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The Laureate’s mission is to provide undergraduate students at Western
Michigan University a place in which to publish their works of fiction,
poetry, non-fiction, and other creative works. The Laureate strives to be
a professional and engaging journal that appeals to all.

EDITOR’S NOTE

Through the tools of the pen, paper, and a vast amount of skill and imagination,
we are given the ability to create. With these simple tools, we may create
emotion—devastating sadness, malicious anger, ecstatic love, or an earnest
desire for change. We can create characters, write sad or happy endings,
and change the future. For the past eight years, The Laureate has been
dedicated to publishing written creations of art. This year, we are especially
proud to include visual art as well, making this journal a true collection of talent.
As you read through the 2008-2009 edition of The Laureate, I hope that you
will enjoy your journey through a vast array of genres, themes, styles, and forms.
The authors of the pieces selected for this edition display their incredible talent
to paint the most basic elements of life—relationships, death, tragedy, growth,
memory—in a way that is both beautiful and extraordinary. Each piece is unique,
yet each holds the same talent and creative inspiration as the next. I sincerely
hope you enjoy each selection that you encounter, and am positive that each
individual poem, short story, and photograph will have a profound impact on you
in some way.
From the very first written submission we were given the opportunity to read,
it was quite evident that Western Michigan University is home to many incredibly
talented writers. We thank each individual writer who took the time, effort,
and courage to submit his or her writing. Each submission was a true honor to
read, and we hope that each artist continues to use his or her talents in the
years to come. The writing selections chosen for this journal have been chosen
out of a great multitude of submissions, and I hope they will prove to be both
thought provoking and awe inspiring.

Many hands have helped bring this edition of The Laureate to its finish. I would
like to lend a sincere thanks to each individual who aided in the publishing
process of this journal—from those who urged their students to submit their
work to the individuals at Lee Honors College and The Design Center, Gwen
Frostic School of Art, WMU. I would like to specifically thank my assistant
editors and faculty editor for their untiring work and dedication to this project.
It has truly been a pleasure and an honor.
You will soon be presented with work by some of the most talented writers
and artists at Western Michigan University. I hope you enjoy this edition
of The Laureate.

Elizabeth Scramlin
Editor-in-Chief
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OF MIRRORS

Philip M. Taylor

Le Galerie des Glaces:

5

a mirror is gilded obsidian and onyx and mercury and glass
fashioned by Pyrenees artisans
three hundred and fifty-seven years old for
three hundred and fifty-seven faces to peer into
three hundred and fifty-seven times.
A mirror is glacial before a quiver and never sleeps.
Three hundred and fifty-seven winks of an eye
hold courtesans, hold peacocks,
hold Pepper’s ghost, hold cerulean and cicada,
hold Echo still reiterating her nymphean name.
Brunelleschi, Kahlo, Manet, Velazquez wished mirror
light upon the line of their glassy jaws.
But, a mirror in house spins Lilith’s web,
raven-haired coquette catches the eye of abjecting Adam, Jung, Lacan.
Bronzed anamorphosis between a woman’s syrupy flexing legs,
The Venus Effect:
goddess gazing at herself gazing at you gazing at her gazing at you.
Wave mirrors before Kali:
stiletto riding. Jackal drunk
on the blood of warriors,
dancing destructive frenzy.

A mirror is a trimmed silvering doppelganger,
numb and number,
spinning flesh alabaster stone with the image of
three hundred and fifty-seven snakes shirking.
Falling guillotine guides Marie Antoinette
6

’s head rolling back in her eyes.
Soft focus befalls in three hundred and fifty-seven years of
wrinkling quiet, because
a mirror is mere gilded glass and mercury and onyx and obsidian.

BEARD

Laura Citino

I wish I could grow a beard.
To have unruly clumps of hair
sprouting from my chin would, I believe,
give me unbelievable dignity and class
while allowing me the freedom to occasionally
curse, drink whiskey, and live in the woods.
This beard would be my trademark.
I could stroke my beard while contemplating
the philosophies of my fellow learned, bearded men.
I could twist the strands between my calloused
fingertips, awaiting the rebuttal from an insolent
but well-meaning student. Perhaps women
would fawn over my beard, flirtatiously plucking
the coarse curls as I told clever but intelligent jokes
over glasses of wine that I held delicately
in my pen-weathered palms. My beard could
precede me like the best of reputations.
But I cannot grow a beard, and so must worry
about other matters, like compensation
and not knowing when it is my turn to speak.

7

FRAMEWORK

John R. Withee

A Sketch

8

I don’t put coasters under tables anymore; an unsteady table turns an
ordinary coffee shop into a lonely seafaring vessel rocking unpredictably on the
waves; I sit in the cabin, and the voices become a distant radio, and the
ceaseless bluegrass becomes the rain; the darkness of the sky becomes the
darkness of the sea; I become Hemingway before he wrote, heading God knows
where on adventures, but with the peace that I will write about this experience in
a coffee shop somewhere in the future;
somewhere
			in
				

real life.

A girl I know once wrote a story about a girl whose hair changes color
every time a dramatic shift happens in her life; and this same girl once told me
in a note she wrote that as it turns out, she dyes the color of her hair every time
something of great consequence happens in her life; dark for one change, light
for another, dark being the sexiest of the two in my studied opinion; the irony of
this being that the story was written before any of the real changes happened,
and it was kind of, sort of
like
		

a prophecy

				

come true.

A boy I know writes music downstairs in his basement on an expensive
weighted-keys keyboard with no lights except for a yellowish standup lamp and
a neon light shaped like a guitar in blue and purple and red that he got for his
dad at Christmas; and his songs, the lyrics of which usually only have vague
connections with reality and are divined mostly on the spot, never fail to predict
with uncanny precision events that happen within a month of the song’s birth;
and this fact he attributes to the general meaning and purpose that this world
has, with a sprinkle of divine inspiration, but also the power to create the reality
around him, which
doesn’t
		 really
				

make sense.

The life that I live is created by myself months and years before any of it
happens, because I build my life as I build a novel; long before any words are
put onto a computer, I line physical sheets of paper with the secret framework,
the clandestine story behind the story, knowing all along (subconsciously)
exactly what will happen except for the minute surprises that jump out at me
during the present, a time I like to visit every so often to see how I’m getting
along in my novel and in my life; and once the gaps are filled in, the divine
framework of it all disappears and you are no longer able to chop it into sections
and chapters and instances but rather one big rolling story where all the pieces
are somehow connected to each other, specific occurrences uninterpretable
without the unabridged version that for some reason, we all forgot;
everything
		 falling
				

into place.
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Mary Vernon
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TOUCH ME NOT

Samantha Schaefer

Can I kiss you?
The puffy lipped question strikes syncopated triplets on my rib bones—
I take a swig of ripe whiskey out of my pirate mug
tasting the sharp fierce
tang of tiger fur—
anger reveals the musical instrument of my throat.
A poppy field talented
tulip flavored telepathy snags—
like nylons; in the stain-glass-windowed light beneath an alter
of birch trees; the lily, the rose,
the rose I lay
hagalaz, dagaz and Hecate
light my mind with mischief—
my goodness, goodnight moon with your pale truth, your palette of smooth
ungainly grey, of such a brilliance to be mistakenly called white, snowflake white,
like Queen Anne’s lacy bust, but I see you in your nightgown of grey, lit within,
like me and him together, like the first song of dagaz, refrain so enchanting and
dolce, a poco motto un petite peu, mon chere luna my darling moon, madre,
ma mere, maria, marie, my middle, nurture me with your grey robes of hushed
ostrich feathers—the breath of your teeth comes close to the listening hairs of
my ears, full of the ripe smell of plums and cinnamon
is so much better than this—
better even than a sandwich late at night with tomatoes and turkey and sprouts—
sprouts which grow in my stomach after I eat them
into trees of thought
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but not in my mind in my stomach, the roots weave the lining of my intestines.
I think with my stomach very often.
How do you expect me to kiss you?
You don’t know me right
12

Don’t know about the tree in my stomach or the moon behind
my eyes or the fast tapping of my
toes in my red tap shoes or the texture of my eyebrows or the length
of my collarbones or the
smell of my sweat when I run
You don’t even know what my scream sounds like.

ARES . . .

Malkam A. Wyman

On a day, we made a trek across red
canyons, from a sleek, tall thing
that landed alone in a plain of dust
and rusty dirt. ‘Have you ever been
to Mars?’ the voices said. ‘No,
not at all,’ we answered. ‘Then, welcome
to our sands.’ And we sat and cried
and rubbed the grime of forgotten memories
and buried friends and loving grandparents
into our eyes until there was nothing
left but the poetry of the universe.
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OBITUARY

14

Josh Boardman

I don’t know if I’ve ever seen a person die. On TV, maybe, but I mean
in the flesh. I’ve only lost one person close to me—though close might be
an overstatement—and that was my brother. I was young and he was always
grouchy and all I remember from the day he died is that sterile hospital smell
that makes me nauseous.
I’m working on a little mosaic. I bought a stiff sheet of poster board from
Staples and every day when I’m wandering down the city streets I’ll hold a
newspaper before my face, opened to the obituary. I look at the people’s faces.
I’m not interested in their lives, their survivors, their cause of death; I’m
interested in the little black dots that make up their faces. I hold the paper close,
so that flat ink smell encircles my head, and I study the hues of their eyes, the
dots sewn together into a face, darker or lighter, and I find those who tonally
match my overarching image. A dark patch in the sky might be a little black girl,
killed in a car accident (though this isn’t so important), or the meandering of
a river might be the smiling teeth of a hundred or more old women.
I cut out the faces, or at least the pieces that I need, and I glue them onto
the poster board. It’s hidden in my closet, and my newspaper scraps are buried
under a pile of books on my bookshelf.
My mother might come into my room occasionally, but she’s never
caught me. I need to shield her from myself, from the pieces she couldn’t
believe. She opens my door, which scrapes over the unvacuumed carpet, and
peeks her smiling face inside. Hi, she’ll say, and I’ll say it back.
What would you like for dinner? she asks.
I don’t know, I say. I’m reclining on my bed, my feet waving together
in their socks. The reassuring smell of an old book hugs my nose.
Pizza?
I’m sort of sick of pizza.
Do you want to go out?
I’m alright. I’m not really that hungry.
So her eyes will glimmer and she’ll toss me a wry smile before scraping
the door back closed behind her.
There is one piece of my mosaic which cannot come from the papers.
I’m working out a landscape, with a sun roaring down upon a deep forest

stream. Never once have I seen an obituary where the faces could make up the
sun. It is too radiant a thing for the blotchy black and white images. I need a
picture in full color.
I think I was in the waiting room when my brother died. I might remember
the red carpet in the little cubbies—the kind which scratches your palms and
stings your throat with detergent. I might remember a TV murmuring in the
background, and the doctor choosing his steps as he enters my cubby, the
surge of relief or pain or whatever splashing across my chest when I hear
the news.
Mother has an old girlfriend in the hospital. She goes to see her
occasionally, but never more than that, because I can see the deeper shadows
in mother’s cheekbones when she returns. I must see this woman. And my
mother is more than willing to take me: it’ll be good for her to see a young face,
she says. But she and I know that the woman won’t see me at all.
When we first enter the hospital room, my throat constricts. My stomach’s
already been gurgling along white corridors, and when I’m confronted with the
brown smell of old age, my head grows light. My father’s old Polaroid, dangling
around my neck, weighs down my chest like a millstone. And the woman in
the bed—the sharp beep beep beside her—her hands are set over the folded
sheet and her skin is whiter than glowing. It’s dull. The pictures in the obituaries
are always so lively, taken from the warmer days of the person’s youth, not
while they’re lying like a corpse with an oxygen tube and an IV.
My mother puts her hand on my shoulder. She can’t see you, she says,
but she can feel you. Touch her hand. Hold it.
I shuffle up to the side of the bed. Her wrinkles crease deeply into her
face. She wasn’t so old, I’ve been told, but she’s almost decomposed. Green
veins rise high off her hand. I reach out my own, and run my fingers along
the backside. The skin is flimsy, and it flows around my touch, bunching up and
then sinking down slowly after I remove my hand. I pick up her index finger,
and slowly wrap my knuckles around her middle, then her ring, then her pinky.
They’re sweaty and cold, but I still smell mostly sterilization and chemicals,
so I know she’s still alive.
How do you know when a person dies? It’s not from the machines. It’s
not when the doctor saunters into your cubby and lets you know. It’s because
you’re there with them, the smell of the hospital disappears around them, and
they’re left with the stink of sweat and you feel your mother’s hand in yours,
sweaty, clammy, and you’re standing over your brother’s corpse again and your
eyes let out all the warmth inside you.
I squeeze the woman’s hand then, and lugging the camera to my eyes
with the other hand, I train the small black cross between my thumb and her
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knuckle. Our hands are smaller behind the lens, and when the camera snaps
and spits out the white frame, I think for a moment that it was too bright
in the room, that the picture wouldn’t turn out, as if I had arched my sweating
back into the sky and snapped a picture of the fullest noontime sun.
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Nicholas Gialanella
Tuberculosis Hostpital Bed
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ORCHARD

18

Cam Miller

Rain greeted us on museum steps,
American Gothic on my mind—
bucket drummers, their heads
echo between glass,
avenues soaked—
fled to silence.
Stone-sweet grins
drop from their faces
laughter slithers behind the
bushes—I can see between her lips
the realization;
That when our hands meet
she can’t help but think of it;
Of the space between iron
vocal chords
that is silence;
When trees fall behind
your eyes and I don’t notice—
The point when pages explode
all in rows,
feed the glue of their binding
to electric mouths in the dark—
toothless fields gape, drink
the nectar.
Is it this bus, sun
on cold seats?
Is it the assault of yellow
that is our silence?
Is it the dead dragonfly
at my feet, the
courtyard we stand in, the

wallet dropped, pit in my stomach?
Dream that shivers like a bass string
pulled tight between us until
even I cannot see the silence
even I cannot count the trees
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VACATION

20

Helena Witzke

Your last joke was about golfers.
It ended up with a Buddhist monk
advising a struggling golfer
to, well, off himself.
The joke made me get
the feeling that somehow,
you weren’t leaving completely—
like it was just some recess you were taking,
standing off by yourself on some
foreign beach, completely out of place.
The ties you left in abundance
still smell like you,
the Technicolor dream-ties
hanging calmly in paisley and argyle,
and it is strange to think that they’re here for good,
while you are talking with the golfer
who once talked with a Buddhist
monk.
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Mary Vernon

22

SURELY

Samantha Schaefer

Small pink roses, given to me from a grandmother dying of uterine cancer—
the baby toe
flowers drying on my wall
hanging from a caramel drip of ribbon and losing all their juice
just as surely as she is.
They cut out her woman parts
like dissecting a fetal pig in the 11th grade
overwhelming thin nostrils
chemicals and yellow pulpy organs
stiffened water balloons—
what did the ovaries feel like?
Did the surgeon squish them between his fingers?
Did he bite them open and count how many eggs were left?
None. Obviously.
Both the breasts
shaved off like irregular mounds on a block of cheese. The weight of those
cancerous mounds adds to my cup size.
White splotchy chest bone,
the nipple crusting away in some trashcan.
Does this mean she is no longer a Woman?
I see Shirley,
I see a lump
that has my mother’s hands,
my hands,
but I don’t see a Woman.
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THE STAGES
OF POLAROID FILM

24

Philip M. Taylor

Esther leans still against the white aluminum siding of my apartment
building, her smoky brown curls cut succinctly across her face dripping with
perspiration as she wrestles with the wind to light her tightly rolled cigarette. Her
silvering glittered scarf pokes out from her home-stitched jade V-neck sweater in
fluffs and wrinkles sparkles into the soft 4am breeze. Wrapped in a slender
pencil skirt, the color of steel molded to the curves of her hipbones and belted in
a streak of gold lamé across her waist, she holds the cigarette tightly in her
pursing cherry lips. Her hands wrap taut closing her fingers to resist the
escaping air.
“Need some help?” I ask placing my colorless palms around the small
cracks in her thumbs as she rolls the metal alloy into flint sparks. “Are you
having a good time?”
The heart of October finds Esther traveling across the state’s medians to
where she lies slumbering the morning after every Fourth of July, Halloween,
October 20th birthday celebration, until noon passes and we wake with gooey
eyelids and broken larynxes to the smell of her homemade soup simmering atop
the methane burner. Once, she raided the Indian cupboards; lifted the sharp,
aluminum-disk seals from tin cans; poured corn and string beans and
zucchini and navy beans into a base of tomato soup; measured oregano, basil,
bay leaf, and tarragon with her fingers dashing them into the bubbling pot;
and served the best Great Depression stew that ever lit my taste buds.
“I’m always glad I come,” Esther replied. “Can I ask you something?”
Her voice was a scratchy smolder. “You’re constantly taking so many pictures;
every time I come you go through pack after pack of film. What’s that about?
Are you afraid of missing something? It’s like you’ve formed this family here
and you try to document everything. It’s like years from now you’re going to put
it all together in one big scrapbook: Here, this is my life. I mean, I love the
Polaroids, but what about the moment?”
Polaroid film works through a process of chemical reactions. The camera
and the film together develop the portrait: the film is pulled from its compartment
within the camera’s frame by a series of rollers ejecting, spitting the photograph
from the mouth of the camera itself. As the white-boxed image expels through

the camera’s mouth, the rollers burst a pocket of chemicals situated within
the bottom margin of the photo. These chemicals, elementally polyvinyl
alcohol polymers impregnated with iodine, are time controlled, allowing them
to seep through every level, dimension, and layer, transforming the stark,
black square of the film into that vibrant multicolored image the lens captured
when you pulled the red-tipped button towards the camera’s body. The film
itself is composed of iodoquinine sulphate microscopic crystals embedded
in a transparent nitrocellulose polymer used to polarize light. Bleeding through
the negative image, the positive image of the photography appears in mere
seconds. Raw Polaroid film is folded on top of one another with the intention
that the photographs will emerge one-by-one from the camera allowing the
photographer and subjects to view the image as it is colorized by the
chemicals. Packages of film typically include eight to ten exposures. The film
costs approximately $2.85 a print and requires 10-15 minutes to develop fully.
For unique occasions, I typically purchase three or four packs of film and
spend my night documenting, flashing Polaroid after Polaroid after Polaroid.
I watch Esther languidly move the tobacco to her lips pulling the
nicotine vapor methodically into her chest, and then exhale dilatorily in one
lingering breath so measured I should already have an answer but give none.
She sees me not knowing and changes the topic of conversation to what
has already happened tonight. One arm akimbo across her mild cleaving bust,
the other midair drawing circles with the fire, she whispers, asking whether
or not I like my birthday gift.
“It’s pretty much amazing, but I really don’t know what I’m going to do
with it other than place it on a shelf with all of my other treasures.” Esther and
her roommate, Sarena, have given me a 1920s porcelain French mime
complete with soot-black trousers, charcoal vest, beret, and long-sleeved
candy-cane-striped crew-cut blouse. He is only missing one hand. For
\the most part, he remains erect in his wire stand, but is prone to flaccidity
and must be perfectly positioned, the steel hooks clinging to his waist. I think
that I’ll place him between my oak trinket box and Encyclopedia of Plants,
Gardens, and Botanicals.
We make conversation, pass half of an hour, light more cigarettes,
and sit on the concrete slab in front of the security door. Our friends, lovers,
acquaintances litter the back parking lot almost as thick as the bottles of
gin, champagne, beer, and vodka on my straw colored countertops. Esther’s
eyes glisten wet hazel in the artificial light of early morning as I tell her that
Polaroids possess me. My mouth spills out, ejecting film and secrets as
Esther tilts her head from side to side.
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For me, Polaroid film is a way to capture a moment in time, that ever-fleeting
second between reality and illusion, history and fiction. In the act of
photographing friends, lovers, myself, I identify moments with meaning and
cement them within my memory. A chemically recorded history develops as
I empty packs of film, placing the compounding pictures in heaps on my desk,
taping them in geometric patterns across my walls, and flipping through
26

them to restore where my memory has been discolored or gone dull. These
photographs detail moments in my life: the progression/digression of
relationships; split second flashes of dancing in living rooms; the way the light
catches your face as you lie on the beaches of Lake Michigan, perch on the
front porch with Pinot Noir wineglass in hand, dart above the overpasses
bridging Kevin’s parents’ ponds, rest on the steps of ancient buildings this
University has long forgotten. The difference between Polaroid and traditional
film: the Polaroid is now. There is no waiting. The images effervesce so quickly
I can measure the span between in blinks. Conceivably, these documents
represent a fear of forgetting these moments, a phobia of being unable
to connect the dots when the flashing bulb falls dim, the terror I feel when
I cannot remember the way your face appeared last spring.
“Do you maybe want to take one now?” she asks.
“Now?”
“Yeah, so you will never forget this conversation or this night.” Her hazel
irises beam. “Let’s go. Quick, before everyone else goes upstairs.”
Esther takes my palm in hers, fingering my knuckles as we sprint upstairs
so quickly our bodies would blur in the film. I open the back door.
“Where should we take it?”
“The bathroom,” she replies.
We bolt the door behind us. Esther is in the bathroom tossing her hair
like a lion’s mane in the medicine cabinet’s mirror waiting for me to come in,
clicking flash in hand. I run into my bedroom to find my camera bent open
in a scattered collage of Polaroids from the evening and quickly join her. Esther
and I position ourselves on the edge of the tub so the calcium and lime stained
tiles are seen latticing around us, my arm across the small of her back, her
fingers delicately stroking my knee. I raise my arm at length, fumble with
the bulky weight of the camera’s body to find that red-tipped button, press it,
press it again, and press it one more time hard, but nothing happens.
The film has all been spent; there is nothing more to develop.

the select trick

Victoria L. Mansberger

you touched this typewriter
fell backward
sank
into this chair
in this way
at the weight
of hammer to ribbon
to paper
your fingertips
felt like little
soft and sensitive gods
glowing still wet
against stark white
i read
what you had
put there
and when i saw
what bruises black
and shining
hammers had hit there
i knew what it was
to be you
to be a breath
to be a tree
to be something that both lives and dies
marking unfortunate milestones

27
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THOUGH NOW, YOU’RE ALL
BECOMING IMPLIED

Nathan C. Lipps

Constant in their place; a cracked violin and impressionist
On the wall, under the banner “This is home, let us now have peace.”
This was where a man in clay browns stood waiting for his painted wife
To come down the white spindled stairs. They would be late for church,
Sneaking in the back and making quiet apologies
To those about them, all dressed in
Forceful consideration.
I can see her across the street walking down the sidewalk,
Down the hill, as I go up.
She wears her chastity in an oversized sweatshirt, hiding a
Heaven’s worth of scented apple orchards. In no fathomable way
Can I cross over to her, where she walks down.
It is these moments that cause me tolerance toward smoke filled rooms
And unquestioning women
The darkness is not only a............, but also my marriage bed.
Now, you can go all the way to..........., but you’ll never find
That sweet aftertaste again.
In a ripe field the sky can lay down and become relative to the ground
And no one would know.
Here, we type without watching our fingers, only hearing the tap, tap, tap.
It is not faith; it is the apathetic plethora of an army practicing steps,
Morning to morning, in horizontal figure eights.
Then, a woman in a...........store found my stare amusing. Our toes
Finding each other in the cockerel’s dawn, under light sheets and self denial.
I cannot tell her how frustrated
I am. How, were I truly a man I wouldn’t be here; I wouldn’t have learned her
Face only to soon forget it. But this is where I hang, in cognitive forests,
Perching among pirated thoughts, and gluttoning myself on memories,
On fleshed out images and notions of temperance.
The way is down and out right cracked and you’ll need
A long handled shovel to reach me.
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GREEN AND RED LYNCH
OPPOSITE ON THE COLOR WHEEL

Courtney B. Ochab

30

Dim the house-lights.
[There is no time, no place, and no action occurring. You, the audience,
find yourself lying on the cold cement floor, with nothing but a sheet
of glass in front of you.]

Coarse and fine aggregates seat all of one
In the audience tonight. It’s a full house.
I’m looking at you through the glass barrier,
My fingers touch the reflective line of defense.

Spotlight on center stage, go.
[The lead, the gentleman in the green sweater, sits casually on the
bench, resting on center stage. His eyes are on his hands, sitting in
his lap, thumbs twiddling. He is waiting for someone. A couple glances
to his watch, his company is late. His face is blank.]

A bench holding the lead in the palm of its hand
For all the audience to see.
Fog clouding my vision.
I smear it, streaks, with my sleeve.
		

Who are you waiting for, love?

		

Oh, how dashing you look in that sweater.

		

Was it really only last Christmas I crafted it?

I smile as the gold heart on the sleeve reflects off the light.

Second lead from stage left, go.

[Second lead, a beautiful woman with red high heels, clicks into the
spotlight. The gentleman in the green sweater offers a smile of
recognition and reaches his hand out to hers.]

There is fire in the audience’s hands as the lead takes hers.
The audience releases a cackling laugh.
I look at my hand, no fire. It’s scalding.
		

Please, love please, make the pain subside.

Blood curdling scream, pounding on the bulletproof glass.
		

My darling, why can’t you hear me?

[The woman in red high heels places herself delicately onto the
bench holding the man in the green sweater, and casually drapes
her legs over his thighs. Her skirt slides up ever so slightly as a result of
the movement. The man in the green sweater smiles, his eyes locked
with hers, and his hand touches her exposed thigh.]
His fingertips dance their way past the yield on the hem of her skirt.
The audience is in tears.
Damn those red high heels.
Tongues of snakes, hot as hell itself, lick predatorily at my thigh.
Hurtling screams erupt from the back of my throat.
I claw at my thigh, twist of fate, twitching irregularly.
My reflection mocks me.
Focal shift, you still don’t see me.
		

The pain is becoming more bearable now, love, not to worry.

Bring up the houselights.
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[The leads are in a standing position. The gentleman in the green sweater
has the woman in the red high heels dipped, as though they had been
dancing, and is looking into her eyes.]

His lips begin to descend,
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The audience is giving a standing ovation.
Darling, do remember to hang dry the sweater please.
I’d hate to see something so beautiful ruined by your arrogance.
His eyes trail downstage.
The fourth wall breaks.
He’s dropped the second lead!
Stage right, make sure she’s alright.
The show must go on.
[The gentleman in the green sweater and the woman in the red high heels
lips meet, they stand, and walk off stage hand in hand.] [The gentleman in the
green sweater rushes to center stage, falling on his knees, leaning over
the pit repeating aimlessly strewn together words about how it was just a
performance. His hand is reaching and he’s begging. The spotlight
directs its attention to a woman in back, exiting the auditorium.]
		Frankly my dear, I don’t give a damn.
I don’t turn around and my black flats create static on the carpet
below me.
I smile at the woman in the red high heels standing by the door,
Freshening a coat of her radiant ruby 550 lipstick for her adoring
fans.
She glances at me and smacks her lips.
		

Damn those red high heels.

I curtly nod and dismiss the flames in my chest and the ice on my
cheek.
		

Silly love, your world was destined to end in fire and ice.

Black out.
[For centuries, audiences have feasted on a good tragedy.]

MILITARY BALL

Marie Kutz-Marks

You are here in autumn’s ascent—
in the stripping of the oak limbs,
trunk ribboned with a jaundice bow.
No remedy for the distance, we are leafless
fingers feeling for a shared psalm.
The snow is sure to follow, to fall, oh—
you know I’d take you were you wholly here,
you know I’d steal you were you free and holy.
You propose—the requisite for the malady,
hoping I’ll waltz to the melody of sparkled hands,
severed but sweet, bleeding but bound.
I do
dance, digesting pity,
to the songs of eager swallows
when spring chides me with its plethora of births.
I do
dance, falling sparsely,
to the songs of patient sparrows
as even the dying leaves outcolor me.
There is no end to this procession—
the cadence of rank and years,
the wars of men in dazzling uniform
with pregnant wives in crisp white gloves
who so softly announce and omit the seasons.
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WATERLOGGED

34

Laura Hillen

She’d told me it was okay to cry, but the suction of her fingertips
could not be trusted. Their ridges red and shining, matching perfectly
with the streaks upon my cheek—their last known resting place.
She would carry them in a glass vial, befitted for an alien specimen,
and hold them to sparkling lights to catch and throw rays of deceit
like prisms. Screams always echo like the worst tone of an alarm clock and I
could click my heels all I want and still never move for I have no home
and never will; my heart beats out truth instead of heartbeats.
No release, no waterfalls in this unspoken taboo. I went to France
and gained ten pounds, for every drop of persistent rain got trapped
inside my porous head and made themselves a home. They must not mind
the clutter. I will always be the greatest punchline.
But life, can’t be a joke.
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THE MAN WHO WALKED
TOO MUCH

36

Michael Dwyer

He found his face in the muddy footprints. However, as he stood on
the deserted street staring solemnly into his face’s reflection in the puddle, he
reminded himself that it was not as if he had been following these footprints.
It was not as if he had any inclination to arrive at a fixed destination. Now,
mind you, he had inclinations, but these inclinations were not inscribed in
stone. Rather, they were the capricious breath of a breeze, and although they
were capricious, they were by no means transient. Like a breeze, they were
always present in some way. Even if he could not feel them, he knew they were
there, hovering over him invisibly and tantalizingly, like mixed radio waves
from heaven.
But had this impulse that he felt inside himself really brought him to
such a low place? He did not care about the indignity of dirt. But rather, his
face’s reflection in the puddle was a message of defeat. Cruel earth, or maybe
a demon, was sending him a concise, irrefutable letter: “To this point you will
come, and transcend no more.” His face was in a prison from which there was
no escape. What’s more, the prison had spacious windows from which he
could see the glory of the outside world, only to be denied its splendor. His
reflection was a dead corpse that was allowed to float to the surface with eyes
wide open. And the contagious, dying breath of the corpse reverberated
throughout his heart, leaving nothing but the ripple of unbreakable solitude.
Solitude was always the mood of Shadow Oaks at this time of night.
Large, brick houses suffocated in ivy filled the neighborhood, so perhaps his
feeling of solitude was unjustified. But houses have no life. They only give
the impression of life.
The yards in Shadow Oaks, like yards in any respectable neighborhood,
were neatly trimmed. Water sprinklers came on every night to cover the grass
with the gloss of life. Garage doors stared down each passerby with the
impenetrable gaze of a casino dealer. The windows were like eyes, but they
had no ability to see; rather, they were the portals into the soul of the house.
They spoke of living and dying, waking and sleeping, eating, doing, trying,
failing. If the owners of the house knew what the windows told the passerby,
they would burn the house to the ground and eat the ashes. And this is
because the windows hold a secret. Nobody can articulate this secret, because

the secret is a whisper, and nobody has time nor the ability to whisper. Nobody
wants to whisper, because they are afraid of what they might hear.
Light emanated from the house, and it irritated the boy, because it forced
him to see his reflection in the puddle. But the light also saved him from his
solitude, because if it were not for the light, he never would have seen the man
who walked too much.
The boy’s first reaction to seeing the man was fear, because he did not
know where the man had come from. The man had appeared out of nowhere,
and was less than a foot away from the boy, staring into his eyes. But the boy
brushed away his fear as nothing but overworked imagination.
The man dressed lightly, despite the cold drizzling. He wore a white
T-shirt and tattered blue jeans. Water had seeped in and soaked his dirty tennis
shoes, but he seemed comfortable, and merely stood in front of the boy,
switching his gaze back and forth from the boy to the puddle. The man was
young and old at the same time. His hair was golden brown and his skin was the
perfect shade of tan. He was thin and muscular and he carried himself with
ease and agility. But he did not feel young to the boy. His skin may have been
smooth and spotless, but one could almost make out wrinkles in his gray
eyes, as if the tightly wound material that filled the sockets would unravel and
fall out at any minute. He moved with agility, but he had no energy. His muscles
did not sing like a young man’s. Rather, they whispered like a dying man
whispers his last wishes on his death bed. These muscles had one wish, and
that was to tell the story of this man’s journey. Their wish filled the air with
the sharp gentleness of a million rough, disjunctive breaths, and beat down
on the boy’s ears with the force of a fierce rain storm.
The boy saw that the puddle now contained the man’s face as well
as his own. This gave him a deep feeling of connection to the man, as if he was
the only one who understood what it meant to be trapped. At that point, the
boy realized that the man somehow knew everything about him. He knew about
the fire that had caused the death of his entire family, and he knew that it was
the boy’s mistake that caused the fire. He knew that the boy had been a fugitive
ever since that day. The boy did not know how the man knew these things,
nor did he care. All he cared about was the sympathy he saw in the man’s eyes.
He was overjoyed when the man first spoke, because he had not been
spoken to in a long time.
“I’ve been everywhere,” said the man. His voice was raspy, as if he had
overused it, but also soft, as if he was hesitant to speak. He continued to stare
into the puddle. “I’ve been everywhere,” he repeated. “I’ve been everywhere,
and I’ve seen everything. My legs are tired, because I have walked far too long
without stopping.”
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“What have you seen?” the boy asked dreamily. He had begun to feel
sleepy when he first saw the man.
“I’ve seen too much.”
“You know what they said?” the boy asked with sad resignation and
bitterness. It was the kind of bitterness that demanded a punishment against
life itself, and that is the worst kind, because life cannot be punished. Life is
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not tangible; she does not even have a definition. She is an adulteress without
a name. “They said it was my fault.”
“I know, I know. I know everything,” the man said soothingly, as he put
his hand gently on the boy’s shoulder. As the boy looked up at him with
gratefulness, he noticed that the man looked taller than he had at first. But he
brushed his thought away as more overworked imagination. If the street had
been lighter, the boy might have seen the ecstasy in the man’s smile. He may
have noticed that the smile was unusually large, and that the ecstasy
resembled insanity. Perhaps things would have turned out better for the boy.
“What have you seen?” the boy asked again, and as he asked, the
man noticed his watery eyes, and could see his own reflection in them. He
could see very clearly in the dark, because his vision was unlike that of
anyone else. He saw the world through a grey lens. Light, dark, and color did
not matter to such a viewer. There was only one shade and one color, and
that did not even deserve to be called a color.
“I’ve seen too much. I’ve seen thousands of dirt specks spread across
the city. I’ve seen a sleeping baby in a lethargic mother’s arms, a baby who
doesn’t know the life she’ll be waking to. I’ve seen a man love food more than
he loves his own children. I’ve seen a grandmother lying in bed with
pneumonia, waiting for the phone to ring. I’ve seen a bird’s eggs crushed and
smeared upon the cement. I’ve felt the cold of night after the fire dies down,
and I know the emptiness that comes from seeing the sun appear after a night
without sleep. I’ve tasted the sweat of a child who wakes up after a nightmare
and does not know if he can call to his parents for help. I’ve seen too much,
I know too much, I’ve been in too many places that I wish no longer existed.”
The boy began to tell the man that he understood his despair, but as
he looked up, he was greeted with a sight more amazing than any he had
hoped for. A series of fireworks was slowly growing and enclosing them in
a tight circle that reached up into the sky. Nothing was visible outside of this
circle, and it was gradually coming in upon them like a fire engulfs a forest.
But he did not care, because the fireworks were beautiful. He loved them
so much that he thought it would be a tragedy if he did not get eaten by the
enormous sparks. And then flames began to appear, which only made the
experience more incredible. He felt the intense heat, the heat that should have

killed him in an instant, but he did not die. It was as if he had known this fire all
his life. He wanted the fire to dig down underneath his skin and fill his entire body.
The fire spoke to the boy in the crackling of the fireworks. It told him
to look down, and as he looked down, he realized that the road was no longer
pavement, but gold. This gold, however, was not only one color, but was
composed of every color the boy had ever seen. It was not as if different spots
of the street held different colors. Rather, every inch contained every color that
existed. But these colors did not lose their identity in this perfect blend. Red did
not lose itself amidst the yellow and green. On the contrary, red was more red
than it had ever been before. The colors were alive and they were speaking to the
boy in the clearest whisper he had ever heard. This whisper was soft but vibrant.
It was music. The music was coming from everywhere in the circle of fire. It was
even coming from within the boy. He was not singing, but there was something
inside him singing, and he could hear it very clearly.
As he surveyed the circle, his eyes came upon the man, and he was
shocked at what he saw. The man was staggering around the circle, slouching
over and clutching his stomach as if he were about to vomit. His young tanned
skin was slowly peeling away, giving way to wrinkled skin. His golden brown hair
was scattered about the ground, and he now had thin white hair that lowered to
the ground and wound its way around his feet, causing him to continually trip
and then struggle back up. Now he was down on his knees, and he ceased to
struggle to get up, but only looked at the boy helplessly, the way a muzzled dog
looks at his master right before he is put to sleep.
The boy knew why he was giving him that betrayed look. The man knew
what the boy was thinking, because he could hear the music playing in the boy’s
chest, and he knew what it was singing to the boy. He knew what the notes
meant, and he knew that the boy was listening to the notes. The notes were
telling him to leave the old, helpless man, because there was nothing he could
do for him. They were telling the boy to walk into the fire that he had always
longed to walk into, to follow where the music led, to the place where the music
never stopped. In this place, there would be no distinction between music and
sound. The brush of a shoe against a group of pebbles would be music. The hum
of a fish tank would be music. His own thoughts would be music. In this place,
people never stopped dancing, because they remembered that there was nothing
worth doing besides dancing.
The boy obeyed the music, but as he began to walk away from the man,
he heard his hoarse voice.
“I can help you,” the man said calmly.
The boy stopped and turned around, bewildered. How could the man
possibly help him? The music was leading him toward a place that he had an
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insatiable nostalgia for his whole life. He did not know what he was longing
for, but he knew that a small part of this place lived deep within him.
“Do you think this is real?” the man spoke with what appeared to be
sincerity and concern. “This is nothing. This is a dream, and as far as I know,
dreams can do nothing but mock us.”
The boy did not want to believe him. He wanted to believe that this
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was real, that this was something nobody could snatch from him. But he
remembered the sound of the man’s voice before he was transformed, the
sympathy that had been so alluring.
As the boy stood there thinking, the man opened his hand and
beckoned.
“I can save you. This is an illusion. I can show you what reality is, and
together, we can find ways to live. I don’t promise a miracle, but I do promise
experience. And most importantly, I promise you a shoulder to hide in.”
The boy began to feel pity and guilt. How could he just leave this man
to die? He had been his friend, the only true friend he had ever had. The man
knew everything about the boy, and he had listened with sympathy. He began
to walk toward the man, but as he did, the music inside him began to sound
less like music and more like noise, as if it were nothing but the beating of his
own heart. He did not like this noise. It was the noise he had been forced to
listen to his entire life. He stopped walking.
“I know why you hesitate. It is because you are forced to listen to what
is inside of you. And you know that what is inside of you is the same as that
which is outside of you, and you think that you can change neither. Let me tell
you that you are right. There is no such thing as change. There are only events
and people. We cannot change events. They are more inevitable than the
beating of your heart, and you are nothing without them. You are an event.
But you are a person, too! And you must remember that there are other
people. There are people that will listen and care for you. That’s the only hope
in life. There are people, and I am one of them.”
The man held out his hand farther, and this time the boy reached for it.
He reached for what was real to him, for what he could see and touch. He
reached for his shriveled hand and turned his back on the exploding beauty
that was behind him, because he knew that the hand was real. He could feel
the hairy, wrinkled skin lick his own skin with its cold, dry tongue. But he
could not touch the music. The music was inside of him, and he thought that
he could hear it, but what if it was nothing but imagination? He chose the
ugly over the beautiful, because he could see the ugly so much more clearly
than the beautiful.

The instant he grabbed the man’s hand, the music died entirely, and the
fire disappeared. They stood by the puddle with their hands clasped together,
and it looked as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.
A passerby would only see a young man holding a boy’s hand.
The only thing that had changed was the boy’s vision. He could see
much more clearly in the dark than before, and he was confused and slightly
frightened at the smile he saw in his friend’s face.
“What now?” the boy asked
“Well, for starters, why don’t you try letting go of my hand?” He was
insulted at the man’s mocking tone, and tried to yank his arm away.
“What are you doing?” the boy asked, and his heartbeat began to race,
because the man was not who the boy thought he was. He was not the same
man who had a shoulder to hide in. He was not the man who had seen
everything and had the answers.
“I think you had better look at yourself before you start worrying about
me,” the man said, and his smile widened further than any smile the boy
had ever seen. As the smile widened, he could feel his body stretch apart and
sink into the puddle at the same time. He could not scream for help or see
anything. All he could do was hear the noise of the man’s smile as it sucked
in all of the air around him, taking the boy’s youth with it.
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HIDE AND SEEK

Analiese Grohalski

the box is a pirate ship sailing the skies.
the box is my cage of string cheese.
the box is a ladder to the cold metal can of words.
the box is the funeral of my summer shoes.
Shoes that travel and journey
from the crevices of your mind to mine
to the lakes of your eyes . . .
the box is your eyes.
the box is the moment at the police station.
the box is your mother baking bread in the kitchen.
the box is the blood in my summer shoes.
Shoes that blister and bind,
curve the toes into irregular shapes
and guard wooden flesh from the eighteenth century.
Boxes worries.
Boxes cries.
Boxes the sliver spoon in your mouth.
Boxes water that boils into coffee.
It drinks coffee at midnight.
It is the coffee that you drink
and burns a hole in the hat you wear.
The box stores secret memories of Breakfast at Tiffany’s.
The box reveals thoughts of burnt toast.
The box hides from you.
The box hides you.
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UNTITLED
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Philip M. Taylor

While in the slender dusk
of autumnal light bouncing upon the
exposed pink underbelly of breathless clouds,
Gertrude said:
“A rose is a rose is a rose is a rose.”
I can smell you temperate on
faded pillowcases dancing
between the tenuous fibers of
stained chocolate sheets when
patchouli, lavender, and coconut
musk spills from where my elbows
sink into patterns of garden-grown
geraniums. Not rose not rose
not rose not rose.
The tapered ridges of the glass-green
vase held water still as a glacier
just inches above where the thorny
stalks were sliced, diagonally, so their
rubbery spines calcified into matchsticks
until petals fell,
(tiny bits of paper)
pink and crimson
against creaming Formica.
Never rose never rose never rose never rose,
but paper,
like the skins of my wrists,
lined with pulsing blue-violet streets.
You savored the colorless cobblestones—
their vanilla amber sugar prickling across
that golden pink petal of your mouth.

Absolution is:
How your gin-soaked tongue
tastes between my teeth.
How my hands move across your
browning skin like a ghost—
			

an apparition.

A theology slippery between the
soft moisture of my fingerprints:
Your body tessellating beneath mine in
triangles gently joining your slender ankles
to the burgeoning fullness of your thighs.
All these parts. All these angles. All these roses.
The summation is a circle. Pythagorean Theorem.
The spheres roll like Sisyphus through
the cavernous veins of my arms.
As your muscadine breath flutters,
moths’ wings beat upon the nape of my neck.
It is a sweetness—a speck—growing like black
honeysuckle within the enamel of my teeth.
A rose is a rose is a rose is a
blooming ruby-ripe grapefruit in my palm.
Its wedges (the touch of your skin)
a bitter tartness stealing the sugarcane
from memory. The pulp:
When your body gilt garnet beneath the
ivory tusks of my palms as we faded
in and around sleeping until our
bodies would wrinkle into a
low sinken murmuring
as you burst like a star
like a rose
like a rose
like a rose
like a rose
blossoming deep inside of me.
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the altruists

John R. Withee

for Jordan

ashes can be swept away.
but smoke seeps into your hair and after that your flannel, and then it rolls
into your backpack; soon it floats between your pages and you smell it on
your sheets, the first sign of a stranger welling up within you who you’re
not sure you could ever love, and it infests your chess pieces and your computer,
and even if it doesn’t enter your body,
		

it becomes a part

			

of who you are.

the smokers share everything
because they have nothing.
the mayans hoard every coin
so they die alone.
and i, like the mayans, hold onto everything.
i pay back every dime.
but neither of them have debt.
it’s almost enough to make me start.
almost enough for communism.
i, like you, love the reprobate.
it’s the end times now, and i partly know why.
it took me that long just to see through his eye.
i’ve still got that mile to walk in his shoes—
but i appreciate jazz, and i know the real blues.
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SHE WAITS FOR IT TO COME:

Samantha Schaefer

This poem is dedicated to my father,
Dr. Wayne G. Schaefer
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Her Father is marooned on a futon in a pine cathedral;
she’s half asleep—
Tells her stories of a little man named Eddie who walked
from New York to Florida with tuberculosis
“Hey there friend, do ya know where yer goin’?”
“No—but I’ll know when I get there.”
She waits for it to come:
nestled in tangerine glances of passersby
bare footprints mark the wavy pavement,
highway’s yellow lines so familiar
into slippery avenues, hunting coral to build his castle
the curfew
darkness of WWII;
constructed
over lines of polarity under Mother Earth’s skin,
like Mom’s stretch marks—spider veins
little man of ability.
Staring blankly
T.V. induced daze; too much time spent observing other
people’s lives—
the pad of thicker skin just slightly
above her eyebrow begins to pulse,
glancing to her left
Grand Prairie Street, the sky shimmying its work clothes off—
She waits for it to come:
The sky strays gray tonight
streaks of red
“Red sky in morn, sailors
be
warned”

a Viking has the sky’s head on his sword,
tangled mass of arteries over a pond of gray slush
spattering a blank canvas
Jackson Pollock on the rocks.
She stares across the empty Harding’s parking lot
8:33 p.m.
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Galesburg.
Orange light from the bank across the street fills her car
with cream-sickle sweetness
drops, on the windows
texture like her 14-year-old brother’s acne ridden back.
She waits for it to come:
Brain
abandoned and free—
to wriggle,
an orphaned baby wrapped in newspaper,
anxious, wanting to be indoors, next to warm knees.
Oscar the Grouch pops out his garbage can
to see the primary colored world
notices my mind and raises it as his own,
the continuation of a bad mood.
Lying awake beneath the walnut tree filled circular window,
the tree adores her.
It would like very much to sleep with her—
smelling her human earlobes, relishing her mortality.
Instead
it inspires her dreams.
the sound of apples in the bottom drawer of the refrigerator at home.
of baking at 350 degrees in flannel sheets,
cracking toes, laying on the right side,
so her heart doesn’t quit
five years too early—
She waits for it to come:
		

sleep.

SEA BREEZES OF SWITZERLAND

50

Victoria Blevins

He sat alone, like he always did, with a paintbrush in his hand, teetering
on the skin between his thumb and forefinger. The diluted paint dripped and
the droplets collided with his egg-white canvas. An envelope postmarked
from Switzerland lay on the table beside him. Every number had been
scratched out by his pen except the postal code, 1754. “There isn’t much
to say,” she wrote. “But here’s the recipe from my aunt, the one you liked.
Don’t forget to clean the gutters on the front side of the garage.” Signed with
just her name, emotionless and more distant than the three thousand miles
between them. Simply, Marci. She left for the natural, immaculate landscape,
and the ocean mist that lingers on your lips even after you’ve gone inside.
At least that’s what she had said she wanted. It’s a shame there are no coasts
in Switzerland. She surrounded herself with good intentions. He classified
himself as never good enough, while surrounding himself with filthy gutters
and premature art.

DEAD WOMAN CONTEMPLATES
COOKING BREAKFAST

Shoshana McIntosh

The computer screen is a pale green against the taupe wall.
The dead woman never exited her eBay shopping cart,
the seller waits for the highest bidder to claim the buy—no answer.
Outside the pavement is sucking dawn light; she does not rise with the mourning,
but lies stuck in the pavement, skin wet with light.
She lies with the 500 ants devouring a whole piece of cherry pie left
over from the night before.
She contemplates returning to care for the house, but
her muscles cannot lift the keys from the piano that’s dying in the living room.
Now the sun slips over the windowsill and pours like tar into the house.
She smiles as her china is swallowed without a sound.

There are only echoes of smiles hiding in the kitchen now: toothless smiles.
Outside, a little girl is curling her tongue around an ice-cream cone.
It’s not sweet like she thought it would be,
so she throws it in the ditch where you try to catch her tears with a clammy palm.
Seagulls peck at her as she cries, and tell her she’ll be “better, faster, stronger”
if only she forgets you.
Her father teaches philosophy as he licks mustard off his broken fingernails:
you didn’t pack him a napkin in his lunch today.
Now the house is swaying, to nothing; no music plays,
just the sound of salt scraping cheeks.
The children are crying at the table, and milk is pouring out of their ears,
but you know that cooking breakfast will only lead to hunger again.
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A SKY OF OUR OWN
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Tonight
we lie beneath
a sky of our own making.
Each brush of fingertips
each touch of lips
to skin
gives birth
to a moon of our own.
We wash the
world below us
in light—
my red coat
crumpled in the corner,
your brown shoes
worn through at the soles,
the green glass
of the empty
wine bottle—
made clean
in our
wake.
You breathe
a question
in my ear.
I reach out
to write my
answer
in the air.

Michelle Reed

Mary Vernon
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Mary Vernon
In Our Blood 7
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LINEAGE

Justine Claire

“Everything that can be invented has been invented.”
Charles H. Duell, Commissioner, U.S. Office of Patents, 1899

This town is a glowing disco ball refracting
the mottled and ruby rot of doctors and lawyers and
sons and daughters of invisible immigrants. The shards of light slice
the faces of Alana Weisberg and Debbie Feldman and West Bloomfield and the
painted women spend their husbands’ money, the nickels, dimes,
plastic, leather checkbooks screaming for a better cause.
Growing up like that made us pot-bellied pigs waiting to be fed,
expecting the silvery touch of Tiffany’s, sliding the perfect chains between
our hands and around our wrists, around our necks and eventually
this will choke us and this will set us free.
Once, we exposed our soft underbellies smelling of stepping-stones,
the rough stones on the bottom of the quiet lake by my house, a half a mile
from my house, scraping
feet if you didn’t wear aqua-socks.
“Mazel tov, my little Justinelah!”
Bastardized Judaism, the chanting from the beemah is
white noise, we tune it out,
daydream of the after-party,
thirteen-year-olds with forest braces avoiding each other and
crashing into one another whirling through legs and volatile self-confidence.
Baurch ata adonai, eloheinu melech ha’olam—
Our great-grandparents died in the terrible flames,
the gas punching holes in children,
children’s children, children’s children’s children. “If the Shoah hadn’t happened,
there’d be millions more Jews.”
We go out for sushi, head to the mall, and instead of buying I fly over them all,
breathing in the veils and tasting their pomegranate waking sleep,
showering them with awareness.
We are ridiculous in our excess! We know! We care! We see!
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I crash-land into that lake and for a moment I remain below the surface
of the water, open my eyes and the underwater world is made out of
paper-cuts, fifties and hundreds, and seaweed is long tentacles of paper,
receipts itemized shtetl by burning shtetl.
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ENTROPY

Tyler Evans

The old man forgot to complete his crossword puzzle in the Sunday
Paper, and in doing so he forgot the scent of his dead wife’s perfume. Fleurs
de l’éternité: Flowers of Eternity it was called. Five dollars an ounce when
he bought it for Margaret at Christmas time. She sprayed it on before she left
for work in the morning, while the man, then young, yelled at her to hurry
from the car. At a point the scent had inspired lust, intimacy. It was on her side
of the bed, and the pillow he grasped when she got up to shower. Now, were
the fragrance to drift to his nostrils on a phantom breeze, it would be met
with indifference
He sat in a recliner in his living room that morning staring out at the
forest of his youth. He could remember at a point the vivid color board of trees,
with paint blotch leaves, turning in the fall. He could recall the flowering
impermanence of it all. There were the muddy creek bottoms, the naked after
curfew swims that led to chill wind shivers, and the bike rides while narrow
trails grew even narrower, peddling even faster now with a swift gust of wind
to leave the world behind.
He scoffed, “What’s in a forest, anyways?” That thought too, he lost.
The trees across the street had been marked with spray paint Xs. Flags
marked off areas of the wood soon to be removed. An avenue of these flags
lined an area of raised, flat dirt, running right through the middle of the forest.
It would be a road, the trees a schoolhouse, condominiums, and the valleys an
area for sewage runoff. What is in Forest, anyways?
He got up with groaning muscles, and a dull click of any number of
unhinged joints. He poured a glass of vodka from a plastic bottle he kept in
the freezer.
He returned to his recliner in the living room, covered in course spider net
lace and drank vodka from a coffee cup, championing the World’s Greatest Dad.
With his first sip he forgot the curry houses of Calcutta. He had lived in
the city for two months following the war. He met a photographer whose name
was Catherine. She had the deepest dark of hair, and sang while watering
flowers in the morning. The flowers, they were white chrysanthemums in a small
flowerbed on the balcony. Each stem held hundreds of delicate buds grasping
upright towards those unbelievable sunsets. Each sunset, polluted with a
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hundred hues of dying red, was another affirmation of a life to be lead.
But this too, god this too, he had lost.
And the following morning, embraced by the massaging hands of an
electric blanket, the old man sat up with a gasp because more had been lost.
“Aaron Welch,” he said. Words he had repeated many times before.
It was his name. But he couldn’t think what title fit in between the two words.
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“What’s my middle name?” he sobbed. There was quiet. The house
was empty.
He called his son long distance. He was a professor in California,
very well known, he told the man at the grocery store.
When his son answered, the old man screamed that he forgot his
middle name.
“God Dad, we can’t have you all alone in that house.”
“I won’t leave here,” he shrieked like a disobedient child during
punishment.
“Why don’t you just sell the place?”
“I grew up in this neighborhood, your mother died here. All my
memories are in this house.”
“It’s so lonely there; please just come out West with me and Diane.”
“No. I’m not leaving.”
The son sighed deeply through the line. “We’ll be there soon enough
to see you dad, just hold on ok?”
But his son didn’t come that fall. Soon the trees had shed their leaves,
and the winter came, leaving the man to his desolate recliner. The house
whispered boredom through the cold wooden boards.
And the old man, he ate microwave meals, along with hearty stews
from a can, and he drank vodka from a dirty coffee cup in that recliner.
The winter robbed the old man. It took the first time he had ever had
sex: it was in his parent’s basement on a cold slab floor beside the water
heater. It had been a Sunday morning when he had stayed home from church
sick. His sweetheart at the time (god, what was her name?) cried afterwards
and assured him they were both going to hell. The winter stole his childhood
friends, the poetry of Walt Whitman, it stole his favorite song, the texture of
corduroy, the mascot of the high school he attended and it stole his laughter.
The Greed of it all was unbelievable.
It stole his anger about the theft. Any anger he had at all.
When spring came, the man witnessed the 30,872nd sunrise of his
life through the window of his living room. The forest of his youth had been
removed, its trees felled, rivers polluted. A cheaply constructed neighborhood
of condominiums had risen in its place. Children played football in the street

before the complex. At a wicker chair beside a first story window in one of the
buildings sat an old man in a bathrobe reading a novel. His gaze never rose from
the book, never rose to meet the eyes of a lonely being across the way.
A child in the crowd went for a long pass and tripped while running.
His body tumbled and skidded along the pavement. His head collided last with
the ground. The boy laid motionless facedown on the pavement. One leg was
contorted in an extreme angle opposed to the natural setting of his frame.
His legs were covered in fresh wounds. They poured blood against the new
asphalt. His friends began to scream. They wanted an ambulance. They wanted
an adult. They wanted this and that, and all of it was lost on the old man.
He sat and waited for the man across the way to look up from his book and
meet his gaze.
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DEPARTURE
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Cam Miller

Praise be four sandhill cranes casting
their proud shadows into
empty meadows—
Praise be the railroad silence that
precedes the soprano sax melody
waves that find themselves
between your ten jiving toes;
Praise be harmonious hip bones swaying
so many trees in the dark olive wind
chainsaw roars to life;
To halcyon days of burnt August skies
To sweet nights laced
with snowflakes.
Praise be thick fog across the low fields
Praise be the waters that release their
embrace from the flooded plains;
To the single park bench, the
free man’s pew shaped in the careful
view of floating street lights
oh so dim—
the pink haze of these celestial mornings
oh so warm—
Praise be chips and cheese baking in
the oven, the spirit of Summer
grinning quietly and the few trees
who can’t wait for the others
jumping in the new red paint
they’ve been saving.
Praise be high school football games like
the ones they remember
from thirty years ago—

Praise be stairs woven from what
we all forgot that lead to the
snowy expanse of what we will forget;
To three goldfish living out their winters
in the buried bathtub pond with golden feet;
To the orange cat staring down
the roaring black of this midnight road.
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SWIMMING IN A WAY . . .
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Malkam A. Wyman

The fish in my dreams have the color of rust,
the river is wide
			

wide

and the color of the sun
or a reflection thereof.
There are only so many words to describe
the state of the world
the state of me in the world
swimming, circling,
not connecting.
The scales feel like soft glass on the back of my neck,
the fish will only touch when I’m not looking.
		

And I float,

cross the wide wide,
alone in the river of the sun.

LYCANTHROPY

Philip M. Taylor

Those wolves are at your heels, boy.
Your riding-hood, red with sun down,
ribbons around the mid November moon.
Your tiny ears quiver at the pulse of snow
falling leonine across your slimming hips.
Pressing clear beside the moistened earth,
your hoary footsteps are fossils that archaeologists
cement to prove the truth of Russian myth.
Your sugarplum-amber scent fills their muscles
with hard-won lust when they push themselves
through winter air dense as morning fog.
They will find you strung high in the evergreen canopy,
shake its needles and cones down with you, boy,
spilling your jar of honey and pot of jam.
They will make a meal of your bowels, saving your
bedroom thighs for dessert spread thick with honey.
Boy, do you not know the path to your grandmother’s
Wood-smoked kitchen? You are not a hunter.
Loose the thick, bloodless marrow
of their bones before her bedposts
laced in the scent of geraniums.
Those howling cries have found you,
tearing through your lungs hung like wallpaper.
Their silver-bullet-riddled jaws, pulling you to your knees,
gnash at the image of a boy so pale
under the dying light of Lupus major
until your plum body cracks beneath
those yellowing fangs. They will devour your tongue. So,
when the lunar face glows full bright through skyless dark,
your wailing will be theirs. And, if you escape,
through that forest—thicket, fir—
you will not be the hunter.
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For I, in parting the Red Sea of your iris,
have dreamt of tearing the flesh of your thighs
from snow white bones in strips of papyrus,
and will crawl under your bedroom door, boy,
and ride you till the windowpanes split
under the weight of your blue wide howl.
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OCTOBER 20TH

Madison Edwards

Manhole cover in the middle of the marshes
I reach for the straight neck of a crane, the curve of a lamp post
Like morning glories stretching for sun
I am the child birthed into neon
The buzz of rusty mufflers my first language
The bass of sloppy music my own pulse
Return to the pine and mud
The raw clay smell of Earth alive
So disharmonious with the ragged branches
Fair skin made known by pink and red pocks, the mark of an outsider
Take me in as your own
Let the leisure on my face melt away to reveal the grit underneath
As ignorance falls from my eyes like scales
To swim in your waters, black earth my only cover
As the willows and oaks creep on silent feet to follow me
Outsider, I surrender
Take me into the marshy water like a womb
And make me born again
Throw me into this Eden
Of ankle high grass and skies intersected by green
Re-made
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SUBSTITUTION
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Laura Citino

They told us not to write about love, so I have to imagine all my love letters.
I don’t mind that my imaginings have all been done before; I can fall into
clichés like warm blankets. I imagine that I am here, in one place, and that my
love is in another place, tens or hundreds or maybe one thousand miles away,
and that I must write love letters in order to make my true feelings shown. My
favorite is when I imagine that I am sitting by a river in Europe, France maybe,
and I write that I see a little blonde girl in a Sunday dress and black polished
shoes hop-skipping along the river bank. I cannot tell if she is wholly real or
not because of the way she disappears and reappears among the lampposts
and café tables. I will write that this little girl reminds me of us, and of our
futures together. I will write that I will return to this same spot by this river
in Europe, Romania maybe, in hopes of seeing the little girl again, but that I
don’t think she will come back, because the future has a way of appearing
once and never happening again. Someday I might visit rivers in Europe and I
would like to see a little blonde girl skipping among the shadows, but forgive
me when I do not write the letter.
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Nicholas Gialanella
Upright Piano
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SMOOTH STONES FOR SKIPPING

Some soldier buddy
of yours over there
took a picture of a haji’s head
he held by its hairs
after the street bomb
near the pet shop.
That one time bird feathers snowed
for months, I wondered
if your rifle barrel stuffed
with tiny beaks
had a morning song.
I read all of your letters
in the bathtub, smudged
the words that didn’t suit you.
Held my breath so long
my hairs turned pewter under
the faucet, imagined not having a body.
Wet at the mirror,
I grew into my face, watched
your piano wire shorthand
crawling off the wet page
slide around my ring finger
and lace my warm neck.
We share a tent
now that you’re home,
kiss and drink whiskey, pouring
overhead. Once humidity
seeps through the zipper,
I head to the car to sleep
for the night.
You’re used to your sleep sack,
the romance of dark ground.

Marie Kutz-Marks
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i can’t read german
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if war should take my son
i shall fast as Demeter
for one year i will let
nothing grow
but my hair
lying on broken glass
i will let my skin break
and separate
and my blood will bear
new furies
when it hits the dirt
i am earth’s child
and i was born
through rock and salt
torn to pieces
before i saw light

Victoria L. Mansberger

MY FATHER SLEEPWALKS

William G. Derks

Before I shut the car door, I reminded Lester Storms about coming over
the next weekend for a cookout I’d been planning. “I’ll be there,” he said. “Nooner
or sooner, right?”
“Right,” I said, and then quietly shut the door.
At that point, I was willing to do anything to lift spirits around our place; my
dad was in pretty rough shape. Hell, he had been for a while—three years. Plus,
our property down by the river was perfect for having people over: a big flat lawn,
tall trees, plenty of parking. I had already talked to Hank Storms, my dad’s buddy,
about slaughtering one of his pigs and bringing it down for the occasion. I even
went so far as to visit the Riverside Saloon so I could catch all of my dad’s friends
in one heap. “Don’t be scared to bring a dish,” I told them. When Lester and I
walked out the door, they lifted their beers from their small tables. They wouldn’t.
Walking down our dirt road, I had to be careful not to twist my ankle on
rocks or tree roots. The Birch-trees blocked the moonlight from guiding my path,
not to mention the few beers Lester had given me. Besides that, I didn’t want to
wake my father or make him think I was someone else. It’s not that he would’ve
been upset about me coming home so late. What the hell did he care? It’s just
that, if he ever heard noises late at night, he was one of those people who
wouldn’t hesitate to grab the gun.
As I got closer to the cabin, I could see some coals were still burning in the
fire and a stream of smoke was pluming over the river. Plus, I could see my dad’s
GMC in the driveway. But the thing that struck me as odd, was that the lights
were off, all of them. The thing was, ever since my mother had died, my father
never left lights off, especially the stained-glass lamp by my mother’s chair.
It was a ritual of his, so I figured he was gone, off drinking somewhere.
Plodding up the porch steps and walking inside, it was as if I was looking
for my father, but at the same time, not.
“Dad,” I said. I quietly shut the screened door behind me. But there was
no answer.
When I turned on the light, I saw my mother’s pink lazy-boy, which had sat
untouched for nearly three years, reclined back and its footstool was propped
open. Also, her book, Can’t Go Home Again, was opened near the middle.
Right then I knew something was wrong. You see, ever since she’d died, my dad
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had gotten to a point where he wouldn’t allow anyone to sit in her chair. Then he
got to a point where, if anyone did so much as leave a glass next to it, he’d
quickly grab it, straighten the chair, and tell me I needed to have a talk with
whoever left it there.
“They don’t understand, Jeremy,” he’d say. But, by seeing it there
propped open, I thought maybe he’d gotten over it.
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Standing in the living room, I looked to see if anything else was out of
place. The fishing poles seemed fine. The television was there.
“Dad,” I called again, but again there was no answer, just the humming
of the refrigerator rubbing on the kitchen linoleum.
After that, I didn’t feel like sleeping. I went outside, grabbed a couple logs
from under the porch, a beer from the cooler, and decided to relax awhile.
Sitting there in one of our plastic chairs, I thought of the party and where
I would put things. I drank, stared into the hot coals, and watched how the fire
consumed everything: a ritual of mine.
I couldn’t have been out there more than twenty minutes. I heard a
couple of low murmurs coming from the river’s edge, and from where I was
sitting, I couldn’t see what it was. The river was down about six feet below our
property, which, over time, had uncovered years of rocks and petrified logs.
At first I thought it might have been an animal, or possibly one of my dad’s
buddies who was drunk, getting sick, and needed a place to stay. That would
have explained my mother’s chair being propped open. At least they wouldn’t
have known any better.
Whatever it was, I didn’t want to startle it. I crept over to the edge quietly.
I saw a few beer cans lying on the rocks moving every time the water rippled.
Next to them, a man was sitting on the river’s edge holding a shotgun, and,
looking closer, I saw it was my father. I knew by the checkered welder’s hat and
the denim jacket which was frayed at the sleeves. There, the moon hung just
above the tree-line, and it was glistening off from his face like it did the black
water in front of him. He sipped from his can of beer and set it down on a jagged
rock, easy like. Then, with his other hand, he slowly stroked the stock of the gun
and wiped his face of tears.
At that point, I may have been dismissing what was actually going on,
but either way, I didn’t want him to know that I’d seen him. I crept back to the
house without a sound or turn of a light, just praying to god that I didn’t hear
a gunshot.
When I woke up that morning my father was sitting in a lawn chair by the
river. In fact, I don’t think he slept, but the shotgun was back in its place, and my
mother’s book and her chair were set right again as if no one had touched them.
Outside, the dark mass of the Muskegon River moved steady. Every

once in a while, a group of tubers would float by all tied together with a cooler
lagging not far behind. The sound of empty aluminum cans being shuffled
through ice and plastic and the distant laughter of young people echoed all
around us. Those were the sounds of summer I enjoyed the most. I saw
my father crack open a beer, staring at the willow trees, the river, and all that
passed in front of him.
When I pulled up a chair, another set of tubers were floating past. They
saw us sitting there like immovable benchmarks—me in my blue jeans and
Metallica t-shirt, my father in his spotted welders hat and denim jacket.
They raised their beers to us. A few of them whooped and whistled.
One teenage girl even went so far as to rip open her pink bikini top to show
off her small misshapen breasts, a nice gesture. I followed suit by lifting my can
high and yelling, “What’s wrong with the rest of you?” They laughed and I
laughed back. Then, looking over to my father, I saw him give a short tip of his
can. He ripped some threads from the sleeve of his denim jacket. I rapped
him on the shoulder. “How do you like that?” I asked, but he just sat there with
his chin dipped down.
“Nothin’ I ain’t seen before,” he said.
That’s how we sat for more than an hour, with the wind blowing the
leaves above us and our rope swing just kind of dangling there in calm silence,
just drinking.
After the wind and the heat of the midday seemed to settle the traffic in
front of us, my father pulled out a lighter and a small glass pipe from deep inside
his denim jacket. He hit it, passed it to me and started talking.
“Long stakes,” my father said. “Metal ones.”
I hit the pipe and stayed quiet. Besides, I didn’t want to ask him what
the hell he was talking about, because I’d heard my father talk like that before,
big ideas and even crazier ways to go about them. But the worst part was,
he’d always gone through with them. There were the porch shutters which we’d
fashioned from antique doors. The neighbors, Julie and Ron—the rich ones that
won the Christmas light competition every year—thought we were crazy when
they saw us cutting old doors in half.
“Doors?” they’d asked. “For shutters?”
There was also the skylight made from stained glass my dad got from
a Catholic Church, baby Jesus and a dove flying over a manger. We had one just
like it when my mother lived with us that had broken during the winter, and my
father had to raise hell with the preacher to get a replacement. We could see
them leaned against a lawnmower by the maintenance shed whenever we drove
past the church, and one day, we ended up going back. My father flailed his
arms, said something about God and preservation, right there in the church
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parking lot. I think the preacher gave it to us just to get us the hell out of there.
However, there were good things we did as well. There was the
horseshoe pit which we’d made out of railroad ties and a couple pieces of rebar.
There was also the porch which was kind of the showpiece of the cabin.
We made it out of red cedar, and my father always liked to say that it was my
mother’s idea—gives off a good smell—the cedar, that is.
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To think about it now, whenever we finished a project or, for that matter,
whenever my dad didn’t think I was listening; I’d catch him talking to himself.
He’d look at the finished product, press his lips together and talk under his
breath. He’d say something like “How do like that, ma?” or, “The old boy’s done
good this time, huh Cari?” and then he’d step back with a daydreaming look in
his eyes, wishing maybe, one day, she’d come walking down that road again
to see all he’d done for her. But all those years it was all I could do not to sit up
and shout, “But God doesn’t work like that.” Even though I never did.
Sitting there next to the river, he just kept talking about the next project
he had in mind.
“I figure we get about thirty metal pipes,” he said. “Maybe forty. We’ll
plunge them down about a foot into the shoreline—straight down.” He bent his
wrist and pointed to the ground with his index finger. Then he lifted his beer can
in the other, looked at the space between it and the river and said, “About twelve
feet long or so.” He closed one eye. “Maybe thirteen.”
Leaning back and coming up with his most grandiose idea yet, he said,
“That’ll make it so we don’t have to worry about erosion so much. Damn river’s
been threatening to steal our land ever since me and your mom bought this
place. Besides, she’d like that idea.” He drank, looked in my direction. “How
about it?”
Any other time I wouldn’t have said anything, but I was getting to the
point where I couldn’t stand to see it go on much longer.
“Dad,” I said. “You can’t hold nothing back like that—not nature, anyhow.
What’s going to happen is what’s going to happen,” I held back for a moment.
“Why don’t we build a boat dock or something? You know, get in the river.
How long’s it been since you been in the river?”
He took a drink and snickered with no intention of answering. I paused
and pointed under the porch. “We got all them damn tubes don’t we?” I asked.
“They ain’t been touched in years. Just rotting under there!”
Again, he stayed quiet, almost deaf. He polished off his beer, threw
the can and said, “Whadda ya say? I’ll go pick them up from Hank’s and we’ll
go at it?”
I didn’t acknowledge him. I looked across the river and saw the constant
rippling of green water over a wavering log. After all, what could I say? I knew at

some point in time he’d come rattling down that dirt road with a truckload of
long metal pipes clanging in the back of the GMC. He’d have one hand on
a beer and the other on the steering wheel, not to mention that flat look on his
face like it angered him just to be alive.
After that, it would be my job to see that everything got done while he
pointed and hurled empty beer cans against the tree. Sure, he’d help, but in
a way that made it uncomfortable just to be around him.
He took my silence as a yes, fixed his welders hat to his black head of
hair and said, “Well that settles it.”
The legs on his plastic chair bent as he got up. The truck turned over,
and after a cloud of dust and a few grumbles from the old engine faded into the
distance, I stood up, looked over the ruts in the river bank, and enjoyed the
natural quiet while it lasted.
About two hours later, the grumble of the truck returned along with the
hollow rattle of metal pipes in its bed. I met my dad in the driveway with my
work boots on and an old, black t-shirt. I pulled my gloves on, ready to work.
The pipes were thick, probably torn out of the ground from some ancient,
underground plumbing system—country plumbing which had probably been
sitting in Hank Storms’ scrap heap for years.
My father closed the truck door and snapped a beer. He finished it in
about two or three swallows. After that we laid the pipes down one by one
with their ends poking out over the river, wherever we thought they were
supposed to go.
I stuck one foot into the river and the other on the muddy bank for
balance. Pollen stood motionless over the glossy river like suspended
snowflakes in thick, humid air. Every once in a while, the buzzing of June bugs
sounded above us. My father stood near my shoulders in the grass and lowered
the pipe ends down to me. I held the first pipe sturdy with both hands as my
father turned his hat around and began pounding the tops with long strokes
from a sledgehammer. Then, once the pipes were deep enough, he’d hand the
sledgehammer down to me so I could finish the job pounding, slipping, and
doing everything in my power to keep from flinching when the heavy metal
hammer hit hardened steel.
The first one went easy, but afterward, each one grew more stubborn
as sweat clung to our skin like the pinching of sand or needles.
“Hit the son of a bitch!” my father said, leaned over on his knees. I hit
again and again, growing angrier and angrier.
“Hit it!” he yelled.
A lump began to form in my chest, and then my throat. It cut off the air
and burned my vocal cords. I swung and missed. I rested.
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“What the fuck?” my father said. “That thing’s kicking your ass!” He
smirked then, but I wasn’t laughing.
I started back up and my father began to pace, beer in hand. I swung
and I swung, all the while imagining that, if I hit it hard enough, it would be the
end of all this and we could get on with our lives.
Pang! Pang! I hit the thing gnashing my teeth. It wouldn’t budge, but I hit
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it anyway. My father began hopping on one foot, lifted his arms out doing
a drunken rain dance. He stumbled back and the burning in my throat caused
me to take a couple of dry swallows. From the corner of my eye I saw him wind
up like a pitcher. With his beer can half empty, he flung it and it hit me in the
head. My head rang. I leaned against the hammer in the muck.
“Hit the Goddamn thing!” he slurred. He leaned his face toward mine,
damn near spitting. I grabbed the hammer in one hand near the head. I lunged
up the muddy bank. When I pulled my feet out of the muck he flinched, and
with a simple push of my forearm he hit the ground, ass first.
“Do it, you pussy,” he spat.
I stomped in the grass at him, hammer in hand, but didn’t swing. He put
his arm up to cover himself and kicked at my knees. I flinched.
There we stayed glaring at each other until I thumped the hammer down
next to him and said, “Finish it yourself!”
When I turned around he began to sit up. “Pussy,” he said.
Lying in bed that night I woke up to the sound of my father,
sledgehammer in hand, pounding the hollow stakes deep into the shore. At first
it started slow. The panging rhythm of metal on metal reverberated in my
heart as I imagined him lifting the hammer high above his head and then down
again. Pang!—Pang! The rhythm began to pick up. I put some shoes on, went
to the kitchen and pulled the flannel curtain open a crack so I could see him.
He must have thrown about five logs onto the fire because the flames were
whipping tall and I could see his shadow in the tree above it, dark and pounding
down. I watched him slip on the wet rocks, but he kept at it. Every stroke was
like a stake being driven deeper into his heart, just where I knew he wanted it.
When the hammer head hit the tops of the hollow stakes I flinched.
Holding back earth and nature, he swung furiously again, and again, and again.
Pang! Pang! Pang! After about ten furious strokes he slipped again, drunk, and
the weight of the hammer being flung over his head pulled him backward into
the river. The water poured over him, engulfed him. Dead limbs broke beneath
him. I ran out and slid in the mud to where I could get into the river. While he
splashed his hands on top of the water, I turned him over and yanked him out
by the collar of his jacket, now knee deep myself. I tried to tug him over the bank

by the fire. He pushed my arm away. “Just leave me!” he said. “Just leave me!”
I stormed back toward the cabin, giving up, leaving him wallowing in the
dirt. But he called my name just before I got to the house. “Jeremy!” he moaned.
“Jeremy!” I stopped without turning around.
“Yea,” I said, and waited for a moment.
“Help me up,” he said. “I need help up.”
I went back and chose my steps on a few select rocks. I found him lying
with his head propped up from the mud. The collar on his jacket was still
wrinkled from where I’d tugged him from the river.
He whispered groggily. “I need help up.” I hoisted him underneath his
arm. He held on to me, caught his footing and stumbled on the edge of the
muddy embankment.
I plopped him in a plastic chair next to the fire-pit. The fire rolled smooth
while I took his shoes and socks off and placed them on the warm cinder-blocks
that surrounded the flames. I sat across from him. With the orange fire between
us, I just looked at him leaning there pitiful and drunk. His black hair matted
to his forehead and every once in a while water would drip from a point in his
bangs. The denim jacket he wore was crunched between him and the chair.
A sudden burst of tears caused his lip to quiver, and holding his fingers tight
against his watering eyes he let go, lifted his head and spoke in a drunken
wavering voice.
“What am I worth?” he said. “Huh?”
Part of me thought he deserved it, this pitiful state he was in, but another
part of me felt connected to him—so much so I couldn’t tell him how I felt.
There were times, soon after my mother’s death, that he and I sat in the house
like silent prisoners mourning everything we had done wrong, and even things
we hadn’t. The chair of my mother’s sat in the corner looking over us, and
sometimes, if we thought hard enough, we would swear it had rocked as if
someone had just left the room and would be back before it stood still again.
My father and I didn’t talk then. And we didn’t talk now. No amount of
inner emotion could cause us to, and as I sat there watching him huddled over
in his own hands, my emotion stood on a cliff, but would not jump.
He sniffled and coughed. The light from the fire between us lit our faces
a dull red and the heat moved the crisping leaves above us like a slow wind.
“I mean, really, huh?” he said. “What the fuck am I worth?” He was so
drunk he could barely form words and his tone was as if he was asking me, my
mother, and himself all at once.
“I got this place,” he shrugged. “But what the fuck is that? Huh?—
nothin’.” He paused, straightened what he could of himself.
“I’m sorry, JJ. I really am.”
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At the time, I couldn’t believe he actually said it. He leaned back and
almost fell. He looked up to the dark sky and the smoke pluming through the
trees.
“Fucking years, man!” He pushed out a few more words between air and
liquor. “She was so pretty, JJ. A good person. God, she was good.”
He hurled a twig toward the river and almost put himself in the fire. “And
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I’m a fucking drunk.”
With my elbows on my knees, I didn’t know what to say. I had a sudden
urge to hug him. I didn’t. A log dropped in the fire. I set him up straight and fixed
his coat, pulling it down around him. Standing behind him, I squeezed his
shoulders hard, pinching the wet denim of his jacket. I pressed my lips together.
I loosened up. Holding it all inside, I held his shoulders and used them to lean
over him.
“It’s just gotta be fixed,” I said. “That’s all there is to it.” He went to pat
my hand and missed. We both looked at the glowing of the fire. Our staring
faces flashed in the flames. “It’s just gotta be fixed,” I said.
After that I let my hand slide off his shoulder. He stayed there staring at
the fire with a wet lip protruding out. Some grass was sprouting at the edge
of the bank. I went over to it, sat in it, and leaned my arms over my legs which
were caked in mud.
A few tiny sticks lay broken next to me. One by one I threw them into the
river. They bubbled, plopped back up, and I watched them float down. Behind
me, my dad let out a slow chuckle under his breath.
“What the hell’s wrong with the rest of you?” he said.
Turning around, I saw a moist smile gleam across his face and his scruffy
chin plastered to his chest. We made eye contact, sort of. I turned away, smiled,
and threw another stick into the water.
“I heard you,” he said breathing heavy. “Get in the river, you said.” He
paused, slurring his words and joggling his head around. My back stayed
turned. Letting out as much air from his lungs as he could, he howled, “What
the hell’s wrong with the rest of you?” The sound of his voice bounced from the
trunks of trees and made a slight echo down river. He quieted, paused.
I watched a slow current wrap around a mossy stump. He stared into the fire
and said to himself, “Just rotting under there.”
By the time Saturday rolled around, Hank Storms showed up early
bouncing down our dirt road with his half-barrel cooker knocking and bouncing
on ruts and stony divots, dust flying in puffs. I remember waking up to the
smell of roasted pork. My dad was standing next to it in the grass, beer in hand,
while he watched Hank inject the sizzling beast with barbecue and other

secret sauces.
It was near one o’clock when cars began piling in, all different colors and
shapes in symmetrical lines next to the grass by the horseshoe pits. There was
Hank Storms’ brother, Lester, a thin guy who smoked cigarettes and always
wore a cowboy hat. Lisa Fairchild was also there, and her six kids. Even a few
tubers had come off the river after my dad waved for them to come up and eat
some food, pretty girls in bathing suits, mostly. Some I knew and some I didn’t.
Either way, there were about fifty people eating from picnic tables, playing
horseshoes and sitting around a daytime campfire. Every time a clang of a
horseshoe filled the air people would whoop and holler. Eddie Jones, the lone
black man who befriended my father some years back, convincingly won the
majority of the games with ringers and leaners. Nothing could stop him, not even
the occasional goose from a wandering Lisa Fairchild.
About an hour into the party, Lester Storms stood by his car and filled
our flattened tubes with a portable air compressor. He rolled them out one by
one. I put on my camouflage shorts and about five of us decided to float down
the river with the other tubers that had stopped on their way to the bridge.
Then I saw my father throw a tube into the river. It plopped in next to me. He
held on tight to one of the stakes we had driven in deep. He kept balance with
a beer can held out over the river. With delicate toes he got in, sat down. The
rubber burped. He switched his beer to the other hand, felt the cool water, let
it drip, and then tilted his head back to gaze at the sun and the overhanging
trees. Holding his arms out to the heavens, he said to me, “Just think, JJ—some
day,” He took a drink and smiled “—some day, this will all be yours.”
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THE SMELL OF SIN AND CIGARETTES

Laura Hillen

I have this strange habit of memorizing shoes to perfection
as I pass, but never the people. But it wasn’t until I realized it
that I really began to do it.

Black siren
to white sunset
I’ve been telling myself this
lie for too long.
Pinging from one bone plate
to the next
asphyxiated in my mind,
it has now become
the most divine of truths,
one not even providence
would dare to define.
Strung out on a couch too small
I can feel my arm slipping off the edges
stung by the spiders
I know are not there.
Alone and abandoned
it makes no difference
save for the strays
who rob me
of my innocence
namely, the ones with bad teeth.
I prefer the blank backs of novels
to the acquiescent voices within
so I can steal something beautiful
from the world
like the beauty
it stole from me.
It’s three a.m.
and the sun is shining,
but I am like hair
in your eyes
rather than the succulent fruit
we both know you prefer.
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FORGET-ME-NOT

82

Samantha Schaefer

China teacups force their way through
the ground, my dear.
Worms are planting their larvae in your back.
Little Annie,
Little Annie,
my dear, my darling girl,
Why have you gone beyond my sight?
Lily white in that grave,
white as reflected clouds in that pond,
the one you decided was magical—
leaving sequins on tree stumps
in the hopes that fairies would
kiss you.
The water looked so solid that day, like the skin of an elephant—
itching and alive.
You decided,
you decided to know how the world of mirrors compared with this reality
“Oh Harriet!” you sang
“Oh darling, do
let us go just a bit further—
to that water lily—”
“Why yes Miss, anything for you.”
Your hair shone like a beacon, lit with imagination
the trees were jealous of it, golden and fiery as they could only be one season of the
year.

You fell
and Lily white, Little Annie
Lily white
were you in your grave.
Now quilted in wee blue flowers, my hands brown from your earth,
200 years later
I look down
and remember—
such curiosity about a lily.
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Postcard Poem #1
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March was wine soaked
And we walked
The (still) mud streets
Talking madness and books—
Light from the poems
That drank like birds
From the pools of our mouths
Creating us—
A mixture of words and
White light
Creating the bones
That stand and wear
Our skin

Catherine Graham

Mary Vernon
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