glasses of wine. Still, I can’t help but
look in at them—especially the men—because deep inside I will always be,
just like a poor girl.
—Mira Martin-Parker

RUNAWAYS
by Amy S. Peele
Only one place in Park Forest, Illinois, could bring relief from the 95E F,
95% humidity in August: The Aqua Center. It was a three-mile walk from the
house I grew up in on 335 Indianwood, and we were free to go as soon as our
housework was checked and approved by my oldest sister, Charlene. Usually
Helen, John, Kerry, and I, the four youngest siblings, would depart the second
we got the go-ahead, our towels already rolled under our arms as we waited for
Char to inspect our work. Opening day every summer, we spent the entire day
there, coming home with bright-red bodies that didn’t really start stinging until
we got under the covers.
If there was sunscreen in the ’60s of my youth, we never heard of it—or
we couldn’t afford it. But I loved the coolness of Dermassage, the cleansmelling lotion my mother brought home, free from the hospital where she
worked as a nurse. The second she squirted it on my back, it immediately
turned watery, colliding against the heat of my sunburn. It felt like Mom wore a
frozen glove as she rubbed the lotion into my skin. The feel of the evening
summer breeze coming through my bedroom window against the coolness of
the lotion gave me goose bumps. The sunburns didn’t stop us from heading
back to The Aqua Center the very next day, and every day after that, to enjoy
the freedom to swim and just to be.
There were five pools at The Aqua Center, including the adult pool where
absolutely no children were allowed for any reason, and a teenage pool, which
required you earn a badge in order to gain entry. Obtaining it meant freedom

from all the younger kids in the toddler pool and a chance to hang around the
older, cool kids. The wading pool was where babies could sit and splash with
their mothers next to them. All of this was surrounded by the sun deck, a
huge, long slab of cement that was filled up every summer with people of all
shapes, sizes, and ages.
Every day, my sisters and I would go through the turnstiles and show
our passes, which displayed our names and photos of us smiling with our
summer pixie haircuts. We ran through the dressing rooms, pulling off our
clothes as quickly as possible, our bathing suits already on underneath. We
had to stop and rinse off before entering the pool area, and there were signs
everywhere demanding that we walk, not run. Just moments away from the
relief of cool, chlorinated water, we’d throw our towels onto the low silver-wired
fence that surrounded the deck and jump into the blue oasis.
After the initial cool down, we’d play all afternoon in the water,
competing to see who had the straightest handstand, and then who could hold
it the longest. Several hours later Helen, Kerry, and I would grab our towels
and lay out on the sundeck. The groove around our faces from our bathing
caps stayed long after we took them off. We’d slather coconut oil all over our
bodies in an effort to be among the first in Park Forest to get a rich Hawaiian
tan.
After we baked for a while, it was time to buy ice cream at the snack
shack. They had the best vanilla and chocolate ice cream, wrapped in a
crunchy sugar cone. It was frozen hard, so you could take your time eating it
and not worry about it dripping all over.

Sometimes we’d have a dime to buy these treats, but most of the time we
didn’t. That’s when we would collectively pull off a caper. We’d sit on our towels
and watch as nearby sunbathers packed their belongings up into their beach
bags, including their wallets. They’d be heading toward the pool, so chances
were they’d be gone for a while. I took lookout duty while Kerry went through
their bags. She’d get their wallets, grab the money, and put everything back
just as it was. Helen would just sit there in her one-piece flowered swimsuit
with the ruffles around the hips and look as innocent as she was. After we stole
the money, we’d move our towels to the other side of the sundeck, get settled,
and then go buy our ice cream.
The summer before Dad left, when I was seven and Kerry ten, she woke
me up early one morning and said, “I hate it here—and I hate them. We’re
running away. Pack your swimsuit and a towel.” Kerry had already put some
things into a small suitcase. I didn’t give it much thought. It sounded like an
adventure. I’d seen children run away on TV, and it looked like it could be fun.
The shows I’d seen had usually ended on a happy note, so how bad could it be?
I packed quietly and then we climbed out Kerry’s bedroom window. We
ran down Indianwood, looking behind us, hoping no one would see or catch us.
We came to Park Forest Plaza, just one block away from The Aqua Center, and
stopped at Burnie Brothers Bakery. It was an expensive bakery to us since we
rarely bought baked goods and rarely had any money.
I followed Kerry into the bakery, and she asked the price of various items
before making her final selections. The lady working behind the counter wore a
frilly white apron. She pulled out a pink box, assembled it, and put four fancy

cherry and apple turnovers topped with powdered sugar into the box. Kerry
said we could eat small pieces of the turnovers so they’d last us at least a week,
if not longer. As the lady tied the box closed with string, Kerry pulled her pop
bottle money out of her pocket and paid. The Aqua Center didn’t open until
ten, so we had plenty of time to create our new home in the woods.
Kerry held the pink box as she talked about her plans for us. “We’ll live
in the woods across the street from The Aqua Center. We can swim all day and
then sleep in the woods at night. It’s better than living in that house, getting
bossed around all the time, and dealing with that bullshit.”
I knew what she was talking about. I was young but I knew enough to
know what was happening between Mom and Dad. Mom was always yelling
about money and bills and how could he do this to his kids. We were careful
about not saying the wrong thing at the wrong time. I never asked for money
for Girl Scouts or a field trip for fear of the look Mom would give Dad and the
look my brothers and sisters would give me.
I nodded yes to my sister. I was going along with the program. Baked
goods and swimming instead of walking on eggshells at home. This was a good
solution. I was happy. We set up our stuff in the woods, sat down on our
blanket, and each ate a piece of the first apple turnover. Kerry neatly
rewrapped the string around the box. “We need to save some for dinner,” she
said with an air of responsibility.
At ten o’clock we carefully tucked our things, including the pink box, into
a safe place in the woods and headed for The Aqua Center. Since I hadn’t
gotten my badge yet, we had to go into the toddler pool, which was only four

feet at the deepest end. Only a few people were there that early, and they were
mostly adults. We played for a while, enjoying our freedom and looking forward
to our turnover dinner later, when we caught sight of Dad walking out of the
men’s locker room wearing his white undershirt and dark trousers.
At 6"4' and 250 pounds, he was hard to miss. He was moved forward in a
determined fashion. Kerry looked at me with wide eyes and told me to get down
low in the water and toward the side of the pool, as flat as I could. “Maybe he
won’t see us,” she whispered.
We were the only ones in the toddler pool, though, and very conspicuous
there without any parents nearby. He walked past us at first, heading toward
the badge pool, but then turned back almost immediately, walking through the
gates into the toddler pool enclosure. When he walked to one end of the pool,
we ran to the other. After three times of doing this, he motioned for a lifeguard
to jump in and direct us to the ladder leading out of the pool.
My father’s neat brown hair was combed straight back, and I stared at
the big wide space between his front teeth as he angrily spoke. “Get out of the
pool now! We’re going home!” The look on his face didn’t invite any comments,
so we grabbed our towels off the fence, put on our flip-flops, and followed him
to the front exit.
“What were you two thinking? Your mother is a nervous wreck.” He
loaded us into the station wagon, and we headed home past the woods where
our pink box was hiding. By the time we got home, I was shivering in my towel,
partly cold and partly scared. As we pulled into the driveway, my dad turned
around and looked at Kerry. “You should know better,” he scolded. “Both of

you go inside and change, then get in the kitchen. Your mother and I want to
talk to you.”
Before we could finish dressing, my mother was standing in the doorway
of my room with her hands on her hips. Her thick brown hair was fluffy and
hugging her neck. All I could see was her bright-red lipstick as she declared
our punishment. “No one runs away from our home. You’re both going to get a
beating. Once you’re done getting dressed, go to the garage. Your father is
waiting.”
Kerry glared at our mother as she turned her back on her and headed
toward the kitchen. Kerry looked at me and grabbed some thick storybooks
from the bookshelf. “Put two of these in your pants so that when he hits you
with the belt, it won’t hurt.” I did as she said, but there was such a big bulge
where my small butt was that I was sure he would notice. We took as long as
we could, moving ever so slowly through the kitchen, into the spare room, and
through the door into the garage.
Dad was standing there with his belt in hand. “Amy, come here. Do you
understand that what you did was bad and that you should never run away?”
I shook my head and started to cry. I was scared.
“Turn around and lean against the wall.”
He held his thick black belt and hit me twice on the butt. “Now, go inside
and eat your breakfast.” As I walked back through the garage door, I took the
books out of my pants and put them on top of the low freezer in the spare
room. As the garage door closed, I heard my dad say, “Kerry, don’t ever do this
again, and don’t take your little sister with you. Now take one of those books

out of your pants.”
I walked into the kitchen with tears running down my cheeks. My mother
was standing at the sink with her apron tied around her waist. “Amy, there’s
Cheerios and a half banana for breakfast. When you’re done, clear your place.
You’ll be spending the rest of this sunny day in your room while your brothers
and sisters enjoy themselves at The Aqua Center. What do you have to say for
yourself?”
“I’m sorry I ran away. I won’t do it again.”
What I was really sorry about, though, were those pastries in the pink
box sitting in the woods. What would happen to them?

Oblivious to the Obvious
—Diana Park

A GIRL THING
I’ll have a box of lipsticks
6 pieces please, color #38
It’s a girl thing
A little brightness
A decorated smile
You may say
That’s silly, shallow,
Demeaning and hollow
Kitty-cat stuff
From such a stupid muff
I say, got a better way?
Dinner’s nice
And clothing too
I’m listening—
All ears, hips,
And lips
I’ll have that box of lipsticks
6 pieces please, color #38
It’s a girl thing
A little brightness in the face
A little necessity in the smile
—Mira Martin-Parker

I HAVE FORGOTTEN THE NAMES...
I have forgotten the names of flowers. A white halo
of electric candlelights above my head seems to keep me here.
At the table.
Surrounded by empty glasses or half-full glasses, loaded,
dice, a deck of cards with nothing on the backs.
The colored design has worn away.
I have no face
in a reflection on a window, only my hat is discernible.
—Bob Marcacci

The Artist, The City
—Ernest Williamson III

VERTIGO
A face among many
I am a drifter
Look above—a vertigo dream
See me—swallowed by the city
An adrenaline thrill.
But the city provides shelter
It swallows but does not devour
Like the spaces of a small town
And the familiar faces.
A claustrophobic nightmare
See me—drowning in boredom
A death by breathlessness.
I would rather dive, unknown, to my demise
From the top of a tall building
Than be swept along the sidewalks
Of sleepwalkers who know my name.
Beautiful city—city of skyscrapers
Open your smoggy, elevated depths
To my stifled but opened mind.
—Laura Yates Fujita

THE LAST NEWSPAPER
by Joe Del Priore
Trash.
Every kiosk within a three-mile area, nothing but garbage. Feverishly, I
yanked open doors, praying for one single paper. In all directions, empty
corners where newsstands stood. February wind slashed my face, smothering a
cry of despair. It had been months since I’d spotted that paper on a subway
seat, pouncing on it, devouring its contents, page by page. I kept rereading it
for weeks afterward, never ceasing to search for other papers.
Why don’t the authorities remove those kiosks if there are no more
papers? Are they mocking souls like me, desperate for columns of words
interspersed with photos? At least people should respect what these containers
were, not stuff them with paper cups, empty cigarette packs, vomit, and
crumpled McDonald’s bags. Don’t tease me with possibility.
He must have seen me looking. Maybe followed me. I was sitting on the
curb, clenching and unclenching my fingers, unable to form a new search plan.
Wearing battered dungarees and a black hoodie, he leaned over and I got a
good look. Mid-thirties, stained teeth, unshaven, needing a haircut and bath.
His close-set gray eyes were holes where pirates went to die.
“So you want a newspaper,” he rasped.
“Maybe I do, maybe I don’t.” My breathing quickened. I’d heard about
guys like him, guys with information.
“Twenty bucks, I tell you where you can find one.”
“How can I trust you?”

“You can’t. It’s up to you. How badly do you need your fix?”
My expression answered that question.
“Would it have comics? A crossword puzzle? Horoscope?”
“I don’t know, my friend. But you have my word. It is a newspaper.”
I hesitated; he shrugged and began walking away.
“Wait.” I rose, dug into my wallet, handed him a bill. He gave me a
traitor’s smile along with directions. I sprinted down the street, feeling more
excited than foolish.
Ten minutes later I stood in a fetid, dingy alley before a gouged wooden
door. I knocked six times, three fast, three slow, as instructed. An eternity
passed before the door opened a crack.
“Beowolf sent me,” I whispered. The craggy man stared at me with watery
eyes, his bumpy chin finally nodding to me to follow him.
He locked the door behind me. I took a deep whiff and fell to my knees.
INK! The smell of ink. The machines were silent, but several small piles of
newspapers lay around. I lunged at one and was met with a knee to the rib
cage.
“Not yet,” he growled. “First, we have a brew. Then, we negotiate price.
And if you breathe a word of this, I kill you.”
His fierce expression left no doubt in my mind. So we sat, drank, tossed
around some numbers. I said I wanted back dates, as many as he had. I didn’t
care how old the news was, I needed to finger and fold a goddamn newspaper.
He said I get one copy, that’s it. He told me nothing of who his reporters were,
only that he published a run every few days. Glaring, he asked if I owned a

computer, if I browsed the Internet. I spit on the floor. He got up and hugged
me. I let my gaze lovingly roam around the dimly lit room, as it waited for the
machines to hum. He released me, pointed to the nearest pile.
“The top one is yours, my friend. I am satisfied you are genuine. There
aren’t many of us left.”
“Tell me about it.”
I paid him our negotiated fee, cautiously folded my treasure, and hid it
beneath my coat. Fondling it, I skulked into the night. It took forever,
stumbling to my place, as I kept glancing behind me. Inside, I flicked on the
light, ripped off my coat, and carefully placed my booty on the kitchen table.
The headline was “North Korea Fires Missile.” I flipped through it. More
headlines, photos, comics, puzzles, and yes, a horoscope. I chewed each page,
remembering what it was like when every newsstand and kiosk held the world’s
secrets. I turned a page, saw Dilbert with his upturned tie, and began sobbing.

DOING PENANCE
by Wayne Scheer
Woodrow eased himself off the Fourteenth Street bus and hobbled
toward Jimmy’s 24-Hour Diner. The early morning air still had a chill in it, so
he pulled up the collar on his oversize khaki jacket. He knew if he got to the
restaurant before the morning crowd, Mr. Jimmy would have a hot cup of
coffee and a warm honey biscuit wrapped in tin foil waiting for him around
back.
“Good way to start the day.” He muttered, imagining he was talking to
the new kid they let in the shelter last night, the one called Mama’s Boy. “I got
me a sweet deal with Mr. Jimmy,” he advised Mama’s Boy as if he were walking
next to him. “He give me food in the morning and let me use his bathroom, if I
don’t mess with his customers.”
After Woodrow used the toilet, one of the kitchen staff brought a to-go
coffee and a foil-wrapped package out to the loading dock. Woodrow sipped the
still-steaming black coffee and unwrapped the foil with the anticipation of a
child tearing into a Christmas present. Sometimes, he’d find a few strips of
crispy bacon or a sausage with his biscuit. This morning a slice of well-salted
ham awaited him.
“Ooh-whee,” he sang. His body tingled as he bit into the meat. He would
have done a little dance, but he knew he had to save his energy for the day’s
work. “My dancing days be like yesterdays,” he explained to Mama’s Boy. “They
ain’t never coming back.”
He wiped the crumbs from his face with the back of his hand and smiled.

“Mr. Jimmy a good man.” He spoke softly so only Mama’s Boy would hear. “You
find a friend like that, you respect him. You hear me?”
After finishing his breakfast, he threw the foil and cup into the green
Dumpster and, without saying a word to anyone, marched down Fourteenth
Street until he could no longer see Jimmy’s. “Well, boy, time I got to work. Now,
you just stand back and watch how it’s done.”
Woodrow walked up to a well-dressed man carrying a briefcase.
“Beautiful morning, sir. You got any spare change so I can get me some
breakfast?”
The man reached into his pocket and handed him a couple of quarters
before hurrying on.
“Thank you very kindly,” Woodrow shouted back. He turned. “See? With
a man in a hurry you get right to the point. But always find the time to be
polite. Never know when you gonna get return business, know what I’m talkin’
about?”
The next few people turned Woodrow down, avoiding eye contact. “That’s
all right. I figure if I collect on one person in five, I be doing good by the time
night comes. The important thing is to stay calm. You lose your temper, you no
good to no one.”
Just then, one of his regulars approached him with a crisp dollar bill.
“Always good to see you, Woodrow,” the middle-aged woman said.
“Yes, ma’am. And bless you.”
He turned his head to speak to Mama’s Boy. “See how being polite pays?
That’s what I been telling you.”

Woodrow felt his mind drift while continuing to approach people. He
stopped thinking about Mama’s Boy and let his thoughts wander to Woody Jr.
He must be nearing 35, he thought. Probably got a whole herd of kids by now.
Sure would like to see them someday.
For years, he imagined meeting Woody in the street. They’d recognize
each other instantly and hug like no time had passed. Woodrow wiped his eyes
and approached a woman carrying a cane. She raised it slightly as he neared.
He nodded, flashed his smile, and walked on.
“You got to know when to back off,” he whispered. “No good comes from
scaring folk, especially women. No good a’tall.”
He thought of Mama’s Boy at the shelter last night. The kid looked so
skinny you could see right through him. He twitched and shook, like he was
either drugged out or so scared he feared someone might steal his pants right
off him.
“Seen that happen,” he said aloud. “They stole the pants right offa some
white boy while he sleep on his cot at the shelter.” He shook his head. “Ya got
to sleep with one eye open, boy. That for sure.”
He remembered trying to warn Mama’s Boy to get a cot near him, as far
as he could from the one they call Mojo Man. But the boy laughed. “You want
me sleeping near you, Gramps? I ain’t that way.”
The boy left with Mojo, didn’t even stay the night. Probably out cattin’
around and gettin’ high.
“You got to work smart if you want to make it, boy.” He recalled saying
those exact words to his son once. Woody Jr. didn’t listen either.

Woodrow hobbled after a young couple walking hand in hand. He spoke
to the man. “You a lucky one. I had me a good woman once. Now she with
Jesus.” He lowered his eyes.
The young man tried to look away, but his girlfriend whispered, “Give the
poor man some money, Charley. I feel bad for him.”
Woodrow accepted a handful of change, offered thanks, and turned to
Mama’s Boy. “You see what I mean by smart? Never talk direct to the lady if
she with a man. You don’t want to seem threatening.”
The afternoon sun warmed the air. Woodrow wanted to take off his
jacket, but he didn’t have any place to put it. Besides, he feared he smelled bad
being out in the sun all day and hoped the jacket might cover the odor.
He approached a bearded man in jeans. “Excuse me, but I wonder if you
could help me out this fine afternoon?”
Reaching into his pocket, the man gave Woodrow a quarter. He looked
into the man’s face and smiled. “Now I offered you a chance to feel good about
yourself. Surely that’s worth more’n two bits?” Woodrow laughed, as did the
man, who took out his wallet and handed him a couple of singles.
“Now that’s what I’m talking about.”
He conjured up Mama’s Boy once again. “You got to size ’em up, you see?
Some folks need what I call follow-through. You can see it in they eyes. But be
careful. You got to know when to lay back.”
Self-control, he thought. It took him a lifetime to learn it.
As the day progressed, Woodrow tried flattery—“That sure is a beautiful
child you got there, ma’am,”—patriotism—“I served my country in Vietnam,”

and the direct approach—“I need just two more dollars for lunch.” When he
guessed it was about two o’clock, he stopped at Krispy Kreme, where his friend,
Alice, always let him have the doughnuts from the morning if he bought coffee.
She knew he liked the jelly-filled ones. After he ate, he joined her out back for
her break and bummed a cigarette. One a day is all he allowed himself. “Too
expensive a habit,” he told Alice. “You should quit.”
“You’d have to buy your own, then.”
He smiled
“What are you saving your money for?” she asked Woodrow.
“I got plans,” he said.
After finishing his smoke, he excused himself and used the bathroom,
washing his hands and face thoroughly. Taking a pack of gum from his pocket,
he split a piece in half and popped it into his mouth, chewed rapidly, and spit
into the garbage before saying good-bye to Alice and returning to the streets.
“It’s important to smell good,” he advised Mama’s Boy. “If you smell like a
ashtray, folks won’t want to go near enough to you to give you they money.”
He approached a few people before receiving a handful of change. One
person who refused him, lectured him about getting a job.
“Yes, sir,” he said.
Woodrow continued explaining his philosophy to Mama’s Boy as if
nothing had happened. “That’s why you don’t buy no booze when you working.
Folks smell alcohol, the money stop rolling in.”
Woodrow tried recalling how long it had been since he’d gone to an AA
meeting. Didn’t seem worth it anymore. For over a year, he had gone three

times a week—Monday, Wednesday and Friday—and to church on Sunday.
That was after Sissy had left him and took Woody. He even got a lawyer to try
to let him spend time with the boy. But she could never forgive him. She
wanted nothing at all to do with him. He didn’t fault her.
It wasn’t the booze or the drugs that caused his craziness, no sir. It was
him that beat her so bad, she had to spend near a month in the hospital. The
boy stayed with her mother. He tried speaking to Woody, but Sissy’s mother
would hang up on him. When he called Sissy at the hospital, she’d do the
same.
She couldn’t forgive him and he couldn’t forget.
As bad as she hurt, she had refused to press charges; but when she got
out of the hospital, she took Woody and moved in with her family. She didn’t
care how many meetings he went to or how much he apologized. Probably the
smartest move she ever made.
He sent her money for more than a year, but he used his savings for the
lawyer, and then he lost his job at the plant. He spent most of the next two
decades in an alcoholic haze, sobering up in jails and shelters before returning
to the streets.
That was before he made his plans. Now, alcohol had no hold on him.
And he worked sunup to sundown, like a righteous man.
When the streetlights blinked on, Woodrow felt his pockets full. He’d
keep what little he needed for supper at the church and give half of the rest to
Pastor Jerome as a donation. The remainder would go into a savings account
with both the pastor and Woodrow’s names on it, so neither could withdraw

the money without the other signing for it. Woodrow had already made out his
will, leaving his savings to Sissy and Woody. The pastor promised he would
find them when the time came.
It was starting to get dark, and the chill had returned. “That’ll do,” he
told Mama’s Boy. “You don’t want to be on the streets when the crazies come
out.”
Woodrow walked slowly toward the bus stop, feeling alone for the first
time all day. Although the street was crowded with people, he approached no
one. He wondered if he’d see Mama’s Boy at the shelter. Maybe tonight he
could talk some sense into him.

DREAM OF THE OTHER IN POSTMODERN BLUE
I used to have a favorite color, but I just can’t pick it out
anymore. I can’t say That’s the one I love or I belong to all
blue things because as you grow older your eyesight changes
and so many of the darkest objects disappear into nothing.
Then, as if it had always contradicted itself, the world will
glow and invite you to dance over the fabric of your portrait.
The color of your eyes will change with your mood ring,
your moods will multiply, your moods will spread out
among the photos of the family album warehoused in
the closet. The closet is full of hotel towels, soap, and
matchbooks stockpiled for those colorless days that run off
with some of the best years of your life. Some of the best years
of your life are spent sleeping, too, and this is how dreams
become important. They leave shadows on the chairs.
Each dream is someone else’s, worked out in the wild.
Each dream is packaged in a seamless graft of image,
which hardens when a man opens his eyes to measure
the balance of every day and begins to speak.
But a voice cannot separate all the colors of the dream,
and the body wanders into another body
into another body into another body and they are
all sweating as part of the same kind. The favorite color is
stained with perspiration, and the portrait I have picked out
runs and blends with every day I am alive.
—Tim Kahl

TRAVELS THROUGH LIFE
First name: My parents read to me. I begged for the same stories and poems over
and over, then pretended to read them to my little brother with the book upside
down in my hands. I made up my own stories even before I learned to write.
My fifth grade teacher in Alabama encouraged the writer within and by high
school in Texas I knew I would make a career out of selling my words to the world.
Middle name: College in Washington offered discussions of Shakespeare as a feminist,
a course on human sexuality, and the one professor I still remember who spoke of how
words and music influence our culture. There I saw my first computer. Along the way
I abandoned my first name and started using my middle name until I discovered
I had two sets of friends who thought they knew two different people.
Initials: I started using initials to avoid gender bias, how many times have I explained this.
The calls came in for Mister and letters came addressed to Frank or Fred.
The woman in West Virginia, when told I had written the piece she called about,
exclaimed that I wrote like a man—from her a compliment. In the newsroom in Indiana,
some people started calling me by my initials instead of my name and I liked it.
Still, I used my middle name most of the time. Started a business with initials on my card.
A chamber exec in Illinois declared my name a secret, and I discovered value in that. I had two
identities—initials for business, name for personal—and two sets of friends who knew two
different people. Then I moved to a little town in Oregon—not big enough for both of me. My
initials found their way onto my driver’s license and passport. No one here knows my name.
Other initials: Rabbis and scientists answer to my not-so-common last name.
When I started writing steamy stories, I chose another name and another set of initials.
At first no one knew who wrote those stories. But when I attend events
where I promote my erotica, I use the other initials and I’ve made many friends.
So now I’ve two sets of friends who think they know two different people.
—F.I. Goldhaber

INTERFACE: TWO VIEWS
She gave me a painting: window open out to sea,
small vase with darkened daisies on the sill, and beyond,
grasses tipped with cattails, waves wearied of their journey.
Beside it, my own window view: skyline of a city, pines
and birches, frozen beaches, clouds (the same as hers).
Both framed in wood, each as real as the other,
did she imagine one day I would sit and look at both together?
—Laury Egan

INTERFACE: THE MIRROR
The mirror holds a view, animate or dead, depending
on the angle of its scope. Now, as I walk past, it reflects
your face from the hall of portraits, fusing it with mine,
one of acrylic paint and one of replicated reality.
I wonder how, four decades hence, you felt, paintbrush
in hand, blue-smocked, smoke swirling, staring into
silver glass as I played alone outside your studio.
You would approve of the silence now, no child to
interrupt your artistic reverie. Perhaps you would have
set to paint my pink tulips blued by the rain-thirsty sky,
or are you coming through this sinuous interface,
mischievously suggesting a whispered word as I write,
your presence subtle as lightest dust, the faintest tactile touch,
damp like drafts from the sea-faced windows?
As I peer down the shadowed hall, I see us both
and for one instant glimpse you as I’ve never seen
and me like you in all but looks, reflections of our double loss.
—Laury A. Egan

Exit
—Cora Goss-Grubbs

SOFT LIGHT OF THE BUTTERFLIES
by Benjamin Dancer
Two weeks ago, after trick-or-treating on Halloween night, Annie and
Jack put their snowsuits over their costumes to excavate a tunnel through a
wind drift on the back porch. The sudden appearance of the wind drift, it rose
just short of the steel roof, was as mysterious to my children as a new outcrop
of granite might be to me. They opened the tunnel near the French doors,
under the porch light.
As I watched our children from Annie’s bedroom window, the waxing
gibbous moon made its transit above the falling snow. Although the moon’s
surface was not visible through the precipitating clouds, its light penetrated the
cloud layer and was ricocheting off the ice crystals descending in the night
forest. The enchantment of the moonlight was persuasive, and I almost
believed in Annie’s fairies: a mischievous clan of creatures who have been
abiding in the wildflowers since Sarah introduced them in a series of bedtime
stories. I found Annie with a shovel the morning after her fourth birthday
party, burying a deflated balloon beneath the ponderosa pines. When I inquired
about her labor, she told me she was helping the balloon go back into the
earth. She was feeding the wildflowers, the fairy houses.
I heard Sarah in the bedroom behind me and turned from the frosted
corner of the glass to find my lover holding a spoon of cookie dough, admiring
the incandescent butterflies I just hung on the ceiling. The butterflies were
blown from glass and encompassed illuminated bulbs on a string of ordinary
Christmas lights. Optical fibers carried the illumination through paper wings.

Sarah looked disheveled and beautiful. On the nightstand beside me, a crystal
bowl, inhabited by a lavender light, emitted a crawling mist. Apart from the
string of butterflies and the lavender glow of the humidifier on the nightstand,
there were no lights on in Annie’s room. The snowy forest, lit by cloud-veiled
moonlight, was brighter than the room we were in, which allowed us to see out
with only a faint reflection of the bedroom in the window glass.
The cookie dough was sticking to her tongue when Sarah said, “These
look nice.” Sarah was fingering the butterflies that were suspended just beyond
the swing of the door.
I thanked her for the compliment.
I wanted Sarah to pose with her arm raised like that so I could admire
her in the dulcet light, but she let her fingers slip from the incandescent wing.
Sarah stepped toward me. When she did, I saw, under the flouncing
brown hem of her silk skirt, the bare toes of her right foot land on the oak floor.
She was standing on the plank that injected a two-inch splinter into my left
palm as I pushed it through the table saw.
Sarah told me that our daughter, that is the phrase she used; she told
me that our daughter was going to love it.
I passed my fingers through the warm mist spilling down the sides of the
crystal bowl and told Sarah, “I hope so.”
Sarah bent to pick up one of the pages of homework streaming from
Annie’s backpack. I saw the white cotton cup of her bra under her white blouse
and felt like I was back in college, stealing another glimpse. I have born witness
for more than a decade to the transformation of Sarah’s form. Her breasts were

pulled by gravity. They were reshaped by the milk they carried, pulled by the
hungry mouths of our three children. Although they no longer point to the sky,
her breasts have a power over me now more erotic than they did in our days on
the Mystic when we made love throughout every afternoon.
I wanted to make love to her in Annie’s bed.
“So, when do you leave?” Sarah asked, referring to the opening day of the
hunting season. She was looking out the window.
“Wednesday, in two weeks.”
“Should we call them in?”
“Not yet.”
“They are pretty cute together,” Sarah said, then licked cookie dough
from the spoon.
Princess Leia and Dar-kader were preparing for another Imperial ground
assault: Annie was digging with the shovel. Jack was on his knees behind her
scooping the snow away with his mittens. I drove the kids the distance from
house to house trick-or-treating earlier in the evening. Jack corrected every
neighbor who addressed him as Darth Vader.
“Are you making cookies?” I asked.
“Oatmeal,” Sarah answered, still watching the kids.
“But it’s Halloween.”
“And I wanted some cookies.”
From where I was sitting in Annie’s bed, I could see Sarah’s blue eyes
reflected in the window glass. I watched her eyes watching our children.
“It’s past their bedtime.”

I waited a few seconds then said, “Just a little longer.”
Jack threw himself under his sister and squirmed between her legs in an
attempt to get inside the snow tunnel. She trapped him between her boots and
drug him out of the cave by his pant leg. Both Annie and Jack were laughing.
Sarah licked the spoon clean and placed it on the nightstand next to the
humidifier.
“You got any more of that?” I asked.
Sarah smiled and revealed, in her other hand, a beater plugged with
cookie dough. “Happy Halloween, Cal.”
I pinched the dough out of the beater with my thumb and index finger.
Annie dragged Jack from the cave a second time.
“How long are you going to be gone?” Sarah asked.
“Until I get an elk.”
“You know what I mean, Cal. When does the season close?”
I was sitting in Annie’s bed, sucking the sugar from my fingers, when I
realized Sarah was holding her elbow and asked, “What’s wrong?”
“It’s like pulling teeth trying to get information out of you.”
I took another pinch of cookie dough.
“Is it nosy to want to know when I’m going to see you again?”
“You’re not nosy, Sarah.”
“It always feels like I need to butt out. Do you want me to butt out?”
“That’s not what I want.”
My father and I nodded our heads before we gave a lecture. Sarah held
her elbow; every reckoning I have ever faced with her was accompanied by her

right hand on her elbow.
“I’m worried about you,” Sarah said.
Since we lost Junior, I’ve spent a lot of time on the mountain. He was two
years and forty-two days old. Annie was five. Jack was an infant. All three of
them were in David’s house when it caught fire.
I passed my left hand through the mist falling over the nightstand and
looked out the window. The kids were digging the tunnel again.
“You’re worried?” I asked.
She said, “I thought it would pass.”
“He’s dead, Sarah. That hasn’t passed.”
“That’s not what I meant.” Sarah turned to look out the window. Annie
was helping Jack with the shovel.
“I’m sorry,” I told her. It was the way we used to attack each other with
every word. “That was a shitty thing for me to say.”
“I don’t mind that you’re out there,” Sarah was still looking out the
window. “But we need you here too.”
“I’m here, Sarah.”
“Why won’t you tell me when you’re coming home?”
I watched in the window the reflection of her hand on her elbow.
“It’s not fair,” Sarah said. “It’s not fair to any of us. Annie has nightmares
about you not coming home.”
“I always come home.”
“Why won’t you tell me when?”
“There’s more than my will at play in those decisions.”

“Damn it, Cal. That’s what I mean. That’s just…it’s crazy talk!”
Annie and Jack climbed the mound and sat together on top of the wind
drift. I was watching Sarah’s eyes through the glass when the kids slid down
the hill, holding hands through their mittens. Jack couldn’t stand up in his
bulky snowsuit. Annie picked him up by the collar.
Sarah and I were laughing.
“I lie awake worrying about you.”
“I don’t want you to worry.”
“Then tell me when you’re coming home.”
“I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t know.”
“What does that mean, Cal?”
“I don’t know when I’ll see him.”
I watched the reflection of her eyes welling up. Sarah wiped the tears
from her cheek. “I don’t know what to say to you, Cal. I just don’t know what to
say to that.”
Annie and Jack slid down the snowdrift again.
“Annie worries about you. She sleeps with that holey T-shirt on her
pillow.”
I was sitting on that shirt. It was in my stocking on Christmas Day my
junior year of high school. I held what was left of the blue fabric to my face and
inhaled my own scent.
Sarah was watching the children when she said, “You’re not the only one

grieving. At some point, you’re gonna have to let go. Do it before you lose us.”
I didn’t respond.
Jack started down the wind drift on his bottom. He flipped over in an
attempt to stop himself, but it was too late. He was lying on his belly at the
base of the hill. He and Annie were laughing.
I told Sarah, “I feel like people are destroying everything I love.”
“What are you talking about, Cal?”
“Even my students. They buy things, meaningless things. They’re
destroying the things I love by buying things, things they don’t even…”
Sarah took my hand, “What do you love?”
“The mountain, the ponderosa pine forest, the elk. I love the grass,
Sarah, and I don’t understand why other people don’t love the grass.”
Tears fell from Sarah’s cheeks. She dropped my hand. I was still sitting
on the edge of the bed. We looked out the window.
“You didn’t mention Annie and Jack.” Sarah turned from the window.
She looked me in the eyes, “You didn’t mention me, Cal.”
I didn’t know what to say.
Sarah asked, “Do you love us?”
“I love you.”
“I asked you what you loved.”
“You.”
“Sometimes I wonder.”
“Think about what they wanted to do to Junior,” I told her.
She turned away.

“They wanted to pump his little body full of formaldehyde and seal him in
a box because nobody wants to go back into the earth. But we put him in the
earth. I put him where he belongs, Sarah. I put him where he belongs. People
here take. All their lives they take. Then when they die, they try to keep from
giving even after they’re dead.”
Sarah looked at me again, her eyes swollen, and shook her head.
“I’m sorry,” I told her.
Sarah was still shaking her head. Huge tears were in her eyes. Her nose
started to run. She wiped her nose with her thumb and her eyes with the pads
of her fingers.
“Why? Why are you sorry, Cal?”
“Because you’re crying. I don’t understand what I’m doing wrong.”
“It’s where your passion is. You can’t hide where your passion is.”
“Sarah, I just…”
“Shh.” She laid her finger on my lips. “Don’t explain anymore. I
understand. Believe me.” I think she was laughing. “I understand.”
I stood up and crossed the room to get the tissues on Annie’s dresser. I
brought them to Sarah.
“It’s the way it is.” She took a tissue. “It’s the way you are.”
“I was just…”
Sarah nodded her head sympathetically.
“That’s not what I meant to say. I feel crazy, Sarah. When I’m on the
mountain…”
“It’s about death, Cal.” She took my wrists and turned them so I could

see the red burn scars on my forearms and palms. “Not formaldehyde. It’s
about loss. You don’t know what to do about your dead son. It’s about Calvin.
And it’s about you.”
“What do you mean?”
“I know you love us. But I’m worried. I’m worried your passion for Junior
is greater than your passion for us.”
“What does that mean, Sarah?”
Sarah held my eyes like she wanted me to understand but I didn’t. She
said, “You’re crazy, Cal. You are crazy.” She smiled. More tears welled in her
eyes. “And I’m worried.”
“What worries you?”
“It’s taking you. It’s taking you away from us. What do I tell your children
if you don’t come back?”
“Tell them I went into the earth.”
She turned away.
“But I’ll come home, Sarah.” I set the dough-occluded beater on the
nightstand, on top of her spoon, and embraced her.
“Why can’t you tell me when?”
“I don’t know.”
“Listen to me,” she said. Her voice was clear and strong. Sarah pushed
me away from her. My calves were against the oak bed frame. She wiped the
snot from her nose. “This is your home. You built this house. This is your
family. We created these children. You are their father.” She took my right
forearm in her hands and soothed the raised burn scar. “He is out there” She

took my other arm, soothed and kissed the scar. “But remember this: You still
have two children here, Cal. You are their father.”
I kissed her. Sarah pushed me into Annie’s bed and climbed on top of
me. My torso was enveloped in her silk skirt. I was pinned by her eyes. My
fingers searched under the cascading ruffles of the placket and opened the top
of her white blouse, reached around and unfastened her cotton bra.
Sarah held herself above me with her hands on the low headboard,
brought her face to mine and said with a certain sardonicism, “You’re leaving
Wednesday. Tell me when you’re coming home.”
It took a minute for me to catch my breath and answer, “The season
closes Sunday at sunset.”
Sarah kissed me, sat up, pulled her arms out of the bra straps, and flung
the bra toward the dresser. I took off my shirt. Sarah slowly unfastened the
remaining buttons of her blouse.
“I knew you could do it,” she said.
I took in her breasts and smiled helplessly.
“Do you want to change the subject?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Too bad.”
Sarah brought her lower lip to the highest ridge of tissue on my scarred
chest. My disfigured flesh was the only memorial we had of our dead son. I
gathered her brown skirt in both hands and felt a tear fall on my collarbone as
I held the fabric against her thighs.
Sarah sat up slowly, pulled her hair behind her shoulders, unbuttoned

then unzipped my pants. She said, “I want you to tell me why you do it.”
“It helps my anxiety.”
I dropped her skirt and slid my jeans down.
“To be on the mountain?” she asked.
“To look for Junior.”
Sarah reached beneath her skirt, put me inside her, then asked, “Why is
it so hard to tell me when you’ll be home?”
“I don’t know.”
Sarah closed her eyes. She was already close. I kissed her neck until she
came.
A minute passed before she said, “Yes, you do.”
“I don’t know when I’ll see him.”
“And you want to stay until you do?”
“But he’s not there anymore.”
That was as far as words could take us. The kids opened the backdoor.
We could hear them chattering as they took off their boots. Sarah moved her
hips forcefully, rubbing her clitoris through my pubic hair. She interlaced her
fingers in mine. I arched my back to lift my pubic bone. Sarah drove her clitoris
into the bone. Her breasts were brushing my scar. Sarah closed her eyes as she
came again and mouthed for me to go.
I asked her to look at me.
We heard the nylon swishing on the kids’ snowsuits as they walked
together down the hall. Sarah was standing on the oak floor, buttoning her
blouse; the white cotton bra was hanging from the dresser when the kids

entered Annie’s bedroom.
Annie was frozen in the doorway. Jack pushed past her as she admired
the soft light of the butterflies.

BUTTERFLY SONG
Caterpillar hides
Inside of a silken cave
Waiting to grow up
The blend of color
Broken by the orange flash
Emerging from it
Unfolds little wings
Flies off to total freedom
Leaving the shell behind
—Sage Conger

BEAUTIFUL MUSIC
You are a melody
running through my mind.
I cannot get myself to
hum another tune.
Your melody attracts
my musical inclination like
no other song I’ve heard.
Though I have written
down the notes to
this lovely piece
in my mind,
over and over again,
I am still a little apprehensive
about playing it aloud.
—Amanda Velez

ODE TO A MICROPHONE
This is about singing into a brush with synthetic hair tangled in its bristles,
in front of a spit-spotted mirror, in a bathroom where every song is your song
and roaches break dance in slow motion when they’re caught in the blink
and the buzz of the dying fluorescent light while your hand
wriggles—electric—trying to brush, gargle, and rinse
in the click and the three-second pause
while the CD player shuffles to the next disc.
This is about doing it all wet and naked—
if this is about a microphone.
This is when just writing it down isn’t enough anymore; when you find someone
who agrees, let him erect a red, yellow, and green spray-painted recording booth
in the corner of your navy blue and cream-colored living room, scrawl his lyrics on
lined paper, then tape them to the walls during 4 a.m. recording sessions—this is
homemade beats and do-overs.
But this is about a microphone,
so he’ll leave you and the booth hollow, until the necessity of hearing your own
voice spoken louder than it has spoken before overcomes the fear that this—
an actual microphone in front of an audience that is not your reflection—
may actually amplify your shame.
Shaky voice and moist palms take to the stage of an open mic you failed to mention
to anyone you know, find the perfect distance from the microphone
and no one hears your heart pounding.
The booth will be broken down though; its walls left to mildew in the patch of grass
outside of the sliding glass doors.
If this is about a microphone,
then it’s about a broken broomstick, the handle of a ratty mop, an unwrapped tampon,
a remote control, a black tennis shoe, an ink pen, a hanger, a dead light bulb,
a can of mousse, a freshly shaven bald head, my fist, your fist, or anyone’s.
—Jonterri Gadson

SHOT
you hold the blanket up
and look for a toss-out camera
the long necklace is wrapped
around you twice, it hangs loose
between your small breasts
and under the comforter
how easily all of this could be
the last drop
and then there’s you
rummaging through your desk drawers
between school papers
and pictures of your 19th birthday
the beer from two nights ago
stale and half gone on the shelf in a blue cup
and love
is a hand with long black
fingernails and it feels good
until it feels bad
and I am startled by the flash
—Jacob Uitti

SWEET COFFEE
Up Second Avenue
you think you’ll
find the right café,
fried potatoes
with the eggs and
corn beef hash
where cops come for
coffee that the sweet
Polish waitress
pours, speaking
with an accent.
Of course, it’s
fiction in your mind
you live by but
where else
go walking
on the chance of
finding
such perfection?
—Joseph Somoza

CHILDHOOD LESSONS
by Don Blankenship
My grandmother had always been influential in my life. She was never
one to subscribe to the formalities of rigid social rules, and her reputation
spoke volumes about how she was perceived by the world. Lovingly, my family
referred to her as eccentric; however, the community saw something entirely
different. She never filled the conventional role of normal, and rumors
circulated about the strange happenings occurring in her recluse environment.
She was different, and as a young child, this distinction made an indelible
mark I would carry throughout my life.
“Are you a witch?” I asked, brushing a tuft of dark-brown hair from the
crown of my forehead.
I stopped coloring my picture and looked at her with the inquisitive stare
that only a child can muster. Her black hair was neatly pinned; her face
encircled by silver-gray highlights, resembling the mane of a lioness. Her face
was wrinkled, the remnants of uncomplicated beauty disguised by time. She
sat in a high-back rocking chair; her frail-framed body slightly slumped. She
looked at me with steel-blue eyes, seemingly shocked from my inquiry.
“Why would you ask that?” She said, her raspy voice quivering with age.
“That’s what everyone says.” I replied. My youthful exuberance was
entirely divorced from the realities of socially acceptable inquiries. “Well, are
you?”
She leaned slightly forward and offered a wide, pristine white smile. “Let
me see those crayons.” She gestured toward the Crayola box that lay in front of

me, my rudimentary drawing on the rough hardwood floor. Reluctantly, I lifted
the box, and her aged hand grasped my treasure. From her chair, she bent
down and dumped the crayons to the floor below. The crayons scattered,
creating a disorganized rainbow of colors. I looked at her puzzled.
“Now, I want you to bring me the evil color.” She motioned toward the
crayons.
Looking at the jumbled grouping of colored wax, I studied the
disorganized pile. I could not compel myself to move. I contemplated the color
of evil. There were colors I didn’t like—brown seemed dull and uninteresting,
white was too plain, and the pink reminded me of the young girls I had so
ardently avoided on the school playground; however, none of them looked evil. I
sat there motionless, staring at the colors. The evil color eluded my gaze.
“Grandma,” I said, “I don’t know which one is evil.”
“Well, alright then, bring me the good color.”
Again, I studied the colors: red, orange, blue, green, and black. Each
color was different, yet none appeared particularly good. My young mind
fruitlessly scanned the crayons. Some were obvious favorites and bore the wear
of frequent use; others looked new, a testament to the irrelevance I placed on
their usefulness. I searched, but I could not see any characteristics hidden
within the colors. Defeated, I just sat there.
“You see,” she said, leaning down to meet my puzzled stare, “there is no
such thing as a good or evil crayon; they can create a red sky, a black flower, a
big green monster, or any object conceived by the imagination. People have
many shades too. Some are red, some are brown, some are black, some are

white, and sometimes the variety is hidden inside, but that doesn’t make it
good or evil. Like crayons, we are filled with endless possibilities, and we are
only limited by the hands and minds that manipulate us. Life is a canvas and
we should feel free to paint with whatever colors we chose. Do you
understand?”
Unconvincingly, I slowly shook my head in affirmation.
“Honey, one of the greatest lessons you will ever learn in life can come
from these crayons.” She said, her feeble voice growing stronger in intensity.
“The world would be such a dull place if we only had a few colors. Don’t ever be
afraid to be different. It doesn’t make you good or bad—only special. Variety
makes life extraordinary, and there is always room for extra color. After all,
each one of those crayons fits neatly in the same box.”
She sat upright, releasing me from her gaze. Her weathered hands
retreating back to the comfort of her lap.
“I knew it.” I said, retrieving an orange crayon to color the sky of my
picture. My young mind was still incapable of comprehending the magnitude of
the events that had just unfolded. “You are magic.”
And, indeed, she was.

PUZZLE
There are no extra pieces in the universe. Everyone is here because he or she has a place
to fill, and every piece must fit itself into the big jigsaw puzzle.
—Deepak Chopra, Indian doctor and writer

His kitchen is covered in wood—
cabinets top and bottom, stirring
spoons, parquet floor. Grandpop
hunkers broad shoulders over a
pot on the stove, boiling kielbasa
and onion pierogis. The moon reflects
on the lagoon outside; wind-ripples dance
like the steam rising through
Grandpop’s fingers, spontaneous and
irregular rhythm kept by lapping
against the deck. Waves have
always talked to each other, even as
they carried my great-greatgrandparents from Lithuania’s shores.
Someday, Grandpop will join Catherine and
his namesake, Anthony John Krystaponis, Sr.
His worn wedding band looks larger
on blunt calloused fingers that weaken
from leukemia, a word as
complicated as our last name—
just as foreign-sounding. But
watching me enjoy the food we cooked
together still brings another deep
crinkle to his eyes. In the morning
we’ll play with his robotic parrot,
a Christmas present, and we’ll talk
about old Fred, the parrot that my uncle
found in their backyard decades
ago. Grandpop will try again to teach his toy
bird to say, “I love you, Martha.” We’ll have
leftover pierogis and fresh kava
for breakfast as we work on the morning
paper’s new crossword puzzle while
sitting at the wooden kitchen
table, the Jersey lagoon still
dancing outside bay windows.
—Martha Krystaponis

STORMS OF THE ORISHA (An Excerpt)
by Oloye Karade
“Charlene, girls, the limousine is here.” Mrs. Helen’s aged voice echoed
throughout the house inhabited by ghosts and living souls alike. Gusting unfelt
winds carried her lamenting timbre to all who could hear. The currents of a life
gone by allowed her strained words to lightly mount them and they drifted, as
if moved by an unseen hand, up the spiraling stairs. Her bereaved daughter-inlaw, Charlene, and her two saddened granddaughters Natalie and Latoya, had
been duly summoned.
She had buried her father, her husband, and now it was time to bury her
son. Like a veteran of a long, terrible war, she suffered through the hardships
without showing any weakening emotions or probable breakdown. With the
experiences of death and caring for the dying and 74 years of walking through
the tribulations and trials of life, she unabashedly took charge of the emotional
well-being of the family—even if she, from behind the illusion, was decimated.
As she waited for the family to gather, she gazed into the huge woodframed mirror that hung on the wall in the foyer. She saw her reflection and
was held motionless as if under a spell. She beseeched the omniscient glass to
divulge its insight regarding her apparel and overall condition. The soft-spoken
response directed her to the black-netted hat upon her head. It was tilted a
little too far to the left, exposing bald spots inside of her matted white hair. She
could once brush and comb the remaining fluffs, but now there was nothing
but spotted discoloration. What remained of the thinning strands, pulled by life
and the advancing of old age that accompanied it, hung over the sides of her

wrinkled brow.
She reached up to fix the metaphoric cowl that served as a barrier
against demons that sought to take away essence and spirit whenever death
occurred—demons that always managed to break through guarded gates
conjured and reinforced by means of ritualistic magic—demons that always
found a way to shatter the fortresses of light set by mystic incantations of gods
and humans who, misguided by arrogance, claimed dominance over all things.
The seasoned elder attempted to fix herself up a bit by shifting the
corners and pulling the thin rim to the front and to the back until the hairless
circles were hidden from view. Her frail wrist ached under arthritic pressure.
But pain, no matter how severe, was something to bear, especially if it meant
getting one’s hat on straight.
The reserved chauffeur drove the shining limousine down Broad Street
and veered off onto Martin Luther King Boulevard. Charlene shed endless tears
all the way to the tabernacle as the endless flight of deepening sorrow carried
her far away. The distraught mother lost herself inside the darkness of her
black dress and black-netted hat that hung a little tilted. When Charlene
reached the pit of her suffering, she called upon the only real strength that she
had left: her children. The children she birthed while still in love with their
father; the children that she watched over, fed, and nourished; the children
that she loved and wanted to protect from the tragedies of life—tragedies that
she had to endure long before she reached their age.
Her mind drifted through the low clouds that clung to the earth. She had
not known death this intimately before and was unsure as to what to do or say.

Both her parents died tragically when she was seven years old. She never
mentioned anything about their funeral, perhaps suppressing love unfulfilled
and tenderness unexpressed more so than their deaths and burials.
“We’ll be okay,” Natalie said, trying to console her mother.
“I know,” Charlene replied. She broke through the thin shell of memories
that had formed around her and refocused on the matters of the day. Tears
rolled down her eyes as she looked upon her children. They had grown into
young women overnight.
The neighborhood was unusually clean and no place was more pure than
the church. The reddish bricks, washed by the night rain, appeared free of all
dirt and dust. Hand-stained windows, depicting the Christ figure holding a
lamb (as well as other Judeo-Christian images), took on a brilliance that
projected the holy images upon a world in desperate need of religious
intervention.
As the family entered, they were solemnly greeted by a few of the elder
deacons wearing black suits of mourning clearly too big for their thin bodies.
Then, as the organist played woeful chords, everyone moved slowly to their
respective seats on highly polished wooden pews.
Reverend Jacob S. Durham, pastor of the large, well-attended Epiphany
Church of Christ, stood upon his pulpit and faced his congregation. He began
to speak from behind his podium: “Dying, Christ destroyed our death. Rising,
Christ restored our life. Christ will come again in glory. As in baptism, Brandon
Harold Johnson put on Christ; so in Christ may Brandon Harold Johnson be
clothed in glory. Here and now, dear friends, we are God’s children. What shall

be has not yet been revealed; but we know that when he appears, we shall be
like him, for we shall see him as he is. Those who have this hope purify
themselves as Christ in purity.” After delivering his entrance, he then called for
the next speaker listed on the obituary pamphlet.
Poet laureate William Taylor, Ph.D. of Bethel University and longtime
associate of the deceased, came forward to read the eulogy. He adjusted the
Kente cloth that draped around his shoulders and straightened out his fila. He
then took his silver-framed reading glasses out of the case and put them on.
Drums played lightly in the background as the recitation began.
Dr. Taylor’s poem read like an epic saga of a hero who had given his life
for the betterment of his kindred and nation. It spoke of a man who had carved
himself from the Tree of Tribulation and Despair into a sculpture most
magnificent. A man who was basically self-educated; a man who had learned
more from his travels and monastic lifestyle than from long hours spent in
classrooms that lacked air and were too often swayed by political, religious,
and corporate propaganda for the sake of votes, conversion, or money.
Enlightenment and global relativity were antithesis to the educational process,
and this was unbearable from the Socratic point of reference upheld by the
eminent Professor Brandon Johnson.
“One of the ironic twists that embroidered Brandon’s life,” continued the
poet, “was that he was a professor who would instill the breath of life into his
students and in so doing transform them. He would then send them out into a
world that was suffocating…; that was dying from the lack of humanity…; that
was dying from the atrocities brought about by greed and avarice, lust and

corruption.”
In spite of the oracles suggesting that she remain at home and not come
to the funeral, Deborah Hendricks, a sophomore student of Professor Johnson,
insisted. Dressed in purple Nigerian ashoke with matching gele, and donning
the various ilekes of the orisha around her neck, she sat abnormally still in
between her guardian and priest Miguel and the elder Baba Aradele,
respectively. After the eulogy was over, the drumming intensified and the choir
broke into song. It was then that Deborah’s screams of bereavement and pain
tore into the baptisms of those in the church. Her wailings continued to
resound throughout the sacred space for what seemed to be forever. In its wake
came a rising of the waters and a splitting of the seas. The spirit brought down
benumbed the people, and they stood extremely still, as if captured and tied
with thickly knotted ropes. Only the eyes turned to see who had dared to
disrupt the solemn air. Her cries caused mirrors to break, leaving pieces of
broken reflections on the floor. The primal shock wave cut through the
conditioned responses with all of its rules and behavioral constraints—with all
of its civilized straitjackets and ways of thinking.
In the time that strict order and obedience was abandoned, the pitied
ajogun (demons) slithered into the halls of the tabernacle from dark corners.
They embedded themselves in the unguarded regions of holy ground and
grabbed onto rips in the fabric. They congealed and then released chaos to do
what it does best: tear things apart. And that’s when all hell broke loose in the
church.
The people began to shake and move around disjointedly to the complex

drumbeats and haunting chords played by the possessed musicians. The
unrestrained congregation crashed against the walls, shaking the foundations
of their beliefs. Ties were loosened and suit jackets were undone. High- heeled
shoes were kicked off, and top buttons of blouses were unfastened. Sweat
caused by the rising heat beaded up and then poured down ebony-shaded
faces, soaking the skin with glistening reflections of light. Fusing with the
stained windows that surrounded the church, each person became a stilled
image of Biblical significance too often unread and much too often unseen.
Miguel and Baba Aradele tried in vain to quell the unchained fervor of
the woman-child, but she tore away from them and ran full speed down the
aisle, toward the golden-framed sarcophagus. Unable to be stopped, she
wrapped her flailing arms and legs around it and attempted to climb in. She
had to be with him just one more time. Like the Ethiopian princess Aida, she
would chose death with her beloved over life without him. Natalie and Latoya
reacted with speed and force. They both knew that this woman-child was
deranged. She had to be.
“Get away from our father!” They ran frantically toward the misguided
soul that sought to disturb the sanctity of the requiem and caught her before
she could reach the coffin.
Reverend Durham rushed down from the pulpit, as did William Taylor
and a few deacons.
“What in the name of God is going on here?!” the pastor shouted as he
attempted to regain control of his church. “What in the name of God is going
on…?”

By the time the old men pulled Brandon’s daughters from the mangled
body lying on the floor, the unspeakable once again happened. The lid on the
ebony ship, designed to carry Brandon Howard Johnson to the afterworld, had
been knocked opened and the wrapped body of the pharaoh was hanging
precariously over the side. Blue hyacinth petals, torn from the stems, were
spun across the area, having been thrown from the vases that held them. They
formed encrypted patterns on the water- soaked, off-white carpeting.
The Women’s Order, headed by the wife of Reverend Durham, rushed to
remove Deborah from in front of the coffin. Encircling and lifting her with arms
strengthened by time and bearing, they slowly walked the disheveled young
woman to the pew nearest the entrance/exit of the church. “Let the child rest a
bit,” Mrs. Durham instructed. Her voice crackled as she spoke. “Sit her down
by the door to cool off.” The gray-haired matrons followed the directive. They
then attempted to revive the poor soul with the eased fanning of cloth and
words spoken in tongues barely recognizable.
The heavy fragrance of myrrh flowed from the linen that shrouded
Brandon’s entire body. It filled Charlene’s nostrils and released her from the
dark thoughts that attempted to overtake her. She had watched in silence as
her daughters rose up to protect their father from some strange woman who
had apparently lost her mind—the woman whom she feared was Brandon’s
other love…his concubine…his second wife. She replayed the countless times
that he came home late from the office, left early for a conference, spent long
nights on the computer, or talked on his cell phone. But, now, the smell of the
divine essence caused her to transcend the conflicting emotions that had

plagued her and made frigid her already-cold heart. She gathered her senses
and walked slowly over the flower petals.
“The Heavenly Father is not the cause of this,” she murmured. Her guilt
was unfurled by heart- wrenching grief. “If only I hadn’t called him back that
day…maybe, just maybe, he would still be alive. If only I hadn’t called him
back… If only I hadn’t betrayed him…” She prayed to a god who could not or
would not resurrect him—a god who ignored the pain that was tearing her
apart at the core—a god who would, perhaps, one day forgive her as she could
not forgive herself.
Reverend Durham stood at the center of his pulpit and motioned for the
choir to sing. He raised his voice, outstretched his hands, and faced his people
squarely. Hymns from enslaved times rang out as spirituals. Harmonies,
accompanied with the increasing clear tonalities of the people, soon blended
with the chords played by the organist. Divine order began to prevail over the
chaotic disruption.
“Upon Solid Rock I Stand…” Hand claps and tambourines joined in,
adding rhythmic construct, and soon the exorcism was nearly complete. The
deacons returned the body to the casket and retook their seats on the platform
reserved for the church hierarchy, as if nothing ever happened. Their highly
polished wing-tipped shoes patted against the floor, keeping time to the gospel
music accentuated by African drums.
People began to sway to and fro in synchronized motion. Hands were
folded together in reverence. Breathing was relaxed and deep. Eyes gently
closed in appreciation for the quietude that was found within. The fragrance of

myrrh had captivated not only their senses, but their psychological modalities
as well. Hypnotized by the depths of their capacity to experience pure
perception beyond the sensory, they relished the breaking down of barriers and
the freedom to now just be.
As the dust began to settle, Baba Aradele and Miguel solemnly witnessed
the entwined psychic wisp ascend from the extinguished body of Brandon
Howard Johnson, and they raised their heads and upturned hands in homage.
The strands came through the linen of a white burial cloth and formed a wheel
of swirling mass over his skull, now fully luminous. Shape-shifting into a
brightly colored human sphinx with wings of gold, it hovered majestically over
the events that marked this day.
The seraph found its way to the semiconscious Deborah, and when he
entered her, he did so gently. She felt a pinch in her head and ovaries, but she
wiped the sensations away, thinking nothing of them but overstressed nerves,
possible side effects of her loss, and the punches suffered. Tumari, the
ancestor-god, knew that he had to reach into the depths of her womanhood in
order to prepare her for the soon-to-be-discovered conception prophesied by
the high priest of Ife-Oodaye. He had to reach into her consciousness to
enhance her intellect and fortitude; he had to prepare her for battles to be
waged in the years to come. In so doing, he had to remain in her mind,
Brandon.
“Aye l’ajo; orun n’ile (The world is a marketplace; the spirit world is
home),” Baba Aradele proverbially stated as he and Miguel walked the shaken
Deborah out of the church. It would be left up to Reverend Jacob Durham and

his most entrusted to restore divine order.
The choir continued to sing, “Blessed Assurance, Jesus is mine…”
The pallbearers lifted the coffin and marched in silent cadence out of the
church, followed by a long line of mourners. The sacred vessel was placed
inside the hearse. The procession of family and a vast number of friends drove
down Irvine Turner Boulevard to the cemetery on Grove and Central. Arrays of
tombstones, like fingers rising out of the earth, could be seen as the cars
approached and then drove through the iron gates. Cut from stone and carved
upon with hammer and chisel, the monuments stood as landmarks holding
fast the inscriptions of epitaphs that bespoke how we are remembered and of
just how short our span of time on this plane of existence actually is.
The weather was cool and a slight wind rustled through the trees. The
midday sun reflected the brilliant colors of flowered wreaths as they were taken
out of the funeral car and carried by the surviving family to the grave. The
circular symbols of a soul’s everlasting life were placed on wired frames
situated on the burial site.
Reverend Durham read from the Bible: “‘…Jesus said, I am the
resurrection and I am life. Those who believe in me, even though they die, yet
shall they live, and whosoever lives and believes in me shall never die. I am the
Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end, the first and the last. I died
and behold I am alive for evermore, and I hold the keys of hell and death.
Because I live, you shall live also.’”
As the casket was laid within the cradle that awaits us all, dirt, still wet
from the night’s gentle but consistent rain, was gathered from the mound.

Barbara Johnson-Stillman threw in the first handful. She would remember her
brother up until the time he left home. The sealing of the finality of both
ceremony and life but not that which is beyond was made complete. The
epitaph was read in unison by his daughters Natalie and Latoya:
In Loving Memory of Brandon Howard Johnson:
A Man Who Carved From
The Tree of Tribulation and Despair
A Sculpture Most Magnificent
1942–2008
Charlene walked back to the limousine with Natalie by her side. She was
exhausted and emotionally drained. The unwarranted presence of Deborah still
affected her terribly, and she was overjoyed that the crazed girl didn’t come to
the graveside. All she wanted to do was go home, lie down, and close her eyes.
A dreamless sleep is what she desired most. It was the only way to find peace
inside the storm.

The Dangers of Couch Surfing
—Andrew Abbott

POSTMODERN GUERNICA
Today, I realized I’m the same age as AIDS.
Faded by rain and salt, 9/11 bumper stickers
are barely visible five years later. I need
a thicker beard to make my face a flag, each hair
marking each scar of this new century. I wish
Kurt Cobain was still alive to translate
these color-coded warnings into something
I can smell. Liberty, look to the ocean;
turn your back on America. For our sake.
—Anthony Frame
WHY I MISS THE ’90s
The Wasteland
has nothing on this new millennium.
I remember when
Kurt Cobain sang, “Everyone is gay,”
ushering in
a new sexual revolution.
Ed Kowalczyk
threw copper to understand the shepherd.
Shannon Hoon
saluted a half-mast American flag
with his dick.
Where are you now, Billy Corgan?
Your windy angst
broadcasted from Chicago’s steel steeples
taught us how
to cover the backlash with mayonnaise.
Tonight, my city
by the lake bloats with 80’s cover bands,
the political dirge
of the decade that fell with the towers.
—Anthony Frame

COTTON SWEATSHIRT
I am clothed in your sun
burned neck & basket cracked hands
and you, your hours cramped
up into your elbows
needling small stitches & seams
felt logos
of brands I don’t support
buy everything used
run enough through wash
bleach out blood
water can’t release
history & a name
and I don’t know your names I care
—Elizabeth Kate Switaj

THE BOY
—for Dave Dively

Me and the Boy went fishing
in the crick last Sunday.
His six-year-old fingers and my
calloused ones fetched a big ole
mess of worms. Dirt clung
to their sticky skin and
the metal trapping them. I wiped
a bit from the Boy’s hands
with my hankie, but it just
smudged it. Worms wriggled
up the sides of the can, trying
to escape, but they couldn’t.
Like a fish out of water,
they writhed and squirmed,
helpless. The Boy didn’t want to hook
them, so I did. I pierced their soft
bodies, and I cringed for the Boy.
But a sacrifice had to be made
to feed the family, as my dad told me.
—Martha Krystaponis

VIRGIN TRUST
by Heather Haldeman
I’m a nervous flyer, yet I’ve managed to rack up 75,000 air miles this
year traveling for work. I’ve actually gotten a little better with the flying, enough
to leave my lucky bracelet at home. But, until recently, I couldn’t imagine
takeoff and landing without touching my “good luck” flying earrings.
Yes, I’m that passenger: the white knuckler. I’m the woman who pretends
to look nonchalant, turning the pages of my newspaper during turbulence; but
inside, she’s a wreck. If you see me reading Sky Mall, you’ll know the
turbulence has gotten bad. Looking blankly at the electronics and gadgets for
sale is my last resort to distract me after I exhaust working long division
problems on my cocktail napkin.
It’s safe to say that for most people, flying today has become stressful.
It’s doubly hard for us nervous fliers. I get anxious just pulling up to the
terminal. Ticket agents are overworked, the lines through security are long,
and it’s a dogfight to get the shoes off, the laptop out of the case and into the
bin, much less whip off your belt—all in a matter of seconds lest the people
behind you groan.
On board, the flight attendants are tired and cranky and in most cases
have been on the job just too darn long. It’s “every man for himself,” with two
carry-on bags rising, tightening the race to get the coveted space in an
overhead compartment.
Last weekend I flew a new airline for me, Virgin America. The deal
couldn’t be beat: $59 each way from Los Angeles to San Francisco, a perfect

opportunity to visit my daughter up north. My little bargain didn’t end up so
little when I upgraded to First Class, but it was worth it. Sitting up front, I
don’t hear as many engine sounds to worry about.
The Virgin America ticket agents were smiling, helpful. “No problem,” the
attractive middle-aged woman said as she tapped the little red-screened
monitor. “We’ll help you find your ‘Elevate’ number.”
“Thank you for flying Virgin America,” another perky agent said as I
headed toward the gate. All that cheeriness was making me uncomfortable.
This was flying. It wasn’t supposed to be cheery.
While I was waiting in the boarding area, the flight crew arrived. After the
ground crew introduced them, several of the passengers waiting to board
clapped. Two young female flight attendants kiddingly curtsied.
What’s with all this casual, almost flip behavior? Shouldn’t they be more
serious?
When I handed my ticket to the agent to board, he smiled. “Have a good
flight, Heather.”
On board, it looked like a nightclub minus the disco ball. The lighting
was purplish with a rim of pink tube lighting along the ceiling. Techno music
beat steadily in the background, and there were no curtains to separate the
cabins, only a thick bluish plastic divider. Other than looking out the windows,
you’d never guess that it was 8:40 a.m. I wasn’t so sure about this. Where was
the familiar Gershwin melody?
My white leather seat in 2D was outfitted with a built-in massage, like a
spa chair in a nail salon. The buttons on the side were dummy-proof and

clearly marked: “Takeoff,” “Comfort,” and “Recline.” Comfort? I never find
comfort when I’m flying.
An amiable male flight attendant surprised me, offering to put my bag in
the overhead. Then, I tried to settle in and counted the seats to the nearest
exit.
The grooves in the runway made for a noisy takeoff. I touched my
earrings, prayed that we didn’t get a flat tire, and distracted myself with work.
The weather made for a smooth flight. I even caught a little CNN on the 9-inch
monitor attached to my seat. Before I knew it, we were on our final approach.
Quickly, I touched my earrings, making up for lost time. It was tricky to
choreograph touching the earrings and putting the work away. Usually, I’ve put
things away before the announcement so that I can concentrate on the landing.
Still, we touched down safely.
The cockpit door opened and the pilot came out to greet us. Did I just fly
with a pilot dressed in black shirt and trousers at the helm? Where were his
epaulets and his hat?
***
On my afternoon return flight the next day, I was welcomed again with
mood lighting. But, this time, all the window shades were down. Seated in 1A, I
had a ring-side view of the two female flight attendants. I waited for them to
instruct us to open the shades. They didn’t. Was this a Virgin America flight
thing?
Not being able to see out was unsettling. Wasn’t there some FAA rule to
have the shades up for takeoff? Dare I lift mine and dilute this hip atmosphere?

I told myself to go with it. Experience an entire flight with the window shades
down.
I was feeling confident until the flight attendant behind the muted plastic
referred to her manual to make the safety announcement. Thankfully, the
other flight attendant looked in command as she expertly demonstrated
blowing into the sleeves of the life vest. She was the one I’d follow if we had to
get out and onto a wing in the San Francisco Bay.
My heart beat faster as the plane picked up speed down the runway.
Staring at the drawn window shade, I rubbed my earrings hard and told myself
to relax. Whoosh! We were up. I did yoga breathing as I ticked off those crucial
three minutes after takeoff. Inhale slowly, exhale. I pressed the button marked
“Relax,” bringing my seat back. It didn’t help much as my mind raced. How will
I know when we are going over the mountain range? How will I know if we are
over water? Over land? Or if we’re approaching clouds and unstable air?
I tried to act blasé when I asked my seatmate if he’d ever flown with the
shades down.
“No, but I do whatever,” he replied. “Shades up. Shades down. Just as
long as I get there.”
We hit some choppy air. Then, something popped up on my little screen.
Someone in 21D wanted to chat. Chat? I pressed “decline.” I’d save having a
chat with 21D as a last resort if the turbulence got worse. I had to admit, it
would be more interesting than Sky Mall.
Before long, the pilot announced our descent. I slid the shade up to
sneak a peek. Boxy houses, swimming pools. I pulled it down quickly. You can

do this, I told myself. You’re not landing the plane. Trust those pilots in the
black shirts and trousers. Trust ’em.
“Flight attendants, please prepare for landing.”
My palms started to sweat and my heart pounded. I looked around the
cabin. Not one shade up. Then, I heard the familiar sound of the flaps, or was
it the wheels coming down? How far were we from touching down? How will I
know when to touch my lucky earrings? One of the flight attendants opened
the tiny shade on the exit door. Still, no request for us to lift ours. Try it, I told
myself. You’ve gone this far. Forget the earrings.
Suddenly, a soft bump, rattling in the overheads, the engine in full
thrust.
We’d landed safely with my hands folded neatly on my lap.

RAPUNZEL
He thought she’d always be there, waiting.
All he had to do was huff and puff
along up her luscious hair
and be smothered with roses
and kisses. But one day, as such days
always come, he finds a smoldering hag in her place.
She nagged and needled him with blame,
as she shredded the locks
now severed from his princess’s head.
He sprang back and fell or leapt.
Either way, he would not suffer himself to stay.
What her fingernails missed, the thorny vines bull’s-eyed.
And so he wandered, stone blind.
Time went by and he stumbled by a house.
A robust Rapunzel—she’s gone heavier since
for she loved to cook for her twins—took him in,
and washed his wounds, boiled a warm towel
for his hemorrhoids. He begged for water;
her heart sprung. They wept for their lost love.
She would not grow her hair again
for she liked it sporty and short.
And it’ll be years before his castle and sight
are restored to him. She’s grown big, but strong as earth.
He, kind and wise as they come. On these equal terms,
as equal as a couple’s dance inclines with time,
they managed as shrewdly as they could,
ever after.
—Rhodora V. Penaranda

CITADELLA
by Julia Phillips
Every afternoon of that dark summer in Budapest, Sophie found herself
breathless and distracted in anticipation of Soma’s homecoming. In the
mornings she was able to take walks or practice her flash cards in the hazy
light of the park, but as the end of his workday neared, she began swinging in
long orbits around their block, gravitating back to the small, blue apartment.
Once finally there, she’d lean over their kitchen counter, wiping down the tile
with one hand and pressing the other to her stomach where her skin tingled,
as if it were conducting electricity. She hovered around their bedroom, biting
the tender skin of her lips, folding their clothes or making the bed two or three
times in a row.
Inevitably, twenty minutes before he was due home, her pretense of
housework became useless. She pulled his desk chair to their bedroom window
instead and watched for him on the street. Their apartment house, made of
rough cement, rested on the edge of the Danube, and from this window she
could see a small market square, flat-topped boats rocking in the current, and
Gellért Hill on the other side of the water. She had seen the hill illuminated by
the sun only once, briefly, the fourth week she was there; the occasion was
momentous, she’d taken a picture to show her mother. The rest of her time it
was covered in shadow. At its peak stood the lone statue of a woman, her
posture perfect, her head back, her arms raised to the sky, and above that
there were only the thick and constant clouds.
She had thought that in coming to Budapest with Soma, she would

discover a nation of people who looked like him, babies and girls and men who
were smooth-faced, sweet-lipped, and solemn. She’d expected a nation of
brothers. Instead, she found milling around this city hundreds of skin tones
and body types, wide noses, thin mouths, high foreheads, and heavy eyelids,
hair that ranged from straw to yarn. She had to ask Soma for clarification after
their first week there, “What do Hungarian people look like?”
He’d laughed for a long time. “To you? Maybe a little starving,” he’d said
and, from the shelter of their sheets, pointed out this same window to the
clusters of girls below with flat stomachs and shadowed cheeks. Above the
street the clouds sat, strangely fat, settled together like stacks of bread.
When she finally caught sight of him on those evenings after his work, all
her muscles tightened and released in a shudder of joy radiating from her
abdomen. His dark close-cropped hair, the delicate bones of his skull, the
smooth planes of his cheeks, his thick brows tilting up in constant
consternation. It was a delight to watch him strut—lips pursed, head lowered,
shoulders forward—through the crowds.
Sophie salivated hearing his key in the door. She led him by the hand
into their neatened bedroom and began slowly to uncover him, a ritual she
adored and pretended not to know he dreaded. Soma dressed in loose denim
and slack-collared shirts, baseball caps, and a leather jacket. Article by article
she removed his heavy clothing to reveal the slim, golden female body
underneath. His clavicles protruded, his breasts were soft and high, a shallow
valley extended from his sternum to his navel each time he exhaled, a swell
cushioned his lower stomach. His legs were lean and taut. She ran her pale

hands over his exposed skin, sucked on his fingers, kissed his knees, pushed
their salty bodies together. Loving him felt like breaking the rules. She was in a
foreign land, wrapped around someone who existed impossibly between
genders, mapping the contours and crevices of his unexplored form.
Sophie cupped her slender hands around his breasts one night late in
August and kissed his neck. “I have looked online,” he said, his voice crackling
in the stillness of the blue-gray night, “and I think I am to get a mastectomy.”
She flexed her fingers against his softness. “But,” she said, “you don’t
really have to do that, do you?” He muttered something, too quick for her to
catch. While she waited for him to shift his arguments into English, she
pressed the length of her body to his, trying to keep them both intact.
“You do not want me to change this.”
She didn’t say anything back. Soma spoke her language slowly, carefully,
spinning out each fragile thought like a silkworm. She had learned patience
there, between those long days learning vocabulary and those clouded nights
waiting for him to explain.
“I am like a…” he began again and lifted his hand from her cheek to
sketch his meaning in the air above them. “I am trying always to trick people to
believe that I am a man. But I cannot trick me. Not while I come home and…”
“And?” she said, her throat tight.
“Come home and love you like I am a woman.”
“That’s not true,” she said and pressed her head into his shoulder to
shake it emphatically. He shrugged, dismissing her falsehood. Sophie cupped
her hands to more closely fit the swell of his breasts. Her face was buried in the

sweet-smelling curve at the base of his neck, and suddenly she was
overwhelmed and frantic—she needed his body to stay a woman’s, she needed
him to shed his disguises only for her, she needed for him to remain
unexpected and unblemished. She opened her mouth against his skin.
Around their apartment building the clouds moved, murmuring in heavy
layers. Sophie had needed to cite these Hungarian clouds to finally convince
her family back in Clayton that she hadn’t crossed the ocean on just a whim.
“You don’t understand,” she’d said, tucked into the luminous plastic of a
payphone. “It’s dirty here. It’s gloomy. I’m not here on vacation. I’m here
because I’m in love.” Her mother had clicked her tongue in exasperation at this
but said nothing for once, and so Sophie was able to listen furtively to the
noises of home: the regular hiss of her mother’s breath, the distant chopping of
a blade on a cutting board, the hum of the refrigerator barely detectable in the
background.
Summertime in Clayton, for each of Sophie’s 23 years, had been half
obliterated by the sun. She and her younger brothers drank lemonade and
wore ironed T-shirts; her mother had set out stacks of immaculate china for
Sunday dinners; they drove as a family to the drugstore one day in every
August to buy reams of lined paper and new fluorescent three-ring binders.
She had kissed her first girlfriend, a tall brunette with an overbite and broad
shoulders, in a backyard surrounded by a white picket fence. She had played
with Frisbees there, had glimmering braces cemented on and off there,
slammed doors and jumped rope and saluted the flag there.
Clayton smelled like baby carrots and Jell-O pudding. Clayton tasted like

Dr. Pepper Lip Smackers. Soma smelled of hot cologne, like the last bits left
over in a cup of apple cider. She had chosen him, Soma to love in the face of
Clayton’s smooth sidewalks and floodlit garages, Soma to follow when his visa
expired and he was forced back to Hungary without the degree he’d hoped for,
Soma to wait for as he struggled to explain to the officials at his embassy how
his passport declared one sex and his driver’s license another. Soma to escape
the Midwest with. Soma to lie in bed with. To uncover under the cover of
Budapest’s dark sky.
The clouds were what had convinced her mother, who’d chosen Clayton’s
yellow school buses and hopscotch grids, that Sophie was serious; Sophie
knew this was so and never bothered to explain that they were what made
Budapest worthwhile. In direct light, the buildings were plain, their pockmarks
revealed, and the people had scars and stubble, and the streets grew steamy
and foul with trash. But under the clouds, the city was revealed.
Sophie sat out those mornings of June, July, and August in the park by
their apartment, studying flash cards without needing to squint and watching
the world show details she’d only ever seen in still lifes before. Copper rooftops
could be divided into panels and mossy patches, jeweled embellishments could
be distinguished between ornate tiles, the wrinkles painted onto a stone saint’s
sleeve were discovered, she could find every crack on the yellow walls of the
steam room in the bathhouse.
In such a dark, exact world, she could not bear to come home to Soma’s
body if it no longer blurred the lines between man and woman or if it bore the
marks of a surgeon or a stranger. Out the window the clouds shivered and

churned. She ran her fingers down his golden stomach and felt goose bumps
follow in her wake.

DAY ONE
The world is shrinking between a blink’s wrinkles,
like two seconds,
faster and faster.
My occurrences lay down in nacre.
Above the skies, the stones,
above Aleph.
It’s time to hush,
leave the lights on, no rush.
—Tiberiu Neacsu

WANDERLUST
by Laura Yates Fujita
I wake up to total darkness. The only light is a yellow shiver of streetlight
intruding between the tightly drawn curtains. The glow from my bedside clock
ominously announces the time: 3:42—the dead of night. The more I stare at
those neon numbers, the larger they grow. So I close my eyes again. My
heartbeat tears a rhythm into the silence, competing only with the echo of his
words in my ear.
“I feel like we have known each other forever,” he had said in his ethereal
voice, his head resting near mine on the pillow. Stretched out on the bed next
to him, I could so easily have touched his hair, wrapped my legs around his,
buried my face in the warmth of his dark, olive skin. Yet we were worlds
apart—soul mates from another time and place and not destined to be together
in this one.
I fumble desperately to pull the cord dangling from the lamp I can’t see.
Darkness this complete is cold—heavy—I feel panicky, possessed of a
temporary blindness, and I need some light. I know I won’t be sleeping
anymore tonight.
In the dim light I get my bearings. My eyes are still a little blurry, but I
can see my room as it always is: cats curled around each other at my feet,
sleeping their enviable sleep; clothes recklessly scattered on the floor; papers
and letters strewn on the coffee table next to yesterday’s half-drunken cup of
coffee; half-read or never-read books on the bookshelves and next to the bed.
This is my life. But how did I get to this sleepless state, frightened of the

invisible shapes that my mind’s eye forms in the blackness of the predawn. The
power is draining away. The clock reads 3:44 and, still, I lie in bed, paralyzed
by listlessness…remembering…
Probably it was about this time that we finally drifted off to sleep that
night, drunk from our mesmerizing collage of past stories and future dreams,
bizarre characters from our travels, tales from our youth. He had told me to
leave this place—this place was no good for me.
“Go to Europe,” he said, clutching his pillow close to his chest. Oh, how I
wanted to be that pillow. “You will love the people there—they are so open, you
will make such good friends. I know you should go there. Follow your heart.”
Was this place no good for me? Monotony had settled into my life and my
work…restlessness and wanderlust had become my new best friends.
I finally get out of bed, the dizziness in my head stops me temporarily—
I’m still so tired—but now I’m wide awake. I grab a sweatshirt off of the floor
and slip on a pair of wrinkled jeans. They feel so cold against my bare skin. The
cats don’t budge; they know better than to escape the warm cocoon of the bed.
I go to another room and sit on the couch under an old blanket that I
bought in Mexico. Memories are everywhere in this apartment: every little
trinket or piece of clothing has a story. I turn on the television hoping that its
presence will lull me into sleep; but the roar of voices only makes me more
impatient, so I shut it off and grab a magazine. But in every picture I only see
his face. How did he get under my skin, into my soul? How did he gain control
of my consciousness?
We had met in a coffee shop right near the train station—I had stopped

on my way home from work. He was here on business, visiting from his own
country, for only a day or two. I could tell he wasn’t from this city from his
clothes, his accent, his assured smile. No one in this city smiled at a stranger
unless they wanted something…but he had smiled at me and it had begun. I
latched onto him for the remaining 22 hours of his stay. I even called in sick to
work the next day. We wandered through the city together; we laughed, talked,
shared regrets, hopes, interests; we became good friends. Exhausted at the end
of a long evening of walking and eating, we continued our deep discussions in
the warmth of his hotel bed. But we did not touch as lovers; we did not kiss or
even express those thoughts. We couldn’t go beyond friendship…was he
married or just in love with someone else at home? It didn’t matter. Somewhere
in the distant past, our hearts had mingled in a way that would infect our
souls forever. We were still connected without even touching, without even
knowing each other’s history. Inches lay between our bodies, and the longing
had definitely been there…but restraint prevailed.
The phone rings and I come out of my reverie. The clock now reads 4:04.
Is this a Sunday morning? Anyway, it doesn’t matter. At the fifth ring, I catch
it, breathless from only three steps across the large room. Silence for at least
three seconds…“Hello?” I whisper, feeling slightly agitated. How could you wake
me—or did you?
“I just called to say good-bye,” the husky voice crackles through the
static of a bad line. I’m shivering.
“It’s you,” my voice is gaining strength. Where are you, I wonder to
myself. Then I remember.

“I’m still in the hotel. I’m leaving in one hour; the flight is early.”
“Where will you go next?” I question.
“I’m on my way to London, then to Hong Kongthen maybe briefly back
home for a bit. I might be back here in another month. Can we meet then?”
I don’t answer.
“I’ll call you when I return.”
“Okay.” What else could I say? “We’ll meet again someday, I suppose.”
“Yes—people as close as we are always meet again.”
I hope so, I thought. It had only been two days ago that we met, and we
spent just 22 hours together. Yet he made me feel so familiar, nostalgic—like I
was at home.
“I want to ask you a question,” I say, picking up the phone and carrying
it to my bed. I crawl under the covers and pull the many blankets up under my
chin, settling my head on the pillow. Closing my eyes, I imagine his face inches
from mine. So ask the question already…“Why did you want to spend so much
time with me—you didn’t even know me—it seems so strange that we were like
old friends…”
Without hesitation he laughs, a warm, yet shy laugh, “I could sense that
you needed me. I don’t know why, but you needed my help.”
“Then, you’re my guardian angel?” I wonder aloud. But he doesn’t
answer. “I’m so glad we met,” I continue.
“Take care of yourself. I’ll contact you soon.”
And with that, I turn off my bedside light, accepting the darkness, and
say good-bye.

