PONDER REVIEW

Volume 5 « Issue 1
Spring 2021

The

for Women

FounDEeD 1884 COEDUCATIONAL SINCE 1982

/ Mississippl University



PONDER REVIEW

Editors Jessica Calvert, Rebekah Devine, Patricia Evans,
Melissa Goodnight, Sarah Karowski, Hannah
Madonna, Lauren Ostrander, Lauren Rhoades

Advisor Brandy Wilson

Ponder Review is published semiannually by the low-residency MFA program
in creative writing at Mississippi University for Women. The views expressed
herein are those of the writers, not the editors or the Mississippi University for
Women.

Ponder Review considers new media, visual art, creative nonfiction, fiction,
flash fiction, and poetry twice a year from December 15 — March 15 and June
15 — September 15. No previously published material will be accepted. See our
website for full submission guidelines: muw.edu/ponderreview.com

Single copies are $12.00 and subscriptions are $20.00 per year for addresses
within the United States. Foreign postage is additional. For submissions and
subscriptions use Submittable: ponderreview.submittable.com

All rights revert to the authors after publication; however, Ponder reserves

the right to reprint online and in anthologies of the magazine. For the rights

to perform plays or to reprint any work published in Ponder Review, please
contact the author. As a courtesy, the editors are willing to assist in establishing
contact whenever possible.

We request Ponder Review be credited with initial publication. Queries or other
correspondence may be emailed to: editors@ponderreview.com. Queries and
subscriptions sent by mail should be addressed to: The Editors, Ponder Review,
MFA Creative Writing, 1100 College St., W-1634, Columbus, MS, 39701.

ISSN 2572-6455 (print)
ISSN 2572-6463 (online)

Copyright © 2021 Mississippi University for Women

Cover Art by Lilach Keren « “He”



A NOTE TO READERS

As we step back to survey the content of this tenth issue of Ponder
Review, we are struck both by its resonances with previous issues and by its
departures. Amid thematic continuity, we sense a change in timbre.

One editor described Ponder as “southern eclectic,” and we find the shoe
fits particularly well for this issue. The South is our home base, and we love
pieces that explore traditionally southern images like nature and family in a
progressive light. At the same time, our storytellers come from all over and
represent a spectrum of human experience beyond our southern roots.

Vol. 5, Issue 1 of Ponder is no different in this respect. Our writers and
artists hail from Mississippi all the way to Athens, Greece. Their pieces
present us with a slice of life from their own geographic and social locales,
drawing us into their imaginative landscapes and inviting us to slow down
and let ourselves be riveted by the tiny details of the everyday. We continue
to see an emphasis on the grit of nature, and wrestlings with both familial
and religious legacies. One woman’s meditation on pines becomes a portal to
her childhood. Another woman reckons with queer identity and internalized
homophobia from her religious background. A native Philadelphian with
Chinese ancestry invites us into the liminal spaces of her heritage via a
portrait of Hong Kong.

At the same time, the zeitgeist ushered in by the global pandemic lingers.
While this is not surprising, it is profound—these pages carry a pained
restlessness, a haggard yearning for a better future that is as full of dystopian
dissatisfaction as it is hope. While some pieces focus on marking the past
and present as spaces of trauma and beauty—sometimes both at once—
others wish to mark the future, delineating the rhythms and movements that
could be.

One artist featured in this issue describes her work as “exploring the
transformational power of weaving together related and unexpected
mediums.” Likewise, we hope this volume, woven of many voices, both related
and unexpected, can serve as an exploration of the transformational power
of art, and remind us that we all inhabit a shared world. If the pandemic has
shown us anything, it is that we are each part of a larger ecosystem, and our
destinies are linked.

Sincerely,

The Editors
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SHELLY STEWART CATO

THE ONLY MOVEMENT I WANT TO SEE IS KINDNESS

he only movement I can see on my hike this morning is dollops of fern-

green air divoting the brook. Or maybe the only movement is the hard,
bent backs of jagged limestone, algae’d and slick, thirsting up for air. Or
maybe the only movement is a water beetle skidding, creating circle shadows
above the sandy bed.

Hard to say. At any rate, an orange tiger cat, my favorite kind, nestles
in mountain laurel on the shore. The cat isn’t really orange. More apricot.
A little browner in spots like a bruised stone fruit. A few long hairs whisker
his ears like tremolo antennae. The soft pluft of his underbelly flickers in the
breeze and swirls like the curls twirling up my daughter’s nape.

The cat is dead. Peacefully, kindly dead, I hope. If not a kind death, then
at least accidental. Maybe rat-poisoned at that crazy, lopsided barn down
the road whose front and back careen in like a smashed wine box. Maybe it
hopped in one of the black garbage cans at Express Oil and drank some old
motor oil, which reminds me of the garbage bags everybody stuffs almost-
but-not-quite dried-up paint into and also empty spray-paint cans, but I
don’t, because they might explode. I know because my brother bagged at
Winn-Dixie, and they sent him out to burn stuff, and one spray-paint can
fired like an orange rocket coming (it’s a cliché but true)—just inches from
his head. Which can of rocketing orange spray paint reminds me that during
visiting hours last Sunday, when my son was talking about this trucker in
rehab, this 62-year-old guy who liked to tell about the time he was getting
out of his rig at the back lot (where hookers hang) when some guy pointed a
rubber gun at him and said, Gimme your wallet.

So the trucker tossed the guy his wallet,
(not knowing the gun was rubber),
and the robber ran off.

So the old guy, the crackhead from rehab who didn’t have a real gun
either being that he was on parole, grabbed his flare gun from the sleeper
and aimed to zing the robber right between the shoulder blades, which move
I'm not saying is kind at all, but he missed, thank goodness; however, it hit
the guy directly in the butthole, so that the running robber, literally—his ass
was on fire—had to drop and roll, and they got back the wallet.

But the other story the trucker liked to tell was that one late, late night
around Derby City, he thought he saw a lumpy, whitish ball like a medicine
ball, only they are usually dark green or dark red, roll in front of his front

7



tire. And being high, he jake-braked to see, and yes, this movement, it was a
pillowcase—he’ll never forget—hand-embroidered, like his great aunt’s rose-
red daisy-chained hearts surrounding pink-and-green buttercups—but this
pillowcase was full of kittens.

He put them in his cab, and at the next Love’s Truck Stop, begged homes
for all but one, which he kept, the only orange-tiger kitty. She lived for
years, he told my son, her water cup and food bowl double-stick taped to his
passenger seat and her bed at the foot of his. Her name was Apricot.
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VERONICA BEATRICE WALTON

TWO POEMS

WAITING FOR SNOW

“Some light does not make it all the way through the atmosphere, but
scatters.”
—Rebecca Solnit, A Field Guide to Getting Lost

Mid-January tucks its sleeves in the gray-gold gauze of sunlight. Along
the air, trees knit their dark canvases, and small animals of feeling
scavenge for the last time, strangling parched dirt beneath them. In
the kitchen, my father makes me a strong tea that smells like church,
and I burn my knees on the radiator, kneeling in confession. I hear a
voice like a small god in my bones: I wonder what my body has been
doing to bury the thought of you. I wonder how it’s been working you
into history, into an unfelt distance. Your name withdraws itself from
my bandaged teeth, and so the temperature drops. Again and again, my
body, synagogue of sound with highways of silence, again and again, a
mapping of friction. And so this is what it’s like to travel on the wind, on
the pursed clouds yellowing with day. This is what it’s like living between
small uncertainties, my body moored and more to yours.
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WRITING FOR MY BROTHER’S CATHARSIS

Behind every body is a set of equations. You spend your twenty-first year
exploring dialogues between chemicals like the chain-link fences you
could never climb as a child. Now your legs are longer and the sun shrink-
wraps the day above your bed. A knock at the door, a soft heartbeat in
the house, the tracings of your legs under loose sheets. Description: an
acknowledgement of space and its measured shaping, a kind of planned
language. Space is practiced feeling: a buried Sargasso of circumlocution.

Behind every body is a body. Behind every action is an equal and
opposite reaction, says Isaac Newton. Like ripping a Band-Aid off in both
directions, or boarding a train, or telling someone that you love them.
Does this mean that with the laughter of leaves comes the sorrow of air,
the great shapelessness of pain? Does this mean that whenever a body
creates another body the earth kneels as if ashamed? We all belong to this
landscape somehow; we are all small acknowledgements of each other.

Behind every body is an echo of a place. When you are an adult, you are
still a child buried under years of not being a child; you have yet to wake
inside the assembly and abandon of a new season. Every night you are
space and time and feeling all at once, an annular exponent. I cannot write
about or for or to you without talking about how lonely a routine can feel,
drifting from dose to dose. We are haunted by what we can’t have but
also the emptiness of what we do have. I cannot write about you without
also mentioning that sometimes I feel grateful for the miracle of people
speaking to me.

Behind every set of equations is a body. I'm not sure if this is a very good
catharsis. I've left books on your bed hoping that you read them, I've
borrowed your lighter and looked into your full-length mirror. I've felt my
ache lodge itself in yours, I've heard sighs grapple the air between us as
we eat breakfast in silence. Every dream I have about getting lost in the
hallways of our old high school—unable to find a classroom, losing a name
amidst a dozen others—I know you’d describe it the same way: barreling
down a sink, escaping a crumbling attic. Firing a gun across a treeless
Earth and waiting for the bullet to return.
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

KARI DESPAIN

TAKEN BETWEEN GUSTS

am replacing the photo that sits on my windowsill. The one that shows

my young family standing in a field of golden, waist-high wheat in central
Kansas. The fields of Kansas mesmerized me as a young adult when I moved
here, and I had always wanted a distinctly midwestern photo of my family
in a wheat field.

For a long time, it was my favorite photograph.What led to it being
covered by a new photo were my sons’ hints that perhaps we should take a
new family photo now that their dad and I were no longer married. I suspect
the real reason was that in the old photo, I was still taller than them. They
much prefer the new photo, which makes their slight, adolescent frames
appear mildly imposing against my own. For me, though, the one in the
summer wheat was a difficult photo to let fall into the annals of the photo
frame.

Part of the reason that particular summer stands out still may be that
it seemed unusually cool, as it came on the heels of two summers marked
by drought in central Kansas. During those two summers, the areas
surrounding Wichita broke the record set by Death Valley, Nevada for the
number of days in a row above 110 degrees. Lawns died, residential wells
dried up, and, finally, farmers relented, plowing their stunted crops under
before even attempting to harvest.

This summer, however, it had rained weekly and without the usual
aftermath of mug and bugs on the air. In the middle weeks of June when
the wheat fields were tall and golden, I asked my family to put on matching
white shirts, and we drove over dirt roads until we found the typical wheat
field with a perfectly straight line of trees acting as a windbreak at the far end
against the skyline. My (then) husband, my children, and I followed each
other into the field, hopping over divots to avoid crushing the stalks as best
we could. We squinted against the afternoon and dutifully smiled while the
camera, mounted on a tripod, clicked resolutely.

I'loved this picture of us for along time—my children brown with summer
mischief against the pale stalks and an enduring cerulean sky. It reminded
me of the last summer before they entered their teens, a time when sports
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were only games and they still thought of me as their best girl. It was our
first summer in a new home—the one my ex-husband and I had planned on
since we married. The one in the coveted north end of town with a pool and
extra rooms for company and the big, big living room where we held dinner
parties for all our friends. It was the last summer before I stopped lying to
myself about what I knew of alcohol and apologies, infidelity, pills—small
sneaks that grow into full-sized lies with branches and leaves. It was the last
summer I spent not acknowledging that my ex-husband’s old back injury
had driven him to an addiction that emphasized only his bad qualities and
none of his good. The perfect summer.

Looking at the photo now, I still see those sunned and smiling boys
standing around me on the last June afternoon before the wheat was cut
back to stubble. Our smiles are genuine. Before now, I hadn’t given much
credence to the other portion of that day’s memory. The wind was relentless
that afternoon, especially away from any tree cover. In the field next to where
we parked, combines were already harvesting at a surprising rate while chaff
flew with fury and engines growled.

In the picture, however, taken miraculously between gusts, our hair
looks untouched by the wind, and the wheat stands straight in a serene ocean
of golden flax around us. No one would know, when I printed the photo and
sent it out to family and friends that Christmas, that the wind was blowing
full-force in our eyes until tears threatened the wet-line of our lashes. Or that
combines were churning stalks to dust one field over, headed to chop the
very field where we stood.
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MANE HOVHANNISYAN

BLUE SUN

Istarted the photographic series “Blue Sun” in June 2020, with the support
of the “Multimedia Lab Grant” in Thilisi. The idea of the project was born
earlier in November 2019. At that time, I was a participant of the performance
which was dedicated to the theme “female body in public spaces” and was
realized near the Republic Square Metro Station. This caused a scandal
among some conservative circles, who supposedly “protect” the traditional
values of society. As a result, the performance was considered just an
experience of aggressive feminism, although it wasn't its idea at all. So I've
started working on this project.

The main idea of my photographic series “Blue Sun” is to help to change
the perception of contemporary dance as well as of a female body as an
instrument of art in Armenian society. In this context I show through my
photos the work of Hasmik Tangyan, the founder of “CoChoLab Armenia”
(Contemporary Choreography Lab). She is a contemporary dancer and
performer in Armenia, who tries to develop the scene of contemporary
choreography through teaching, research, production of performances and
through giving an opportunity for her students to test their skills in different
scenes. Particularly important is her work with children with disabilities,
where the movement of the body is considered as a way to spiritual health.

The title “Blue Sun” is a sort of alternative method of narrative. The photo
story contains some allusions about the atmosphere of the film “Solaris” by
Andrei Tarkovsky, as well as generally about the Soviet epoch.

Moreover the bluish photos reflect the mood of the novel “Solaris” by
Stanislaw Lem, from which it has got the title “Blue Sun.”

The photographs illustrate the inner sense of transparency, the merging
of the body with the space, the body as an art object and the body as an
element of the universe. In this way, I combine two narrative lines, which are
paralleled on a philosophical level.

The photo series “Blue Sun” is recipient of Tbilisi Photography &
Multimedia Museum grant for South Caucasus Female Photographers
(2020 year) mentored by Grégoire Eloy.
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DOUBLE MOON
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WINDOWS
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THE SILENCE OF NIGHT
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CLAIRE SCOTT

TWO POEMS

BECOMING

I wanted to be a boy or at least not a girl

cropped curls, ripped jeans, muscle T-shirts

but biology betrayed, breasts bound

in tight bras, bleeding a total nuisance, embarrassing
stains on your skirt, classmates snickering

My mother was into gin and Whitman’s
chocolate, wandering the house in her underwear,
elastic sagging, strings of safety pins across

the back of her drooping bra, belly slopped over
greying underpants, garters dangling like snakes

When I was ten, she showed me a diagram

of what was meant to be her body, my body
something about laying eggs like a featherless bird
something about a cervix, both of us flustered,
looking away, lesson over, duty done

How could girls want breasts, want to bleed
look forward to curves and ample hips

and Kotex bulging your bathing suit

what kind of mothers helped them

become women
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AN OFFERING

He is forgetting, confusing,
tripping on curbs.

Things he used to do fall on me—
changing light bulbs, checking
tire pressure, paying taxes,
managing medications.

I rake leaves and clean gutters
with operatic sighs.

Lord, there is a meanness

in me. Sometimes my patience
is thinner than tissue paper,
easily torn to reveal

blue-black venom
pulsing beneath.

Today he spilled a kettle of water
on the stove, water covering the gas
burners that no longer flamed.

I fumed and cleaned and consulted
the Samsung manual, clumping
around in a snit, with towels and
Q-tips and rubbing alcohol.

I see him sweeping the kitchen
floor, usually my daily chore.
He shows me the dustpan
with its medley

of bagel crumbs, dog fur,
bits of cilantro and onion skin.
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Also a tiny maple

leaf we must have
tracked inside.
Wrinkled, but still red.
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

J. E. FRANKLIN

THE DAY SISTER QUINN GAVE MY SOLO TO MOZELLA
SPRIGG

knew my sister Joyce had a secret-love, but I thought he was across the

water with the Navy. So, when she didn’t come directly home after her
Sunday School class at the Presbyterian Church, I grew anxious. I had been
waiting by the front door for her to bring me the pretty, patent-leather shoes
we shared so I could wear them to the Baptist Church, where I was to sing a
solo. That Sunday, I waited. I waited!

My mother’s voice cut into the room.

“Girl, you still in here? I thought you was already at that church! Where
your sister at? Didn’t you tell me Sister Quinn wanted you there early to
practice the song or she was gonna give it to that Spriggs girl? You gonna
stand there all day like a dummy? You see your sister ain’t gonna get here
in time! ‘Much as I had to go through to get your daddy to agree to come to
that church to hear you sing, don’t you have me dragging him all the way
there to hear you and you ain’t up there singing! I'll never hear the end of his
mouth! Go on get your school-shoes and wear ‘em, Addie...the Lord don’t
care what’s on your feet! You can sulk all you want to, but you going to that
church and you gonna sing that song even if you have to sing bare’ feeted!”

My mother knew the school-shoes were ugly! She’d seen how my father
had sliced them up mercilessly, at all the pressure points, to make room for
my growing feet, making them look as if they’d been in a Saturday night
knife-fight!

How could I ask for new shoes for myself, when I'd seen the cardboard
in the bottom of my father’s shoes?

But how could I be seen at church in my scruffy school-shoes, after
strutting around in the pair of patent-leather pumps my sister and I had
been sharing? Though her shoes were two sizes too big for my feet, Joyce
would stuff the toes with paper and cotton to make them fit, and I looked
older than my eleven years, in those beautiful, shiny shoes, with the half-
heels and two rhinestone-bows clipped to the front rims.

Without intending to, my mother had supplied me with a plan! In a
flash, I put the school shoes on and dashed to the church. I would wear the
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shoes to the edge of the churchyard, remove them when I got there, and hide
them in the baptismal pool, which would be dry that Sunday.

But when I tried to enter church, one of the deacons was there.

“Hey...! Hold on, there, daughter! Where you think you going? Where
your shoes at? You can’t come in here with your feet naked like that! Go back
home and get your shoes!”

“Will you call Sister Quinn for me...?” I pleaded.

“Sister Quinn busy...”

When I heard the piano striking up the chords to my song, and Mozella’s
voice singing it, I called out, “Sister Quinn, I'm here! Come get me! I know
the song, just like we practiced it!”

The deacon got distracted momentarily, and I tried to dash past him.
But his long arms roped me up in one quick action and set me back outside
the door.

“Now, look-a here, daughter! You can’t get past me! I done told you, you
can’t come in here without no shoes!”

“What’s going on out here?” Sister Quinn had heard me and had come
to the door.

“Look-a here how this girl trying to come in this church...!”

“Please, Sister Quinn! Just let me talk to you!”

“What’s the matter, Addie? What happened?”

“I wanna tell you the truth, Sister Quinn. Just let me talk to you and tell
you the truth!”

“Well, all right, Addie! Of course, you can tell me the truth! Deacon
Bryant, will you please go get Pastor for me?”

Sister Quinn listened as I told her what happened and begged her not to
tell Pastor I'd hid my shoes in the baptismal pool. Suddenly, Deacon Bryant
reappeared and headed toward us, checking over his shoulder as if being
pursued.

“Go on up in the choir, Addie. I'll be right there,” said Sister Quinn.

As T hurried to the choir loft, Deacon Bryant whispered something to
Sister Quinn. In a conspiratorial voice, “Now, Sister Quinn, may God forgive
me, but if I had-a told Pastor you just wanted to see him about something,
you know he would-a took his own, sweet time about coming. So, I told him
there was a...Oops, gotta go!”

Deacon Bryant broke off abruptly and darted to his post. Presently,
Pastor Quinn entered, his eyes eager and expectant, beaming around the
church like searchlights. “Where the naked girl at?”

“I know, just calm down before you get your pressure up...”

“Now, Howard, calm down. Ain’t no naked girl in here!”

“But Deacon Bryant just told me...”

Then, in her quiet voice, Sister Quinn told her husband the story. Up
in the choir loft, my choirmates were relieved to see me, even Mozella, for,
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though she had a lovely voice, she had not bothered to learn the song, so sure
was she that I would be singing it. Then, someone spotted my bare feet and
the whole choir took off with a story of their own making, which I made no
effort to correct.

“Oo00, Addie! Somebody took your pretty shoes?”

“What? Addie got robbed?”

“Oo0, somebody robbed Addie and took her pretty shoes, y’all!”

“Somebody robbed my auntie one day and took her shoes and her
Russian chinchilla coat!”

“That’s why my mama don’t let me wear my good things nowhere, unless
my daddy or my big brother be with me!”

From the choir loft, though I couldn’t hear the exchange between Pastor
and Sister Quinn, their gestures mimed the story: Pastor’s head shook an
emphatic “No!” With Sister Quinn still pressing him, he walked away and
headed toward his study. That’s when I started my song, deliberately altering
the words, to tell the story of a shoeless Jesus.

The Son of Man
Who walked in Galilee
The Son of Man, had no shoes on Calvary.

The Son of Man was despised like you and me
And the Son of Man will come again,

And a child shall take the lead!

Said the Man of Galilee...

Before Pastor could fully exit the sanctuary, my song kept drawing him
back, to listen. At last, I saw him give Sister Quinn a sign, with a little flick
of his hand and a nod, and she signed to us in the choir, to let me know I'd
gotten my song back.

At the service, I could see my mother and father in the pews, their faces
beaming with pride as the congregation applauded me, in high spirit! After
church, I got kissed and squeezed and mashed and hugged. But, before I
could reach the baptismal pool to retrieve my shoes, my father spotted my
feet.

“Where your shoes at, Addie Pearl? Your mama let you out the house
like this?”

“Naw, Benjamin, she wore her shoes. Sister Quinn say they in the
baptizing pool.”

“Baptizing pool? What they doing in there?”

“I reckon they getting baptized.”

When I reappeared wearing the shoes, my father looked at them, as if
seeing them for the first time, and turned away in shame. The image of my
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father, standing in the churchyard, clutching his hat and conscious of the
eyes on him, will be with me forever!

“Run on home, Addie,” my mother said, “and tell your sister to put them
greens on. She better be there, too! And tell her I said she bet'not turn that
fire up too high and burn them greens, like she did last time! Me and your
daddy’ll be home directly!”

When I reached home, there she was.

I stopped her before she could explain. “Don’t talk to me!”

“Addie, don’t be mad at me...”

“I had to sing barefooted...I wasn’t gonna sing in these old, ugly shoes.
Sister Quinn had gave my song to Mozella Spriggs, and Pastor almost didn’t
let me sing!”

“Addie, I didn’t go to do it, but...”

“You knew I had the solo this morning! What shoes did you think I
would sing in?”

“See, Addie, Fritz is home on furlough. I didn’t know he was gonna be at
church and...”

“Daddy gonna say he’s too old for you, anyway! That’s why you ain’t
brought him home.”

“Just hush about it, Addie! I'll make it up to you! I'll let you keep wearing
my shoes...”

“Yeah, until Fritz come home on furlough! I don’t have to keep your
secret no more.”

“What you mean...?”

“Daddy’s gonna buy me some new shoes!”

Both the absurdity of the idea, and the laughter, struck my sister at
the same time! She laughed! At me? Or at the idea of my father buying me
shoes!? She treated what I'd said as a joke! That’s what made me want to fix
her!

See, I could do more than just sing. I could mimic the voice of anyone in
the neighborhood.

My specialty was the one we all called Gravel Gertie, the old window-
raising conjure-woman! My sister Joyce was so filled with superstitions, she
believed Gertie had hexing powers.

Whenever the old woman would stop by to visit our mother, Joyce would
toss a big pan of dishwater over the path the woman had taken, to neutralize
the hexing spirit.

So, when she heard my Gravel Gertie impersonation, she left the kitchen
and hurried to investigate, her eyes wide with fear. And there I was, two
forked-fingers cocked and curse-ready, to scare the doo-doo out of her...turn
her into a pillar of salt, like Lot’s wife!

But, when I saw her, with sweat formed on her brow, a flood of memories
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came back, all strung-together like a movie-reel: of Joyce Marie, at the
ironing board, ironing my school- pinafores, which she had rinsed in
Faultless Starch to make the ruffles stand up, like no other girl’s pinafore;
of Joyce Marie, helping me with my homework because daddy couldn’t even
read and mama was at work; of Joyce Marie, her gentle hands combing and
braiding my hair, being careful not to pull my scalp too tightly; of Joyce
Marie, standing on tiptoes and stretching her head high above others in the
crowded schoolyard, to see me wrap the Maypole, when no one else in the
family came.

Overcome with shame and ingratitude, I lowered my offending arm.

“Addie, what you call yourself in here doing?”

I stammered guiltily, “Uhh...uhh...see, I was just saying to myself, one
day, I'm gonna buy daddy some new shoes, and then, I'm gonna buy you a
new pair too, Joyce Marie.”

She propped her hands high upon her hips, the way mama would do,
and gave me a knowing look. “So, you in here just farting around, while I'm
in that hot kitchen!”

“I'm fixing to come help you, Joyce Marie. As soon as I change out-a my
Sunday clothes, I'm coming in the kitchen to help you.”

“You don’t look to me like you doing no changing!”

“Okay, Joyce Marie...I'm gonna do it!”

“Well, make me know it, Addie. Just...make me know it!”

On her way back into the kitchen, she lifted a corner of her apron and
wiped her face. I can’t be certain if she was wiping sweat from her brow, or
tears from her eyes.
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SCOTT PEDERSEN

THE RELIEF TRUCK
Springfield, Illinois, 1934

ddie crouched. With his mitt opened wide by splayed fingers, he narrowed

his eyes to focus on his younger brother. “You better make this one low
and away. You know what the Babe does with a pitch high and inside.”

Instead of burning one into Eddie’s glove, Buddy let his arm drop. The
ball fell to his feet, and he crumbled forward, his wire-frame glasses popping
off as the side of his face hit the ground and his slackened mouth filled with
dusty soil. Eddie rushed to turn him onto his back.

Buddy opened his eyes. “Eddie, am I going to die?”

“Naw, this always happens when you get too hungry. Let’s go inside. It
sounds like lunch is ready.”

The rap of china plates on wood came through the open windows of
their house, a former chicken coop. The white, slant-roofed structure once
housed over a hundred hens. The boys’ father, Ralph, had bought the lot and
coop using settlement money from an accident. One evening he was walking
home from a tavern and stepped into a storm drain whose grate was missing,
breaking his leg, an injury not yet fully healed. The city blamed it on theft
by scrap-metal scavengers but accepted responsibility when he threatened
to sue. The editor of a local newspaper saw sales potential in playing up the
episode as a scandal. The resulting hubbub, coupled with Ralph’s handicap,
kept him mostly homebound now.

Once the coop had been mucked out, Ralph put a mattress in one corner
for the boys and another in the opposite corner for himself and his wife, with
a bed sheet hung on a rope for privacy. A table filled the third corner, and in
the last, he set up a wood-burning stove and basin.

As the boys hobbled toward the only door of their house, Eddie kicked
an orange crate out of their way. “I wish that still had oranges in it,” said
Buddy.

* KK

The main feature of lunch was bread. On a wooden cutting board at the
center of the table rested a half loaf of whole-grain rye, the satiny texture of
its crusty covering revealed by sunlight from a nearby window and its chewy
interior flecked with caraway seeds and rye kernels. Though the bread was
no longer warm, the sight of it triggered memories of the toasty aroma that
had enveloped the boys and their mother at a nearby bakery the day before.
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She sliced the bread carefully with an easy rocking motion and then
slathered each piece with softened butter from a stoneware butter bell. As
Eddie held up his piece for a bite, it sagged from the weight of its topping.
Buddy laughed, then downed the last morsel of his slice and looked blankly
at Eddie.

“Dad,” said Eddie, “Buddy’s still hungry.”

“That’s all we got. He can wait until supper.” Ralph reached for more
butter.

Hoping Buddy wouldn’t hear his grumbling stomach, Eddie quickly
handed him the rest of his slice under the table.

“The relief truck will be in front of the A&P tomorrow morning,” said
Ralph. “I want you boys to get there early. Take whatever they have. We have
to start cutting back.”

Both boys looked up, wide-eyed, at their mother. “We have to make
things last,” she said. “It’s just until next summer when we’ll have a garden.
Now, you ask the man for a sack. We don’t have any. And, Eddie, I want you
to be careful. Your horoscope says to watch out for unexpected things. It says
so right in the paper.”

“Okay, Mom,” said Eddie. He didn’t bother explaining again that there
were no sacks to be had at the truck. The last time the boys left home without
a sack, on a blazing afternoon in July, they weren’t able to carry all of their
food allotment. The sight of them returning with scant provisions had
brought their mother to tears. Worse, an angry Ralph had sent them to bed
without supper.

After lunch, the boys walked to the rear of the weedy vacant lot next to
theirs. It had long been a wellspring of ideas for them, prompting plans for
everything from a baseball diamond to a launch site for kites. Now it served
as a source of wheels, easily pulled off the remains of a rusted wagon. The
boys fitted them to the orange crate, slipping the axles between the wooden
slats and securing them with twine. “Now we won’t have to carry the food,”
said Eddie. “Mom thinks they have sacks at the truck, but they don’t.”

F¥¥

The next morning the boys headed out, with Eddie pulling their
makeshift wagon by a short rope.

“We should have left earlier,” said Eddie when he saw the line for the
relief truck.

The same men dispersed food from the truck every week. On the ground
was Harvey, with a face like a slice of ham and a booming voice heard for
blocks. The cabbages and beefsteak tomatoes he handed out looked tiny
in front of his torso, a mass so eye-popping in girth that people marveled
at his ability to balance it on two prosthetic legs. Everyone knew he’d been
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fitted with them after returning from the Great War. Everyone also knew
that, despite his unrestrained personality, he took his public service very
seriously.

Inside the truck was reedy Earl, whose arms moved as though launched
with springs as he handed items to Harvey. Besides the vegetables, today’s
food stock included bread, flour, ground coffee, and salt pork.

Buddy tugged Eddie’s sleeve. “Why can’t we go inside the A&P to get our
food?”

“The food in the truck isn’t from the A&P. It’s from the government.”

“Do you think we can go inside the A&P someday?”

“Sure. When Dad’s leg gets better, he’ll get a job, and we’ll have money.”

“Corn on the cob.”

“What?”

“That’s what I want when we get to go inside the A&P.”

“Yeah, I want that too.”

They looked at each other and laughed.

When their turn came, Harvey loaded their wagon, placing the marbled
pork on top. “That’s meat,” whispered Eddie to Buddy, who licked his lips.

The boys had scarcely started their walk home when Buddy held up their
loaf of bread. “They gave us a little one!” He threw it back into the wagon.

Eddie glanced around. “Come with me.”

The two approached a dense laurel hedge. Eddie parted some branches
and began stuffing their food deeply within it.

“Stop!” yelled Buddy. “That’s our food!”

“Don’t worry. We'll come back for it. First, we're going to get back in
line.”

“Can we do that?”

“There’s only one way to find out.”

With their cache squirreled away, the boys hurried back to join the
dwindling line at the relief truck. “Don’t say anything and keep your head
down,” said Eddie.

Soon there was just a tall man wearing a rumpled fedora ahead of them.
He handed his burlap sack to Harvey, who held a head of cabbage above it
and then paused. “I'm surprised to see you here, Clarence.”

“Why?”

“A fella told me the plant called back twenty men. They’'ve got a federal
contract and—"

“But not pipefitters. No, no. They didn’t call back any pipefitters.”

“Oh, that’s right. You're a pipefitter. They didn’t call any back?”

“Not a one. If they call me back, I sure won’t be in this line. No, sir.”

“Glad to hear that, Clarence. There’s only so much to go around.” Harvey
proceeded to fill the sack.
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The two men shook hands, and finally, it was the boys’ turn. With their
faces still downcast, they shuffled forward. Harvey lifted Eddie’s chin with
his fingers. “You two again? Where did you get the idea that you could—”
Earl yanked Harvey’s sleeve and said something into his ear.

“I know,” Harvey whispered back, “but we could run out.”

“We won’t. I've counted heads. Are you gonna say no to a kid in
mismatched shoes and a ripped Cubs cap?”

After a quick eye-roll and drop of his chin, Harvey announced, “You boys
are in luck. My partner here has a soft heart and a mushy brain. I guess I'm
working with Franklin Roosevelt.”

“Is he the president?” asked Buddy.

“We gotta ask Mom to clean your glasses,” said Eddie.

Buddy tugged Harvey’s pant leg. “Mister, does that mean we can have
some food?”

“Not so fast,” said Harvey. “Do you boys go to school?”

“I do,” said Eddie.

“You should know this, then. What'’s the capital of Illinois?”

“Aw, it’s right here! Springfield!”

“We have a winner, Earl! Make way, boys, so I can load up your chariot.”

On their walk home, Buddy asked Eddie, “Can we get this much food
every week?”

“I think so. I'm pretty sure the man in the truck is a Cubs fan. I also kind
of think he’s a Scorpio, like me.”

“What’s a Scorpio?”

“That’s just somebody who does the right thing even when it’s against
the rules.”

**¥*

“Dad!” Eddie shouted when they reached home. “We’re back!”

“Where the hell have you been?” Ralph yelled as he stepped outside. The
boys stood mute next to the wagon, which was laden with double the usual
rations, its sides bowed outward and threatening to split. “Good lord, did
you get all that from the truck?”

“Yeah, Dad. They had lots of food today.”

“Really?”

“Tell ya what,” said Ralph, reaching into his pocket and holding out
some coins. “Head back to the A&P, go inside and get whatever you want.”

Eddie looked at Buddy, whose eyes smiled back through dusty lenses.
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COLE CHAMBERLAIN

MY ROBE

flare up. Hives, sweats, fits, it doesn’t take much. I take Benadryl when
my skin flares, benzos when it’s my head. If I time it right, the day is easy,
hitch-less, and forgettable.

Oreo is bouncing and snorting at my ankles, asking for a pat that would
send my skin into hours of fits. I stroke her with my foot, the fabric of my
robe protecting me. I know it’s in my head, we didn’t actually touch, but I
can feel my foot itching while I make breakfast—or lunch. It is one in the
afternoon.

I eat my eggs, and the doorbell rings. Oreo runs to the front door, barking,
sending particles of hair and dander through the air, waiting to find my skin.
Yoke spills onto my robe as I shout for Oreo to shut up. It’s a delivery. I don’t
remember what I ordered.

The bell rings again, and Oreo flips herself over in her excitement. No
one rings twice. No one. It must be two deliveries back to back. Yes, UPS and
FedEx. A bizarre coincidence, but that must be it.

The bell gives a third ding before shrill ringing comes from the bedroom—
my cell phone. I remember now. I know who is at the door.

I suck egg yolk from my sleeve and retie the robe’s knot. Why do I let
myself forget? When I open the door, Oreo lunges at his ankles. He scoops
her up.

“Oh, honey,” William says, the dog squirming in his arms.

“Will.”

“Claudia.” William grins. Henry’s alimony paid for those teeth. I usher
him in, feeling the robe dance around my bare legs as we step through the
hall.

“I can put the fire on. I can. It’s cool in here.”

“It feels lovely,” William says, setting Oreo down. I spy dust bunnies in
the corner. He notices. “Did I come at a bad time?”

“Oh, no. No, it’s perfect. Can I make you breakfast?”

William is thirty-one. Three years younger than his father was when we
first met. They look so much alike, though Henry always disagreed.

“Strange boy. Strange boy,” he had said. “His eyes are so wide set. You
know what that means.” I didn’t. I was just a kid when I met Henry. Twenty
is a child.

I cook for William, and he putters around the house, noticing little
changes. New floor here, new picture there. His footfalls send dust floating.
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Where is he sleeping this weekend?

“I love breakfast in the evening,” he says, his broad teeth almost
offensively white as he bites into his biscuits. The evening?

“Mhm.”

“The upstairs closet’s where Dad kept his things?”

“Oh, no. Henry couldn’t make the stairs. We moved it all down here.”

“I figured.” He slips Oreo a shard of burnt bacon. “I'm sorry. She’s just—
” Oreo snorts a thank you.

Henry adored Oreo. She’s lost attention and weight in the last few
months. I wonder if her tiny brain could mistake William and his leftovers
for Henry. It would be so easy to pretend.

I do the dishes. My robe sleeves keep slipping into the hot water. I'm
dripping by the time we pad off to Henry’s closet.

“None of it will fit you.”

“Aren’t we the same—"

“No, he got fat.”

“I could get it tailored.”

“No way. Not this.” I start listing and mispronouncing fabrics. Luxurious
fabrics. No tailor, especially around here, could touch something so exquisite.
“Do you feel this? Really feel it,” I say, instantly regretting it. Will’s hands on
the fabric look too familiar.

“It is beautiful.”

“He wore that to your grandpa’s funeral,” I say. I wonder if the material
still smells like Henry. I'll check once Will goes to sleep.

“Really?”

“Mhm.” T knew Will wouldn’t remember. He had stunk of alcohol even
during the service. He and Henry had gotten in a screaming match in the
church lot. After, the shoulder of his jacket had to be stitched. I'm sure Will’s
was completely ruined.

I pull the suit from him, perhaps harder than I need to, and thrust it onto
a hanger. “Too big. Way too big.”

“Right.”

I point out a wooden box high in the closet, and William pulls it down
for me. I open it. He gasps, greedy eyes drinking in the colorful neckties and
pocket squares. Will puts his hand close but doesn’t touch.

“He always said these made the suit. Took you from no one to—"

“No one to someone,” I finish. Will’s boney fingers brush a purple pocket
square, one I bought in Chicago. I snap the box shut. The greed in his eyes
has vanished, replaced by shock or accusation. I don’t care which. “Put it
away,” I say. “Put it away.”

At dinner, I'm showered and dressed because Will is still here.

He keeps refusing wine, so I drink it. 'm slow and hollow. Will is quick,

34



giving short answers. He wants to leave me.

“Still do those uh, extreme sports?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah. Okay, yeah. Finished law school?”

“Years ago.”

“You're so handsome like your father.” Sometimes I offer something
shocking to get him to look at me. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“I know.”

I miss my robe. I tell Will the spare room’s sheets are clean though I can’t
remember the last time I changed them. I slip into silence, and he lets me.

Saturday comes, but I don’t notice. It’s noon by the time I'm out of bed.
Oreo’s pissed in the sheets. I remember when Henry started to. That was the
first real sign of trouble. He screamed in my face, said it was me.

I let Oreo outside and look for William. His car is gone, so I run to the
back closet and dig. A suit is missing—beautiful black with pinstripes—one
of the few that fit nicely at the end. I scream and climb on the shelves, trying
to reach the box of ties and pocket squares. My fingertips send it tumbling,
colors all raining down around me as I fall flat on my back, half out of the
open closet.

“Claudia?”

I whip around and wipe my eyes. Will is standing in the hall holding
Oreo. He’s wearing running clothes, tight and neon. Henry was a runner. If
I squint, Will becomes a ghost clad in spandex.

“I went to the old bike trail. For a run. Oreo was in the neighbor’s yard.”

“The black suit. The one with pinstripes. It’s gone.”

“You mean the one you said Dad was buried in?”

“What?”

“Last night. You said he was buried in a back suit with pinstripes.”

How had I forgotten? I can’t make out Will’s expression. He sets Oreo
down, and she runs to me, snorting on my face. I feel the hives coming,
stumble to my feet. Red pinstripes rise across my skin. I puff and scratch.
Will asks if I'm alright, coming way too close, and I feel myself sink into him.
He’s so gentle. I have to abandon him for the shower and wait to forget again.

“What did Dad keep in the safe?” Will asks over his dinner. Still no wine.

“What?”

“The safe.”

I tug at my sweater. I thought it would still fit. It’s tight in the stom-

mach, which is probably why Will keeps staring. “So hot in here. I—yes,
we have the safe. Yes. His jewelry and watches.”

“Right.” Will nods. “Did Dad have a will?”

“Oh, no. No, I told you months ago.”

“I thought maybe today you’d have a different answer.” His eyes leave
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the sweater and find my face, which is flaring from the wine. “You're not
going to let me have anything, are you?”

“He wouldn’t want that,” I say. My voice sounds fuzzy, even to me. “I was
going to be nice. I ordered a watch just like the one from Venice in 2010.”

“You were going to say it was his?”

“It’s better than what he would have done.”

“Yeah, that I believe,” Will says, standing. “I'm heading to bed.” Striding
off, he looks so tall. He turns and says, “It’s good to be home.” He spits it--
like he’s trying to hurt me—but I'm so far beyond his reach.

The kitchen is a mess when I wake. It is getting dark, past five. I slept
all of Sunday. I search the house; nothing’s missing except Will and what
valuables I was willing to part with. He kept his word, little Will, not so bad
after all. A few pocket squares and a crucifix he misremembered as Henry’s
favorite—a fair trade; a loss I can live with, though I have to live with the
memory of the sound of last night’s begging. I wonder when I'll forget the
sound of my voice streaming from my mouth, beyond my control, adding
items to sway him. We got what we wanted, both of us.

Eventually, I find the energy to change my sheets which smell like Oreo’s
piss and Will’s sweat. His scent is so different than his father’s. I thought it
would be the same.

Already missing the warmth of a body, I find my robe, slip into it, and
feel that same old shame say, “Welcome home.”
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BARBARA WESTWOOD DIEHL

TWO POEMS
WINTER PINE REVERSO
Pine
in winter
old dignitary

presiding over the garden’s

demise. Rabbits, squirrels, wrens

all gray and restless as the snow-choked sky,

the sparks of finch and sun alike extinguished,

the aprons of evening shushing the day’s complaint.

The aprons of evening shushing the day’s complaint,
the sparks of finch and sun alike extinguished,

all gray and restless as the snow-choked sky.
Demise. Rabbits, squirrels, wrens,

presiding over the garden’s

old dignitary

in winter,

pine.

37



TO THE PINES

We were dustpanned out of doors
every morning, out of the house
on Beech Avenue, its rooms

of ancestral portraits, crystal
decanters for my grandmother’s
creme de menthe, Chambord,

the maid gathering a shattered
South Pacific soundtrack

and our mother’s stilettos,
stockings, into her apron pocket.

We reveled in neglect. We ran

for the low branching pines

of Wyman Park, drew a portrait

of our father who had left,

unearthed him with a penknife

in the dirt, toasted him with doll-size
Jim Beam bottles, a few drops left
inside, but the pines still upright,
needles nightly sweeping all of it
clean, whiskbrooms in the wind.
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MATINA VOSSOU

THREE IN THE ABYSS
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CARINA KOHN
YOU KNOW WHEN IT’S REAL

CHARACTERS:

CARL: A SHY, JEWISH MAN (EARLY 20S) WHO HAS PLANS TO
GET MARRIED—FAST.

BRIDEZILLA: AN IMPATIENT WOMAN (EARLY 30S) WHO IS IN
THE MIDDLE OF HER “BRIDEZILLA” MOMENT.

LINDA: A JADED, NASALLY-SPEAKING, DRIVE-THRU WORKER
(20S) WITH A SECRET SOFT SPOT FOR ROMANCE.

THE SETTING: WedMe’s, a drive-thru wedding service. Set and
props are stripped down to the bare minimum: a stool, a cardboard
poster with pictures of numbered celebrities which represents the
drive-thru menu.

TIME: The present. Midday.

LOGLINE: Carl’s quest for true love is challenged when he goes to a
very unusual drive thru.

AT RISE: WEDME’'S, A DRIVE-THRU WEDDING SERVICE.
SPOTLIGHT ON THE MENU SCREEN WHICH, AT FIRST, IS THE
ONLY VISIBLE THING ONSTAGE. LINDA HOLDS THE SCREEN
IN FRONT OF HER FACE, STANDING SLIGHTLY OFF-CENTER,
STAGE LEFT. BESIDE HER IS AN EMPTY STOOL. CARL ENTERS,
STAGE RIGHT. HE IS CLEAN-SHAVEN AND IS WEARING A SUIT
WITH ONE OF THE MIDDLE BUTTONS UNDONE, A TACKY
TIE, AND A YALMULKE. HE HOLDS AN IMAGINARY STEERING
WHEEL AND TENTATIVELY BEGINS TO PANTOMIME THE
ACTION OF DRIVING TO THE MENU SCREEN. HE MAKES A CAR
ENGINE SOUND, WHICH HE THEN INTERRUPTS TO COUGH
AND CHECK HIS BREATH.

CARL: Nope. I can’t!

PUTS HIS CAR IN REVERSE AND SPEEDS BACKWARD.

40



BRIDEZILLA ENTERS IN HER CAR, STAGE RIGHT, WEARING
A POUFY WEDDING DRESS. SHE IS ALSO MAKING AN ENGINE
NOISE. SHE BEEPS HER HORN OBNOXIOUSLY WHEN SHE
SEES THAT CARL IS ABOUT TO BACK INTO HER.

CARL STOPS HIS CAR BEFORE THEY CRASH.
BRIDEZILLA: Hey! Watch it, fucker!

PUTS HER CAR IN REVERSE AND BACKS OFFSTAGE.

CARL DRIVES TO THE MENU SCREEN. THE STOOL BECOMES
HIS DRIVER’S SEAT.

LINDA: Hi, welcome to WedMe’s! How can I wed you?

TRIES TO MASK HER BITTERNESS WITH THE REQUIRED
“HAPPY EMPLOYEE” ATTITUDE.

CARL: Hi—

CARL’S VOICE CRACKS. HE CLEARS HIS THROAT AND STUDIES
THE MENU SCREEN.

Hi, uh, c-can I have...I would like...

LINDA: I'm sorry, sir, could you repeat that?

CARL: I'd like...well...sorry. I'm really nervous. Big day, you know?
LINDA: Sir, there are other cars in line.

CARL: Yeah, I, uh, figured that one out.

LINDA: Who can I get for you today?

CARL: Today?

LINDA: When else did you plan on ordering, sir? Last week?
CARL: (MEEKLY.) No. I just thought that once you order here—
LINDA: Could you please?

CARL: Right, sorry. I wrote it down. One second.

REACHES INTO POCKET AND UNFOLDS A PIECE OF PAPER
WITH GREAT CARE.

41



Here, ok, um, I'd like...a five-foot-four woman, with brown hair, green
eyes...a side of Judaism—do you have that? Oh! And the eyelashes—can
they be long?

LINDA: (FORCED.) Absolutely! And what number would you like, sir?

CARL: Eight? Would it cost me extra if I'm only a five? On my good days I
can be a six, according to my mother and the cashier at the grocery store.

LINDA: (POINTS TO THE MENU.) It’s written on the screen, sir.
CARL: Yeah, I know. I just didn’t like the answer. Do you do point-fives?
LINDA: No, sir.

CARL: Alright, I will take a number seven then.

LINDA: Great. So, that'll be a five-foot-four, brown-haired, green-eyed
number seven woman, with a side of Judaism and long eyelashes. Is this
correct?

CARL: (DREAMILY.) Uh, huh...

LINDA: Okay, you should expect your fiancée at the next window. Her name
is—

CARL: Wait!
LINDA: Yes?

CARL: I forgot something. (HE GIGGLES.) It’s kind-of important, actually.
I can’t believe I almost left it out.

LINDA: What else can I get for you?

CARL: (STUDIES MENU MORE CLOSELY.) Hmm, that’s odd. I don’t see it
on the menu. Can I ask—

LINDA: Nothing stopped you before.

CARL: Well, if T order true love, would it come as part of a combo deal, or
does it come separately?

LINDA: I'm sorry, but we don’t carry true love.
CARL: What?

LINDA: Sir, we'’re a fast-fantasy chain for people who want their spouses hot
and quick. That’s the whole point of the drive thru. Isn’t that why you came?

CARL: Yes, I knew that, but...I mean, this is my wedding.

LINDA: Your number seven will be waiting for you at the next window. Have
your vows ready. Her name is Vienna. And don’t worry, if you aren’t satisfied
with your order, there’s a divorce-donut shop around the block.
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CARL: (LESS DREAMILY NOW.) Uh, huh...

CARL BEGINS TO DRIVE PAST THE SCREEN. HIS ENGINE
NOISE IS DISHEARTENED. HE INTERRUPTS IT TO PRACTICE
HIS VOWS. HE READS FROM HIS PAPER.

VIENNA—MY BELOVED—

BRIDEZILLA ENTERS STAGE RIGHT AND BEGINS TO DRIVE UP
TO THE MENU SCREEN.

CARL: I had always been one to question love at first sight until I saw you.
As the sides of the drive-thru window frame your beautiful face, I know what
we have is special and real.

A STOMP IS HEARD OFFSTAGE, FOLLOWED BY AND AN
ENTHUSIASTIC “MAZEL TOV!”

CARL: Nope, nope! I can’t.

CARL SPEEDS BACKWARDS TOWARD THE MENU SCREEN.
BRIDEZILLA BEEPS HER HORN AT CARL, AND ONCE AGAIN,
HE STOPS JUST BEFORE HE CRASHES INTO HER. HE ENDS UP
BACK ON THE STOOL.

BRIDEZILLA: (GETS OUT OF HER CAR.) What the fuck, dude? Do you
know how to drive, or do you just want to stop everyone from marrying their
soulmate?

CARL: No, I would never want to do that! I just...I just needed...

BRIDEZILLA: Shut it. I've waited too long for this bullshit. (KNOCKS ON
THE MENU SCREEN.) Hello?

LINDA: Hi, welcome to WedMe’s. How can I—

BRIDEZILLA: Number ten, man, six-foot-two. Dark black hair, brown eyes,
medium stubble, sharp jawline, wide shoulders, big dick, abs—

CARL: Wow, you really have this all picked out.

BRIDEZILLA: And you don’t? (TO THE MENU SCREEN.) I’d also like a
side of commitment, financial success—oh, and extra libido.

BRIDEZILLA WINKS AT THE MENU SCREEN
LINDA: Okay, miss, have your vows ready at the next window. His name is—

BRIDEZILLA: Doesn’t matter.
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HEADS BACK TO HER CAR.
CARL: Uh, nice to meet you!

BRIDEZILLA: Stop flirting. I'm basically married.

BRIDEZILLA GETS INTO HER CAR AND BLOWS CARL A KISS,
WHICH SHE TRANSITIONS INTO A MIDDLE FINGER. SHE
DRIVES AROUND CARL AND EXITS.

CARL: (TO THE MENU SCREEN.) I think I changed my mind.

LINDA: That’s obvious. What can I—

CARL: I'm not sure. Do you mind if I think a little longer? There’s no one
behind me anymore.

LINDA: (SIGHS.) Okay, take your time. Would you like me to cancel your
order?

CARL: No, not yet. I need a second. (BEAT.) My name is Carl, by the way.
You?

LINDA: Linda, but sir—
CARL: CARL.

LINDA: Carl, if you could order soon, I would really appreciate it. This is a
drive thru, not a dating site, and especially not a chat room.

CARL: I was only—

LINDA: So please, don’t get any ideas, and for the love of God, do not ask me
if ’'m on the menu. It gets old.

CARL: No! I wouldn’t—you got me all wrong. I was only trying to be friendly.

LINDA: And I'm trying to get through the day. So, can you order a spouse
and go buy a home somewhere or something?

CARL: (BEAT.) Have you ever come here when you weren’t working and
ordered someone, yourself?

LINDA: No chatting. Just order.
CARL: So, you haven't.

LINDA: I work here. I've seen too much. Everyone who comes here thinks
they now exactly who they want. They have their little list: great ass, stellar
personality, good with kids, never wants kids, perfect eyes, dicks—

CARL: Brains, tits.

LINDA: Doctor-musicians.
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CARL: Wall Street...
CARL/LINDA: Gymnasts!
(SURPRISED, LINDA PEEPS HER HEAD FROM BEHIND THE

MENU SCREEN. SHE AND CARL SMILE, AND SHE HIDES HER
HEAD BEHIND THE MENU SCREEN AGAIN.)

LINDA: Point is, they name it, we have it, they get it.
(SNAPS FINGERS.)

Veni, Vidi, Vici—am I right? And people like you, or that Bridezilla—
they change their minds before they can even finish their cake to-go. Except,
not exactly like you. You changed your mind before you even made it to the
second window.

CARLA: That’s why you haven’t gotten married here.
LINDA: I'm not fond of donuts.

CARL: How about coffee?

LINDA:

(SHE MOVES THE MENU SCREEN DOWN SO THAT THEY CAN
SPEAK FACE TO FACE.)

Excuse me?

CARL: I'd like to cancel my order. I want to sit down in a real restaurant and
be served by waiters who take forever just to bring us water.

(HE GETS OUT OF HIS CAR AND HOLDS HIS HAND OUT FOR
LINDA.)

What do you say?

LINDA:

(LINDA THINKS ABOUT IT, AND THEN THROWS THE MENU
SCREEN OVER HER SHOULDER.)

A first date’s all right.
(CARL THROWS AWAY HIS LIST. HE OPENS THE CAR DOOR

FOR LINDA. SHE SITS SHOTGUN. TOGETHER, THEY MAKE AN
ENGINE NOISE AND DRIVE OFFSTAGE.)
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(BRIDEZILLA ENTERS WITH AN ARMFUL OF DONUTS AND A
PICNIC BLANKET. HER MOOD IS MUCH IMPROVED. SHE SITS
DOWN NEXT TO THE FALLEN MENU SCREEN, SPREADS OUT
HER BLANKET, AND ARRANGES HER DONUTS GINGERLY.)

BRIDEZILLA

(TO THE AUDIENCE, IN A FLIRTY, CONFIDENT MANNER.)

Hi, welcome to WedMe’s. I can help you.
(SHE TAKES A BITE OUT OF A DONUT.)

BLACK OUT.
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

RACHEL A. G. GILMAN

PITY BROCCOLI

Horny in the Union Square Whole Foods, Rachel wonders which pre-
assembled stir-fry mix is most likely to put someone in the mood.
Tonight is her second date with The Actor that she met online last month,
though they probably crossed paths before that, having graduated from the
same university two years ago with a dozen Facebook friends in common.

Their first outing went well enough: a seven-hour mostly sober picnic in
Sheep’s Meadow during which they dipped carrots in hishomemade hummus
(not a euphemism) while discussing their parents and politics before dry
humping and getting a pink slip for public indecency. When they moved to a
bench, a young family passed by carrying light up balloons, giggling as The
Actor plunged his tongue into Rachel’s mouth and groped her thigh three
times larger than his own. It’s slightly weird to see people touching during
a global pandemic. It’s very weird for Rachel to be one of those people ever.

The Actor is currently employed as a part-time chess instructor and is a
self-described vanilla beta male who grew up with socialists on a farm outside
of Cincinnati. Despite a history of monogamy, he said while sniffing Rachel’s
hair that it smelled nice, the only commitment he could make right now was
to playing mobile Diplomacy daily. Her initial response was to advocate
for exclusivity but—much like the not unsatisfying ache on her jaw and
the impossible-to-brush-out taste of garlic that lingered from his unwieldy
kisses—it waned. Really, right now, Rachel just needs to be touched.

Three weeks after the time at the park, she spends most of the day’s
paycheck on organic groceries and mid-range wine before making cinnamon
caramel apple muffins, pouring batter into silver baking cups while hoping his
taste buds connect to his penis. Shaving her legs, applying acne medication,
and selecting a blouse sheer enough to expose a bra that desperately needs
someone other than herself to remove it, Rachel’s ready. Twenty minutes
later, the apartment’s buzzer goes off.

The Actor’s tall, lithe frame greets her, denim blue eyes doing the work
his mouth cannot behind a mask. Inside, he removes it alongside his Vans
before smoothing his short, dark, curly hair. His pointed nose dips into
his tote bag, piano-player hands pulling out two large broccoli stalks with
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excitement. He takes control of the kitchen then, making yawn-inducing
small talk about spices while dumping things into Rachel’s wok.

She would complain about the mess if he weren’t so pretty, if she were
more accustomed to having something pretty in this way. Instead, she
watches him toss the ingredients with an elaborate, messy flick of his wrist,
distracting herself with the thought of kissing, then blushing and proclaiming
herself an idiot.

“You're definitely not,” The Actor replies. He sniffs. “Do you have
vinegar?”

Rachel blinks, but points to her cabinet. Again, he is very pretty.

They eventually sit down with wine and Wolf Blitzer. The Actor asks why
they can’t turn on PBS. “Because we’re not 70,” Rachel replies. He doesn’t
laugh.

They chew and watch the final Presidential Debate: two senior citizens
vying for the highest office in the land, dodging the same questions they
have for months. The Actor hardly acknowledges Rachel’s comments about
it but accepts her offer to refill his wineglass, eventually complimenting her
muffins. They’re not quite the aphrodisiac Rachel had anticipated. He finally
puts his arm around her during the post-debate analysis, though it feels like
a hot wooden rail slumped uncomfortably against her chubby bones.

Furrowing his eyebrows toward her desk, The Actor reads her
whiteboard. “What’s Who the fuck is nigh-OH-mee?”

“NAY-oh-mee,” Rachel says. “It’s the book I'm writing.”

His voice cracks with a smirk that feels unwarranted coming from
someone who’s only making rent right now thanks to the premiere of The
Queen’s Gambit rendering his work relevant. He takes his arm away then
and checks his phone, answering a message. “I should probably be heading
home, but I had a good time!”

“You’re joking, right?” Rachel says. “We didn’t even kiss.”

The Actor sighs softly. “And I don’t think we should.” He smiles like the
knowing voice of reason in a children’s movie. “It just doesn’t feel like it did
in the park, you know?”

“I mean, yeah, we’re surrounded by my laundry instead of trees.” Rachel
watches his neck twitch. “Is there something else? I mean, if we're never
going to speak again, you might as well be honest.”

The Actor tugs on his hair and mumbles about having met someone—an
actress—wanting to see if it could be serious. When Rachel asks why he came
over in the first place, he shrugs in that way guys can do in lieu

of a complete sentence, that shrug she’s never quite mastered. “I do
think you’re super interesting,” he says. “I just don’t find you attractive.” He
pauses. “I sound like an asshole, don’t I?”

If this is closure, it doesn’t feel the way Rachel expected.
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They get up from the couch and return to the kitchen, The Actor
continuously apologizing as he puts on his shoes. “Would you please stop?”
Rachel says. “I'm not heartbroken. Really. I'm just annoyed I have to clean
up the kitchen.” When he mumbles something about helping out, she tells
him, “I think that might just make things worse.”

As The Actor returns to gathering his things, he picks up an extra stalk
of broccoli. “Do you want to keep this?” he asks, holding it out to her like a
bouquet of flowers.

Rachel puts the wineglasses in the sink, shaking her head. “I don’t need
your pity broccoli.”

“It’s not...”

Rachel looks at him and his hand immediately lowers into his Trader
Joe’s tote bag. She rolls her eyes then salutes him. He mimes the gesture
back before heading out.

Once her apartment door shuts, Rachel fills the sink with water and
soaks the dishes. She calls a friend as she scrubs, half-wishing she could
review The Actor’s dating profile like an Uber driver and note that someone
who claims to be into cooking should know that stir-fry requires fucking
cornstarch. When her vibrator gives out later that night before she reaches
orgasm, she half-wonders if it would prefer someone less interesting and
more attractive, too.
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TAYLOR TEACHOUT

JUST GIRL THINGS
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IT’S FASHION BABY
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CUTIES
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JUSTIN NEFF

CHICKADEES CALL

H igh above, birds echoed against the thickness of the late summer leaves,
singing the nostalgic tenor of John’s youth. His middle-aged footsteps
dragged along the gravel driveway as he tried to recall the name of the birds
that defied day’s inevitable end. His father had told him once, as he always
did, only once, but it slipped from John’s memory. He did not chase it,
worried about what else would be caught within that net. Slices of sunlight
slipped through the branches, casting sharp shadows across the driveway.
He walked from behind the safety of the trees and allowed the lowering sun
to warm his face.

He walked on until the family’s farmhouse stood before him, beckoning
like a gateway to another time. He balanced on his heels and ran his eyes
up and down its hard angles and cold functionality. For a moment, he was
swallowed by a presence he did not understand. In the two decades he had
slept within its walls, not once did he notice, let alone admire, the elegant
fieldstone that propelled the chimney past the spruce trees. Or the earth-rich
green of the window panes and how their shine contrasted the coal blackness
of the roof. Not once did he look at it as he did now, as an outsider.

John had stayed gone for years. Intentionally. Angrily. At himself and
the allure of a youth that never was. Angry at all the things in the world
he could and could not control. He ran everywhere and nowhere and back.
Each new apartment was better and bigger and sleeker than the last, always
lacking. Each country and city and far-off place of mystery missed something
he refused to explore. More, he told himself, so more he got. More of all of it.
More, more, more. But no matter the number of flat screens or pool tables
or parties he added to his life, the numbness returned. Noise and distraction
worked until the sun rose in the morning. Wine worked until it didn’t. Then,
as it does to everyone, death brought him home. To the birds. To his father.
To everything he’d run from.

John held Jean’s hand at the ceremony. His youngest sister cried more
than he had expected. John knew she and their father had stayed close, but
didn’t realize how close. At first, as her whimpers turned to gasps for air,
and she burned through tissue after tissue, he thought she was performing
her grief for the family to ensure her pain and loss did not go unnoticed.
John never resented her willingness to add a layer of drama to all things that
touched her life. It allowed him to dismiss her criticism with little guilt.

But then her hand quivered uncontrollably within his. He squeezed
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tighter, and she fell into his shoulder. Others began to cry with just as much
abandon. How dare you. Those tears are mine. Mine, mine, mine.

There in the church, as the sharpened collar scratched his neck and
his niece squirmed on the pew in front of him, he envied the certainty of
Jean’s emotions. She was sad and unashamed and felt no need to keep it
hidden. A priest John had never seen in his life passed on his condolences,
and Jean’s body trembled against his shoulder. John sucked his lips stoically
against his teeth and kept his eyes glued to the life-sized carving of the Holy
Family behind the priest’s head. Betrayal, sadness, and emotions he refused
to acknowledge begged for attention. John ignored their pleas, and they
merged into a dull ache in the pit of his stomach. He left the church coated
in a heavy film of sweat.

Despite his attempts to walk aimlessly until the day ended and the
farmhouse emptied of those fighting to show the most respect to the dead,
John found himself standing in the colorless shadow of the house that used
to be his home. Forced laughter spilled through the open windows as kith
and kin sipped the cheap white wine his mother liked and told stories of a
person John only knew as a father, not a man.

He turned from the door and sat on the patio that stretched into the
uncut grass. A cigar’s tender aroma crept into John’s memory, and he
fantasized about a drink. Then fifteen more. Not today, he said aloud. You
owe him that. The laughter lessened as shadows extended their reach across
the yard. Coolness seeped in shortened breaths from the surrounding woods.
The birds quieted as evening lapped up the last crumbs of daylight. John’s
uncle came out and smoked two cigarettes to their filters. The men nodded
to each other but said nothing.

The front yard, lined tightly by towering trees and a white pine fence
with wire netting to keep the dogs from running wild, opened before him. It
was smaller than John remembered. Had they played on such a narrow strip
of grass? Had he and his sisters spent entire summers never needing more
than those few square feet of green and some water pistols? He resented
his own contentment. How so little could make a person feel so much. Or
maybe it was all a falsehood. His mother, as the divide between John and
everyone grew, told him as delicately as she could that he’d misremembered
a lot. Perhaps what he remembered were stories he constructed for himself.
Either way, it didn’t matter. If it were a ruse, he’d fallen for it and didn’t want
to know any different.

The fence that ran along the base of the trees reinforced the story his
mother told John the morning after his father died. The heart attack hit late
evening, while his father had been replacing the aging posts and rails.

It was clear exactly where his father had been, likely lowered on his
knees, his hands wrapped around a stubborn post, tugging it from earth’s
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grasp. Up to that point, all the vertical and horizontal strips of wood were
stiff and gold, approaching white. Then a gap with only the wire webbing
intact. On the other side of the gap, the fence continued with the old, rain-
grayed posts, rails sagging with their own weight. Ready-to-install lengths of
wood leaned against the top rail of the old fence. If John had the know-how
and a different pair of shoes, he’d stride across the yard and continue the
work of his father. Only to keep busy. He thought of smiling at such an out-
of-character act.

“How long you staying?” Jean asked as she rounded the house from
the side door and sat in the chair beside him, her eyes glazed and the odor
of marijuana following her. She held a glass of wine as if it was a natural
appendage. The soft skin below her eyes was puffy and raw.

John’s head fell back, and his vision settled on the blackened tree line
that ebbed into the darkening sky. “Until mom passes out. I'll clean up a bit
and head out.” He stretched his legs out straight. “If this thing ever ends.
You’d think he was the Pope.”

“The Johnny vanish.” She set the wine glass on the stone slabs and
pulled her brownish hair back into a ponytail. She placed her palms over her
eye sockets and let them rest there. “Oh, Jesus, what a day. What a goddamn
day. I'm too tired to even know how tired I am. If the kids wake up before
noon, I'm putting them up for adoption.”

“Maybe a cup of coffee next round.”

Her hands fell away from her face, and she picked up the wine glass.
“Please. If I'm awake when my head hits the pillow, I'll scream.” She fiddled
with the earring of her left ear. “Mom will be pissed if you leave without
saying goodbye. She won’t say it, but she will be.” Her words hung in the air.
“Me, too. And I'll say it.”

His lips parted into a smile. “I'll be back in the morning,” he said. “And
we can do this all over again. Besides, my flight doesn’t leave until Tuesday.
And it’s nonrefundable.”

“Very funny,” she said and narrowed her eyes at him.

“It was a joke. Take a breath.”

She winked at her older brother. “Whatever you say there, big brother.”

“You best remember that.” He’d missed his younger sister. She’d grown
into a person he still wanted to become.

The awakening cicadas and bush crickets preached from the beyond. A
lushness filled their nostrils.

“You think she’ll sell?” Jean’s gaze roamed the front yard. She again
rubbed her palm atop her left eye. “She says she won’t, but I don’t know.

Even before Dad died.” She paused. “She’s been lonely a long time.”

The thought of kids, not of his blood running across the yard, made the
dull ache from the church return to his stomach. The thought of any kids
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not his own made him swallow the excess saliva that built below his tongue.
He wanted to tell Jean about Melissa’s miscarriage. Tell her that’s why the
relationship ended so abruptly, with such finality and no explanation. He
wanted to tell her the facts, but he didn’t want to explore anything deeper
than that. They had a name picked out if it was a girl, nothing if it was a boy.

“Has she talked about selling?” asked John, his voice more pressed than
he had expected. He cleared his throat and tried to forget the sterile smell of
the hospital room. “I mean, before. I never heard anything.”

Jean’s eyes widened at the subtle change in John’s voice. “Kinda. In a
roundabout way. Obviously, not around Dad.”

John straightened himself in the chair and tried to sound relaxed. “You
and Karen are around,” he said. “Bring the rugrats over and give them the
run of the place. Mom would lose it in a condo.”

They sat in silence until Jean stood and walked over to the edge of the
patio. She upended the glass and let the remaining wine disappear into the
grass. “It’s not as welcoming back here for us as you may tell yourself,” Jean
said. “Dad’s the one who wanted to die here.”

John nodded. “He got his wish.”

“That he did,” she said. Jean walked behind John and rested her cheek
on top of his head. She inhaled his scent. “Coming back was the right thing
to do.”

“For who?” John said before he had time to mean it.

“For us. All of us. You, too, whether you know it now or not.”

She vanished into the house, and John shivered in the quickly chilling
night.

John said goodbye as the last of the guests stumbled to their cars. His
aunt tousled his hair and said how lucky he was to have the father he had.
John kissed her cheek and said he knew. His sisters said that they’d see him
tomorrow and stabbed multiple fingers into his chest. Tomorrow, tomorrow,
tomorrow, they repeated. He nodded and told them to give the kids kisses.
The driveway emptied, and the air dampened. The clinking of dishes and
silverware mixed with the drone of the trucks on the far-off expressway.
One by one, the windows behind him darkened. His parents’ bedroom light
came on above the kitchen. Then it too went black. Silence called from the
blackness. John moved towards the front door.

The screen door screeched just as it had the day he left. Long and soulful.
John stood in the small foyer, smelling scents both foreign and ingrained
within his fiber. He walked from room to room and gathered the wine glasses,
and lined them along the sink. In the corner of the kitchen, he switched
on the radio his father had bought his mother for their twentieth wedding
anniversary. Ghost band jazz called from the speakers; John lowered it to
just above a whisper and dumped soap onto the frayed sponge. It took him
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longer than expected to clean and dry all the glasses. He filled the dishwasher
with the remaining plates and silverware. During one of their phone calls,
his mother said it leaked across the kitchen floor, so he didn’t start it. That
was eight years ago. He never asked if it had been fixed. He dried his hands
and turned off the radio.

His father’s woodworking magazines sat on the table beside the recliner
in the den, as though the old man had just gotten up to use the bathroom.
John sat, letting his fingers fall one by one atop the skin-smooth leather. The
chair was more rigid than he’d imagined, forcing his posture upright and
shoulders back. John rocked back and forth as his father did when forced to
have a conversation he deemed unnecessary.

His mind flashed with remembrance. Chickadee. The bird’s name. The
two of them were dragging the trashcans up the driveway, and John had
giggled when he heard the name. His father had dropped the can and grabbed
him by the forearm, and pulled him close. His father smelled metallic, his
aftershave mixed with two train rides and a full day in the office. Don’t be a
clown all the time, he said, not with anger, but with unflinching directness.
Nobody respects a clown.

John picked up the top magazine. He thumbed through it mindlessly,
the pictures and tight lines of squeezed print underlined and circled, the
open, white borders marked with his father’s slanted handwriting and airy
sketches. The last page contained an exposé on a man in Wyoming who
constructed rough-cut log benches. Fresh cedar hammered together, bound
in place only by its own need to expand and distort. At the bottom of the
page, his father had written the name John, punctuating it with an oversized
question mark. John ran his finger over the penciled letters, careful not to
smudge the delicately angled lines. He gripped the spine of the magazine
and pulled the page, tearing it cleanly from the rest. He folded the paper and
stood, sliding the paper into his pocket. He clamped his jaw and shook his
hands wildly, his swollen knuckles slapping against themselves.

Fatigue beyond the physical settled behind John’s eyes. He needed to
sleep. The hotel was a short drive, but he wasn’t sure if he’d stop there or
keep driving. The sheets on his old bed upstairs were clean, as his mother
had told him no less than a dozen times. But upstairs would be too much.
Too intimate. He walked to the steps and wanted to go up almost as much as
he knew he couldn’t. He rested his foot on the bottom step and gazed up the
narrow staircase. No. Not anymore. The stairs were no longer his to

climb. He didn’t have the right to knock on his mother’s door to say
goodnight. Or anything else. He wondered if she sat there, skimming the
latest New Yorker by the faint light of her reading lamp, waiting for him. If
she’d been listening to his footfalls through the house, holding her breath
for him to come and say all had been forgiven. That John understood sides
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had to be taken, even by her. Just as he had often imagined his father sitting
silently by the phone, waiting for it to ring. He sighed at the thought and felt
the house sigh back. Fatigue turned to weakness.

He returned to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. The harsh light
assaulted his face as he sat on his heels and contemplated. There was no
difference between five years or five months or five minutes. It all ended the
same, in the fact that it all ended. Besides, who was left to judge him now?
Who was left to challenge him to always be better and better and better?

His top lip twitched, and he reached into the refrigerator. The wine
bottle’s thick glass was cold in his hand. As he lifted the bottle, his mouth
watered with anticipation, and his heart settled with manufactured
indifference. He drank. And he drank. And the tears finally came.
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NANCY WHITE

FORMER LIFE

I was a country song fading
in and out on the car radio slid
the fiddlestrings to static when I hit

the big curve too fast, pummeled a solo
in the harmonica’s throat, parked
at Cossayuna Pond to breathe. I was

the beef out on the highway crammed
in a trailer, hooves eerie-steady.
Friends who honked and

waved said I was so deep in
elsewhere I never saw them but they
saw me and I was not looking so

good. Those days I was

smacking the dial trying to get
some other station to come in.

59



LISA CANTWELL

TWO POEMS

SELF PORTRAIT

i mama bear

iload-bearing kitchenette wall i

wallflower wilting in terracotta pot

i windblown coneflower in bicycle spoke

i halfhearted blowjob to ungrateful almost-ex i
parmigiano cheese crumb stuck in rusty grater i
waterlogged cheesecloth under kitchen sink

i peanut butter cookie sinking in milk i

hair on burnt toast butter pat

i glasswing butterfly caught in spiderweb i

brimstone moth fly during day seek light at night

i bluelight special on birdseed i bird’s-eye view i soulmate with smoky
eye

irubber soul searching for early worms in certain dirt

i woman of a certain age searching for fountain of truth i
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DANDELION

i am not some delicate flower

for you to pluck but i am pluckier

than you might give me credit for i

am not your doormat don’t stand on my
back and wipe your dirty deeds off on me
iam all feline slinky purr and bite

once i sink my teeth in i will grow on you
like a weed i don’t idle but when

iam on the go i floret full throttle

i do not walk gentle i run wild yellow
petal power pick me and i stick

around knock me down and i will bounce back
like rubber i don’t always come

when you put your lips together and blow
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MICHELLE MOROUSE

MAKING APPLE SNOW, NEW YORK TIMES RECIPE,
FROM 1914

y sister Sadie would say, “Why do you want to make this?” She ran off

to Kentucky twenty years ago, just before WWII, leaving me to care for
them myself. Too much, of course, for one person, but I can make whatever
the hell T want, and I'm using up the grannies that were shriveling in the
cellar. They’re bright green, like Sadie’s first heels, Easter pumps that were
cracked and tight when they were handed down to me.

I sauté the slices, filling the house with pure apple perfume, no spice,
like the apple skillet cake that I'd make for Father when he would eat little
else. I press them through a food mill, remembering how my arms would
ache on Grandma’s apple butter days.

I separate the eggs, whip the whites. They’re store-bought eggs. The
last laying hen retired and went to the stew pot five years ago. The whipped
whites look like snowdrifts. The drifts were higher when I was a child. You
could scarcely see when the wind blew the snow around. I'd be so scared
of getting lost on my way to feed the chickens. One day, I said “no,” and
Mother grabbed the wooden spoon, got even madder when it broke on my
bare behind. It took years for the scar to disappear.

I fold in the puree, and the mixture looks like heavy snow. When was
the last time I made a snowball, a snowman? Sadie and I would hide and
pile up snowballs, ambush the two brothers from down the street when they
walked to school. She married one of them. The other was killed by Krauts in
France. I would have joined the WACs, but Sadie was already gone by then,
and Mother and Father said no, “What if something happens to you over
there? Who'll take care of us? We're not getting any younger.”

The wind kicks up, and I look out the back window and see some of
the few remaining leaves fly off the trees. I always expected Mother’s death
would be a drawn-out goodbye, like Father’s, but she fell one lovely Spring
day while we hunted for morels at the edge of our woods. She clutched her
chest. Mother, of all people, was speechless. I tried to help her up, and then
I realized I had to run for help. I could have run faster. Maybe not. I don’t
know. I sure can’t run now.

It’s too much for one person. Can it be frozen? Maybe. Anything can
freeze, of course. It’s the thawing out that’s the problem.

62



PARTNERS

lexandra’s put it off long enough. It’s been two years since she’s seen the

Taylors, her former foster family. Every time she drives to their town,
past that curve along Lake Erie, she remembers the cold water in her face,
under her clothes, in her helmet, how she forgot that she knew how to swim,
to swim well, for one panicked second.

Cindy Taylor in the weeds, under the bike.

She sits at the counter of their family diner. “Pardners!” declares the
faded sign out front; same dusty saddle and photos of Roy Rodgers and Dale
Evans behind the cash register.

After fifteen years, she still has dreams about working there as a
teen—lunch rush, dinner rush—always behind. She can walk into any busy
restaurant, see the worker’s faces, and feel their fatigue. Her waitress today
endures another type of fatigue, that of not being busy enough. The diner’s
location at the outskirts of this southern Ontario town, with chain restaurants
appearing downtown, caused Pardners’ business to slip precipitously.

Roger Taylor, the eldest son, finishes a grill order and walks over. His
ponytail is thinner now, and he is thicker. His smile hints at the handsome
high school basketball star he once was. “It’s been a long time, Alexandra.”

“Yes, I've been meaning to get out, but it’s been so busy, with Beauty Pro
and all.”

“You got the invitation to Jeremy’s graduation tomorrow, didn’t you?
Can you make it?”

“T'll try. I'm on my way to Kitchener for a conference, and there’ll be
some meetings. How is everyone?”

“Cindy’s the same. Mom’s gone quilt crazy. Your old room is filled with
fabric and stuff.”

“Wow.” It isn’t hard for Alexandra to imagine. That basement room was
little bigger than a walk-in closet.

“Mom tried computer classes at the college, but she just doesn’t have
the concentration. And Dad is Dad, stepping down a bit from the business.”
Roger shrugs, “Well, I'd better get back to work.”

F XK

The news isn’t good in Kitchener. Beauty Pro was deeply affected by
internet shopping—fewer home parties—and their website hasn’t made up
the difference.
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Alexandra doesn’t know for certain that she’s going to the Taylor
celebration until she’s 15 minutes away, turning at Division Road. She parks
on the street outside the small ranch home, touches up her makeup. She
looks at her left hand. There’s no wedding ring mark left. The Taylors know
enough about the first marriage; no need to mention the Vegas ceremony
and second divorce.

Everyone’s in the backyard. The handicapped access ramp sags. It’s
seldom used now since they moved Cindy to the Mennonite home.

She’s surprised to hear no gospel or Christian rock, just country songs.
Ma Taylor hugs Alexandra and introduces her to the new neighbors as “our
daughter,” prompting puzzled looks. Pa Taylor shakes her hand, “Welcome,
Alexandra.”

Roger is at the gas grill, “Glad you made it. Are you going to get to see
Cindy?”

“T'll stop by. It’s been too long.”

A young boy pushes a toddler perilously high on a swing, then ambles
over for a hotdog. Roger puts more hamburgers on the grill. “You two were
real partners in crime. Cindy was the instigator, eh? Two years older, popular
as hell, strong-willed.”

“Oh, T was no angel. I'm the one who faked your Mom’s voice on that
phone call, saying we had the stomach flu.”

“When you skipped school, took the ferry to Pelee Island to meet those
university boys?”

“Yep.” Teenagers cluster at the side of the garage, and two slip between
the back of the garage and the arborvitae, Alexandra and Cindy’s old smoking
hideout.

“And the time you snuck a fifth of rye into Bible camp! And Dad was
preaching back then!” Roger stares. “She was wild. Too wild, I guess. It
wasn’t drugs or alcohol; they checked her for that. I always wondered if she
was speeding.”

She once told Roger almost everything. He’s the closest to a big brother
she’s ever had. Alexandra gives the same response she gave everyone that
night and every time after. “She wasn’t going too fast. The wind bothered
my eyes, so I closed them, and then she was screaming, then we were in the
water.”

* KK

When Alexandra arrives, Cindy is sitting in a corner of the sun porch
at the home, looking thinner and more coiled up than last time. Every visit,
Alexandra hopes and fears that Cindy will say something, but there’s only a
yelp and a lift of her eyebrows that Alexandra imagines is recognition. The
last word Cindy had ever said to her was “Promise?”
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At first, Cindy wouldn’t teach Alexandra to drive the Harley. The Taylors
only allowed Cindy to drive it because it was left to her by her beloved
grandfather. Alexandra, aged fifteen, didn’t even have a driver’s permit, but
Cindy relented after three weeks of pleading.

She taught Alexandra behind a deserted fish processing plant, watching
to make sure that the sailboats on Lake Erie weren’t getting too close. “The
moldy oldies might be out there,” her term for the church elders.

One Wednesday night, they begged off joining the family at service,
“World history’s kicking our butt!” Cindy made her promise that she would
never tell anyone, and Alexandra never has. They headed for Lakeshore
Road, Alexandra’s eyes stinging as she steered the Harley on a public road for
the first time, with Cindy behind her for the first time, roaring past roadside
stands and peach orchards, towards the park where Alexandra’s latest crush
hung out, towards a slick of oil seen too late.
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TARA WESTMOR

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR THE BELOVED

Listen, this interviewer does not want to hold the beloved’s head
in her lap and be critical about what the beloved calls “war.” What despicable
things we do for a poem. The beloved will answer every question:

“yes” and “see, I am no longer human, but something you can keep.”
There is a light through the window that writes itself onto the beloved’s skin.
What lengths we go, as anthropologist, to call this interview useful

to anyone but ourselves. The interviewer will ask: How have you planned wars?

The weight of bullets in a fistful are equivalent to how many sunflower seeds?

The beloved will recall her daughter’s hands, stained yellow from rubbing the
petals

between her fingers. Ugly things, sunflowers, the beloved will think.

In the interview: How many fistfuls of hair that you brushed behind my ear

while I coughed into your favorite blue blouse? Whose babies, out in sunflower
fields

and deserts, and heavy with hands full of ammunition? What was your job?
The interviewer will think on the light beam and will find no way to fold it
into the research. The interviewer’s job now to ask questions about the military

about her mother’s profession. This light beam, the specks of dust floating onto
the skin

hides every question. The beloved’s head on her daughter’s lap. Everything

is okay. And I love you. In the research, I cannot say the beloved’s name. But I
can

speak about “yes” and “human” and “what have we become?”
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IGOR ZUSEV

CRAZY SNAIL
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JOSEPH KERSCHBAUM

IMPOSTER SYNDROME
after [you fit into me] by Margaret Atwood

soon they will discover you aren’t you

contort shapeshift counterfeit to fit
in with the pack smuggle yourself into
wolf’s clothes little sheep me

can you see what you look like

vaudevillian ventriloquist  with one eye on the hook
hide so long you turn translucent you convert into
a blindspot that hovers in the corner of an eye

worm unearths its purpose on the fish hook

bated breath waiting for the mouth of an

indifferent predator who rips you open

doesn’t know your name doesn’t bat an eye
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EMILY ROSE MILLER

BEFORE THE PARTY STARTS: INTERNALIZED
HOMOPHOBIA AS CONFESSION

How do you view me, hm? Am I brave
when you call me a sinner? Braver than you
could ever be, a woman’s touch on your mind
but action hanged in your heart by a priest
with fat, decrepit hands? Am I a stereotype to you,
angry rebuttals just the kind of thing a
broken queer
would say? Do the justifications of my very existence
drive you crazy? If I'd only pray, God
would give me the strength to suppress these urges
I'm sure; He made me this way
to test me, after all (your church says) I can’t be
impartial, and isn’t that a shame? Why can’t
we just respect others’ opinions these days?
My arms are crossed across the kitchen island
barricaded between us like a safety buffer. If
L hide
behind it, your words sharp as your damn eyeliner
will still pierce the places I have been
stabbed in
for years. Am I a project to you, someone you can preach
to, someone you can save? Is that why
you shared
your unprompted opinions under blinking fluorescent
lights, your own secure turf? Or do you
see yourself
in me? When you speak rejection to my frown
is it really to your own sinful heart, aching
for the touch of a woman? Hm?

Pray for your soul; pray
for your heart.

It won’t change

a thing.
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CAT BABBIE

FUTURE MOVEMENT
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MOUNTAIN SOFTLY
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FUTURE RHYTHMS
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FUTURE PATHWAY
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FUTURE MARKING
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DAVID STARKEY

AFTER DRINKING TOO MUCH AT A PARTY

The world is sad.
I think I must say this again:
The world is sad—
Even in morning sunshine. And when
I sit at night reading in bed
Late, alone, God, I feel it then:
The world is sad.
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KAITLIN KAN

TWO POEMS

PORTRAIT OF HONG KONG

I weave through the trunks of family trees
whose branches knit in matrimony

quite overcanopying the ivy-clad mountain
where skyscrapers protrude like teeth.

Still a mere flaneur on the shores of heredity,
where I peeled lychees like lanterns

and bowed to the ashes of ancestors,

whiteness coating my tongue,

choking on the cantonese I wasn’t taught.

A city floating in a perfume of decay

from the carcasses hanging in the meat stalls
and the offshore hands that softly suffocate

the lives willed to us in nucleotides.

Finding small joys in the liminal spaces

where I am both loved and unknown

in the stories I can share with no one,

leaves fall in the wake of my stroll about the Peak
as I bear fruit with my words

whose juices paint the smog over a lazy sunrise,
overhanging the breath-congested strand.
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A CATALOGUE OF GIFTS MY LOVES HAVE GIVEN ME

One gave me the Miss Mary Macks
to the beat of the first time I felt my heart
weaving soft prayers into our flower crowns
as my body was taught to be lonely.
One gave me the dew of doleful eyes
when I learned of my Sapphic sorrows
star-crossed, moon-crossed, Jesus Christ-crossed
in the throes of heartbreak invisible.
One gave me the secret smiles of adolescence
nubile kisses in the dark that smelled of detergent
colliding with curfews on those Saturdays
we stole away and sated ourselves on each other’s fruit.
One gave me the moon
the only woman who saw me suffer
as I hid my face from silent hatreds
of the orchards that peaked through
the trellis of my broken mind.
One gave me a little night music
Beethovens for bruises in the collied night
as I made timpanis barefoot on linoleum
in Bacchanals that turned aphrodisiacs to poisons.
One gave me flowers in full blossom
that wilted in my cupped hands
as I breathed in the perfumes of desperate lust
that hadn’t a garden to grow.
One gave me my humanity
lost between madness and forgetting
when a touch of the hand beneath the table
reminded me of where my flesh remains soft.
One gave me a moment
the space of a single breath of a body’s chaos
quiet, eyes lilting, suspended like plasma in seconds
only the greatest love I could ever know.
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WALTER WEINSCHENK

TELL ME

What will you do when you're too weak to row?
I'll lie upon the open deck and drift along the rippled sea.

How will you cross the sunless beach?
I'll follow the sound of the song of the moon.

Will you crawl through the grassy ground?
Beyond the edge of the mossy field.

Will you sink into the desert sand?
I'll run like mad by the beige baked dunes.

Where will you go when the air gets cold?
I'll sleep beneath the hawthorn leaves.

Will you be lost in the winding gorge?
T will roll with the wind and shall be delivered.

How will you find the ocean’s edge?
I'll lie upon the open deck and drift along the rippled sea.
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

JIM ROSS

COMING AND GOING

t feels jarring, wrong, when I arrive at the Y one late September morning
and see two men sleeping in an older model car. I think about asking, “You
guys okay? You got a place to call home?” but instead I go about my day.

I'soon see the car-dozers using the Y’s free weights. They’d been admitted
weeks ago under the Y’s “Away Program” for members from another Y.

The newcomers spend most of their Y time pumping iron, using weight
machines, or sitting in the sauna. The father, his hair in gel twists, is on
a first-name basis with weight room regulars. The son, with flat, short-
cropped hair, sometimes shoots hoops solo. Once they arrive, they often go
their separate ways. Both form connections rapidly.

October 2: A bullet shower shatters windows of Michaels Craft Store. My
wife, Ginger, often shops there, drives past daily to and from work. Hours
later, a man picking up groceries at Shoppers is fatally shot on Randolph.
Ginger and I live three houses off Randolph.

October 3: Next morning, four people are shot and killed in four separate
incidents within a two-mile radius in just over two hours. Some people curtail
workouts and leave the Y without showering or putting on street clothes. I
can’t reach Ginger, who works in the middle of the shootings. Meanwhile,
she goes to a school for an appointment with a principal, is told, “I can’t let
you in. We're on lockdown. Go someplace safe.”

I finally hear from Ginger a half hour after the fourth shooting. “I don’t
give a damn if it’s still morning, I want a glass of wine. Skip your after-work
Y visit. Just get home.” I compromise and leave work at 2:30 to reach home
by 4:00.

Y members begin walking to/from cars in groups to reduce odds of being
singled out. Parents who’d left children at childcare facility located behind Y
begin to enter Y’s front door, tear through Y, exit back door, dash to childcare
building, collect children, run to back door with children, dash through main
building, exit via front door. The men in the sauna debate, “How’s it possible
for somebody to shoot four people in separate incidents within two hours
without being apprehended?”

When I reach home Ginger says, “Right in our own backyard.” Another

79



shooting occurs just over the DC line. Death count for 27 hours: six, each by
a single bullet.

October 4: Ginger insists I stop going to the Y until things calm: “You’re
a sitting duck coming and going.” I counter, “If I'm safe anywhere,
it’s the Y. It’s our refuge. Anyway, you drive through a warzone.”

Many stay home rather than face risks associated with mundane actions
like loading or fueling a car, lawn mowing, walking, eating out. Some keep
children home.

Ginger drives through yesterday’s warzone, feeling safe behind her
steering-wheel-armor until she has to step out. With schools on Code Blue,
students are captive—no recess, no leaving the school building until day’s
end, no outdoor after-school activities. Many meetings cancelled. Those that
happen are half-hearted.

That afternoon, sniper resurfaces ninety miles southwest, where he
injures a woman loading bags into her car. I ask Ginger, “Your anger
dissipating?” Response: “Not a bit, but I don’t know whether I'm using anger
to camouflage how terrified I am.”

October 5: Authorities confirm high-powered bullets recovered from
murder sites come from same assault weapon. Media brands killer: “Beltway
Sniper.” SaunaMen discuss nature of terrorism, debate whether the sniper
qualifies.

October 6: I'm in the small locker room outside the sauna with Larry,
a retired minister, when the son walks in. “Can I interrupt?” he asks. Larry
says, “Sure, son. What’s on your mind?” “D’you know how to use one of these
locks?” he asks, holding up a combination lock. “Sure, easy enough. You
never used one for your school locker?” asks Larry. The son answers, “Naw,
we didn’t have lockers. Can you please teach me?”

Larry explains the workings of a combination lock. The son plays with
his lock, does some calisthenics, then departs. Larry says, “He’s so much
more polite than most teenagers these days.” At home, Ginger asks, “Could
you please stop going to the Y until we know it’s safe?”

October 7: A student is shot at a middle school thirty miles east. A
co-worker screams, “I live on that block. That could’ve been my child.” CBS
affiliate later leaks that the sniper left a Tarot Death card with the message,
“Policeman: Call me God.”

Media advises public to minimize time spent “exposed” outdoors.
Suggests walking stutter-step, like football or basketball players: fake
running one direction, then go another. Also recommends crouching while
stutter-stepping or fueling cars. From office window, I watch Chaplinesque
stutter-stepping below.

October 9: I talk with Joseph, a Y part-time staffer, who touches each
piece of equipment as if he knows its feelings. I ask about the father/son duo.
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Joseph says, “Sometimes they wash their clothes in the shower, spread them
out in the sauna, wait around, leave wearing the clothes they just washed.”
He notes they’ve been around for a month; he sees them

two or three times a week, and they stay about four hours per visit. “I guess
they have no place else to go,” then adds, “Members like knowing we’'ve
accepted them despite their situation.”

At home Ginger says, “Everyone’s so distracted. Safety’s the only
priority.”

I offer to go to the Y only once a day. She asks, “You have to?” That
evening, thirty miles west, a man is shot and killed fueling his car. Cars
stopped and searched. Gridlock.

October 10: State troopers apply FBI-developed profiles—50ish white
male, military background—to identify suspects.

October 11: A man is shot and killed fueling car in the same town where
a woman was injured loading bags the week before. Witnesses report white
cargo van making getaway. More searches, gridlock. Gas stations begin
providing barriers to hide behind.

On arriving at Y, I ask Linda at the front desk about the newcomers. She
says the son sometimes does his homework in a notebook but “whenever
I get up close, he shuts the book, looks into my eyes, and smiles until I go
away.” She adds that the son’s is nothing like the father’s “totally disarming”
smile.

Atbedtime, Ginger mirrors local gallows humor: “At least we know we’re
safe here when he’s killing people two hours away.”

October 12: SaunaMen discuss, “With the FBI and police departments
teaming up, why can’t they catch this clown?”

October 13: I suggest to Ginger that we go for a walk. Shaking her head,
she says, “You still don’t get it.”

October 14: Sniper resurfaces, shoots and kills a woman loading her
car. Driving home, Ginger observes police performing grid searches at the
pet cemetery across from Michaels.

October 15: The Y’s Joseph says the father asked for orientation to a
new piece of equipment. “He’s very attentive and diligent and pushes himself
to his physical max.” Later, Joseph tells me he saw the father sitting in the
small locker room, facing lockers, head on hands, elbows on knees. “I just
told him, ‘Have a nice day.”

Even though hunting season starts in two days, Maryland’s governor
bans outdoor discharge of firearms. Police release composite sketches of
white cargo vans and ask the public to notify authorities of sightings.

October 16: Articles of wet clothing drape wooden bracket around
sauna’s heating unit. SaunaMen voice regret at not knowing how to help two
homeless men at the Y.
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October 17: After making a drop-off at childcare, Mary slams through
the Y’s backdoor, and accidentally runs into the father’s arms. Viewing
him as a stranger, she tries to pull away, but he only holds her tighter, and
she finally surrenders.

“So frightened,” Mary says.

“It'll be over soon,” he replies.

“How d’you know?” Mary asks.

“It has to be,” he answers.

October 18: I see Larry, the minister, sitting in the locker room talking
with the son. Later Larry says, “He’s not like other kids his age. He gives me
hope.”

October 19: Sniper resurfaces to the west, critically wounds a man
outside a restaurant, nails letter on tree demanding delivery of $10 million
within 33 hours.

October 20: Police receive a call from sniper about the location of
already-found demand letter. Letter’s handwriting confirmed as match that
on Tarot card. A priest receives a call from alleged sniper suggesting police
look into liquor store robbery-homicide in Alabama.

October 21: Investigators contact Alabama authorities about
September 21 robbery-homicide. FBI links fingerprint lifted from magazine
at robbery-homicide to prints from Lee Boyd Malvo collected in earlier INS
detention. Washington State investigators say Malvo last seen traveling with
John Muhammad.

The Y’s Joseph reports he saw the father in the locker room earlier, head
on hands, just like last week, and asked him, “How’re you doing?” The father
answered, “Not well.” Joseph tells me, “I think he’s depressed. I don’t know
what to do for him.”

October 22: Before dawn, a bus driver is shot and killed in same area
where the first four killings took place. Police find note: “Your incompetence
has cost you another life.” Ginger wakes me, “Is this the start of another
cluster? Do I really have to go to work?” I suggest calling out; she calls
principals so they can cancel. Total gridlock.

At Y, parents stutter-step across parking lot with kids in tow, tear into
front and out back doors, stutter-step to childcare to make drop-offs, reverse
direction, stutter-step back to cars, make getaways.

Late morning, Bill, a part-time staffer, sees the father exiting the sauna
looking flushed. He stumbles, sits, buries his face in his hands. Bill asks, “Is
anything the matter?” The father turns to Bill, says, “No, everything’s fine.”
Later Bill tells me, “I suspect he overdid his sauna time after a strenuous
workout. But maybe he’s experiencing stresses we can’t know anything about.”

The father then gets a laptop from his car, comes back inside, asks Linda
where he can watch television privately.
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Told there isn’t anywhere, he goes to the cardio room, watches television
for two minutes, comes out seeming panicked, directs Linda, “Tell my son
I'm in the car because I've got a toothache. Remember I've got a toothache.”

Ginger later asks, “Why even fake it?”

October 23: Ginger drives through the scene of the initial cluster. She
encounters heightened presence of police who anticipate an escalation by the
sniper. MVA photo of Muhammad is faxed to sniper task force. Make, model,
and tag number of blue Caprice registered to Muhammad is obtained. Two
hours later, FOX releases to public. ATF issues warrant on federal firearms
violations.

October 24: Past midnight, a trucker spots a blue Caprice parked at
a rest stop an hour northwest. Two and a half hours later, police extract
Muhammad and Malvo from the Caprice. Trooper finds Bushmaster in
trunk. Ballistics links Bushmaster to shootings.

Hours later Linda and another Y front desk staffer talk about photos
broadcast on the news of men arrested as snipers. They agree they “do, but
don’t” look like the father and son who’ve been coming to the Y. Mainly,
different hair. The Y director chews them out for “assuming,” says they could
get parents who overhear them “unnecessarily concerned.” One says to the
other, “If they don’t come back, we know.”

News of the sniper’s capture spreads through the Y like spilled mercury.
We know now—those two men, we thought of them as our friends. We’'d
been in their day-by-day company, sweated with them, admitted them to our
circle of trust, felt compassion for them, even allowed them to comfort us.

Joseph laments, “T wish I could’ve figured out how to help them before
things went haywire.”

Ben cries, “Spotting on weights, I put my life in their hands, and they put
theirs in mine.”

Larry confesses, “I used to be good at judging character.”

Mary divulges, “He held me. It felt so warm. I felt relief.”

The locker room is solemn and quiet, just like a year ago after a Y family
of four died in a fiery crash on 9/11. Both times, we’d lost friends.
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JESS SKYLESON

ATLAS

It was on that narrow, twisting road,
where we got lost for hours,

and you sang songs to make me laugh,
trying to lift the heavy weight

the way you always carry fear—

like Atlas, shouldering the earth.

Do you remember how the earth

just fell away, right beside the road?

I clutched the steering wheel in fear
and didn’t breathe for hours.

Your hand on my leg felt like a weight—
even you forgot to laugh.

But it was cows that made us laugh,
standing there like clods of earth:

they were trapped under their own weight,
and blocking the entire road.

So we spent another two-and-a-half hours
making cow jokes, conquering fear.

That’s the funny thing about fear—

the way it forces you to laugh.

We hadn’t seen anyone for hours,

were we the last people left on earth?

Is this the last remaining road,

held here only by the cows’ dead weight?

But that couldn’t really lift the weight
and deep down I could still feel my fear,
appearing at each bend in the road

like a sudden, inappropriate laugh,
looking at a grave dug in the earth

after crying for so many hours.
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And isn’t that what we were doing, all those hours?
Trying to forget, to bury the weight

of when it felt like we carried the earth,

and all we knew was fear.

Neither of us remembered how to laugh

until we got lost out on that road.

By the end of those hours, we finally discovered the road

was a crooked mouth, so gave the earth back our fear
and left it grimacing under its own weight—just about to laugh.
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KATHY Z. PRICE

A BAMBOO DANCE

ern heads appear in the spring along the banks of streams at the edge of

forests full of oak trees and apple orchards, wild mushrooms, pokeweed
for pokeberry jelly, and fiddleheads and wild asparagus. Corn smut, a
fungus smothered over corn ears. But my favorite are the toad stool-looking
mushrooms. I usually pick them and then throw them away. Sometimes you
never know.

You know, you just never know.

She walked around that summer like a torn sheet, her arms wrapped
around herself. She became more and more quiet and desperate. Not even
crying. Not talking, not eating, not lifting her head. Smaller and smaller,
hunched into her shoulders, all of her, we were all afraid she would disappear.
As small as Fancy James was, her belly floated and pouted in front of her like
a basketball stuck under her shirt, just like Tick, me, and her used to do for
fun. And then she vanished. She was going to buy some clothes, and she
never returned.

That morning, I saw a bouquet of buzzards blocking the sun,
constructing a black cloud early Friday morning. The first ugly bird, clumsy
and lumbering, swooped down. And the second one and the third and the
next. I ran before the rest of them descended, waving my arms, kicking up
red dust, legs stumbled from under me. I sprawled into dust, crying. Inside
an abandoned blue pickup, I saw her head thrown backward, blood pooled
under her feet, her feed store dress darkened by the wash of blood, and an
overpowering stench coming from the truck, a coat hanger dangled and
jutted out of her thighs.

All those lambs. Their bones.

What is this sensation, the wandering of the first light. Of an owl’s light.
Of an owl’s light.

Coiled up in a crook of shade. An infant’s eye. Jackdaw cries on the
quarter-hour. A mislaid lamb, wandering periphery of its spirit. Somewhere.
Somewhere, your cries were heard as you traced the circumference of the
opening of the first light, the light of the owl’s hold strikes you, lamb, on slight
of the moon. Turning your throat like the slow revolution of the sun upward
for a knife to sever the head of your baby. Jerking of the limbs. Dismantling
of spirit separating from its light-colored body. Blood spurts over a feed
store sack dress, splatters into her eyes and mouth. Her eye lashes crimson,
and the world colored red. No more sacrifices eaten on the wrong day. The
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time had come for whispers against a row of tall old trees.

“Stupid, stupid white girl,” I said, and for the first time, I felt tears come,
but I swallowed hard and slammed the truck with my black fist until the little
bone on the pinky bent in a strange shape, stuck out, poking out of the skin,
“You stupid, stupid...”

A butterfly rose in my throat, her yellow wings, her yellow wings. Once,
I turned green at the moon’s crossing. Once, I was a lily dangled on the night
of honeysuckle. Toad dried, I am lonely, and the alligator roar of a car not
driving away. I wandered in twilight blue and obscure rising, her crooning
calmed me in her lavender, in her bobby socks and fire-mean hair, rivers
long and green haunted by their own winter and abandoned by spring. A
sparrow brushed my cheek, and I rose lion again. Once, I was a girl beating
my heart in the palm of your hand, breath like poetry against your neck.

laying on a river bank
crying with the cries of girls
slapped hard on the mouth
with the back of a perfumed hand and
told not to say a word, lips split open,
pulled apart pomegranates
I steal one moment of time. The last night, she was alive, really.

We’d snuck into Clyde’s Turpentine, Walker on tenor sax, and Banks
Foster on piano, black keys falling into space. Lupe Caldez grabbed the
microphone, and syllables rolled out of her throat. She was only fourteen,
but everyone called her Mama. They took it to the bridge, and they stayed
there long after Roadrunner finished rolling, his cigarette half falling out his
mouth. Fancy James stole the tin harmonica, slipped it inside her ragged
brassiere. We hopped back outside, the moonlight laughing down our arms
like children, pulling the music into our bodies. Fancy James licked spit and
sawdust, and that harmonica like it was a licking stick. Fancy said, “T'll be
right back.”

An hour later, a car horn burned, burned, burned, the willow trees weary
and hot bending.

Come on, Come on, her strawberry hair flapping, banging beats to Two
Bits and a Haircut on the front door with a bootleg amber bottle, all the
windows down in Jacob Hanratty’s bullet gray funeral hearse, the other
front door flung open. Flying above the ground, she danced over broomsticks
in the Bamboo Dance. She drove in wild circles like that, the door open,
banging half-empty bottle to Two Bits and a Haircut screaming, “Come On
Come On.”

Tick and me jumped in, and Fancy James swerved away, the front door
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still open and the motor of the stolen hearse roaring like a drunk alligator.
Me holding Tick and hard leaning on the steering wheel so she wouldn'’t fall
out and Fancy James leaning on the horn screaming, “Come On,” to anything
that passed: a horse, a dragonfly, the spirits, her shadow.

Come On, Come On, and it became a song.

Come On. Spit and sawdust flying like bullets.

Come On. Come On.
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RACHAEL CARNES

LIGHT MEAT

CHARACTERS

ERIC: Married to Heather.

HEATHER: Eric’s wife.

SUMMER: Married to Aaron.

AARON: Summer’s husband.

CHLOE: Aaron and Summer’s daughter, a teen.

SETTING: A gated community, in a suburb somewhere. (The front
door is dead bolted, and the alarm is on.)

TIME: November 2016.

LIGHTS UP ON A THANKSGIVING DINNER. THE ADULTS ARE
DRINKING.

CHLOE IS ON HER PHONE.

ERIC: I'd like to propose a toast.

HEATHER: Oh, God.

ERIC: To our lovely hostess.

CHLOE: That is so objectifying.

HEATHER: They let her be on her phone at the table?

CHLOE: “Lovely hostess”—this isn’t 1953.

SUMMER: Chloe, don’t be rude. She means my husband does the cooking—
AARON: In all honesty, this is all from Whole Foods.

CHLOE: At least buy local, dad.

ERIC: To our new neighbors! Thanks for inviting in a couple of strays—
SUMMER: That’s what Thanksgiving is all about.
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AARON: Remember that time we invited in those Mormon missionaries?
HEATHER: It really is a lovely neighborhood.

ERIC: So safe.

CHLOE: If you like skeletons buried in the yard.
SUMMER: There are no skeletons buried in the yard—
CHLOE: And rat traps.

AARON: There are a few rat traps—

CHLOE: This whole place is on an ancient burial ground.
SUMMER: Don't listen to her. Chloe—

ERIC: To friendship!

AARON: To friendship!

ERIC: And to that first Thanksgiving when the white man broke bread with
the—

CHLOE: Lalalala!

SUMMER: Chloe!

CHLOE: What? Listen to him!

HEATHER: Could I have more wine?

CHLOE: He’s horrible!

ERIC: Don’t say that—

SUMMER: She doesn’t mean it—

CHLOE: Where did you find these people?

HEATHER: These people?

ERIC: Funny story! Your dad and I were both using our leaf blowers—
AARON: My leaf blower is electric—he was admiring it.
ERIC: I wasn’t admiring it—

HEATHER: Why don’t we say grace?

ERIC: I'd never have an electric leaf blower.
HEATHER: Do you say grace?

ERIC: Electric leaf blowers are for girls.

SUMMER: Of course, we say grace! Right? We say grace twice a year—on
Thanksgiving and Christmas.

AARON: I guess I'm just comfortable in my masculinity—
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HEATHER: There’s so much to be thankful for.

CHLOE: They didn’t “break bread.” There wasn’t any bread at the first
Thanksgiving.

HEATHER: There was bread, dear. Little rolls.
ERIC: Kids don’t learn anything these days—
AARON: She gets straight A’'s—

HEATHER: At the First Thanksgiving, they had Parker House Rolls just like
your mom made.

ERIC: It’s those textbooks—we need to get back to the basics.
CHLOE: My mom bought these rolls from the store—
SUMMER: Chloe! I told you not to mention—

CHLOE: Dad already said—

ERIC: On the First Thanksgiving, the men folk went hunting for deer and
squab.

HEATHER: And then they watched football.

CHLOE: They were starving. They had lice. They were just glad to eat some
dried peas.

ERIC: We are here to celebrate the bounty that He provides!
CHLOE: Who—Costco?

AARON: Chloe, get off your phone.

SUMMER: I'm sorry, she usually has better manners.

CHLOE: I'm asking Ella if she’s spending her holiday in the company of
racists, too.

ERIC: We're not racists!

HEATHER: How reactionary are we that we assume everyone with a leaf
blower is a racist?

AARON: My leaf blower is electric, Chloe.

CHLOE: Ella says that they’re boycotting Thanksgiving at her house. Because
genocide.
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HEATHER: This centerpiece is so attractive—

ERIC: Genocide! Hahaha!

SUMMER: Thank you, it's a—

AARON: A horn of plenty!

HEATHER: In our home, we call it a cornucopia.

CHLOE: How can you have a horn of plenty—a cornucopia when—
SUMMER: Chloe, you're probably just hungry. Have a little roll.

CHLOE: When millions of indigenous people were wiped from the face of
the earth?

AARON: She gets like this when her blood sugar goes low.
HEATHER: Are you getting your—you know?

CHLOE: My what?

HEATHER: Your monthlies?

CHLOE: Mom!

SUMMER: A cornucopia is a symbolic, hollow horn filled with the
inexhaustible gifts of celebratory fruits!

ERIC: Don’t ask the girl about her period! I'm sorry, sweetie. Too much
merlot for my wife—

SUMMER: Chloe, you don’t have to talk about your period.
CHLOE: I will kill myself.

AARON: How ‘bout that election, right?

SUMMER: That’s where you go?

ERIC: Thank God for the poor whites without college degrees.

HEATHER: They're getting this country back on track. Do you want to go to
Zumba with me tomorrow?

SUMMER: Let’s just eat.

CHLOE: We can’t eat!
AARON: Chloe—
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CHLOE: It’s sick that we're celebrating the fact that 95 million people died!
ERIC: We are celebrating green bean casserole. Tradition!
HEATHER: And yams—

CHLOE: With the little marshmallows?

SUMMER: Chloe, you're young and you want to see everything in—
AARON: In absolutes, but life isn’t like that.

HEATHER: It’s not black and white.

ERIC: Life is more of a dull gray.

AARON: I used to be like you—optimistic.

SUMMER: He was wide-eyed.

AARON: I listened to folk tunes. I had sideburns.

SUMMER: He had a shirt with mother of pearl buttons!

ERIC: Heavenly Father, I am grateful for this bounty. And I'm glad
immigrants won’t take our jobs—

AARON: Now which leaves do you find are the hardest to clean up?
CHLOE: They’re already arresting refugees and—

AARON: For me it’s maple.

HEATHER: We've had the dumbest immigration laws in the world.
AARON: Maple leaves are big!

ERIC: How are you gonna get those maple leaves with an electric leaf blower?
SUMMER: The food is getting cold—

ERIC: You can borrow mine anytime you want—

CHLOE: I'm not eating.

HEATHER: But first you're going to take a picture of the meal—of course!
ERIC: Her generation is so disconnected.

HEATHER: It’s the social media—

ERIC: They don’t know how to carry on a civil conversation.

CHLOE: Hashtag apocalypse, hashtag genocide, hashtag protest, hashtag
human rights.

SUMMER: Everyone, why don’t you dig in.?
ERIC: I thought we were going to say grace?

AARON: That ship has sailed.
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ERIC: We find ourselves in this wilderness, but we bring the light with us—
SUMMER: What are they doing?

CHLOE: Why are they touching each other?

AARON: Just bow your heads. And look away—

ERIC: Heavenly Father, thank you for this bountiful meal and thank you
for it not being dried peas. Thank you for the opportunity to live here, in
the greatest country on earth. Thank you for the new Escalade we bought
this year, it handles beautifully. Thank you for the reasonable commute to
and from the office, for our parking spaces near the entrance and for the
inspirational podcasts that we've been listening to that really seems to
enrich our spiritual lives. Thank you for the alarm system in our new Tudor-
style home in this new gated community in a planned development in a
new suburb. We love it. Thank you for the good health we enjoy, for all the
steps we get in, and for the app you gave us to track our steps, it’s amazing.
Everything is amazing. Thank you for the improvements we’ve both been
experiencing in our digestion since you introduced us to the wonders of
probiotics, through your blessed son Dr. Oz. Thank you for finally letting us
be who we really are. Thank you for the Dockers pants with added stretch.
Thank you for the Tiki torches. Thank you for community—

HEATHER: Thank you for the wine.
ERIC: Amen.

HEATHER: Amen.

CHLOE: Tiki torches?

ERIC: I really enjoy marching.
AARON: Maybe you should leave—

HEATHER: If we go to Zumba together tomorrow, we can burn off some of
these calories.

ERIC: Marching gives me a sense of togetherness.
AARON: We have an electric leaf blower—
CHLOE: Mom! Dad!

HEATHER: I think it’s time to eat.

ERIC: Even with the added stretch in the waistband, I think I'll get
comfortable.
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HEATHER: He always does this—

ERIC: You don’t mind if I just put this on the table.
SUMMER: That gun’s not loaded—right?

AARON: Dark meat or light, or a little of both?

LIGHTS OUT. END OF PLAY.
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GARY CHARLES WILKENS

TULSA

The sky was not overcast.
The plane that flew

me in was on time,

our friend Josh

was there to get me,

and we had lamb
vindaloo for lunch.

The drive we took around town
included the Praying Hands.
Trees lined the streets in his
neighborhood, his friends

and family listened well.

Your funeral at Unitarian Church,
where I left the Buddhist rosary
we once shared, was serene.

The tears shed were cleansing.

I saw people I had not seen

since you left. Your mother

all but took me as her son.

The pastor kept her words

brief and tasteful. Then I came up
and wailed my fucking pain

into your neatly poured dust.

The Tulsa sun shone.
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KATE KOENIG

TRICYCLE
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CREATIVE NONFICTION

JENNY STAFFORD

RED BALLOON

Istood on the street corner, holding a red balloon. I'm not sure how long I
stood there, but long enough for a man in a passing car to yell, “Are you
ok?” as he sat at the adjacent red light. I guess it’s not every day you see a
grown woman standing on the side of the road, staring at a balloon as if it
were an oracle. I wanted to shout back, “Excuse me, sir, but this balloon has
the answer to the rest of my life!”

Two weeks earlier, I discovered that my boyfriend was cheating on me.
We had been together for eight years—two of which were good, two of which
were meh, and four of which were “dig in with your fingernails and make this
work because spinsterhood’s a’comin’.” I didn’t break up with him the night I
found out he was cheating...just like I hadn’t broken up with him every night
for the last four years, even though I had thought about it. Every night. For
the last four years. Despite the fact that he had just committed an officially
break-upable offense, I still couldn’t bring myself to do it. I was pretty sure
we could work this out. He was sorry. This other girl meant nothing to him.
And I was a gazelle—a thirty-six-year-old gazelle. And the bobcat of old
maid-hood was closing the gap. One more lunge and it would take me down.
(Do bobcats eat gazelle? Was I not a gazelle? Was I some kind of weasel?)

The day after I found out about the cheating, I had to leave on a two-
week trip to Seattle to attend rehearsals and the opening night of a play I
had written. I left for my trip, telling him that if he wanted to be with me, he
needed to prove it. I made a mental list of all the grand gestures he might
undertake in order to do this, while knowing deep down I would inevitably
be disappointed. Memories of various opening nights flooded my mind,
where everyone had shown up with flowers for me, the playwright, except
for him...because he didn’t want to celebrate my success. Because he didn’t
want me to be a writer. Or because he hadn’t shown up at all. And yet. In the
midst of all of this was someone I'd built a history with—a long history. And
as many infuriating moments as that history had, I couldn’t discount the
beautiful moments. Moments like when I had dislocated my knee, and he got
up at 5 a.m. every day to drive me to work in New York City, so I wouldn’t
have to hobble with my crutches on the subway. Watching sunsets together

98



at Lake George. Laughing together as we dismantled the smoke alarm when
we forgot about our Thanksgiving pies in the oven, and they were charred
beyond recognition. There was much that was good in this relationship. And
yet.

On the plane ride, I turned the situation over and over in my mind. I knew
that any self-respecting weasel in my shoes would end this relationship. But
I decided that I needed a sign. You know, beyond him cheating on me and
me being generally unhappy for as long as I could remember. Apparently
none of that was enough to tip me over the edge into making a decision. I
closed my eyes and conjured a mental image of what it would be to not be in
this relationship anymore. The image that came to me was a red balloon...a
happy red balloon floating up free into the sky. I resolved that if I were to see
a red balloon any time during my two weeks in Seattle, then that would be
my sign that I should break up with him.

I put some very logical parameters around this, because this whole idea
was extremely logical and I needed to make sure if I saw a red balloon, it was
for real. I couldn’t risk screwing up my life over logistics. So the rules were:
1) It had to be red, and I had to see it during this trip. I couldn’t see a blue
balloon nine years from now and be like, “peace out.” 2) No balloons on TV.
3) No balloons on posters. It had to be a real-life red balloon.

I figured that in order to be fair in this entirely logical universe, I also
needed a sign to represent that I should stay in this relationship. So I closed
my eyes to conjure what it would be to stay. And the mental image that came
to me was...I kid you not...a dirty pile of rope. A dirty pile of rope that I was
going to work to clean up and untangle and make into a decent rope again.

And yes, I am aware of how loaded the images are. Of how the answer
seems clear just from what images presented themselves for each option. I
am aware of it now; I was vaguely aware of it then. But I don’t think science or
medicine or poetry or art have ever found a way to explain the lethal cocktail
that is mixed between your head and your heart when you are terrified that
no one will ever love you, and a dirty pile of rope is offering to love you.

And so I landed in Seattle and set off on my search. Eyes to the sky in
every park, at every restaurant where I heard waiters sing an off-key “Happy
Birthday.” Eyes to the ground for that dirty pile of rope.

And then I found it.

Off on a walk one morning, I came to an intersection and looked down
and saw...a red balloon. But this was not the red balloon I had been imag-
ining. This one was popped. It was dirty and shriveled and had a logo for
some kind of realty firm. It was not on a string; it was on a stick. I stopped
dead in my tracks. I stared at it. I picked it up. I examined it. I took a picture
of it. I held it long enough for the passing car to notice and think I had
escaped from some kind of institution.
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I didn’t know what to do. Was this my red balloon? I had made many
specific stipulations about my red balloon, but I had never made any rules
about what shape the balloon needed to be in when I found it. What was the
universe saying?

“You asked for a red balloon, and I sent you one. Here’s your sign!”

Or,

“This will be your life if you leave him...not free and floating and happy,
but ripped and shriveled and sad.”

Or,

“Woman up and make your own decisions! Here’s enough of a nudge to
get you to do what you already know you should do, but not a clear enough
sign that you’ll be able to blame the universe and not yourself if you don’t
like the outcome.”

Or,

“There was an open house three days ago, and that is the entire
significance of this balloon.”

In my heart, I had hoped that his “grand gesture” would be hopping on
a plane and coming to my opening night. For someone who couldn’t seem to
make it to opening nights right down the street from our place, this would
indeed be a grand gesture for him. However, like so many opening nights
before, he was not there. When I got home, I discovered that his “grand
gesture” was getting me a mini-Polaroid camera. There was also a photo
display board with “Count Your Blessings” painted across the top, on which
he posted a photo of himself.

The day after we broke up, I found a popped red balloon behind my car
in a parking lot. It felt significant to find another one. Maybe it’s not. Maybe
I go through life surrounded by popped red balloons strewn about my feet,
and I had just never noticed. But this one—the one in my path after I had
finally made the decision I had been summoning the courage to make for
years—caught my attention. I took it as the universe saying, “Hey. You don’t
need a sign to make your decisions for you. Trust yourself.”

Or maybe it was just the universe saying, “Why does everyone keep
littering me? There’s a dumpster five feet away.”
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LILACH KEREN

FLOW WITH THE WIND
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CARLA PANCIERA

AFTER MY MOTHER REQUESTS A PARENT-TEACHER
CONFERENCE

Fifty years after we have missed our library time,

and Miss Johnston pounds her desk and says,
“Goddamnit,” and we stare at our hands desperate
for the bell to ring so the starlings of our laughter
can burst forth, scooping the wet air of April,

and fifty years after Miss Johnston says, “If

some parent wasn’t trying to run this school thinking
she knows everything, a person could think,”

and fifty years after my classmates turn to me,

the girl whose mother has brought this fury down
upon us, I can still imagine my mother at home
ironing the spring curtains or serving her old nurse
friend leftover shepherd’s pie then giving her a perm,
and I know Miss Johnston doesn’t think I should
read as much as I do, and my mother, who reads
romance novels and True Confessions Magazine,
who sends me in each month with my Scholastic
book order (perfect change from the money

my father keeps on the barn windowsill from when
the old Italians come for raw milk to make cheese)
wants to know why reading is discouraged in

Miss Johnston’s class, fifty years and still shame
prickles its fireflies around me, embers disturbed

by a draft that comes out of the dark with some beauty
in it and some pain and the ability to burn holes

in the shirt my mother found at the Fall River

outlets and that I had chosen so thoughtlessly I wished
my mother had been as invisible as any other mother,
a mother who didn’t think there was only one world,
I want to say, not to my mother or to Miss Edith
Johnston, but to those children in that terrible room:
We will fill in the dots with no stray marks

on our Iowa tests, and open our mouths

for the soggy carton’s rim, for milk that tastes
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nothing like the milk my mother pours when

I get home, and smell ourselves for the first time
the way others smell us, but we won’t be here
forever and there is so much time for someone
to love you the way my mother loves.
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XENIA SMITH

SOME OTHER PLANET
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NATHAN BACHMAN

GROWING UP AND UP

In a few minutes, Baxter would stand and walk back toward Mount Carmel
and his dying father. He had just come from the hospital and wasn’t eager
to return—though he must.

But not yet.

For another minute, Baxter could stay and rest himself on the steps
of the amphitheater and try to imagine the thoughtless flight of the birds
above. The park below was warm and glowing. It was July and not a month
suited for death.

Back in his gurney, his father laid waiting. He couldn’t talk anymore,
but the doctors seemed to believe he could still hear Baxter. So, the last
conversation would be one-way. He had to say goodbye; Baxter knew that,
but he also had to say something else. Something profound for himself
and Roxi and anyone else listening. He fumbled with a few phrases before
thinking back to his father’s voice. A voice that read Goodnight Moon to him
five or six times before bed or yelled at him to finish his homework or mow
the lawn. A voice that had already spoken its last words.

“Dad, you were a good man,” Baxter tried out the words. “A man who
raised me without complaint.” Or mostly without complaint. Baxter covered
his face and sighed; is that what his father wanted? Absolution? Credit? His
dad, who ran the vacuum and folded laundry and made talk with the other
mothers near the playground? The other boys never did understand, even
after Baxter told them about his mother.

In third grade, his father came to give a talk about work in a biometrics
lab. He did a good job keeping it simple, but most of the kids were bored.
Before Baxter left that day, Ms. Amanda took ahold of Baxter’s shoulders
and said, “Your father’s a saint.”

That’s all a man had to do to reach divinity: raise a child alone. A
saint who found himself suddenly caught in high water and who wasn’t a
particularly strong swimmer. Before Roxi moved in, Baxter could remember
many mornings finding his father still asleep on the couch, fully dressed,
work laptop on the dinner tray.

Baxter swung himself up into a sitting position and was blinded by
the sunlight. He wondered about dying. Did his father miss these daily
wonders—sunshine, breeze, warmth? Or was the dying mind concerned
only with the immediate? Last week when Roxi and Baxter drove him to
the hospital, his father moaned with effort as he turned in his seat, insides
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wrecked and gorged. Over and over, he shifted in the car seat, trying forever
to find one comfortable position.

Baxter stood to go and then stopped when he heard the cry.

“Oh, God,” the voice came from across the park. Baxter looked around
and saw a man running across the park’s open field. Above him, hanging
from the arms of a kite, was a small child.

“Jackson!” the man yelled as he ran. “My boy!”

Baxter shielded his eyes for a better look. Some fifty feet up, a tiny boy
was bound in a tangle of line and anchored to a bright red canvas. The kite
and boy sailed wildly above the park. Baxter could see how, at any moment,
the boy would turn and drop down violently onto the earth. The running
man, the father, was too far behind and too slow to catch his son. If no one
were there to break the child’s fall, well—Baxter began to run.

The boy flopped upwards and spun. The man shrieked and stumbled
across the grass. Baxter came down from the edge of the park and was out
ahead of the boy’s father. The kite flew erratically, and it was hard to tell
where the boy would come crashing down. Baxter zig-zagged, neck craned
back, and arms extended.

“Catch him, please,” the boy’s father yelled.

The wind whipped the kite in circles, up into the sky and across the
blinding sun, and then down. Jackson’s eyes were wide and white.

Another man came running. He was a heavy man but moved quickly,
one hand clutching a spatula. His family was picnicking in a nearby shelter.

The boy soared toward him, and the man readied himself for the catch,
but a strong gust snatched the boy up and away. Baxter reacted to the sudden
change and took after the boy. The others followed. Then, there was a bark,
and Baxter saw a young woman next to him running with her dog.

The boy was blown south above the parking lot pavement. Along the
curb, a line of ice cream patrons looked up. Then, from the ice cream truck
came an aproned man. He carried an empty sugar cone as he ran after the
boy’s shadow.

The boy soared up another hundred feet, and they all ran out of the park
and into the street. Each one of them held out their arms, ready to catch
Jackson, but the kite was a sail.

They ran after him, ignoring traffic. Every now and then, the strength
of the wind would die or change direction, lifting the boy to the right or
dropping the boy to the left. At times, Baxter would suddenly tense his entire
body—hearing himself say the words: “This it; this is it!”

Then, the wind would swell and push the kite and the boy faster and
higher.

Before long, the rescue party from the park was running down Second
Avenue and over to Neil. Down through the German Quarter with its red
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rowhouses and over the Charles River. The boy sailed, and they ran, picking
up a biker and two joggers, a pair of salesmen out to lunch, and three road
workers in orange.

The wind carried Jackson northeast into the city. The tiny boy and his
kite reached the tenth floor of the insurance building on High. His journey
was reflected in the mirrored windows of corporate offices and government
agencies. He made a loop around the statehouse dome.

Pedestrians looked above them, stunned, drawn from their phones, cars,
and buses. They took to the street behind the boy’s crying father.

Baxter felt the immediacy of the situation. He knew the boy’s incredible
journey aloft would end any moment. The boy’s luck—if you could call it
that—would soon come to an end. How could it not? The boy would be
crushed from the impact, mangled, or worse. Although Baxter tried not to,
he pictured bloody wraps on an empty gurney inside the white of Mount
Carmel. His father on a ventilator.

They were so many now, running behind the airborne child. Together,
the mob could make a town: teachers, lawyers, policewomen, accountants,
actuaries, pediatricians, baristas, and retail clerks. They stampeded, arms
raised and braced for the weight of the boy.

The boy’s father never stopped yelling, “Jackson!” He still ran beside
Baxter. His voice—now torn by the physical strain of running and yelling —
was granular and thin and clear. Above, the boy floated on one wing across
the sky.

The running throng gasped as the kite turned upside down and dipped
across I80. The pursuant gang jumped the berm and crossed the highway.
Cars had stopped, doors were left open, and the moving troupe grew. They
ran north, out from the city, and past the smaller homes. They dashed
through yards and sprinklers, playgrounds, and skate parks. They grew into
the hundreds, thousands.

Baxter began to lose all feeling in his arms. His thighs burned and
demanded a rest, but the boy’s journey would come to an end any minute,
and he could catch him. He was still out front, and he could be the one. Just
behind him, the boy’s father went on shrieking: “Jackson, come back!”

The wind shifted and carried the tiny boy east, and soon he was flying
over plots of soybeans and Douglas Firs, vacation homes, and last-mile gas
stations.

Baxter couldn’t remember the last time he had run this far. He had
pushed himself beyond limits he thought possible. He felt the need to fall to
his knees, the urge to surrender, but then the shadow of the kite and the boy
would pass over him, and he knew he could go forward for one more minute.
On and on, for just one more minute.

The trees thinned, and the air became brisk and clean. Before long, the
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boy’s father and Baxter, the woman with her dog, the grill cook, the ice cream
scooper, and nearly a thousand others were tramping through the open salt
meadows, rocky and wild. Some tripped and fell. Others slowed or slid down
the sloping hillside.

Still leading the pack, Baxter bounced forward without thought and
nearly stepped over the edge, planting his heels just in time. Others slid
into him from behind, and together they pulled back from the precipice,
collapsed, and brought their stampede to a finish.

Below, the waves crashed on rocks, green and sharp. The boy spun in
circles, a spooled kite tether, and cried out for his father. The man stepped
forward and lifted his arms, but it was pointless because his son was over the
break now and beyond rescue.

Baxter leaned into the grass to catch his breath. Everyone seemed
suddenly tired, breathing hard and wiping their brows. No one said anything
except the father, who spoke to the sea.

“Come back,” he wished. “Oh, please, come back.”

The wind lulled and gusted and never stopped. People were turning
away now, but Baxter stayed and watched. He saw the boy diminish in size
and color until he was just a black speck, soaring across the mighty horizon,
alone.
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CONTRIBUTORS

CAT BABBIE is a fiber artist and craft collector. Her work is featured in the
2021 class of ArtPop Street Gallery in her adopted hometown of Charlotte,
NC, and won an Arts & Science Council CSA grant. She deep-dives into
textile art mediums spanning tufting, felted sculptures, weaving, and sewing
while balancing her love of organization and creative project management
for other creatives. Currently concentrating on machine-tufting, she uses a
yarn-fed power tool to create wall pieces and soft sculptures with hand-dyed
wool. Her tufted pieces feature undulating patterns brought to life with her
hand-dyed yarn.

NATHAN BACHMAN is a middle school English teacher in central Ohio,
where he lives with his wife, who is also a teacher. His fiction has appeared
in Allegory Ridge’s fiction anthology and Open Pen. He is also forthcoming
in Penumbra. When Nathan is not writing, he enjoys traveling, hiking, and
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Lisa CANTWELL has a B.A. in Psychology from Northwestern University,
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University, and is a recent graduate of the MFA in Writing program at
the University of San Francisco. Her thesis was a collection of poetry
that examined the male gaze, women’s subjugation in society, trauma,
and resilience. Special interests include theatre in education, teaching
Shakespeare to children, commedia dell’arte, and presenting poetry
theatrically. She is a freelance theatre director, performer, and outreach
theatre instructor integrating creative drama and playwriting and is currently
living in Santa Monica, California.

Playwright RACHAEL CARNES received a 2020 Oregon Literary Fellowship,
and has had productions of her work across the U.S., U.K., the Middle East,
Canada, and Asia, with invitations to develop work at the Inge Theatre
Festival, the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts Playwriting Intensive,
the Midwestern Dramatists Center Conference, the Mid-America Theater
Conference, the American Association for Theatre in Higher Education New
Play Development Series, the Sewanee Writers’ Conference, the Lighthouse
Writer’s Workshop, the Cambridge U.K. WriteON Festival, and the Samuel
French Off-Off Broadway Festival. Her work is seen in many literary journals.
She and her family live in Oregon. www.rachaelcarnes.com.

SHELLY STEWART CATO holds a 2020 MFA in poetry from Sewanee School
of Letters. She is a 2020 Rattle Poetry Prize finalist. Work is forthcoming in
Poet Lore and Washington Square Review. She lived in the Mississippi Delta
for 25 years and now writes near a bluff overlooking the Warrior River in
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Walker County, Alabama. She is passionate about genre-bending and short
forms, blurring lines between truth and imagination. She is more passionate
about loving humans now (instagram.com/shellyscato).

CoLE CHAMBERLAIN is a writer and social worker living in St. Louis with
his cat, Burden. Cole works with teenagers in the foster system. He studied
English Literature at Webster University in St. Louis, Missouri. When Cole
isn’t working or writing, he spends his time at the local ice rink teaching
himself to stop without the wall; it’s going well. You can follow Cole on
Twitter: @cole_chamberln.

KaRrr DESPAIN is a clichéd, middle-aged woman with an affinity for
cardigan sweaters, true crime, chocolate cake, and Eminem. She likes long
walks at sunset and has been teaching herself how to crochet (she can only
make square items). She is the mother and stepmom of five teenage boys
and their many pets, including a bearded dragon named Ptolemy. Kari is an
MFA candidate in fiction at the University of Kansas. She loves writing about
the locations she grew out of: the wilds of the southwestern United States,
the jungles of Trinidad, and the south-central heartland. Kari was named a
2016 AWP Intro Journals Project winner in poetry. Her fiction, nonfiction,
and poetry have been featured in Watershed Review, The Windhover, I-70
Review, Roadrunner Review, Rockvale Review, and Penwood Review,
among others.

BARBARA WESTWOOD DIEHL is the founding and senior editor of The
Baltimore Review. Her fiction and poetry have been published in a variety
of journals, including Quiddity, Potomac Review (Best of the 50), Measure,
Little Patuxent Review, SmokeLong Quarterly, Gargoyle, Superstition
Review, NANO Fiction, Per Contra, Thrush Poetry Journal, Atticus Review,
The MacGuffin, The Shore, and Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine.

Ms. J.E FRANKLIN is a graduate of the University of Texas and attended
Union Theological Seminary in New York. She is the author of the play
Black Girl, which won a New York Drama Desk Award and was made into
a feature film. One of her passions is creating family-reading literature for
struggling and reluctant readers. Her adaptations of the fables of the ancient
sage, Aesop, in the three-minute-play genre, has roles for everyone, even
grandpa. Cool Kid and the Wolf, from her Hip Hop Aesop Series, is available
on Amazon.

RAcHEL A.G. GILMAN’S work has been published in journals throughout
the US, UK, and Australia. She is the Creator/Editor-in-Chief of The
Rational Creature, a columnist for No Contact Mag, and was Editor-in-
Chief of Columbia Journal, Issue 58. She holds an MFA in Writing,
Nonfiction from Columbia University and an MS in Creative Writing from
the University of Oxford. She lives in New York and works in publishing.
More at rachelaggilman.com.
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CRYSTAL HARTMAN is a multi-media artist and jeweler based in Durango,
Colorado, and Urbana, Illinois, working in process oriented traditions to
meet the abstract with a formalism guided by an appreciation for nature,
figure (botanical, entomological, and mammalian), and the act of gathering
rooted in shared evolutionary histories. Creating predominately in wax
and recycled fine metals, her sculptural jewelry can be found online and
through select galleries across the states. An advocate for the environment
and for storytelling, her visual art can be found in publications including La
Piccoleta Barca, CutBank Literary Journal, Interrupture Magazine, and
A5 Magazine.

MANE HOVHANNISYAN is an Armenian fine art and conceptual
photographer. The preferred topics of her art are the reflection of the state
in-between magic and reality, the correspondence of the human body to the
natural and urban environment, and the discovery of old Soviet architectural
leftovers through the means of photography. Her images were published in
the online magazines Gulf Stream Magazine, Arkana, Apricity Magazine,
Wild Roof Journal, The Closed Eye Open, Pretty Owl Poetry, eris & eros,
also in the print edition of River Styx, Beyond Words, Red Weather, Cold
Mountain Review and Slag Glass City.

A product of Philadelphia suburbia, New England boarding school, and Yale
University, KAITLIN KAN’S writing draws upon her rich cultural heritage,
academia, and her own neurodivergence. She has appeared in Anti-Heroin
Chic, Sky Island Journal, and Minerva Rising. Besides writing, Kan is
an avid orchestral music fan with a penchant for the postmodern and is a
definite dog person. She is honored to be printed here in hopes that others
may experience her own little corner of the sky.

LitacH KEREN is passionate about exploring the emotional depths that
come with creating different layers in a piece, building these layers both
physically and digitally. Her style mostly revolves around abstract and
figurative abstract, with colors being a significant focus of variation and play.
She is best known for creating mixed media painting that combines many
mediums and techniques, including oil painting, alcohol ink, photography,
acrylic, pencil, charcoal, polymer, gel, and even clay. She was born in Israel
and now lives in Scottsdale, AZ. She has been practicing art all of her life and
studied art formally and informally.

JOSEPH KERSCHBAUM’S most recent publications include Mirror Box
(Main St Rag Press, 2020) and Distant Shore of a Split Second (Louisiana
Literature Press, 2018). Joseph has been awarded grants from the National
Endowment for the Arts and the Indiana Arts Commission. His work has
appeared in journals such as Poetry Distillery, failbetter, Panoply, Flying
Island, The Battered Suitcase, Main St. Rag, and The Delinquent. Joseph
lives in Bloomington, Indiana, with his family.
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KATE KOENIG is a queer writer and photographer living in Houston, TX.
She is a current Creative Writing MFA candidate at The New School and
earned her BA in English and History at the University of Pittsburgh. Her
work has previously been published in Gulf Stream Literary Magazine,
Three Rivers Review, La Piccioletta Barca, and Vita Brevis Press. On most
days, you can find her watching dog videos online when she’s supposed to be
writing. Find her on Twitter here @KateK_Writing.

CARINA KOHN is a multi-genre Jewish writer, educator, and director
from New York. She received an MFA in Creative Writing and Literature
at Stony Brook University and a BA in English at SUNY New Paltz. She has
been published in The Brooklyn Rail, Chronogram, and The Stonesthrow
Review, and is the recipient of the SUNY New Paltz Tomaselli Award for
Dramatic Writing (2018) for her screenplay, Plan B. Her short plays have
been performed at The Fresh Act Play Festival at SUNY New Paltz. Currently,
she is working on a memoir.

EMILY ROSE MILLER (she/her) graduated cum laude from Saint Leo
University, where she received her BA in English with a creative writing
specialization. Her work has been published in Capsule Stories, PopMatters,
Parhelion Literary Magazine, and Red Cedar Review, among others. Find
her online at emilyrosemiller.weebly.com, on Instagram and Twitter @
actualprincessemily and @Em_Rose_Miller, respectively, or in real life in
Orlando, cuddling with her five cats.

MICHELLE MOROUSE is a Detroit area pediatrician. Her work has
appeared recently in Necessary Fiction, Wigleaf, Peregrine, Lullwater
Review, Passager, The MacGuffin, Pembroke Magazine, Passages North,
and Cease, Cows. She serves on the board of Detroit Working Writers.

JUSTIN NEFF lives in Philadelphia with his wife and their two young
children. He taught high school for eleven years but switched careers
right before insanity took over. He’s had work published in McSweeney’s,
Points in Case, Memoir Magazine, and will soon have something appear in
Bethlehem Writers Roundtable.

CARLA PANCIERA has published two poetry collections: One of the
Cimalores (Cider Press) and No Day, No Dusk, No Love (Bordighera). Her
collection of short stories, Bewildered, received AWP’s Grace Paley Prize.
Her work has appeared in several journals, including Poetry, The Los
Angeles Review, Iron Horse, and Carolina Quarterly. She can drive large
tractors, assess when it’s time to mow the alfalfa, and intubate a cow in an
emergency. These days she is happy enough to teach high school English and
tend a few tomato plants.

ScoTT PEDERSEN is a Pushcart Prize-nominated writer based in
Wisconsin. His work has appeared in Louisiana Literature, The MacGuffin,

12



In Parentheses, The Sea Letter, Falling Star Magazine, Sundial Magazine,
Storylandia, The Heartland Review, and anthologies from Propertius Press.
When not writing fiction, he enjoys performing in a traditional Celtic band.

Originally from California, now residing in Hudson Valley, New York,
KaATHY Z. PRICE considers herself a dual-citizen of both coasts. She’s a
NY Foundation recipient for the Arts Fellowship in Poetry, a Hedgebrook,
and Edward Albee Fellow, and awarded an Archie & Bertha Walker Poetry
Fellowship at Fine Arts Work Center Provincetown. Recent work published
by storySouth, included in TriQuarterly, Rumpus, Cincinnati Review,
Bayou, Pleiades, and Prairie Schooner. Baby goats, autumn leaves, classic
rock, and the perfect avocado toast rank high on her list of favorite quirky
things. Kathy aspires to learn lefthanded guitar instead of right since she was
left-handed at birth.

JIM ROSS jumped into creative pursuits in 2015 after a rewarding career
in public health research. With a graduate degree from Howard University,
in six years, he has published nonfiction, fiction, poetry, and photography
in over 150 journals and anthologies across four continents. Publications
include 580 Split, Barren, Columbia Journal, Hippocampus, Ilanot Review,
Kestrel, Litro, Lunch Ticket, Manchester Review, New World Writing,
The Atlantic, and Typehouse. He contributed to the soon-to-be-released
documentary series, I, Sniper, about the D.C. snipers. Jim and his wife—
parents of two health professionals and grandparents of five preschoolers—
split their time between city and mountains.

CLAIRE SCOTT is a recently retired psychotherapist who is enjoying having
more time to write, take long walks, and try to stay ahead of the weeds. She
is looking forward to finally seeing her five grandchildren and sharing big
hugs. Claire is an award-winning poet who has received multiple Pushcart
Prize nominations. Her work has appeared in the Atlanta Review, Bellevue
Literary Review, New Ohio Review, Enizagam, and The Healing Muse,
among others. Claire is the author of Waiting to be Called and Until I
Couldn’t. She is the co-author of Unfolding in Light: A Sisters’ Journey in
Photography and Poetry.

JESS SKYLESON, a non-binary writer, is a former aerospace and mechanical
engineer who began writing poetry after being diagnosed with stage IV cancer
at age 39. In remission, they are now pursuing an MFA in Creative Writing
at the University of Massachusetts, Boston. Their poems have been selected
as finalists in the Tor House and Yemassee Poetry Prizes, and have been
published in Oberon Poetry Magazine, Evocations, Nixes Mate Review, The
Under Review, and the Wickford Art Association’s ‘Poetry & Art’ collection.

XENIA SMITH is a Bay Area-raised, self-taught artist now working and living
out of Sacramento. After receiving her bachelor’s degree in Linguistics from
the University of California, Santa Cruz, she moved to Sacramento, where
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she currently works for a local silkscreen shop and co-founded Recluse Arts,
an underground art collective. Xenia is a multimedia artist with interest in
film, painting, and textiles. Her work has also been published in Art, Music,
Lit Space and Press Pause Press.

JENNY STAFFORD is a playwright, lyricist, and essayist who splits her time
between Denver and New York. Her work has been performed on Broadway,
regionally and internationally, and has been published by Pioneer Drama
and The Colorado Sun. Awards include the 2017 Reva Shiner Comedy
Award, a 2021 ASCAP Plus Award, two-time finalist status for the Kleban
Prize for Musical Theatre, the Yale Institute for Music Theatre, and the
Eugene O’Neill Musical Theatre Conference. She has been an Artist in
Residence at the Rhinebeck Writers Retreat, Goodspeed Musicals, and the
Johnny Mercer Writers Colony. She is a Dramatists Guild member and holds
an MFA from NYU.

DAVID STARKEY served as Santa Barbara’s 2009-2011 Poet Laureate and
is Director of the Creative Writing Program at Santa Barbara City College.
He is Co-editor and Publisher of Gunpowder Press and the author of nine
full-length poetry collections, most recently Dance, You Monster, to My Soft
Song (FutureCycle, 2021). After 31 years of full-time college teaching, he
will soon be retiring, and he is looking forward to having more time to write

poetry.

TAYLOR TEACHOUT is an artist, musician, writer, and poet. She spent time
as an artist in fellowship at the Osage Art’s Community and received Spider
Web Salon’s Singer-Songwriter Scholarship. Her art and poetry can be found
in Thimble Literary Magazine and on the cover of poetry chapbooks such
as John Dorsey’s I Bet You Think This Song is About You and Nadia Arioli’s
upcoming chapbook Juice. She can be found on Instagram @taylorteachout.

MATINA VOSSOU is a self-taught artist living in Athens, Greece. She
believes that every face is a journey, every color an emotion and that what
we feel is the only present we know, and by this, we define our life. In the
heart of her thought palpitates the certainty that every one of us is a perfectly
unfinished mosaic of emotions and ideas; everything is connected. She
uses acrylics and a toothpick, a technique taught to her by her father, an
autodidact naivepainter. Except for painting, she also loves writing. Her play
The Nothing of People was published in Greek in 2018. @matinavossou

VERONICA BEATRICE WALTON is an educator and graduate student
fromNew Jersey and an alumna of Bryn Mawr College. Her work is published
or forthcoming in Little Stone, Ethel, Fatal Flaw, The Bitchin’ Kitsch, and
others. Find her on Instagram and Twitter @bildungswalton.

WALTER WEINSCHENK is an attorney, writer, and musician. Until a
few years ago, he wrote short stories exclusively but now divides his time

114



equally between poetry and prose. Walter’s writing has appeared in the
Carolina Quarterly, Sunspot Literary Journal, The Esthetic Apostle, The
Gateway Review, A Rose For Lana, Cathexis Northwest Press, Tempered
Runes Press, Button Eye Review, East by Northeast Literary Magazine, an
anthology entitled Falling Leaves published by Day Eight and forthcoming
in The Courtship of Winds, Months to Years, Penumbra and Iris Literary
Journal. Walter lives in a suburb just outside Washington, D. C.

TARA WESTMOR is an anthropologist poet raised in Dayton, Ohio. She
received her MFA in poetry from New Mexico State University and is
currently a Ph.D. candidate at the University of California-Riverside. She has
work published and forthcoming in The Cincinnati Review, The Greensboro
Review, Hunger Mountain, Prairie Schooner, Arts & Letters, The Sink
Review, and elsewhere. She is working on co-curating an anthology of the
intersections between ethnography and poetry called Anthro/Poetics.

NaNcYy WHITE is the author of three poetry collections: Sun, Moon, Salt
(winner of the Washington Prize), Detour, and Ask Again Later. Her poems
have appeared in Beloit Poetry Review, FIELD, New England Review,
Ploughshares, Rhino, and many others. She serves as editor-in-chief at
The Word Works in Washington, D. C. and teaches at SUNY Adirondack in
upstate NY.

GARY CHARLES WILKENS, Associate Professor of English at Norfolk
State University, was the winner of the 2006 Texas Review Breakthrough
Poetry Prize for his first book, The Red Light Was My Mind. His poems have
appeared in more than 50 online and print venues, among them The Texas
Review, The Cortland Review, The Adirondack Review, The Prague Revue,
and The Southern Poetry Anthology, Volume II: Mississippi.

XENIA ZMITH is a California artist and native working out of Sacramento,
California. She is a self-taught artist with a preference for old-school
techniques and creative processes. Xenia currently works as a printer for
a local silkscreen shop and practices painting and film in her free time; she
also helped establish and organie Recluse Arts, an underground art collective
in downtown Sacramento that hosts artists and events in the surrounding
community.

IGOR ZUSEV is a creator of chaos art. After a lengthy career in tech and
AVproject management, Igor discovered art as a way to unwind and connect
with himself and it all started with adult coloring books, shortly followed
by a gifted paint set. He dove into it with enthusiasm, often scouring thrift
stores for elements he could add and experiment with. Igor settled into his
unique style of using rollers to paint, and layering cut-outs onto canvas.
Sometimes he’ll produce a deeply personal piece, and other times you’ll find
him exploring messages he wants to portray in his style.
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