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Exposed

“I felt the laser beams of lust in his eyes . . . ” the professor read, looking down at the paper in his
hand. The year was 1972, my second year of college. My poem, written with reckless abandon, was on that
paper, handed in for my assignment in my creative writing class at the University of Wisconsin—
Milwaukee. I sat, beet-faced, trying to be nonchalant, hoping no one would know that it was my poem. It
was much too personal; it exposed me. What would people think?

If we don’t want to be exposed, why do we write?

The word essay, used as a noun, is a word we’re all familiar with: “A literary composition on some
special subject, analytical, expository, critical, or reflective and personal . . . any dissertation on a particular
subject” . . . and my favorite . .. “a form of pure representative discourse.” But it’s essay as a verb that



interests me: “To try to do or accomplish, especially something difficult; attempt.” The word even sounds
like the meaning: “Essay your goals after graduation.”

Michel de Montaigne was one of the first to essay the essay as we think of it today—as a thoughtful,
searching discourse that might take many twists and turns and perhaps have no specific conclusions. In
France, in the late 16" century, he tells us: “I take the first subject that chance offers. They are all
equally good to me . . . I take one, now merely licking it, now scraping the surface and sometimes pinching
it to the bone. I give it a stab, not as wide but as deep as I can. And most often I love to catch it from an
unusual point of view.” We can “ponder and wander” about our essay, poking into closets, delving into
dark corners, finding occasional illuminations of insight, like the rays of the sun traveling across a dark
field toward us.

As a young girl, I wrote essays. Written about the little realities of my life, I called them stories—
small pieces of my existence—my thoughts, feelings, actions and the people and places that were integral
to my life. Growing up, in college, I planned to write, to essay my passion. Then the harbingers of
common sense, practicality, and Puritan work ethic began to hammer away at me.

“What kind of a living can you make from writing?”

“That’s not a real job, is it?”

“Well, sure, we’d all like to sit around and write, but some of us have to make a living! We’re busy
doing things, not dreaming up something to put on paper.”

The conception of the writer and the writer’s life are universal. Tortured, lazy, depressed, broke,
antisocial, perhaps slightly insane, and okay, maybe a little creative—writers are eccentric artists, wearing
smoking jackets, possibly bathrobes, all day, and of course, slippers. Our daughter, Cheryl, home for a
visit to the plodding Midwest from artsy Seattle, saw my leather moccasin slippers lying on the floor.
“Wow, those even look like writer’s slippers,” she exclaimed with reverence. Actually, they were ten-
dollar bargain slippers from Walmart; the fact that I’ve been paid to write made them, in her eyes, writer’s
slippers—changes the whole perception of slippers, doesn’t it?

Does being paid to write constitute a writer? A friend of ours is convinced that I am wasting time by
going back to college to get a degree in writing. “You’re already writing articles and working on a dog
training book,” he exclaims. “Finish that and when it’s published, you’ll be rich! You can sit back and
enjoy life!”

Dog training book? Rich? 1 doubt it. To explain that it’s not about money is futile—the success
equals money equation is another universal conception. It’s about a lifetime of learning—no one graduates
from it. The well won’t dry up after one article, or one book, or one essay. If anything, it opens the flow
for another, then another. It’s great to get your first paycheck for something that you’ve written—to get
paid for doing something that you love. But would we do it anyway? Must we do it, do the words just
have to come out on paper? Do we essay to fulfill that need?

We often feel that we can’t write until the spirit moves us. We cast frantically about for ideas. I just
can’t think of anything to write about, we moan. Brenda Ueland, in her little book, If You Want to Write,
has much to say on this subject: “When we hear the word “inspiration” we imagine something that comes
like a bolt of lightning, and at once with a rapt flashing of the eyes, tossed hair and feverish excitement, a

poet or artist begins furiously to paint or write . . . But this isn’t so. Inspiration comes very slowly and
quietly.” On the other hand, we have Maxine Hong Kingston’s observation: “I have two methods of
working. One of them involves tapping the sources of creativity . . . [ might be anywhere when it comes

and I could end up writing all over the floor or up the walls and not knowing what is going on. It’s like
having a fit.”

Between these two extremes, is there a place for us? What exactly, is inspiration? The “spire” in
inspiration comes from the Latin word spiritus, meaning spirit, and also, breath. The words respiration
(breathing) and expiration (ceasing to breathe, ceasing to be) also contain the spirit reference. Should we
assume, then, that inspiration has something to do with life itself, the very life that we live and breathe each
day? Sometimes, something comes to me while I am walking alone in the woods, or driving—other times
I may wake up and run to jot down an idea. Often I may sit, stumped, at my computer and everything
seems stale; told before, many times, and better than I can tell it.

On these days I’ve forgotten to use my own fail-proof source of inspiration—prayer. You might call it
channeling, others might call it waiting for the Muse. Though not a religious person, I am a spiritual one—
my church is nature, animals, and all that’s around me to live and breathe and rejoice in. I know there is



more—some higher power responsible for all of this. When I let go of the thought that I am the creator of
what I write; when, instead, I sit quietly and ask for help, it has never failed me. “Where did that come
from?” I’ll wonder, as the path opens, beckoning. This helps to keep me humble, and in agreement with
Ray Bradbury’s observation that: “Creativity is a continual surprise.” Saul Bellow, in the same vein,
offers: “I feel that art has something to do with the achievement of stillness in the midst of chaos. A
stillness which characterizes prayer, too, and the eye of the storm,” and then concludes: “Well, I don’t
know exactly how it’s done. I let it alone a good deal.” But all writers seem to agree on one thing — you
have to sit down and do it, every day, even on the days when nothing seems to want to be written. Stephen
King, in his book, On Writing, sums it up nicely: “If you want to be a writer, you must do two things above
all others: read a lot and write a lot.”

Who’s got time to sit down and wait each day for words to come? There are schedules to keep, work
to be done, families that need care and attention. Julia Cameron, in her book, The Right to Write, addresses
the issue of time: “One of the biggest myths around writing is that in order to do it we must have great
swathes of uninterrupted time. Speaking for myself, I have never had such silken bolts of time. My life—
and all the work I have made from my life—has been more like making a patchwork quilt than unfolding
bolts of limitless and serene silk . . . the lies we tell ourselves about writing and time are all connected to
envy, to the fairy tale notion that there are others whose lives are simpler, better funded, more conducive to
writing than our own . . . Key West sunsets do not make a writer’s life. Trust funds do not fund the flow of
ideas. All lives are writers’ lives because all of us are writers.” Maxine Kumin adds: “I learned how to
write in the interstices of daily life.” For every aspiring writer, I think the day comes when writing is not
something that we have to do, it’s something that we want to do, need to do. Passion will free up the time.

Well, okay, then, we might have some time, but we sure don’t have a special place to write—no artist’s
loft or writing studio. Do we need a special place? Cheryl, on her first trip up to our tiny cottage on the
Mississippi, in Wisconsin, looked around and sighed, “What a great place to write—if only I could spend
more time here, | could really write something.” Yet, Stephen King, telling of his early days in his writing
career, says: “I wrote my first two published novels . .. in the laundry room of a doublewide trailer,
pounding away on my wife’s portable Olivetti typewriter and balancing a child’s desk on my thighs . . . the
space can be humble (probably should be, as I think I have already suggested), and it really needs only one
thing: a door which you are willing to shut . . . your way of telling the world and yourself that you mean
business; you have made a serious commitment to write and intend to walk the walk as well as talk the
talk.” Other writers have much to offer on the subject of a special writing place. Annie Dillard, in The
Writing Life, advises us that “appealing workplaces are to be avoided. One wants a room with no view, so
imagination can meet memory in the dark.” On the flip side, Harriet Doerr feels: “I have everything I need.
A square of sky, a piece of stone, a page, a pen, and memory raining down on me in sleeves.”

For me, writing comes easiest in the early morning hours, in my little computer room—the day is
fresh, anything seems possible. I like quiet when I write, and because sometimes my thoughts come faster
than I can jot them down, I prefer the computer to writing by hand. On the flip side, Julia Cameron sits
down each morning and writes three pages longhand, appropriately called her morning pages, to get the
flow going. Hal Zina Bennett, in his book, Write from the Heart, adds this: “The people who dream of
writing but can’t, who complain of “writer’s block” or of simply being unable to begin, are the same ones
who have no place of solitude in their lives . . . this is where good writing begins . . . without some place to
go, either in our minds or in our physical lives, where we can feel the luxury of solitude, the writer in us
can never come out . . . this is the place Wordsworth was talking about when he spoke of the “inward eye
which is the bliss of solitude.”

The stage is set—we plan to write whether or not we get paid, we’ve committed to regular time each
day to just do it, and we’ve found a place within ourselves and where we live, to write. Then, we wonder,
do I have the gift for writing? The talent? Something special to say? Doubt comes crashing down around
us. To bolster us up, Red Smith offers his opinion: “Writing is easy. All you do is sit staring at the blank
sheet of paper until the drops of blood form on your forehead.” I think we can surmise that there isn’t some
mystic Muse lying in wait to speak only through a chosen few; that to write, and write well, we simply
begin and keep on going. As Sinclair Lewis tells us: . . . Writing is just work—there’s no secret. If you
dictate or use a pen or type with your toes—it is just work.” On the hard work, complexities, and surprises
of writing, Annie Dillard says: “When you write, you lay out a line of words. The line of words is a
miner’s pick, a woodcarver’s gouge, a surgeon’s probe. You wield it, and it digs a path you follow. Soon
you find yourself deep in new territory. Is it a dead end, or have you located the real subject? You will
know tomorrow, or this time next year.”



Once we’ve cleared the hurdles of inspiration, money, time, place, and self-esteem, what do we do
once the blank pages are filled? Revise? After all this work—now, to do it again? To pick it apart, throw
some away? Sophy Burnham, in her book, For Writers Only, says: “I heard once that Philip Roth worked a
year on a book—and threw it away. It gave me great comfort . . . ” She also tells us that: “The finer the
material, as a general rule, the more it has been smoothed to arrive at its final stage.” My favorite quote,
though, is from Nathaniel Hawthorne: “Easy reading is damned hard writing.”

Revision had seemed to me just another synonym for rewriting. And rewriting implied that what I’d
written wasn’t good enough. Then it was pointed out to me that the word is re-vision—to take another
look—to re-envision. This gives our work credence, saves our fragile egos, and helps us to let go, again,
and open up the work to scrutiny and new inspiration. Even if it means, as Annie Dillard tells us: “The line
of words is a hammer. You hammer against the walls of your house. Some of the walls are bearing walls;
they have to stay, or everything will fall down. Other walls can go with impunity; you can hear the
difference. Unfortunately, it is often a bearing wall that has to go. It cannot be helped. There is only one
solution, which appalls you, but there it is. Knock it out. Duck.”

This is not to be confused, however, with editing. Nit-picking editing. Or, as Edwin Arlington
Robinson shares: “This morning I took the hyphen out of Hell-hound and this afternoon I put it back.”
Obsessive writers can let editing drive them off the deep end, so beware! Some writers love this process.
Sophy Burnham tells us: “Raymond Carver said that if his first draft of a story was around forty pages, it
would be half that by the time he was through adding and editing, and loving the process of ‘putting words
in and taking words out.” As Joan Didion says: “Grammar is a piano [ play by ear . . . To shift the
structure of a sentence alters the meaning of that sentence . . . ” Steven King offers what I consider the best
advice on editing: “I’ll tell you right now that every aspiring writer should read The Elements of Style.
Rule 17 in the chapter titled Principles of Composition is ‘Omit needless words.”’

As we write and revise, the how of writing comes into play. How much should we tell? How much
should we reveal of ourselves? Everything we know and are, deep inside? The way we see it, or the way
someone else sees it?  Should we shock, excite, appall our readers? Make them cry, or feel happy,
contented, inspired? No right or wrong answers here—only one qualifier. Honesty.

“All art is a kind of confession,” writes James Baldwin. We want to be careful here, though. Honesty
doesn’t mean the tell-all sensationalism of the latest best-selling autobiography, ostensibly having some
vague altruistic notion expressed by its author: “If I can help just one person with my story, it will be worth
the pain of exposure.” No, we’re talking about literature here. Honesty is the heart of the piece, coming
from the soul of the writer. Truth is universal, yet unique to each of us. If we write from our own center of
truth, in our own style, others will hear the ring of honesty. Stephen King’s work reflects his no-punches-
pulled, no “dancing around the bullshit” honesty. In On Writing, his advice is, again, simple:
“[write]Anything at all . . . as long as you tell the truth.” 1 would add—jyour truth.

Who are we, really? Writers, you and I. Anyone who can sit down and put pen to paper, or fingers to
keyboard.

Why do we write? Is it to see, to hear, to taste and smell, touch and feel, and to communicate—to
ourselves and to the world? Joseph Conrad feels that: “My task—which I am trying to achieve—is by the
power of the written word to make you hear, to make you feel. It is, before all, to make you see.” Here’s
an interesting one from Joan Didion: “Why I write. Of course I stole the title for this talk from George
Orwell. One reason I stole it was that I like the sound of the words: Why I write. There you have three
short unambiguous words that share a sound, and the sound they share is this:

I
1
e

Does the “I” sound mean exposure, then? I feel, I think, [ want you to know my personal truth?

Maybe, as put by C. Day-Lewis, “We do not write in order to be understood, we write in order to
understand.” Maxine Hong Kingston explores this when she says: “ . . . some of the things that happen to
us in life seem to have no meaning, but when you write them down you find the meanings for them; or, as
you translate life into words, you force a meaning.” Donald Hall, the editor of the text, The Contemporary
Essay, sums this up succinctly: “One of the anomalies of the writer’s life . . . is never to know whether you
have discovered, or invented, the meaning you write down.”

I experience this often when I write; starting out with one truth, and ending up with another. The
process of writing leads to continual discoveries. In one autobiographical piece that I wrote, I laid claim to



some attitudes that I believed were still mine. As I wrote and then reread my words, I discovered a new
truth—those attitudes had been supplanted by others—my writing had exposed me ... to myself. So
whether we give, find, force, discover, or invent the meaning to what we write, we will always be
surprised. Our writing is life itself—tedious and mercurial, exhilarating and flamboyant, painful and
somber, spiritual and sublime—never the same, always changing.

As we essay our passion, we evolve; the revelations continue for a lifetime. Writing is the one thing
we can leave behind of ourselves, exposed.
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Peggy Lucas

Haiku

she never meant
to lose
love in darkness

Red roses
at the door—
for her roommate

over the phone
he forgot
she was under him

Ryan Lubben



Movieland

Thursday night at the theater. The intercom rings and I pick up knowing that it will be Dennis, my
manager, on the other end.

“What?”

“Dude, is it here yet?” There’s a note of panic in his nasally voice and I can almost see him clutching
at the phone, pressing his pencil-thin mustache up to the receiver as he waits for my answer.

“Not yet.”

“Damnit! It should have been here two hours ago. What the hell’s taking so long?”

“How should I know?”

There is an annoyed pause, then Dennis telling me that he’s going to call the distributor again. After a
few more hollow threats and zero sympathy from me, he hangs up and I go back to staring out the front of
box office.

A couple approaches my window from the parking lot and, without actually acknowledging my
presence, he asks for two tickets to the 9:30 showing of the latest in an endless wave of Freddie Prinze Jr.
movies. Speaking into the adjustable microphone that makes my voice sound like a car stereo that is a
hundred miles from the nearest broadcasting station and picking up nothing but static and a handful of
intelligible words, I tell him “That’ll be fifteen dollars please.” He hands me a twenty-dollar bill. With a
push of a button on my keyboard, the tickets magically pop up. I give him his tickets and change, then fold
the twenty, dropping it into a thin slot in the countertop reserved for anything above a Jackson. Out of the
corner of my eye I watch as the cozy couple walks toward the two double doors to the side of me. He is
chivalrous and opens the door for his date. Oblivious to everything else around them, they follow the line
of red velvet ropes and brass poles to the ticket drop box; but the fact that there is no one inside waiting to
take their tickets seems to pull them out of their self-indulged universe, stopping them as if they’ve just run
into an invisible wall.

“She can tear your tickets over there,” I say mechanically, pointing toward Sylvia who is standing
behind the concession stand at the opposite end of the lobby. I turn my attention back to the front of the
box office, reorganizing the stapler and penholder sitting on the Formica countertop for the forth time in
less than an hour, this time positioning the stapler so that it’s closer to me.

About the box office, a.k.a. “fishbowl.” Every theater has one and aside from minor differences in
shape and color they’re all pretty much identical. The same bathtub size area surrounded by glass and
Formica. Not everyone can hack it in the fishbowl. After two years of working at a theater, I’ve learned
that it takes a finely tuned sense of apathy to endure eight hours of boredom and humiliation. Because if
being put out on display like some caged animal at the zoo isn’t bad enough, there’s the added
embarrassment of having to wear the patented black polyester vest and bow tie, designed to make even
most physically well-endowed look like a huge dork.

In the fishbowl words like dignity and self-respect lose all meaning.

A kid in a blue hooded sweatshirt and black hat is standing at my window, tapping his wallet, that is
connected to his baggy pants by a long metal chain, against the ledge. At first glance he looks familiar, but
it could just be that he looks like every other mall rat that hangs out in front of the theater.

“Hey man, you got change fer a hundred?”

I ask if he’s buying a ticket.

“No—I just want change.”

“In that case I can’t help you.”

“Say again?”’

“There’s not enough money in my drawer to break a hundred.” I’m lying, but then he doesn’t look like
the type to be carrying around a hundred-dollar bill.

“But you said if I buy a ticket you’d give me change.”

“If you buy a ticket I can call my manager and have him bring some down.”

“So call yer manager.”

“Can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I already told you . . . You have to buy a ticket.”



“That’s fucked-up.”

“Sorry—theater policy.”

“Fuck that. Fuckin corporate whore.”

I shrug my shoulders to show that it’s out of my control. This seems to do the trick because he flips
me off and leaves.

Between customers I start rearranging the marquee times for tomorrow. Even though there aren’t
many people buying tickets, there are a million things that need to be done before the opening of a new
movie on Friday. You see, Thursday night is when all of the behind-the-scenes action takes place. When a
movie print first shows up at a theater it comes from the distributor on 6-inch reels, with your average two-
hour long movie being made up of about five to six reels. During the “build-up” process the projectionist
takes all of these reels and splices the film together onto a large metal platter so that it can be fed
continuously through the projector—unlike the old days when the projectionist had to be standing by to do
a changeover at the end of a reel. Due to the surgical delicacy of the film-handling process, there’s no end
to the number of things that can go wrong during a build-up. Splicing out of frame. Scratching the print.
Missed chemical splices. Which is why it is necessary for someone to screen the movie ahead of time.
That is, prior to opening day when three hundred and fifty people are anxiously waiting to be transported to
a galaxy far, far away without having their spaceship break down before it’s even had a chance to leave the
atmosphere.

And this is where we—the employees—come in.

Every Thursday night we get to watch the movies that the rest of America has to wait until the next day
to see. Thursday night screenings are the reason we subject ourselves to the pathetically low pay, the
demeaning uniforms and constant abuse from customers whose popcorn isn’t buttered all the way to the
bottom of the bag, or who get their panties in a bunch every time they have to pay three-fifty for a stinking
16-0z. soda.

Dennis continues to call down every fifteen minutes, and every time I answer NO! and hang up. This
might seem cruel, but because he is my friend and I know how important tonight is for him, I feel that there
is a certain moral imperative to torturing him. Dennis, being the socially isolated sci-fi fanatic he is, has
built up the opening of this movie to be the high point of his dismal existence. This is the same guy who,
over a span of twenty years, has managed to acquire almost every action figure, comic book, poster, and
collectable of the series, and dedicates every spare moment to scouring toy stores, conventions, and eBay
in search of other rare items to add to his already gargantuan collection. Whenever there is a
new addition he makes sure to invite me over to his apartment—which is more like a museum or shrine to
some long-dead culture than a place where a person can feel comfortable leaving a pair of dirty underwear
lying on the bedroom floor—to show it off. Every square inch of his cramped two-bedroom apartment is
occupied by some form of movieland paraphernalia.

If it was bad before, lately his obsession has become almost unbearable. For the last six weeks the
only words that have left Dennis’ mouth are “Dude, I can’t wait,” or “Dude, only 27 more days,” or “Dude,
Natalie Portman looks hot in that geisha get-up.”

And even though I don’t share the same die-hard fanaticism as the guy, I am almost as eager as he is
for the print to arrive.

In the sixty seconds it takes me to change out the ticket stock, Travis, the usher on duty, has
materialized out of thin air and is now back up at the drop box, taking and tearing tickets. His dustpan and
miniature broom have been propped lazily against the back wall of the box office and look like they’re on
the verge of toppling over. Travis is leaning against the drop box with his legs angled back and crossed at
the ankles in the same unstable posture as his dustpan and broom. Looking at the schedule in front of me I
see that there is a five-minute window before the next movie is due to let out. I ask Travis if he would
mind sitting in the box for a few minutes so that I can get something to drink and stretch my legs. It takes a
bit of persuading on my part, but after agreeing to clean House 5 for him, Travis pushes open the waist high
gate that forms a symbolic barrier between the box office and the lobby and lets me slide by. Before he can
change his mind I grab the broom and dustpan, making a beeline for House 5.

As I pass by the front of the concession stand Sylvia stops wiping down the countertop and gives me a
suspicious look. Sylvia Plant. Sylvia has worked at the theater for three months and the first time I saw her
I was instantly infatuated. She’s smart, sarcastic, and sexy—although not in the Cosmo sense of the word.
With her wild, dark hair and porcelain features she looks more like she belongs in an Anne Rice novel.
Sylvia Queen of the Undead.



“So they finally decided to let you out of solitary confinement, huh,” she says, raising a thin eyebrow
over the rim of her glasses.

“Temporarily pardoned, that’s all.”

“Oh really.” There’s a tone of skepticism in her voice.

“I told Travis I’d clean House 5 for him.”

“Sounds like a raw deal.”

“It got me out of the fishbowl for a few minutes anyway. I was starting to feel claustrophobic.”
Looking back over my shoulder toward the box office, I see Travis busily leaning over the countertop with
his head sticking out of the small porthole in the glass. From behind it looks like he’s on the chopping
block, about to be guillotined. “Why didn’t I think of that? I don’t think he’s gonna fit though.”

“Looks like somebody’s smoked one too many fatties behind the dumpsters,” she says, shaking her
head. “Too bad too. Waste of a nice ass if you ask me.”

She goes back to wiping the countertop. Part of me wants to stay and start up a real conversation. I
want to ask if she’s going to stick around for the screening, but finally decide that it would be better to wait
until after I finish cleaning, when I can walk back behind the stand under the pretense of getting something
to drink.

Walking down the poster-strewn hallway I grab one of the rolling trash cans from the usher’s closet
and position it along with Travis’ dustpan and broom just outside of the theater, then stealthily make my
way into the darkened auditorium, easing the sound-resistant door closed behind me. I stand leaning up
against the back wall and in a matter of seconds begin to feel myself being drawn into the action taking
place on the big screen. The art deco walls. The moon-shaped wall scants. The spear of light and the
mechanical tongue-clicking sound coming from the projector. They all fade into the fog of my peripheral
consciousness.

It doesn’t matter that I’ve already seen the movie nine times. Seeing the action unfold on screen—the
combination of cutting-edge visual effects and a bad-ass soundtrack—makes it all seem more believable,
more appealing, more tangible than the cut and paste routine of my life. For the few minutes that I'm
standing there I get the feeling that the Xenon bulb projecting the image onto the empty screen is somehow
infusing my own drab, colorless life with its technicolor luster.

During those final few scenes of the film, I watch as the hero single-handedly disposes of the bad guys,
saves the world from nothing short of an apocalyptic ending, and still manages to bag the girl.

When it’s all over and the credits begin to roll, most of the dozen or so people get up from their seats
and make their way down the aisles which are lit up like miniature airport runways at night. Finally, the
last person hoists himself up from where he has been wedged into the narrow, retractable seat. The spring
inside creaks as it returns to its natural upright position. After everyone’s gone I savor the obscurity for a
few more seconds, then turn up the cleaning lights. Under the shower of halogen, the mystery and
nostalgia that inhabits all darkened theaters is replaced by a wasteland of spilt popcorn, sticky soda residue,
and half-eaten Snickers bars.

Movie Tunes is showcasing boy bands this week and I do my best to tune them out as I make my way
up and down the isles, picking up the big stuff and sweeping everything else under the seats. In one of the
cup holders I find a box of Hot Tamales that’s barely even been touched. Alone in the auditorium, I do
what any hard-core usher would do. Cram a handful in my mouth and move on. Winding my way around
to the back row I come across a full cup of Mountain Dew with the lid off. What a waste I think to myself.
I pick it up and notice that the cup feels warm. That’s when it dawns on me that we don’t sell Mountain
Dew. No, it can’t be. Nobody gets so caught up in a movie that they can’t miss sixty seconds of it. But a
cautious whiff confirms my fear.

Sylvia is busy cleaning the stainless steal popcorn kettle as I walk back behind the concession stand. 1
wash my hands, then start pouring myself a drink.

“Thought you got lost in there,” she says as her right hand delves deep into the greasy recesses of the
kettle.

“You won’t believe what I just found.”

“Money?”

“I wish.”

“Some uneaten candy?”

“No . . . Hey how’d you know about that?” A grossly obese woman wearing a flower print muumuu
comes out of one of the theaters and wants a refill of popcorn.



“Would you like butter flavoring on that?” Sylvia asks the woman, who acknowledges her with husky
yes. As soon as the muumuu is out of sight, Sylvia turns her attention back toward me. “So tell me
already, you prick.”

I smile sheepishly. “Some sick bastard pissed in a cup.”

“That’s disgusting!”

“You’re telling me. I’'m the one who had to dump it out. I guess he couldn’t bear the thought of
missing his movie.”

“Could be worse. You could be stuck back here, drowning in canola oil.” She raises her small hands
to emphasize her point. There’s a thin sheen of oil on them. “Jesus, I can’t stand always feeling greasy. I
go home, take a shower and still feel it on me. The worst part is the smell! It’s contagious. My hair, my
car, even my room at home smells like popcorn. I’ll be sitting in class and the people around me are like,
‘Oh my gawd, is somebody making popcorn!’”

I must have laughed because she shoots me a look of black death.

“You don’t believe me? Smell me then.”

She pulls her ponytail to one side and moves a step closer. I hesitate at first but figure What the hell?
and lean in closer so that my nostrils are just above the level of her clavicle and the crux of her pale,
luxurious neck. As I inhale I can see the tiny dark hairs on the back of her neck prick up. The aroma that
greets my nostrils is a delicious blend of buttered popcorn and sweet perfume. Suddenly I have an
incredible urge to press my lips against her neck. My heart’s jack-hammering against my chest cavity.
Neither one of us is moving. We’re both frozen in place like two statues about to embrace. Then the
klaxons start going off and I realize that I’ve been there too long.

I back away. “So ... You going to stick around for the screening later?”

“Doubt it,” she says, blushing ever so slightly. “I haven’t even seen the first three.”

“What! You’re kidding right? You work at a movie theater and you’ve never seen the original
trilogy?”’

“I’ve never been into the whole sci-fi thing.”

Her dismissal of the movie is so damaging to my fragile ego that she might as well have kneed me in
the nuts. I’'m not even sure why. But I’'m so flustered that I can’t even come up with a decent response.
All T can do is look past her, at one of the twenty-plus posters that have been dispersed throughout the
lobby and out in front of the theater to mark the movie’s premiere. In my stupor I think about Dennis
upstairs, pacing back and forth waiting for the print to arrive and how he’ll probably sprout wood as soon
as it does. I think about how as soon as it is built-up and the screening starts he’ll be in a state of euphoric
bliss for two and a half hours. Then I think about him having to drive home afterward to his empty,
cluttered apartment.

She must have sensed my discomfort because she quickly changes the subject. “Hey, um, I’'m
supposed to meet some friends over at Jazz n’ Java after I get off. My friend’s band is going to be playing.
They’re amazing . . . Anyway, would you want to go?”

“Yeah sure...” I say, still shell-shocked from the atomic bomb she dropped on me. “I mean I’d like to.
But I'm not sure what time I’ll get out of here. I kind of promised Dennis I’d hang out for a while.”
Suddenly I’m torn. I’ve been looking for a chance to do something with Sylvia for months and here it is
staring me in the face. But then there’s the screening. Sure, I can always go see the movie later on, but
being able to see it the day before anyone else is an experience in itself. It’s cinematic history in the
making.

I don’t know what to tell her. In the end I’'m rescued from my indecision by Travis, who must have
gotten sick of waiting for me and is yelling across the lobby that he still has two other theaters to clean.

Grabbing my cup, I return to my tiny glass peninsula. When I look back across the expanse of pastels
and neon lighting, Travis is standing in front of the concession stand talking to Sylvia. Something tells me
that I’'m deluding myself. That I don’t stand a chance and that Sylvia would have more in common with
someone like Travis, with his long hair, multiple piercings, and gangly good looks. I can imagine showing
up at the coffee house and her sitting at a table with all of her beatnik college friends, tapping their feet and
bobbing their heads to the soulful sounds of a tenor sax; afterward engaging in a conversation about the
political ramifications of globalization and the mass proliferation of unskilled jobs that require uneducated
losers like myself to work grueling hours for subsistence-level wages. And there I’ll be. Sitting lamely in
my plain T-shirt and jeans with nothing insightful to say about anything unless it somehow relates to some
obscure movie plot. For the first time I feel like I’ve neglected something important...

Or something has neglected me.



I want to walk over and tell Sylvia that I’m not going. I want to crawl into a hole and never come out.
I want to run my tongue over an exposed electrical outlet. But my morbid train of thought is momentarily
derailed when I hear the telltale squeaking of the front doors.

The delivery guy strolls in carting two tangerine-colored metal canisters on a dolly. He picks the
canisters up one at a time, setting them down on the terra cotta tile, between the doors and the box office,
sending two low thuds echoing throughout the lobby. In a gruff voice he says something to the effect of
better never than late, smiling at his own lame joke and showing off his yellow, smoke-stained teeth. Out
of his back pocket he pulls a folded delivery slip and hands it to me to sign. Looking at his wrinkled shirt
and dirty jeans I wonder just how sanitary the piece of paper is. In an effort to get rid of him I initial it at
the bottom and give it back to him. After handing me the yellow carbon copy, he turns and strolls out just
as casually as he walked in.

The orange octagon-shaped canisters sitting on the floor are dented and scratched, no doubt from
having transported hundreds of other prints in the course of their lifetime. I pick up the phone and dial the
office upstairs. For a split second I see Dennis’ bulbous head peeking out the window that overlooks the
lobby—even from there I can see his bulging brown eyes—then disappear. But he never picks up the
phone and by the eighth ring I give up. Thirty seconds later Dennis is bursting out of the stairwell door and
sprinting toward the canisters. When he reaches them he kneels down slowly, as if he’s about to pick up a
baby bird that has just fallen from its nest, and carefully opens one of the hinged metal tops; then, with the
same level of care, the other. There are three reels in each canister. After maybe two minutes of sitting
there hunched over the prints, his pupils dilated and glazed over, looking like a mix between an escaped
mental patient and a little kid on Christmas morning, he finally stands up and looks at me.

“Dude, I’'m going up.”

He closes the lids, picks up the canisters that must weigh fifty pounds each—the entire time I keep
expecting his toothpick arms to pop off like a Ken doll’s—and disappears behind the stairwell door.

Over the last half hour the flow of customers at my window has been limited to several people wanting
tickets for tomorrow’s shows. Sylvia is busy stocking candy cases and Travis has performed one of his
vanishing acts and is nowhere to be seen. The last movie of the night is scheduled to start in twenty
minutes. [ start arranging everything so that when Dennis comes down to get me and take me upstairs 1’11
already have everything ready to go.

But Dennis hasn’t come downstairs by the time the box office is supposed to close. No doubt he’s so
engrossed in building up the print that he’s completely forgotten about me. While I wait for Dennis I kill
time by cleaning under my fingernails with a paperclip, then wander the lobby counting the number of soda
stains on the carpet—using the dark blobs to conduct my own sort of Rorschach test—and finally end up
standing in front of the concession stand, twisting straws and popping them with a flick of my index finger
while Sylvia finishes stocking the candy cases. Sylvia has a knack for arranging the multicolored boxes so
that each shows off the maximum amount of packaging and uses up the smallest amount of space. While I
watch her playing this real life version of Tetris, I keep trying to think of ways to tackle the topic of after
work. But I can’t seem to bring myself to tell her that I’ve decided not to go. It’s only after two aborted
attempts that I finally decide that the best thing would be to tell her that I don’t think that I’ll be able to get
out of here right away, but that I’ll do my best to leave in time to meet her there. This way I can call her
tomorrow and tell her that my cash drawer was short fifty bucks and that it took me an extra hour to track
down the gift certificates that threw off my balance. I wonder why I didn’t think of this before. This kind
of thing happens all the time so there will be no reason for her to question it. When I finally have the
words strategically mapped out in my head, I break the bad news to her.

“No problem,” she looks up at me and catches my eyes before I can avert them. “I’ll save you a seat.”

There is no indifference or sarcasm in her voice, only a genuine note of disappointment. Maybe she
really does want me to go and I’m too stupid to realize it. With the weight of that simple statement, the
vice grip of guilt begins to compress itself along the base of my skull and down the length of my spine. But
I’'m already committed to my lie. And there’s no way I can turn back now.

When Dennis finally comes downstairs, the suit jacket and tie that all managers are required to wear
when in the proximity of customers is missing from his skinny frame. He doesn’t waste any time talking.
Dennis is in such a hurry to get back upstairs that I’'m forced to break off my conversation with Sylvia. I
quickly grab my things from box office, and in passing I tell her that I’1l see her later.

Once upstairs and in confines of the small office Dennis starts in on his usual tirade of complaints
revolving mainly around why he should be building up the print instead of wasting time counting out cash



registers. I do my best to ignore him. I’m too busy trying to finish my work, which is nearly impossible
because all I can think about is Sylvia—sitting in a packed coffee house next to the one empty chair in the
whole place. Or worse, next to someone else. Dennis, not caring that I’'m completely preoccupied,
continues to alternate between bitching and talking about the movie. For the most part these conversations
can be called monologues because I contribute nothing more than the occasional Uh-huh or That sucks.

“Shit,” I say, interrupting Dennis in the middle of his tantrum, this one about Why couldn’t the
daytime manager have taken care of some of this crap so that he didn’t have so much to do? “I’m missing
two hundred and sixty dollars.”

“Did you double check?”

“I’ve already counted it three times.”

“Here,” Dennis says, handing me his keys. “Go downstairs and see if I forgot to grab the twenties out
of box office.”

The lobby is deserted. Without the backlit Bon Bon, nacho, and soft drink signs, the concession stand
appears deep in slumber. Sylvia is nowhere to be seen. I check the back room of the concession stand,
hoping to find her back there doing some final dishes or mopping the floor, but the small storage room is
pitch black and seems even more desolate than the front. Letting the reality sink in that she has already
left, I make the trek across the lifeless lobby.

I open the symbolic gate and enter the box office. Just as I’'m about to turn the key and open the
cabinet to look for the lost twenties, I hear the slamming of the stairwell door behind me. Expecting to see
Dennis, I see Sylvia, who has changed out of her uniform into a pair of jeans and Rocky Horror shirt,
walking toward me.

“What’re you doing back down here?” she asks.

“My drawer came up short so Dennis sent me down here to check.”

“Gotcha.”

“So what’re you still doing here? I thought you’d be gone by now.”

“I wanted to change first. I don’t like to be seen wearing polyester in public.”

“Gotcha.”

“Well hey, I told my friends I’d be there half an hour ago.” She hesitates; then, “So I guess I’ll see you
there.”

“Yeah, sure—see you there.” I want to tell her to hold on for ten minutes while I finish my work
upstairs. But I don’t. Instead I watch her walk out the front door and to her car. I watch her open the door
of her red Civic hatchback and slide in. I watch as the headlights cut across the parking lot and the front of
the box office. But up until this point I’'m completely paralyzed. A catatonic devoid of all brain activity.
As she passes by I see her wave from the diver’s side. I grab the microphone.

“WAIT!”

But it’s too late. All I can see are taillights, and a second later they’ve rounded the corner and are gone
as well. I stand there feeling sorry for myself for a while longer, staring vacantly out at the parking lot,
then look down at Dennis’ keys that are still in my hand.

As I kneel on the cold tile of the box office floor, peering into the cabinet where all of the large bills
get dropped via the slits in the countertop above, I can see the stash of missing twenty-dollar bills. I
manage to gather most of them up, but one of the bills has somehow wedged itself into the far right corner,
forcing me to crawl partway into the cabinet to reach it. It is in the middle of this rescue operation that I
first hear the sound of footsteps approaching from outside the box office. I continue to go about my
business, assuming that it’s probably just somebody checking tomorrow’s show times. I wait for them to
leave, but whoever it is never does. I feel ridiculous waiting on all fours, with my head and shoulders still
inside the cabinet, but the window of opportunity for revealing myself has already passed. Getting up now
would be awkward—not to mention the possibility of giving the person standing there an instant coronary.

Three quick raps of something hard and heavy on the glass cause me to jump, hitting my head on the
top of the cabinet.

I swear under my breath and back out slowly, but even with my head out of the cabinet, from my
current vantage point on the floor I can’t see anything. I raise myself up above the level of the Formica
countertop. To the person standing outside I must look something like a stoned groundhog searching for
his shadow at night.



The shadowy figure in front of me is wearing a hooded sweatshirt and black hat, with the hood pulled
up and the brim pulled down so that his eyes and the rest of his face are shrouded in darkness. It takes me a
second to realize that the figure on the other side of the glass is the same mall rat as before.

... And a second longer to notice the slender metallic object poised in his hand.

At this point my fight-or-flight instinct starts to kick in, turning my formerly unresponsive body into a
maelstrom of firing synapses and twitching nerve ends. Suddenly every brain cell is online and every
muscle is taut with anticipation. He starts to say something but his words bounce harmlessly off of the
glass barrier separating us. I think to myself that it’s too bad the gun aimed at me isn’t threatening me with
words. Putting my hand up to my ear I give the universal sign for I can’t hear you. He points at the
microphone with the barrel of his gun, signaling me to turn it on.

So I do.

“Hey, bitch, remember me?” he’s saying, waving the gun back and forth like it’s a baton and he’s
conducting some kind of insane symphony. “So what’s the theater policy for having a gun pointed at yer
ass?”

“Okay man. Just take it easy okay—"

“Don’t tell me ta take it easy. Ya fuckin corporate whore.
the glass again. “Whatzamatter? Idon’t see ya smilin now.”

“You’re right.” I’m amazed at how calm my voice actually sounds. “Just tell me what you want.”

“I’1l tell you what I want. Yer gonna give me the money. I know you keep it stashed down there.”

“Okay man. Whatever you want,” I say, looking down at the stack of twenties that’s still sitting inside
the cabinet. I kneel down, keeping my eyes locked on him the entire time, and pick up the small stack of
bills with my left hand. In order to give him the money I have to unbolt and slide open the metal cover that
blocks the porthole whenever the box office is closed. As I’m doing this I glance over at the stapler that’s
sitting on the countertop. And this is where things start to get a little hazy. I’m not sure what exactly goes
through my mind, but in that split second something gets triggered and the idea of being a permanent
spectator to my own life seems as absurd as the bow tie I’'m wearing.

I slide the stack of twenties across the countertop and he greedily reaches through the porthole to grab
them. At that pivotal moment, right as the transaction is about to take place, a group of drunken teenagers
spill out into the parking lot from one of the side exits. Their loud intoxicated laughter distracts the mall
rat, causing him to turn his head—and the gun—in their direction. His free hand is still holding the money,
but temporarily frozen in place, which gives me just enough time to grab the stapler and unhinge it at the
elbow so that it’s laid out flat. (It’s a steal stapler, not one of those cheapo plastic ones.)

Not taking the time to weigh the consequences I death-grip the stapler. And with lightning rapidity [
jam three staples into his hand. The mall rat jerks his hand back, letting go of the money and letting out an
ear-piercing scream that causes the drunken teens to stop laughing and look over at us. The mall rat looks
down at his hand and the three staples and then back at me.

“You stapled my fucking hand! You fucking asshole!” The gun that was dangling at his side is now
being raised, but it’s almost as if I am seeing the motion of his arm frame-by-frame. Everything has slowed
down. I see the gun raised and the flash from the muzzle. Because he doesn’t take the time to aim, the first
shot goes wild, missing me, but shattering the box office window, sending a million fragmented pieces of
glass flying in at me. Turning my body and shielding my face from the angry swarm of diamond bees, I
drop down before he can fire off another round. The floor is covered with glass shards and twenty-dollar
bills. Three more shots are fired from above, causing me to seek additional cover inside the cabinet. From
my tiny hiding spot I can hear the mall rat swearing at me and then two more sonic booms. There is a
moment of silence, some more swearing, and then the sound of footsteps rapidly fleeing the scene of the
crime. I wait a few more seconds before venturing out of the cabinet.

“Hey man, you all right in there?”

I peek over the countertop to see one of the teenagers cautiously approaching. Taking off my polyester
vest, [ use it to clear away the glass on the counter and climb through the empty space that used to be a
window. The cool night air wraps itself around me like a wet napkin, and for the first time I notice that I'm
drenched in sweat.

I look around, surveying the parking lot for any traces of the mall rat.

“He took off,” the teen says, pointing.

Another teen interjects, “Hey man you should call the police or something.”

I just look at them both without saying anything. I look back at the box office, surveying the damage.
There are two bullet holes in the exterior of the box office, nowhere close to where the cabinet would be,
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but that doesn’t seem to stop my imagination from running through an alternate scenario. I look back at the
teens, then at the shattered pieces of box office window on the ground. Then out at the parking lot and the
moonless sky. Everything around me seems crisper, more in focus, like I’d been walking around with
cataracts my entire life and never known it. And now they’re gone. Thanks to the mall rat they’ve been
surgically removed with a steak knife.

Dennis and Travis must have heard the gunshots because now they’re running out of the theater.
Dennis takes one look at the box office and then at me.

“Dude, you’re bleeding.”

I wipe my face with my hand, and sure enough it’s smeared with traces of blood and sweat. There’s a
sharp sting as I find the source of the blood, a cut near my left eye.

“Do me a favor,” I say, grabbing Dennis by his shoulders, “Finish up for me.”

“Whataya mean? What about all this? What about the screening?”’

“I’m sorry,” I’'m already leaving...

“Maybe tomorrow—"

Jenny Thorson
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Beating Time

Monday, February 4, 2002. The cold winter air whips through the farmyard, dancing through the
naked tree limbs. Snow hangs in the air, turning the already gray sky even lighter, as Dad trudges through
the knee high snow, his five-buckle work boots slipping here and there on ice hiding underneath the blanket
of white. The raucous and rowdy squeals of the sows pierce through the thin air, ringing in his wind-
chapped ears as he draws closer, starting up another day’s work. He fills and lifts bucket after bucket over
each fence, tossing the feed in a line on a clear patch of pockmarked concrete for the hunger-crazed hogs.
His breath comes in short gasps, his body seeming to have to work so much harder now at 46 than it had
when he was 36.

Opening the door of the hog house, Dad is lost in a cloud of condensation, the below-freezing air
colliding with the moist atmosphere of the building. He flips the light switch, the fluorescent bulbs
struggling, flickering into brightness overhead. Bending over, he grabs a pail and hefts it up. As he starts
down the line of feeders each sow gathers her mass and stands, scattering her young in each direction.
Finishing with one side of the building he goes to the next, then another building, making his way through
the chores. His body slowly pulls him down, fatigue spreading through the muscles, the breath rattling in
his chest, a thick hacking cough erupting from between his lips. Four cigarettes later and covered by a light
dusting of feed, he makes his way back up to the house for a little bit of breakfast and the morning’s dose
of Ibuprofen. “I guess I felt normal,” he recalls. I had shortness of breath and I had fatigue, but I didn’t
think anything of it. I just thought it was because I was fat and getting old.”



Cardiovascular Disease, more commonly known as heart disease, refers to diseases of the heart and/or
blood vessels. These conditions develop over time and can interrupt the flow of blood to the heart and
brain, leading to heart attack, stroke, or other problems. Cardiovascular Disease (CVD) kills more
Americans than any other disease, claiming the lives of a whopping 40 percent of the nearly 2.4 million
Americans who die each year. Each day an astonishing 2,600 Americans die from CVD; that works out to
be one death every 33 seconds. In 1999, 61.8 million Americans were known to have one or more types of
cardiovascular disease. One in five of those deaths was smoking related.

My father, Don, was diagnosed with coronary artery disease, which consists of a “hardening” of the
arteries on the surface of the heart. Coronary artery disease, or coronary heart disease, is the most common
form of cardiovascular disease. The arteries in the heart become so narrowed and stiff from plaque that the
flow of the blood slows, and in some cases halts. If that happens, the heart spasms, expands in size, and
causes a heart attack.

A family history of cardiovascular disease, high levels of LDL (evil cholesterol), high blood pressure
or hypertension, smoking, lack of regular exercise, a high-fat diet, being overweight, diabetes, and chronic
stress or depression all open the doors to coronary artery disease and CVD.

Considering the risk factors, my dad was a heart attack waiting to happen. He had been a smoker since
he was 15, and had been diagnosed with high blood pressure at the age of 35, going on daily medication for
it at 38. Dad has had an unhealthy LDL cholesterol level since he was found to have high blood pressure.
The Toale side of the family is notorious for having heart conditions, my grandparents and all of my aunts
and uncles being treated for high blood pressure. My grandpa has survived three minor heart attacks, and
my aunt has had a single bypass and surgery on her carotid artery. As a farmer, Dad is always under stress,
never knowing what the markets will be, what buildings will need to be repaired, what new disease or
sickness he’ll have to read up on to protect the herd. Dad falls under every single risk factor listed for the
causes of heart disease, and it was only a matter of time until something happened.

Sunday, February 10, 2002. Dad yawns, his jaw stretched, as he fidgets in the driver’s seat. The
time about 9:30, the night sky clear, a twinkling of stars illuminating the asphalt ahead of him, brighter than
the moon itself. His wife Marty’s warm hand covers his in a light caress as she smiles, her mood light after
a night spent with their son, Mark, and his wife of a year, Brooke. They had shared a delicious dinner of
Pizza Hut pizza and Pepsi. The conversation was light with Mark and Dad discussing the family farm, and
Marty and Brooke the various activities that had filled their days.

“Don, could you hurry home, please? I have to go to the bathroom,” Mom says, her urgency apparent
on her face as she squirms in the passenger seat, unfettered by the vinyl seatbelt hanging behind her. Dad
speeds up slightly, shaking his head and snickering at her discomfort. The Brandon blacktop gleams long
and vacant, the only travelers on the road the couple in the cherry red Ford Explorer.

Dad slows down for the turn ahead, easing the wheel around, turning the SUV onto the gravel road,
and then speeding up. The vehicle sways, fish tailing on the loose rock, then straightens out under his
expert hands. Glancing at his wife he smiles, teasing her quietly as he chuckles to himself and she hits his
shoulder playfully, “you ass,” slipping from her lips. The tires below them swerve unexpectedly, sending
the car all over the road as the washboard catches the tires, tossing the Explorer around like a boat at sea.
Dad tries to steady it, but overcorrects, and all is chaos. They are spinning, upside down then right side up,
looking through the cracked windshield at the ground rising up to meet them. Suddenly all is still. Dad
winces, the steering wheel wedged under his ribs, digging in painfully. Somehow he climbs out, his eyes
trying to comprehend what had happened while his mind refuses to function.

“Marty? MARTY!” he cries, looking through the mass of twisted metal. A gasp catches his attention,
and he moves around to the back of the car, searching for her. There, in what was once the trunk. Blood
seeps from a cut on her forehead and cheek, tears streaming down her face, her leg twisted underneath her.
Too afraid to move her, he tries to comfort her, his big hands shaking uncontrollably as he smoothes her
hair. Moving away, he searches for the cell phone, dialing 911 and then Mark. Soon the crisp country air
is pierced with the wail of the ambulance and fire truck. As he is getting loaded into the ambulance, Dad
tells Mark to call Andrea and Mandy and let them know what happened.

Sixty-four miles away my phone screams out in the silence of the dorm room in Beckman Hall at
Loras College. Getting up from my perch at my desk, I answer the phone, my eyes still skimming the
homework in front of me. Hearing my brother Mark’s agitated voice, my ears fill with a deafening roar as
he speaks, “Andrea, Mom and Dad have had an accident.”



Once at the hospital, Dad’s wounds are treated and he is given painkillers for the bruises and swelling
around his ribs. Mom is rushed to Allan Hospital in Waterloo for a CAT scan, the emergency room doctors
suspecting some cranial damage. A night that began so pleasantly has ended in trauma.

Tuesday, February 12. Dad and Mom are back to their original routine; their skin showing the green
and purple war scars of the accident, though no real damage was done. As the days go by more color
appears, and they find contusions where they did not even know it was possible to get one. The following
week is difficult for Dad, the recovery from the accident slowing him down, or so he thought. Fatigue
weighs him down, making each step more difficult than it should have been. Sunday rolls around, exactly a
week after the accident, and things aren’t improving. “I was doing chores and I could hardly walk across
the yard without stopping for breath.” His throat burns and his whole chest hurts, sore and twitching with
each movement and inhalation. Mom takes his blood pressure: 200/150. She rushes him to the hospital
where they give him a nitroglycerine pill to put underneath his tongue to help with the pain and to reduce
his blood pressure. Blood is drawn and sent to the lab, and his chest is shaved then covered with electrodes
as the Electrocardiogram (EKG) is set up to do a reading; minutes dragging like hours before the results
came back. “They didn’t really find anything but recommended me to Dr. Cable [a cardiologist] and set
me up an appointment.”

Monday, February 18. Dad goes to see Dr. Cable; a bit apprehensive considering how strongly the
ER doctor had tried to persuade him to stay in the hospital overnight for observation. Cable looks at the
tests from the night before, listens to his heart, and decides to set up an appointment for a cardiac catheter
for the following day.

Cardiac Catherization is a minimally invasive procedure. The physician will insert a thin tube, called a
catheter, through a blood vessel in the Dad’s groin, arm, or wrist. Snaking the tube through his body to the
heart, the doctor tracks the course of the catheter on a fluoroscope, which displays the blood vessels on a
viewing screen. The physician measures the thickness of the arteries, the elasticity of the vessels, and
tabulates the amount of plaque build-up. These measurements will give insight to how well the flow of
blood is traveling through the arteries and if any obstacles (plaque, ruptures, or blood clots) are impeding
the bloodstream. Cardiac Catherization is considered one of the most sensitive and informative tests
available for cardiac patients.

Tuesday, February 19, 2002. The sleek new Chevy Tahoe enters the highway off the Jesup ramp,
making its way toward Waterloo in the chilly early morning air. Mom’s eyes rove nervously over the road,
anxious and fidgety, wishing that Dad’s test were over. He squeezes her hand comfortingly, murmuring
words of encouragement and kisses the back of her hand. Twenty short minutes later they arrive at the
hospital and Dad is taken into a room for prep while Mom paces in the waiting room, the burgundy
furniture glaring against the sterile white of the walls.

Before the procedure the nurse comes out and gets Mom, bringing her into the room where Dad awaits
his catherization. She leans over and kisses his brow, uneasily smoothing the sheet over him. “I’ll be
waiting outside, and I’ll be there when you’re done,” she says, then steps out of the room, as they wheel
him into the operating room.

An hour and a half later Dr. Cable comes out into the waiting room, a grave look darkening his usually
cheerful face. Mom looks up from her magazine, in her nervousness not absorbing a word of the article in
front of her. She meets the doctor’s gaze, a frown tightening her lips. During the procedure, they found
two arteries in Dad’s heart that were blocked, the least of which was 93 percent blocked. An angioplasty
would not work; the arteries too hardened by the plaque buildup. They would have to treat him with open-
heart surgery.

Heart bypass surgery, more technically termed coronary artery bypass grafting, has become a much
more practiced surgery over the past ten years. To start, Dad will be given anesthetic intravenously, then a
mask is put over his mouth and nose with an anesthetic gas continuously administered throughout the
surgery. The physician weaves a catheter tube through a needle into the jugular vein, and then threads it
through to the pulmonary artery, which goes to the lungs. This hose will monitor the pressure in the heart
and lungs. The veins to be grafted are removed from the source—in my father’s case, from his thigh. The
surgeon then makes an 11-12 inch incision in the chest, cutting through the sternum. They spread the



ribcage using a device called the retractor. Blood flow and oxygenation are rerouted from the heart and
lungs to a heart-lung machine, and the surgeon then stops the heart. Overall the heart is only stopped for
approximately an hour of the four to five hour surgery.

The grafts are connected above the source of the blockage then sown underneath. Once blood flows
freely through the grafts, one of the surgical technicians removes the heart-lung machine and the heart is
restarted. They close the cavity layer by layer, wiring the sternum together then stapling or suturing the
incision. Dad then will be taken to recovery and connected to a ventilator to help with breathing.

Wednesday, February 20, 2002. After a night in the hospital Dad is ready for surgery. He is
scheduled to go in at 2:00 in the afternoon, but his surgery is pushed back to 4:00. The family gathers
around his room all day; my Grandma Toale and Aunt Sue telling stories of their life on the farm, my
Dad’s exploits hanging in the air as we all laugh, trying to find any possible way to be distracted from our
thoughts. At 3:00 they come for him, bringing a wheelchair and taking him down the hall to the operating
room. We all follow in a herd, anxiously chattering. Tears spring to my eyes as I cling to my mother’s
arm. The nurse stops outside the door, giving us a moment to give him encouragement before surgery.
Dad pats my hand, pushing me away as I see tears in his eyes, making my own tears fall harder, my chest
tight from fear. I watch him disappear through the swinging doors, as the long wait begins.

We sit in the operating waiting room, scattered around, some watching television, some sitting in the
corner talking nervously back and forth. Mom is sitting beside me, her eyes vacant, staring off, not seeing
the TV screen in front of her. Idly she strokes my hand, her smooth skin cool against mine. Three and a
half hours later, Dr. Tony, the cardiac surgeon, walks out, a smile illuminating his face. The surgery had
gone much better and faster than expected, aside from the fact that they found another artery that was 98
percent blocked. He was still in recovery, and they would be moving him to the cardiac ICU within the
hour.

The whoosh of the mechanical doors of the ICU is the only sound as we walk through the doors,
glancing around at the cubicles in a semi-circle around the room. Mark, my brother, walks ahead of me, his
arm around Mom, hugging her to him, trying to be strong. There Dad is, his usually ruddy skin pale and
yellow in the cold brightness of the room. A chorus of IVs snake from his hand to a steel arm holding bags
of Nitroglycerine, nutrition solution, and saline solution. White bandages covered his chest from neck to
navel, only the hole where draining tubes protruded uncovered. Monitors blinked heart rate, blood pressure,
and blood oxygen, scanning through each after pausing on the number. The ventilator wheezes, as his
chest rises steadily up and down, like a bellows pumping. Tears pour down my face and I hug my hands to
me, afraid to touch him, his body looking so fragile. The nurse watches us, her job to observe him the first
24 hours after surgery. Mom leans over and kisses his cheek, rubbing his brow gently, her tears falling
softly on his face. She turns around and we leave, our arms around each other, keeping one another up.
He’s made it through; now it’s only a matter of time.

Monday, February 26. After spending seven days in the hospital Dad was released to go home. He
had been in the intensive care unit for three days, his blood oxygen level much too low for what the
doctor’s wanted. “I was on oxygen the whole time til they let me go home.” Once he was moved to his
own room on the third floor, the nurses got him up three times a day to go for a walk. At first he could
hardly move much farther than ten steps beyond his room, but by the end of the week he was walking the
halls like an old pro. A volumizer, a plastic breathing contraption that measures the pressure of his
breathing, was given to him to use for breathing exercises, which he had to continue to do, every 20
minutes, until he could raise the pressure to a certain level. The Mended Hearts Club, a group of survivors
affiliated with the American Heart Association, donated a “Mended Hearts Pillow” for him to hug to his
chest when he needed to cough. “Coughing hurt, moving hurt. Everything I did hurt.” A psychologist
came to his room and Dad was put on antidepressants to help him deal with the transitions that he would
have to make. Triple Bypass Surgery is no small event to get over.

Home was a very welcome comfort to Dad, but then again he’d been itching to be out of the hospital
and to come home since he had left the ICU. He was not very aware of things going on around him until he
came home. “I never knew what day was what til I came home.” Ten different pills and medications filled
a basket, each pill serving its own purpose: blood pressure, painkillers, and water pills. Fatigue was his
friend, though sleep was illusive. The six days Dad was home he only slept a total of three hours. Worried
that something was wrong, Mom called the doctor and Dad was put back in the hospital with pneumonia.
The doctors switched and decreased the number of meds that Dad was taking, and found that he also had



diabetes. A hospital dietician came and discussed diet and exercise. The following Monday Dad was back
at home, feeling much better and ready to grab his new lease on life.

Monday, March 5. Dad went to his first day of cardiac therapy. It was a six-week program, with 18
total sessions, for newly recovered cardiac patients. All patients started with walking, an activity that
seems quite ordinary and easy for most, but something heart patients can struggle with. “They had me on
the treadmill. The first week of therapy I could go one and half miles per hour for five minutes, then two
weeks later I was doing two miles per hour for 15 minutes.” Light weightlifting and riding the stationary
bike were also common exercises, as the therapist worked him, strengthening bedsore muscles.

Aside from the physical progress he was making, Dad was still struggling with his body. “The hardest
thing about recovering was never being able to get comfortable. It hurt to move, to lay down. Food tasted
like shit for a long time. Day after day it never changed.” The left side of his chest was numb for a very
long time; the nerve having been cut in the process of surgery. The right side of his chest twitched
uncontrollably, visibly jumping underneath his t-shirts. Dad felt weak and tied down, unable to pick up his
life where he had left it and return to working on the farm. He would sit in front of the window, watching
his brother Rich and my brother Mark do chores, aching to join them, fidgeting with boredom. “Some days
I would wonder whether it was worth it.”

Mom forced him to learn how to eat better. Fresh foods abounded in the refrigerator, everything from
tomatoes, carrots, apples, and even mangos were to be found. The cupboards were full of “non-fat” this
and “low-cholesterol” that, for his heart and his new diabetes. Dad was forced to quit smoking once he was
admitted to the hospital, and when he was released he promised not to pick up the habit again.

Along with his usual medications he was ordered to carry Nitroglycerine pills with him in case he
started having severe chest pains, or something happened. He saw the cardiologist every two months and
his physician every month, as they kept tabs on his body and the reactions to his medications, and lectured
him on how he needed to change his life. Dad was making progress, slowly but surely.

Friday, November 29. The warm winter sun gleams brightly, breaking through the chill of the icy
wind whirling around us. Dad walks quickly, his stride long and sure, shortening the distance to the barn,
as I jog to keep up. The sows in the lot look up as we pass, then scatter in a cacophony of squeals, scared
by the jumping bean of a dog beside us. Dad chuckles under his breath, patting Jack on the head, then
offering his gloved hand to be mauled in the German shepherd’s teeth.

Reaching the barn, he pulls open the door, walking through the cloud of steam that gushes out into the
cold air. Walking down the hall he opens the door to the office and starts pulling out vaccines and
medicines, filling up two syringes; one a cloudy white mixture, the other clear as crystal. I move on to the
farrowing room, setting up gates and moving things around, getting ready for another exciting morning of
weaning pigs.

The sow shrieks, fighting Dad as he forces her out of her crate and out into the alley way. He pauses,
taking a deep breath and resting his hand unconsciously over the twitching muscles in his chest. One after
another he empties the crates, leaving the piglets by themselves, moving the old girls out of the farrowing
room and down the hall to an open pen where they will spend the next week. Next, its time for moving out
the little pigs.

Mark and I climb into the crates, snagging the piglets by legs, ears, or tails, picking them up to be
given a shot by Dad, then tossed into the scale to be weighed. “There are quite a few things I don’t have
the strength to do anymore. Day to day twisting and turning.” An hour passes, and then another, as we
slowly empty each crate and vaccinate each pig, sending them to the nursery where they will spend the next
six weeks. Dad coughs more often, clutching his chest; even after nine months the pain is there, bringing
back that he is still in the recovery stage.

Once finished, Dad rotates his left shoulder, stretching the sore muscles; then he and I make our way
back up to the house for a bit of lunch. Setting the table with cold meat, bread, and a bowl of soup, we sit
and talk of the chores ahead and how he is doing, discussing my semester project for my Contemporary
Nonfiction class.

“I don’t feel like I'm back; I don'’t feel like I did before.” This has been the most troublesome fact that
Dad has had to face. Some days he wishes he had never had the surgery, knowing that the triple bypass is
the reason he can’t do what he used to be able to. He still forces himself to work hard and do as much as he
can, sometimes surpassing the limits he shouldn’t cross, feeling his body’s objections the next day. He tells
me that at night Mom will still wake up and lay her hand on his chest, fearing that he has stopped breathing



or that his heart is not beating. “I’ll wake up and hear him, and its like he’s still on the ventilator; that

terrible wheezing breath,” Mom told me.

Even amid all the negatives, Dad is still positive. “I feel like a survivor, it’s better’n
being dead.” He wakes up every day glad to be alive; glad that he is moving and breathing, glad
that he is where he should be, surrounded by the people that he loves. Each day is a struggle for
survival, but it is a challenge he is willing to face, even when he fights with depression. Dad
knows that his family is behind him and that we will be there to support and push him to take
every advantage of the heart beating in his chest, and the new chance he got to start over on a
healthier path. He is a survivor, he has beaten the odds, and he has beaten time.

Haiku

first frost...
your breath
to mine

dry river bed—
the spirits of fish
swimming in air

Insomniac

On sleepless nights,
I close my eyes to darkness and imagine.

[ imagine . . .

That I am ten pounds lighter,
my nose is smaller, and my teeth are whiter.

That I have a boyfriend who will hold my hand
in public and is not always looking to trade me

in for a model with more options.

That my friend does not search
for self-worth in the beds of random men.

That my niece’s dark, wonder-filled eyes

Jenny Thorson

Rachael Rickertsen



have never brimmed with tears because someone hates
her brown skin and her perfect curls.

That deep purple hues were never grated
on my mother’s face and she is as proud
of herself as she is of me.

That the humor etched in every wrinkle
of my grandfather’s face remains and cancer
is not dimming the mischievous life in his eyes.

That cowardly national leaders do not encourage
young girls to strap bombs to bodies not yet ripe with womanhood
and murder in the name of their country.

But these are only imaginings
I wrap myself in to fall asleep.

Peggy Lucas

My First Martini

I burst in through the heavy door, and into the smoky Boston bar. Drenched with rain, I wipe my
muddy boots on the rug inside the doorway. Only a few weeks in Boston, and I am already completely
frustrated, rejected, and lonely, feeling that a career as a poet seems like a gray, unattainable dream. And to
top it all off, I am entering a bar at four in the afternoon all by myself. But I quickly shrug that idea off,
remembering that some of the greatest writers have been alcoholics.!

Feeling low and depressed, I pull up a bar stool next to a middle-aged woman with short dark hair. As I
strip off my raincoat, shake off the leftover droplets, and drape it over an empty stool, the woman turns her
head, looks at me with intense eyes and says, “Honey, looks like you need a drink.” Turning to the
bartender she adds, “Two martinis,? please.”

I am a bit taken aback by this woman’s forwardness. “Thanks,” I manage to mutter. “I don’t think I
have ever actually had a martini.”

I scoot up onto a stool and hold out my hand to introduce myself.

“I’'m Peggy, by the way.”

“Anne.”

Anne goes back to taking long draws off her Salem menthol cigarette.* The bartender places the drinks
before us, and I notice she gives him a little smile. I notice that this woman is actually quite breathtaking,
especially for being in her forties.* She is very slim, with long arms and legs.® Wearing a sleeveless white
dress, with black flowers, she doesn’t even have goose bumps. I can’t help but think she is oddly familiar,
but that is impossible since I don’t know a living person in Boston.” Anne takes a sip of her clear liquid,
and I do the same. But unlike her, I have to force myself not to spit my sip back out. It burns like gasoline.

“I’ve never come to a bar by myself. See, I’'m new to Boston. Actually, I am going to grad school.”

Anne looks at me, and after another sip and another drag she asks, “What are you studying?”’

“Well, writing. Actually, I am really trying to become a poet, but [ am beginning to realize that I just
might not have it in me.”

At this bit of information, Anne perks up a bit and she becomes aglow with interest. “Poetry, huh. I am
apoet.”

“Really! Well then, I would love to pick your brain. I am just having a tough time finding inspiration. I
feel I have come to a major block.” I take the olive out of my drink with my little pink plastic sword, and
nibble on it.



“I have always found writing as a form of therapy.® ‘Writing is like lying on the analyst’s couch, re-
enacting a private terror, and the creative mind is the analyst who gives pattern and meaning to what the
persona sees as on incoherent experience.”® Each time I wrote a poem, it was a rebirth. That is not to say
that my poetry was for me only. No, no,” she shook her head and inhaled another smoky kiss from her
cigarette.

“That’s the most amazing thing about poetry. Let me think of an example. Hmm.” She rubs her
forehead as she thinks. “I got it. In one of my earlier poems, ‘For John, Who Begs Me Not to Enquire
Further,’'° T “present an aesthetic of personal poetry which is conscious of the poem, because it is an object
that communicates and mediates between person and person, [and I think it] can offer ‘something special’
for others as well as oneself.’!! Let me see if | can remember how it goes . . . ‘I tapped my own head;/ it
was glass, an inverted bowl./ It is a small thing/ to rage in your own bowl./ At first it was private. Then it
was more than myself;/ it was you, or your house/or your kitchen.”'?

As Anne is reciting the lines of the poem she had written, I can’t help but feel that I have heard the
poem before. Suddenly, she stands up, dramatically beginning to recite with much more passion and
animation, gesturing with her toned arms.'

“And if you turn away/because there is no lesson here/lI will hold my awkward bowl,/ with all its
cracked stars shining like a complicated lie,/ and fasten a new skin around it/ as if I were dressing an
orange/ or a strange sun./ Not that it was beautiful,/ but that I found some order there./ There ought to be
something special/ for someone/ in this kind of hope.”

The handful of people in the bar who had become enthralled with this vivacious woman reciting over
the low melodies of the jukebox clap enthusiastically, and one person even whistles. Seemingly, these
regulars are no strangers to this sort of production. Then it hits me. I realize why this woman seems
strangely familiar and why I felt I have heard that poem before. Anne is none other than the poet, Anne
Sexton. My mouth drops open, and as she smoothes her skirt with one hand and slips back onto the stool,
she puts her finger to her mouth. “Shhh,” she whispers and gives me a wink.

That’s okay, I think to myself, I don’t think I can speak anyway. I am completely dumbfounded. Anne
Sexton is sitting next to me!

“Well, you see,” she explains, “today is the anniversary of Sylvia’s death. When we met at a writer’s
workshop we used to meet in this bar for martinis. But, I am early.”

“Sylvia Plath?” I ask, still in shock.

“Yes, of course. Actually, it is kind of ironic that I am first since Sylvia was the first to die. But, ‘that
death was mine.”"* You see, we used to discuss killing ourselves. We both ached for it. But she got there
first, and I felt so cheated.”'s

“I remember a poem you wrote, ‘Wanting to Die.’'* Do you remember how it goes?”

Without hesitation she begins, “Since you ask, most days I cannot remember./ I walk in my clothing,
unmarked by that voyage./ Then the almost unnameable lust returns./ Even then I have nothing against life./
I know the grass blades you mention,/ the furniture you have placed under the sun./ But suicides have a
special language./ Like carpenters they want to know which tools/ They never ask why build.”

Anne pauses, and I can’t help but break in, “Can you explain what you are talking about? Why use the
word ‘lust?’

She looks at me thoughtfully. From her expression, I can tell she doesn’t mind my questions. “Well, 1
am directing the poem to someone who has just asked me how I feel about life, which was a question that I
had to answer a lot since my depression and suicide attempts were no secret. ‘The first two lines are distant,
detached, calm, as well as open and frank. [I am] answering the question as directly as [I] can. But the lines
are end-stopped, clipped, flat, almost tired. Each day is a trip, a voyage, but one [that I] move through
rather than participate in.””"’

Anne tucks a strand of her softly curled hair behind her ear and continues, “Then in the line where 1
use the word ‘lust,” I shift ‘abruptly from the weary business of life to the desire for death.” In this line I
wanted to express what people who have a thirst for death, including myself, go through. And by using
‘diction [that] suggests intense, passionate, almost sexual involvement,’'® I hope I convey that emotion, and
that experience, because it is a feeling that many people cannot comprehend.”

“Wow. That is very powerful, and you’re right. Many people, including me, cannot understand what it
is like to truly yearn for the end of your life. So, then why do you use the analogy to a carpenter?
Carpenters usually have a positive connotation. It could almost seem a religious metaphor, and to compare
this positive image to suicide seems like such a stark contrast.” I forget that my full drink that is still sitting
before me is not water, and I take a gulp and wince as the stinging acid gushes down my throat.



“In that part, I am shifting from ‘acknowledging the argument for life, to asserting the desire for death.
The carpenter comparison implies an unmentioned third element, the architect or planner who does ask
‘why build’ as contrasted with the carpenter whose job it is to arrive at the site and begin to work. Suicides
are like this. There is no word for [us] that translates into ‘why;’ there is only ‘how,” because it is definitive
of a carpenter that he find the way to build, and just as definitive of the suicide that she find a way to die.” I
meant for the irony, and ‘the reversal of connotative value that the poem has begun [where] carpenters are
creators and builders. Suicides, as normal perception sees [us], are destroyed.” I want the reader to enter
into the ‘universe of the suicide’ to see that ‘for the suicide, killing oneself is a kind of building, a kind of
creating.””"

“Can I get another martini over here?” Anne asks as she points an empty finger at her glass. “Where
was 1?” She directs towards me while lighting up another cigarette, since her other one has long been
finished.

“Suicide as a type of creation.”

“Oh, yes. Take, for example, Sylvia. I witnessed how her death made the credibility of her art grow.
Essentially, in her suicide she was created as a renowned poet. Of course, the creation I speak of in the
poem is also an internal creation and my example of Sylvia’s career is external, but you see how it can
work both ways?”

“Definitely! You really are a genius! How your poetry speaks to so many, especially women, who are
dealing with these suicidal demons, and unfulfilling roles as housewives or asexual beings.”?

Anne exhales a little ring of smoke and it drifts into my face, making my eyes water.

“All T can tell you, Peggy, is to write the truth?" and never stop feeling. That is your one true gift as a
poet.?? 1 think that will make all the difference in your art. Even if you ‘write unhappy’ live ‘to the hilt!’>”

As Anne lifts the glass to her lips, she stops before taking a sip and looks toward the doorway. A gust
of chilling, February wind bellows into the bar.

“Sylvia’s here!” she says cheerfully.

I turn toward the door, but I don’t see anyone. “Where is she?” I question as I turn back toward Anne.
Getting a glimpse of Sylvia would be just too amazing. Anne and Sylvia? But I don’t have to worry about
the impact of that experience because suddenly Anne has disappeared,” with only an olive in an empty
glass and a cigarette butt left as evidence of the encounter. Frantically, I look around the bar. Only the
regulars who have been here all afternoon. I must be crazy, I think to myself.

Shaking my head, I grab my purse and stand up from my stool. I give a little wave to get the
bartender’s attention.

“How much do I owe you?”

Smiling, he replies, “A poem.” As he hands me a bar napkin and pen, he gives me a wink, and I have
no other option than to sit back down and follow some good advice.”

Appendix A
45 Mercy Street

In my dream,

drilling into the marrow

of my entire bone,

my real dream,

I’m walking up and down Beacon Hill
searching for a street sign —

namely MERCY STREET.

Not there.

I try the Back Bay.

Not there.

Not there.

And yet [ know the number.

45 Mercy Street.

I know the stained-glass window
of the foyer,



the three flights of the house

with its parquet floors.

I know the furniture and

mother, grandmother, great-grandmother,
the servants.

I know the cupboard of Spode

the boat of ice, solid silver,

where the butter sits in neat squares
like strange giant’s teeth

on the big mahogany table.

I know it well.

Not there.

Where did you go?

45 Mercy Street,

with great-grandmother

kneeling in her whale-bone corset

and praying gently but fiercely

to the wash basin,

at five A.M.

at noon

dozing in her wiggy rocker,

grandfather taking a nap in the pantry,
grandmother pushing the bell for the downstairs maid,
and Nana rocking Mother with an oversized flower
on her forehead to cover the curl

of when she was good and when she was . . .

And where she was begat

and in a generation

the third she will beget,

me,

with the stranger’s seed blooming

into the flower called Horrid.

I walk in a yellow dress

and a white pocketbook stuffed with cigarettes,
enough pills, my wallet, my keys,

and being twenty-eight, or is it forty-five?
I walk. I walk.

I hold matches at street signs

for it is dark,

as dark as the leathery dead

and I have lost my green Ford,

my house in the suburbs,

two little kids

sucked up like pollen by the bee in me
and a husband

who has wiped off his eyes

in order not to see my inside out

and [ am walking and looking

and this is no dream

just my oily life

where the people are alibis

and the street is unfindable for an
entire lifetime.



Pull the shades down —

I don’t care!

Bolt the door, mercy,

erase the number,

rip down the street sign,

what can it matter,

what can it matter to this cheapskate
who wants to own the past

that went out on a dead ship

and left me only with paper?

Not there.

I open my pocketbook,

as women do,

and fish swim back and forth
between the dollars and the lipstick.
I pick them out,

one by one

and throw them at the street signs,
and shoot my pocketbook

into the Charles River.

Next I pull the dream off

and slam into the cement wall

of the clumsy calendar

I live in,

my life,

and its hauled up

notebooks.

Anne Sexton
Appendix B
For John, Who Begs Me Not To Enquire Further

Not that it was beautiful,

but that, in the end, there was

a certain sense of order there;
something worth learning

in that narrow diary of my mind,
in the commonplaces of the asylum
where the cracked mirror

or my own selfish death
outstared me.

And if I tried

to give you something else,
something outside of myself,
you would not know

that the worst of anyone

can be, finally,

an accident of hope.

I tapped my own head;

it was a glass, an inverted bowl.
It is a small thing

to rage in your own bowl.



At first it was private.

Then it was more than myself;

it was you, or your house

or your kitchen.

And if you turn away

because there is no lesson here

I will hold my awkward bowl,

with all its cracked stars shining
like a complicated lie,

and fasten a new skin around it

as if I were dressing an orange

or a strange sun.

Not that it was beautiful,

but that I found some order there.
There ought to be something special
for someone

in this kind of hope.

This is something I would never find
in a lovelier place, my dear,
although your fear is anyone’s fear,
like an invisible veil between us all...
and sometimes in private,

my kitchen, your kitchen,

my face, your face.

Anne Sexton

Appendix C
Wanting to Die

Since you ask, most days I cannot remember.
I walk in my clothing, unmarked by that voyage.
Then the most unnameable lust returns.

Even then I have nothing against life.
I know well the grass blades you mention
the furniture you have placed under the sun.

But suicides have a special language.
Like carpenters they want to know which tools.
They never ask why build.

Twice I have so simply declared myself
have possessed the enemy, eaten the enemy,
have taken on his craft, his magic.

In this way, heavy and thoughtful,
warmer than oil or water,
I have rested, drooling at the mouth-hole.

I did not think of my body at needle point.
Even the cornea and the leftover urine were gone.
Suicides have already betrayed the body.



Still-born, they don’t always die,
but dazzled, they can’t forget a drug so sweet
that even children would look on and smile.

To thrust all that life under your tongue! —
that, all by itself, becomes a passion.
Death’s a sad bone; bruised, you’d say,

and yet she waits for me, year and year,
to so delicately undo an old would,
to empty my breath from its bad prison.

Balanced there, suicides sometimes meet,
raging at the fruit, a pumped-up moon,
leaving the bread they mistook for a kiss,

leaving the page of a book carelessly open,
something unsaid, the phone off the hook
and the love, whatever it was, an infection.

Anne Sexton
Appendix D

Vampire

He suckles my fresh flesh—
tastes my first blood—
pillages the open wound
where I have let him poke and prod
deeply—
foolishly left unbandaged—
and previously undamaged.

Now, it will never heal.
From now, forever agape.
I will bleed.

Breeze from the open window fling
tantalizing secrets in from the night—
and whispers I wish to hear
are only echoes of fantasies
forsaken in my mind.

And at last, in the cold, dark room,
a salty drop of sweat
is shaken from his brow—
it lands on my cheek.
My lips accidentally brush against
his gnarled fangs—

slowly moving from

my face.



to neck.
to chest.

And that’s when the scent
of garlic,
moist from his breath,
arises.

Peggy Lucas
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! Anne Sexton was addicted to alcohol and pills. Middlebrook 250.

2 Anne Sexton and Sylvia Plath drank martinis together.

3 Anne Sexton as a ghost in human form. (b.1928 — d.1974)

4 Sexton, Linda Gray 13.

5 Anne Sexton committed suicide at age 45. Linda Gray Sexton wrote of this magic number in relation to
her life-long quest: “In Mother’s mind, ‘Mercy Street’ was the place where past and present reconciled,
where confrontation joined hands with forgiveness. Perhaps she believed unconsciously that because she
had not found Mercy Street by her forty-fifth year she would never find it, and perhaps this contributed to
her despair as she approached her forty-sixth birthday in 1974. Or perhaps she sensed that even if she
should find Mercy Street it would not be what she expected or needed. Sexton, Linda Gray 9. See
Appendix A.

¢ Linda Gray Sexton described her mother: “With her black hair and eyes of aquamarine, she was as
beautiful and dramatic a woman as a daughter could hope for. How I would pray to look just like her—tall,
slender, statuesque, and dark.” Sexton, Linda Gray 13.

7 Sexton was born in Newton, Massachusetts. Middlebrook 245.

§ Sexton was considered a “confessional” poet. Her doctors encouraged her to write poetry as a sort of
therapy because of her depression. Middlebrook 245.

 Middlebrook 245.

10 Sexton 34. See Appendix B.

! Juhasz 403.

12 Sexton wrote in free verse. In this form, she needed to be excessively aware of turning the line. She made
sure that each word at the end of the lines packed power and meaning, which makes the reader yearn for the
following word. In addition, each line—short or long—has a reason behind that authorial choice.



Sometimes the short lines add power to the image at hand, or sometimes the longer lines connote a certain
tone. All are decisions a good poet must make.

13 Towards the end of Sexton’s career, she toured, reciting her poetry to music, often with an orchestra
behind her, which made her poetry readings more like theatrical productions.

14 Middlebrook 245.
15 Sexton also ended up killing herself. “Letting her car idle in a closed garage, she died of carbon
monoxide poisoning . . . But her death at age forty-five was not impulsive. In fact, Sexton seems to have

held the view—based on examples of Ernest Hemingway and Sylvia Plath—that suicide was a suitable
closure for a career in art.” Middlebrook 251.

16 Sexton 142. See Appendix C.

17 George 216.

18 George 216.

¥ George 217, 218.

2 Not only did Sexton feel these pressures of being a woman and being tormented by suicidal thoughts, but
her poetry was based on these themes, among others.

2t Sexton thought that she only belonged to the academics by coincidence, that not everything she wrote
was factual, that there is some social criticism in her poems, and to summarize her work as a poet, she
simply said, “I try to write true to life.” Middlebrook 252.

22 “In a letter she speaks of the necessity for the writer to engage in a vulnerable way with experience: ‘I
think that writers . . . must try nof to avoid knowing what is happening. Everyone has somewhere the ability
to mask the events of pain and sorrow, call it shock . . . when someone dies for instance you have this
shock that carries you over it, makes it bearable. But the creative person must not use this mechanism
anymore than they have to in order to keep breathing. Other people may. But not you, not us. Writing is
‘life’ in capsule and the writer must feel every bump edge scratch ouch in order to know the real furniture
of his capsule . . . I, myself, alternate between hiding behind my own hands protecting myself anyway
possible, and this other, this seeing ouching other. I guess I mean that creative people must not avoid the
pain that they get dealt. I say to myself, sometimes repeatedly ‘I’ve got to get the hell out of this hurt’ . . .
But no. Hurt must be examined like a plague.” It seems that Sexton felt she had an obligation to stay alive
as an artist—to feel the pain and the ache for death. She held out for as long as she could; or at least until
she felt she had left the world with enough, so that they might find solace in her struggles with life. Juhasz
403, 404.

2 Anne Sexton wrote in a letter to her daughter, Linda Gray: “I’ve had a good life—I wrote unhappy—but
I lived to the hilt. You too, Linda—Live to the HILT! To the top. I love you, 40-year-old Linda, and I love
what you do, what you feel, what you are! Be your own woman. Belong to those u love. Talk to my poems,
or talk to your heart—I’m in both if u need me.” Sexton, Linda Gray 5. One interesting aspect is that this
quote dives into the poet personae of Anne Sexton. She was mostly a confessional poet who rarely wrote in
an alter ego. I had guessed that Anne’s alter ego would be a happy, more fulfilled personae—one who
would “live life to the hilt.” Turns out that I was correct in assuming that Anne did have this side to her
when she was not depressed.

2 “I will go now/ without old age or disease,/ wildly but acutely,/ knowing my best route.” Sexton, Anne.
“Suicide note.” Rpt. in Sexton, Linda Gray 3.

2 See Appendix D for the outcome of “some good advice.”

Alison Brogan

Making Soda Bread

I sat on the old kitchen counter top

as my grandmother measured and mixed.

Her hands were age-lined and pale

wrinkled and weathered, but small as a child’s.
From my cold linoleum chair



I pictured my father there, watching her busily
knead the dough with young hands.

Now her floured fingers whisper sadness,

lined with loss only a mother knew.

She greased the pan and I recalled

the night before his funeral,

and how we stayed up to bake.

She watched as my sister and I ate,

the flavor of flour and raisins

mixed with the sweet salt of her tears.

The oven heat leapt out as

she opened the door and I asked her,

“Grandma, remember when you made this for Dad?”
She wiped her sad hands on her blue apron and said
“Oh honey, I made it for him all the time- every time he went away.”

Donna Bormann

Memory Lane

My husband and children still slumbered under their cozy quilts when I awoke early and jumped with a
start, knowing in the back of my mind that there were important plans for this day. Gazing out the window,
wanting to stay in this comfortable cocoon a minute longer, I could see it was one of those mornings when
the weather can’t decide what it wants to do with the day. While there was light, the sun had not yet shown
itself. The sky was an uncertain blue-gray, no clouds really, just plain cold sky under the lace curtains on
my window.

Hauling myself out of bed, I slipped on a pair of old jeans, t-shirt, sweatshirt and sensible shoes—made
for walking—all the while wondering why I was feeling so nervous. It seemed a bit of turmoil had cut
loose in my mind. Part of it reminded me that this was something I had been hoping to do for a long time.
Another part, obviously less reasonable, was afraid of what I might find on this journey.

Without sun-warmth, the cool, fall morning air cut through my sweatshirt quickly as I stepped outside
and walked across the driveway to the shed. I started the 4-wheeler and rolled down the short drive to the
road. But as I turned onto the road and shifted into a higher gear, I knew my meager sweatshirt stood no
chance of keeping the chill from permeating my still bed-warmed body. Oh, how I hate to turn around
now. The involuntary shiver won out though, and I made a careful u-turn on the gravel road, returning
home for a heavier canvas coat.

Once back on the road I shifted to the highest gear and sailed down the otherwise quiet country road,
leaving a trail of dust in my wake. This was the best. Most of the world was still asleep, waking up over
their morning coffee or, in our neck of the woods, cooped up in the barn with the milk cows. It felt as
though it was just me, the birds sitting on their power lines overhead, and the occasional herd of cattle
grazing below them in fertile pastures between still-green cornfields and seas of just-turning-gold soybeans.
I motored another mile down my road and slowed for a right-hand turn. Beginning again to accelerate,
taking in deeply of the dewy morning air, I glanced over at the farm to my left. The young couple who
recently moved into this place remind me of my husband and me when we first married and moved to our
home on the farm. They have done some work to the place, to make it their own, but, similar to us, it will
likely take them many years to develop their dream home. The next place along the road is where an even
younger and more recently married couple have moved a trailer onto her parents’ place—a stone’s throw
from the in-laws’ front door. This is actually a fairly common phenomenon around here as well. They
usually live in the trailer long enough to “get on their feet” or more likely, until they have had enough of
living door-to-door with their parents.



My mind continues to wander as I pass by more farms and country houses—Hflitting from thought to
thought—picturing what this road may have been like when my parents bought their first farm in 1954—
the farm with the long lane. The lane that will propel me through this journey I am headed for today—the
lane concluding at the red brick house; the home where my life began. Most of my siblings were born
while we lived on this farm—I’m number 18 of 19 children, and only three when we moved away and
settled in a little town nearby. Sometimes, I regret that my parents didn’t stay on the farm. Hearing stories
from the “older kids” makes me homesick for the childhood in the country that I never had.

Having only two children of my own, I have often wondered what my mother’s life was like, raising
such a large brood. There is a need, unfulfilled it seems—in my soul—to know this woman, this woman
who is my mother. Get to know my mother—sounds fairly bizarre, I know. After all, she is the woman
who bathed me, baked my favorite grilled cheese sandwiches and chocolate chip cookies and prayed for me
through those difficult teenage years. Together we planned my wedding and she made sure to teach me
how to can tomatoes and bake cookies, so I would be a “good wife.” My mother was always a good
caretaker of her family, though she was not so good at sharing her true feelings. Perhaps I am so much like
her today and that is why I feel this need to know her—so that I can better know myself.

In my mind, a sense of mystique has always surrounded both my mother and the time that my family
lived on the farm that seems to hold me spell-bound. It seems that any time “the farm” comes up in
conversation [ have been part of, the lane is a central part of the discussion. The length of the lane is, I
suppose, the main reason for the intrigue. While there have been some heated debates over the years, the
lane is, according to my odometer, 1.3 miles long from house to road. Though I know in my heart that for
me there is more to the length of the lane than the number of miles it is from end to end.

Call me strange if you like (people have), but I love to look up words in the dictionary. It seems to me
a good thing to increase my vocabulary whenever the chance presents itself. So, when I began to reflect on
why 1 felt the need to reflect on this lane, I decided to thumb through my trusty friend to see what it had to
say about the lane: 1. a narrow passageway (as between fences) 2. A relatively narrow way or track.

Now, there is a term that could shed some light on my fixation. A passageway. This seems especially
meaningful to me when I think of this particular lane. To me it is, I think, a passageway—literally, as I can
walk or drive on it—and metaphysically, for the part it seems to play in my family heritage, especially
when it comes to my mother.

What was I hoping to find down this long and winding passage today? Was I hoping to spark some
distant memory, perhaps suppressed for some reason? I think not. More likely, I was hoping for my
imagination to explode and catapult me back in time to the place I was seeking. This place being not a
destination that one could see with their eyes or even touch. This place would be instead where one, or
rather I, could feel. I wanted to feel with all of my senses what it must have been like all those years ago.
All those years ago—with all those children. All those children to care for, to feed, to clothe, to keep from
trouble and, ultimately, to love. To love . . . this must have been difficult for my mother at times, I think.

I have read and hold dear to my heart 1 Corinthians 13:4-7—Love is patient,; love is kind; love is not
envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it
does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all
things, endures all things.

Certainly, a mother loves her children, as I know my mother loved us, each and every one of us. She
loved us unconditionally. She loved us deep down in her heart; in that place that only a child (or many
children) can fill, as she still loves us today. But, neither am I so ignorant to think that my mother was not
human. Love is not always easy—sometimes it requires much work to love. And the Good Lord knows
that she worked hard at loving us.

As I reflect on this lane and on my mother today—the woman who loved and raised eleven boys and
eight girls—on very little materially and very much emotionally—I realize that at my present age of 37, she
already had fourteen children. My mind cannot even begin to wrap itself around this concept. What must
it have been like, down this long and winding lane? I cannot digest the reality of it now—it had been all I
knew growing up. It was normal to have eleven brothers and seven sisters. I did not realize in my young,
innocent years that there was a difference between having two children and having 19 children. Oh, the
naiveté of childhood.

Since I could not take in the mental reality of her world at this moment, I decided to begin my literal
journey and see where it took me. I have traveled this lane before, I suppose in the first years of my life
that I cannot recall; but, even as an adult, I have ventured down this drive many times to visit a dear friend
who now lives in the house in which I began my life.



As I enter the lane, the linear rows of tall corn standing at perfect attention along the left side catch my
eye. There are several outer rows already missing—fallen victim to the chopper and likely now stored
away in some bin waiting to feed the hungry livestock through the upcoming winter months. I can see the
plump ears, hanging from the sturdy stems, filled out and bursting with the golden harvest—the life-blood
of the farmer’s existence. This year has been good as weather goes, some timely rains and many sunny
days to coax the stalks ever taller to eventually display their clustered tassels to the sky. As I roll past, a
huge flock of blackbirds explode out of the corn, taking flight overhead, like one huge mass of black, then
dive bombing again toward some invisible target in the corn field, at the last moment dispersing as black
droplets of water spreading in the gray sky.

Returning my attention to the road ahead, I notice a tiny chipmunk as he darts from the under growth
in the distance, racing across the gravel and imagine that he, like the farmer, is busy gathering his own
winter store. Nearing the first cattle crossing—those menacing rows of metal tubes, threatening to break
an ankle if you are not careful in your step—I stop and switch off the engine a moment. Directly on the
other side is a herd of stout, square-bodied brown and red cows with their half-grown calves at side. They
lift their heavy heads, sensing my approach. Certainly, they detected the rumble of my 4-wheeler before I
was close to the gate. Now they stare at me curiously for a long moment. What must they be thinking as
they watch me? Do they wonder who this noisy stranger is entering their quiet and serene domain? Do
they worry about their babies—will I try to take them away or hurt them? Do they wonder these things,
really, or is it my attempt to transfer my nervous thinking to their thoughtless heads? In my everyday
experience with livestock, I know that cows basically live to eat and they simply react by instinct as one
and then the rest, kick up their heels, spin around and run frantically away from where I am sitting. I feel
bad for bothering them during their peaceful cropping of the land.

Ignoring the bright yellow “No Trespassing” sign on the fence, I pass through the gate to continue my
journey. Traveling slowly, almost idling, down the lane, I see that to my right the cows have now gathered
on a hillside and paint a picturesque scene, grazing on a fresh plot of green pasture. The trees to my left are
getting thicker and the timber floor beneath them is crowded with wild rose bushes, choking the
underbrush. One could not, and would not wish to, pass through this side on foot. Admiring the huge old
trees I ponder how they may have looked more like an endless supply of firewood to my older brothers
many years ago, in their zest to prove their manhood and wield the mighty chainsaw. I recall a story told
to me of my brother Dan, who in his zeal to be a part of the action—yet too young to be so—did not move
far enough out of the way at the older boys’ direction, and took a bite in the leg—right down to the bone—
from one of those frightening machines.

Looking ahead there is a bend in the drive as overhead the narrow graveled road is covered with a full
canopy of branches heavy with summer’s growth, some just beginning to show a hint of brown and yellow.
I remind myself to return again in a few weeks to see the trees as they don their fall splendor. As I look
ahead to the bend, I cannot see around it—reminding me of a painting I once saw. This painting was a
pathway meandering off into the distance surrounded by beautiful green. It was so serene that I remember
feeling as though I would like to get into the painting itself and follow the path; it must lead to something
magnificent. That is what I see ahead of me now. Here lies the path, meandering, leading—leading me
through the green and gold and the fresh morning air. And so I follow.

My mind returns quickly to the moment as I hear the snap of a branch next to me. I am aware that
there is a multitude of wildlife in the timber surrounding me. But I am the trespasser here and much too
clumsy as I make my way to allow the opportunity for a sighting, save those few ground squirrels who are
likely too busy to take much notice of me. The locusts’ drone invades my brain as I stop to listen—are they
warning the others of my intrusion—or do they whir even when I am not here to listen? 1 look up at the
aged trees, many partially disrobed as they die the slow death of a timber tree, towering over me and I wish
that they could share their secrets. 1 know that they were here, all those years ago. They heard the echo of
laughter from my brothers and sisters as they raced up and down this passageway—this passageway to the
world.

Pausing for a moment to sit on a fallen tree branch I look up and down the lane and think back to the
definition of the word. A passageway—but a passageway leading where? Certainly it leads in. Into the
sanctuary of home: security, warmth, family. These are the words that come to my mind when I think of
home. But, likewise this passageway leads out. Out into the world, the uncertain world, or the exciting,
unknown world. Which way did my mother view this path I wonder? Did she feel a yearning as she
headed out the lane into the world? Was she excited to shed the seclusion, if only briefly, to go to the
grocery store or the doctor? Or did she prefer the return trip; did she feel relief as she made her way home,



or did she sometimes dread the reality of her life? I am reminded now of a comment my mother made a
few years ago. We had decided to take a Sunday drive out to the “old farm.” As we drove down the lane I
commented on what it must have been like to live so seemingly far away from all civilization. She
responded with “Yes, there were times when I did wonder if I would ever get out of this hole!” Now, I
knew at the time, she made this comment in jest, but many times I wonder how much truth there may have
been underneath the laugh that followed.

The life of a farmer, and a farmer’s wife alike, as I have learned first hand, can be difficult—not to
mention the work of being a mother. The work is hard and it is there day after day after day after day . . . it
is the kind of work that is a joy if it is in one’s blood. Ifit is not in your blood, then it is just that—work—
hard, laborious, monotonous work.

Pulling to the side of the lane, I left my 4-wheeler behind and walked up the hillside toward the fence
and what looked like an alcove created by a group of pine trees (perhaps a hiding place for “the kids” many
years ago?). Looking down at the ground, there was a light carpet of brown leaves. These dead soldiers
made me begin to think of winter. What of the lowa winters—when the wind would blow for days, drifting
the lane and even the roads shut? I have witnessed how the wind can howl endlessly across the frozen
white fields. Was it exciting for awhile, to be stranded and cut-off from civilization? Did my mother
experience so much joy in that farmhouse with kids piled on top of one another for days?

From stories I have heard, there was much time spent outside whenever possible. At the beginning of
the lane, close to the house and actually surrounding the backside of the house to the east are bluffs. Bluffs
jut out into the yard, spreading their craggy feet down the hill to the red and white milking barn, until they
give way to the more gentle, rolling pasture land on the West side of the lane leading to the hill rolling up
toward the night sky. Above the barn, embedded in the rock of the bluff, on a flat spot, was the water
pump, used to fill buckets for livestock and such. I am reminded of another story of how some of my
brothers and sisters would pull the obedient steel arm of that pump on a cold winter day, allowing the water
to spill down the bluff, freezing quickly. Then they would sled down the frozen bluffs on their shoes—
their good Sunday church shoes were they lucky enough to sneak out of the house with them. What fun for
them—what worry for mother!

Now rounding the final bend in the lane and catching sight of the front of the house facing toward the
West, I begin to wonder again. I know that when my parents moved here the house already stood—a large
square, red brick farm house with a big porch along the front—squatting above the circle drive as the lane
wound in the last gate, past the big barn and back around to the narrow cement steps leading up the hillside.
My parents have told me that a Mr. Andy Schilling and his brother Alphonse, built this house, sometime in
the 1930s. They suppose that he built it where it is, since the “old” house, built in the 1800s, had been built
in the same spot, so the well and barns were already there. It seems worthwhile to do some further
checking and try to figure out why they built the original house so far back in the property, rather than close
to the road where entry and exit would have been much easier. Well, this will need to be another journey
for another day.

As I turned and made my way out the lane, it felt as though I would never reach the end. Around each
bend my mind pictured the place where the lane met the road, but instead there would be another bend
ahead. Upon approach of that first gate, the cows were not as fearful of me as I drifted through them this
time. They stood and stared and some even began pursuit. The calves kicked their heels and chased after
me for a time as well—they wanted to play a game. At last I reached the road, I again shifted into high
gear and as I sailed back toward home I knew that I would return to that place again. I would return to see
the trees in their fall glory and to continue my journey, for I realize that I have only just begun and am
reminded of a favorite verse I only recently discovered:

“The end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.”
T.S. Eliot

At last, it seems my mother’s wise predications have come true—in many ways I have come full circle in
my life and have “become” her.

Robin Reed



Haiku

empty ammunition
box—his mother
sweating bullets

tipped mason jar—
candle wax staining
her obituary

morning of her funeral
the pinwheel
standing still

Abby Esch

Almost Like A Dream: A Conversation With Sylvia Plath

Over seas and to my cousin’s house I go. I am ready to take a trip to London to see my relatives whom
I haven’t seen since I was a child. I am traveling alone so I am able to focus on seeing what I always
imagined I would see. No longer is it a fantasy; images soon will be real. Plans are made, the tickets paid
for, and I am overwhelmed with excitement at the thought of traveling to London.

Since I plan to be in London for a while, I decide to make the most of my time. I will visit a place that
I often thought about after studying an amazing poet, Sylvia Plath, in a class while attending Loras
College.! The place I am most curious to see is the grave of Plath in Heptonstall, London.> Today, I am
going to have an even stronger appreciation for Plath’s grave because the weather symbolizes parts of
Plath’s life. The dark, gloomy atmosphere helps to describe her depression. I don’t think I could have
chosen a month better than October to make my dream come true.

October nights are always chilly but tonight seems to be a little cooler than usual. The rain drizzles off
and on and dusk starts to set in for the evening. The cab driver drops me off at the cemetery. I have my
umbrella in one hand and a book of poems by Sylvia Plath in the other. My plastic, yellow rain coat holds
my flashlight in the side pocket just in case I have a hard time finding the grave in the darkening sky. As I
slowly walk around the graveyard, dark red, yellow, and brown leaves blow in the wind forming a tornado
around me.

I approach a gravestone® matted with wet leaves and beads of rain that reads “In Memory of Sylvia
Plath Hughes,” and I know I have found my destination.* I stare at the beautiful stone and the red roses
scattered in front. To the side of the stone is an old black boot that someone must have left during their
visit. This is when I was taken back to the time in college when I had to recite Plath’s poem “Daddy.” 1
started speaking the words:

You do not do, you do not do
Any more, black shoe
In which I have lived like a foot



For thirty years, poor and white,
Barely daring to breathe or Achoo.

Daddy, I have had to kill you.
You died before I had time—
Marble-heavy, a bag full of God,>
Ghastly statue with one gray toe
Big as a Frisco seal

I pause and focus on lines nine and ten. I remember that Plath’s father died from gangrene in his toe
when she was young. When Plath says it was as big as a “Frisco seal,” she is recalling the amputation from
the thigh of the gangrened foot and leg and the following prosthesis.

And a head in the freakish Atlantic®
Where it pours bean green over blue
In the waters off the beautiful Nauset.

I used to pray to recover you.
Ach, du.

In the German tongue, in the Polish town
Scraped flat by the roller
Of wars, wars, wars.
But the name of the town is common.
My Polack friend

Says there are a dozen or two.
So I never could tell where you
Put your foot, your root,
I never could talk to you.
The tongue stuck in my jaw.

It stuck in a barb wire snare.
Ich, ich, ich, ich,’
I could hardly speak.
I thought every German was you.
And the language obscene

An engine, an engine,
Chuffing me off like a Jew.
A Jew to Dachau, Auschwitz, Belsen.
I began to talk like a Jew.
I think I may well be a Jew.

Hearing myself say “wars, wars, wars,” I think back to all of my research on Plath. “Daddy”
represents a lot of frustration connected with her dead father and unfaithful husband. When she speaks
about wars, she is meaning a war within her “self” and “soul,” pretending to be a Jew and her father who is
German, a Nazi, fighting against her. The Nazi is making hell for her, penalizing her for something she
couldn’t control, and that was her father’s death.

The snows of the Tyrol, the clear beer of Vienna
Are not very pure or true.
With my gypsy ancestress and my weird luck
And my Taroc pack and my Taroc pack®
I may be a bit of a Jew.



As I finish the line, a woman’s voice meets mine and takes over. The words pound from her mouth as
though she is angry. I cannot see anyone around but I let the voice take over. She says:

I have always been sacred of you,
With your Luftwaffe, your gobbledygoo.
And your neat mustache
And your Aryan eye, bright blue.

Panzer-man, panzer-man, O You

Not God but a swastika
So black no sky could squeak through.
Every woman adores a Fascist,
The boot in the face, the brute
Brute heart of a brute like you.

The wind seems to blow a little harder and the rain turns from a drizzle to something more. It is as
though her voice made the storm brew faster because of the angry words spilling from her mouth. As I take

a step back from the grave, a lady in a maroon sweater and long denim skirt’ appears and she continues on
with the poem:

You stand at the blackboard, daddy,
In the picture I have of you,
A cleft in your chin instead of your foot
But no less a devil for that, no not
Any less the black man who

Bit my pretty red heart in two.
I was ten when they buried you.
At twenty I tried to die
And get back, back, back to you.
I thought even the bones would do.

I start to shiver not knowing if it is the cold, damp weather or the sound of her voice making the hairs
on my neck stand up. It is getting darker, so I pull the flashlight out of my coat pocket and turn it on.

But they pulled me out of the sack,
And they stuck me together with glue.
And then I knew what to do.

I made a model of you,

A man in black with a Meinkampf look

And a love of the rack and the screw.
And I said I do, I do.

It is Sylvia’s voice that meets mine in the poem. I have brought her back! I know this because I
realize that she is talking about her husband when she says, “I made a model of you.” After her father died,

she felt abandoned and wanted to find a replacement. She married Ted Hughes to fill the important male
figure in her life.

I step back and see that she is the one in all of the pictures I have scanned. She didn’t stop reciting the
poem but raises her fist and says:

So daddy, I’m finally through.
The black telephone’s off at the root,
The voices just can’t worm through.



If I’ve killed one man, I’ve Kkilled two—
The vampire who said he was you
And drank my blood for a year,
Seven years, if you want to know.
Daddy, you can lie back now.

I think to myself, seven years? Weren’t Ted and Sylvia married for seven years? Ted is slowly killing
her by sucking everything she has out of her.!

There’s a stake in your fat black heart
And the villagers never liked you.
They are dancing and stamping on you.
They always knew it was you.
Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I’m through."

After her rage in the last line, she falls onto the wet bed of leaves and sits with her arms around her
knees. I don’t know what to say so I sit down beside her and put my hand on her back to calm her. I
realize that I have awaked her from something she didn’t want to think about anymore. She looks at me
and says,

“Who are you and why are you at my grave?”

The dark sky is surrounding us now and all that I can see is her face because my flashlight is at a dim
glow.

I respond, “My name is Abby and I have always been fond of your poetry since I was introduced to
your character. I am in London for a short while and wanted to come to your grave. I am sorry. I never
meant to disturb you but as I was looking at your grave, the words from “Daddy” flowed from my mouth.”

Plath straightens up and says, “If you know that ‘Daddy’ is such an emotional poem, why did you
recite it?”

I point to the black boot and say, “To tell you the truth, Sylvia, when I saw the black boot sitting next
to your grave, it brought images from the poem to my mind. I didn’t think I would make you become
restless over a poem that seems to be so innocent. It’s in the form of a nursery rhyme. Why would you
choose to write in that kind of form if the poem makes you so angry?”

“The nursery rhyme form and the angry words symbolize my innocence being destroyed by my
father’s abandonment and my husband’s infidelity. Can’t you see the contrast? The only two important
male figures in my life have abandoned me. I want you to understand the distinction between my innocence
and pain. The contrast in my form and content strengthens the distinction, making the mood in the poem
more real.”

“Didn’t you get past all that anger before dying? It seems that in the poem ‘Ariel’ you talked about
rebirth and the poem seemed to have a positive connotation.”

Leaves are sprinkling to the ground and we start to scoot closer to each other to keep warm.

“I did get over my anger. ‘Daddy’ helped me to do that but only for a short time. I had just pushed my
problems aside and soon realized that my depression'? was a part of me. I thought my problems would
never go away and I would remain lonely, so I needed a way out."* That is when I committed suicide.”

“What about the poem ‘Ariel’?'* It is such an amazing poem.”

She yawns and says, “The poem ‘Ariel’ gives me one last chance to ride dangerously on my horse'
through the woods into a new day. I get a rush every time I think about the amazing ride to rebirth into the
cauldron of morning.”

I am tired but don’t want to cut the conversation short so I say, “I got that image while I was reading,
but why did you choose to use the word suicidal in your poem? Why such a negative word when ‘Ariel’ is
supposed to be such a positive experience?”’

“In “Ariel,” the word suicidal has a positive connotation. It is powerful because in this poem the word
suicidal means dangerous and I am living on the edge, giving the reader a vivid image of the horse ride. I
am taking a risk to become something new.”

“Your poetry is beautiful. One of the reasons that I find ‘Ariel’ so fascinating is when you choose to
use the turning of the line in the form of your poem. When you say ‘the dew that flies/ Suicidal . . .’ I get
such an image that sunrise is approaching. All of the dew on the ground is being taken up into the sky and
eventually it falls into the cycle again. This is a positive image. As the line drops off and continues with



the word suicidal, it gives me a negative image. Like you said earlier, suicidal means dangerous and when
attached to ‘the dew that flies’ a new image appears for me. You are embracing the sunrise and a fresh
morning by moving forward to a new day. It really gives a powerful meaning to your experience.”

She smiled, put her hand on mine and whispered, “Thank you.”

As 1 start to dose off, I ask, “Why was ‘Ariel’ one of the last poems you wrote before committing
suicide? Why...?”

Before I know it my eyes are blinking open to the bright sunlight and I realize I have been there all
night. My clothes are dampened from the rain in the night but the book of poems remains dry. Has it all
been a dream? 1 open the book and find one leaf that marks the page of “Ariel.” As 1 awake to a new day,
Plath awakes to a new life and together we experience rebirth.

Appendix A
Ariel

Stasis in darkness.
Then the substanceless blue
Pour of tor and distances.

God’s lioness,
How one we grow,
Pivot of heels and knees!-The furrow

Splits and passes, sister to
The brown arc
Of the neck I cannot catch,

Nigger-eye
Berries cast dark
Hooks-

Black sweet blood mouthfuls,
Shadows.
Something else

Hauls me through air-
Thighs, hair;
Flakes from my heels.

White Godiva, I unpeel-
Dead hands, dead stringencies.

And now I
Foam to wheat, a glitter of seas.
The child’s cry

Melts in the wall.
And 1
Am the arrow,

The dew that flies
Suicidal, at one with the drive

Into the red

Eye, the cauldron morning.



October 27, 1962
Appendix B
Edge!'®

The woman is perfected.
Her dead

Body wears the smile of accomplishment,
The illusion of a Greek necessity

Flows in the scrolls of her toga,
Her bare

Feet seem to be saying:
We have come so far, it is over.

Each dead child coiled, a white serpent,
One at each little

Pitcher of milk, now empty.
She has folded

Them back into her body as petals
Of rose close when the garden

Stiffens and odors bleed
From the sweet, deep throats of the night flower.

The moon has nothing to be sad about,
Staring from her hood of bone.

She is used to this sort of thing.
Her blacks crackle and drag.

February 5, 1963
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Peggy Lucas

The Wedding

I want to strangle her. The short, smoked cigarette grows shorter by the second, while the ash tip is
growing longer. Her hand looks like a giant’s, balancing the white stick between her thick fingers. The
blood red acrylic nails are glued on slightly crooked and are a little too long for her stout, chubby fingers.
She inhales stiffly, as to let the gray smoke catch in her throat. Then, almost suddenly, she exhales, as if it
takes much effort. Her eyes narrow as the cloud rises out of her painted pursed lips, veiling her eyes and
then finally sweeping into a halo of smoke above her head before it fades into the haze of the room. Her
gray eyes stare into mine and seem to pierce my thoughts. I have forgotten what I am about to say. I hope
that the long ash tip, so long now it is bending precariously under gravitational force, will fall onto her lap,
and she will spontaneously combust. Up in flames she would go. Then, I wouldn’t have to strangle her.

I’'m sitting with my sister, her boyfriend, and a nearly empty bottle of chardonnay in a dark, smoky
corner next to the bar in an additional room linked to the reception hall. Occasionally, drunken family
members saunter in and order a drink, taking full advantage of the open bar in honor of my cousin’s
wedding. My sister’s round bottom protrudes over the tall barstool, and she crosses her thick legs.

“And get this. Remember your old flame, Michael Slutter? He’s marrying Jennifer Montgomery! And
you certainly remember her,” she says with a wink.

My sister has always leaked insults the way a broken faucet drips water. Constant. Irritatingly reliable.
Michael had been my high school boyfriend. I went off to college, and he slept with Jen, who is all too
typical: long legs and blonde, homecoming queen and cheerleader. I thought I heard she had gone to
Atlantic City to become a stripper.

I imagine what it would feel like to clasp my slender, strong fingers around the flesh of my sister’s
neck. Flabby skin, pale under my pressure, throbbing as her eyes bulge. Then she would be mute. Glaring
at her, I blink twice, slowly and deliberately. I get up from the table, for our bottle of wine is looking
depleted, in search of another source to fill my cup and in search of other company. Even as I slip away, I
cannot escape the deep, gurgling echoing from behind me.



I wander into the main ballroom of the reception at the Shriner’s Hall, where cream drapery is
slathered over the dark brown paneling. The white twinkle lights glow mysteriously, for the smoke from
the singles dance the night before still hangs in the air. The wedding party is seated at a long table in the
front of the room, facing the many smaller, rounder tables of people enjoying free buffet food. Someone
starts tinkling their water glass with a silver spoon, and instantly the room is full of the sound of singing
crystal. Guests stop in mid lift to their mouths while others even stop chewing in anticipation.

The bride and groom rise from their seats. I have never seen my cousin look so beautiful. Or so happy.
Her long dress glistens, and her rose complexion illuminates the room. They finish chewing, and then ever
so sweetly their lips meet. In that moment, a wave radiating from the couple rushes over the crowd, and
through me. Exasperated, I try to find a table to join. I recognize my divorced father’s salt and pepper hair
in the center of the room. He is sitting at a table where I can tell he is flirting because his devilishly sexy
smile is in full force I have been exposed to it all too often in my twenty-four years, and because he is
entranced with a pretty young blonde in a plunging neckline I decide not to interrupt. Then, I see my obese
aunt.

She is alone at a table at the edge of the room, facing the dance floor. Her knuckles are white, grasping
her fork, and tiny beads of sweat have formed on her nose and chin. However, her bottle of wine is full, so I
join her. Aunt Josephine does not notice her new company, probably because she does not realize she did
not have any to begin with. Her gaze is upon the half eaten prime rib in front of her. Her eyes follow her
fork from the slab of meat, occasionally her swollen finger pushes a little of the corn, or other remnants of
food that has congregated on her plate, onto her bite, and then she chews emphatically while she repeats
this eating ritual over and over, barely swallowing before the stabbed carcass is again at her lips. I grab the
bottle by the neck. I need a drink.

I focus in on the top of her graying brown hair. “So, Aunt Jo, how’s Uncle Jack doing? Still out on
disability?”

Aunt Jo glances up without interest. She smacks, “Uh, huh. Still flat on his back. Can’t do nothin.”

She does not bother to close her mouth while she talks, and tumbling cow mixed with mastication is
exposed, as if I were peering into a clear dryer window in a laundromat. I notice a mysterious brown sauce
dribbled on the color of her fuchsia flowered blouse. I decide to let her finish eating without distraction.

A crowd has engulfed the back of the room, where the bride and groom are cutting the wedding cake.
The white monstrosity is a tower of a half a dozen tiers, cascading with sugar flower waterfalls and ivory
pillars, holding up the landing for the mini bride and groom. The photographer is busily taking shots of the
newlyweds, but the bright light has an eerie effect on the cake. The shimmery frosting seems to be melting
under the harsh light. The top tier looks as if it is caving in, as the frosting becomes an oozing, pallid pile of
mush on the floor, while the tiny bride and groom, who before seemed to be arm and arm on the top of the
cake, wrestle as they ride and sink into the glittering quicksand.

My cousin, unaware of the illusion, delicately places a piece of the cake on the pale palm of her left
hand, while she gracefully picks it up with manicured fingertips of her right hand, and lovingly places it on
the tongue of her groom. But her new husband cannot contain the temptation, and smudges his piece into
the unsuspecting face of his bride. The crowd laughs awkwardly, as my cousin’s husband realizes his
mistake and helps wipe the thick frosting off her nose and chin with a rose colored napkin embroidered
with Mr. and Mrs. Tony Antforever. 1 watch a piece of frosting, a gooey snowflake, fall from Mrs.
Antforever’s chin to the full of her dress, and again, she is unaware.

Soon, the dancing begins. I twist around in my seat, and finish the wine in my glass. The table shifts as
my aunt gets up and waddles to the cake table. Meanwhile, the bride and groom are finishing the first
dance, and other couples are joining them on the wooden dance floor. My sister, dressed in black from head
to toe, looks as if she has mistaken the wedding for a funeral. Her thick, dark, curly hair is pulled back
loosely in a bun and looks like a black crow nesting on the top of her head. Her gray eyes now pursuing a
new hunt: her scrawny boyfriend. She has her crimson claws clasped around the wrist of her petite, blonde
haired, blue-eyed boy, leading him into the dancing mass. A giant dancing with a dwarf is what she looks
like with her arms around him, almost like she is suffocating him rather than embracing him. Her wide hips
could crush his small frame if someone were to come up behind her and push her down, causing her to
collapse on top of him. I can imagine her voluptuous body lying there on that poor little mouse, and her, an
oversized elephant.

I watch all the couples embracing as they dance. The dozen or so bridesmaids, overflowing in rose
colored satin, waltzing with their own husbands. I realize the lack of single men for the first time. Dateless,



I scan the male guests for ring-less left hands, and come up with only teenagers, divorced middle age men,
and widower grandfathers. The grandfathers seem like the best bet.

Suddenly, rushes of skirts fly past me. My obese aunt, with frosting still lingering on the corners of her
mouth, grabs my arm.

“Get out there!”

It is time for my cousin to toss her bouquet. I stumble up, in the name of tradition, and find myself in
the middle of the chaotic women. The D.J. urges us to cram closer together. We do. I do.

I am shoulder-to-shoulder, elbow-to-elbow, hip-to-hip with my sister, who now, I realize, bears a close
resemblance to Elvira. The bride walks in front of the ridiculous women, smelling the flowers teasingly.
Elvira nudges me, and she peers down on me with those gray eyes, flickering with an age-old competition.
This is war. And it appears [ have an ally. The bride has locked eyes with me. She gives me a sly wink. It is
in the bag. My sister’s malicious gray eyes no longer intimidate me.

My cousin turns around slowly, her elegant hands caressing the coveted accolade. As if in slow
motion, she releases the bundle of flowers from above her head, and the prize is sent tumbling over and
over, in an arc through the haze-like air, and finally it begins to descend toward the cluster of drooling
women, and toward me. I can see the bouquet is floating right into my outstretched arms; I am to be
victorious.

Suddenly, a cumulative squeal ignites from the assembly of women, who have seemed to instinctively
turn into hogs. High-heeled feet are now hooves and hips are hind legs that are bumping and shoving in
order for better positioning. The flowers were almost within my reach, when a sharp elbow juts into my
side and a corpulent hip, or hindquarter, bumps me off balance, and I sprawl to the floor, taking down
several innocent bystanders on the way down. The bunch of flowers seems to hop among the desperate
fingertips of the pigsty. Casualties are flailing to the floor, panties showing as dresses are torn and slips fly
over heads. Peering up, I see a familiar pair of engorged hands, with crooked blood red nails, snatch the
bouquet out of the air. I am defeated. She stares down at me, flashes her teeth, and leaves the scene of
massive disenchantment. The flowers wilt in her hands.

The despair does not last long, for the men are to take the floor now, with not the same enthusiasm, but
never the less they bow to tradition. The numbers are scarce. A few pimply faced boys, a few stragglers
from the wedding party, my father and one elderly man with a cane. The groom hastily slides the creamy
garter from his wife’s slender leg, and shoots it into the mass of the hungry men. It lands in my father’s
hands. Above his head, he rings the lacy elastic around his finger in triumph, and then proudly slides it up
his arm to rest on his bicep. It looks like I am the unlucky one in the family, but then again, I already have
figured that out. The woman with the plunging neckline comes running up to congratulate him with a kiss
on the cheek. Her left hand rests on his arm, and the diamond on her ring finger catches in the reflection of
the twinkle lights. How perfect.

An empty bottle of wine greets me at my aunt’s table. I must have finished it off before I engaged in
the embarrassing debacle. Aunt Jo shakes her head at me with a disapproving clicking sound. I am not sure
whether she disapproves of my newly found alcoholic tendencies or because I have come back empty
handed.

The dollar dance has started. It seems as if they just cannot get enough. With nothing better to do, I
open my purse and get out a dollar to dance with the groom. The line for the groom is three times longer
than for the bride. I get in line anyway.

I am halfway toward the back of the string of women. Impatiently, I cross my arms across my chest
and ponder what kind of small talk I will make with my cousin’s new husband. I hardly know him. This is
going to be awkward. I realize that maybe this is not such a good idea, and I am about to head for the bar
when a woman in the doorway catches my eye.

What I notice first is her cleavage. She is wearing a bright red strapless number that clashes with the
rose-colored balloon bouquet that decorates the doorway. The satin drapes to the floor. She flips her long
blonde hair behind her shoulder and, clutching something in her hand, she begins to weave around the
round tables toward the dance floor at a determined pace. Her long leg flashes through the high slit of her
dress, and it occurs to me that all she would need to match her perfectly arched eyebrows is a long pointy
tail, two sharp horns, and matching pitchfork.

She makes good time, and gates past the long line of anxious women. Instead of handing over her
dollar to the astonished maid of honor, she goes right for the groom. Pale, with a tint of green, he stands
limp, unable to move or to speak. The devil woman nuzzles herself up to the paralyzed man, wraps her
slitted leg around his, and distastefully grabs his right buttock while placing her dollar down his rose-



colored cummerbund with her other hand. All the while, her beautiful blue eyes are unrelentlessly fixated
on the new husband.

This spectacle has not gone unnoticed by the bride or the guests. The bride, an angel in white, has now
become a color of red that could compete with the intruder’s dress. Her doe-like eyes are now narrow and
enraged. The serene aura of love and happiness that had previously radiated from her is replaced by one of
anger and borderline insanity. Forgetting any feeling of duty or tact, my cousin charges at the woman in red
just as the pouty-lipped trespasser has begun to whisper in the groom’s ear. The bride clips her from the
side like a linebacker, groping her long, strong fingers around the blonde’s neck, choking her. They tumble
to the ground in a white and red fury.

Rolling and wrestling on the dance floor, scratching, biting, crying, and squealing, the dozen
bridesmaids dive in to pull my cousin off the uninvited guest, while the groomsmen look on, entertained.
The maid of honor holds back the kicking and screaming bride. Her hair is disheveled, there are streaks of
mascara streaming down her face, there is a cut above her eye dripping blood, her strap is ripped, now
hanging loosely Tarzan style. Her skirt is stuck over her shoulder, exposing her lace underwear to her
family and friends. She does not notice. Her once perfectly white dress is now tainted with stains of dirt
mixed with spilled beer from the dance floor and, down the front of her dress, spots of her own blood
dripped in an almost too-perfect straight line.

My cousin breaks free from her friend and races out of the hall to the bathroom, a rose-colored ribbon
of bridesmaids following. The fallen woman in red stands up from the floor defiantly and without help.
Alone, she slowly strides out the door, exiting in the exact path as she entered, chin pointed high to the
heavens, her long lashes not even blinking once to shield her intoxicating blue eyes from the carnivorous
guests. Miraculously, she has not a scratch on her. As she passes through the doorway under the arch of
balloons, she stabs one with her sharp, darkly painted fingernail. The explosion echoes in the silent
reception hall. Everyone instinctively jumps except for the frozen groom, still standing in the middle of the
dance floor.

The D.J., not quite knowing what to do, begins to play a fast-paced song, while instructing the guests
to come onto the floor and dance while the best man ushers his friend off. Guests, not quite knowing what
to do either, and happy for some instruction, begin to awkwardly flood the dance space and begin to move
rhythmically. I am standing on the edge of the floor and turn to leave the area because a drink is sounding
better and better, but suddenly from behind I feel a large pair of hands around my waist. It is obviously an
invitation to dance. I glance back, and even though I do not recognize the young man behind me, he is quite
handsome. I think, “what the hell” and begin to move with his hips.

I slide my hands over his, and I notice there is no wedding ring. Yes! He twirls me around, pressing me
close to him, then pushing me away in some sort of two-step, a dance that people only do at weddings and
formal occasions. I let him lead. I let him twirl me. I find myself giggling and enveloped in his eyes, in his
cheekbones, in his breath, and in his heartbeat. For moments, I forget where I am and of all the events that
have taken place tonight. I forget about my sister, my father, my aunt, my cousin, her husband, and the lady
in red. I imagine how this man would look in front of an altar, with a cummerbund, and a priest at his side.
I wonder what our children will look like and how big our house will be. I wonder what his family is like.
He spins me and dips me so that my hair sweeps the wooden floor. I smile dizzily. I cannot help it. And that
is when I see her. A woman, upside down, with her hands on her wide hips, lips tight, and narrowed eyes.
She looks as though she has just walked in on her husband and a prostitute.

The man stands me upright.

“Um, I’'m married.”

Then he twirls me one last time, this time letting go of my hand, and I am sent spinning across the
dance floor. Loosing my balance, I go crashing into the table holding the tower of wedding cake. I sink into
the sugary mush, slipping on sparkling icing. The tiny bride and groom roll across the floor.

Sitting amidst the fluffy white pottage, I have a vision. It is clear to me what the lady in red whispered
to her lover, my cousin’s new husband.

“Have fun on your honeymoon. Think of me, Love.”



Washed Photo

My mother stands
in front of a row
of motorcycles at Sturgis

in a worn
photo my father
kept in his back pocket

when they rode
together; never
dreaming that someday

he would cut his hair,
bury his wheels and forget
to take his wallet

out of his cut-off

jeans, before

throwing it all

in the washer.

Amber Morning

The faint sliver of the silver moon

is still awake, hanging among the cerulean sky
when one bare foot, then two, slip

out from the country comforter

and onto the cold, creaky, oak floor.

A trail of steamy footprints,

imprints of her toes, then of her heels,
quickly evaporates off the floor and into

the dewy morning air, as if she never climbed
out of bed—as if she never woke up.

In the kitchen she makes a pot of coffee,

echoes of faint music from the cathedral in her ear.
Smelling the strong scent of the black, ground beans,
she pulls two blue saucers out of the cupboard—
then remembers. She puts one back.

Peggy Lucas

Peggy Lucas



A linen napkin creases as the cloth
slides between her pale, wrinkled
fingers. She sits at her round kitchen
table with her coffee cup, fragile

as a robin’s egg. Out the window

she finds the hoary bells swinging in the tower
and the railroad tracks, where a train rattles
past, the black pool of coffee rippling between
her weakening, cupped hands. She counts
eighty-six boxcars this morning

as the shadow of the moon falls asleep
and the amber of day rises up behind the bell tower.

Alison Brogan

Butterflies

“So I was walking down the aisle looking for this book, and they were all red. There were like 400
books in the same series about molecular biology, and they had to make them all look the same. Not that it
really matters . . . it just pissed me off. Each page in all of those books was about something different, but
they had to make them all the same. Do you know what I mean? It’s like they were telling me, ‘It doesn’t
matter. Nothing you read in any of these books matters.” So I left.” He was gripping the steering wheel
tightly with one hand and gesturing wildly with the other. He always got so excited when he talked about
dropping out. It was like he needed to convince the world to do the same thing.

“Jeff, seriously, why didn’t you just switch your major to philosophy or something? You would have
fit in there. I mean you didn’t even pay a dime to that school. Might as well have finished.” T flipped
back through the map several times focusing on it intently, like I was really looking for directions. It was a
map of Illinois, and we were halfway through Colorado by then. I kept looking anyway. My baby was
going to be good with directions, unlike me.

“Well, ok you’re right. I am an idea guy, not facts. I shouldn’t have been in those classes in the first
place. But, philosophy is bullshit, too. You just got to live life, not analyze it. You don’t getit...Ididn’t
care anymore. [ just realized it didn’t matter . . . any of it. We matter, that’s all. Not books and labs and
tests and grades. Only us.” He was leaning forward with his chin almost touching the wheel, but he kept
turning back to make sure we were still paying attention.

There were five of us in the van. Jeff drove the whole time. Marcus, the quiet one, slept in the
passenger seat with his legs up on the dashboard, and his feet out the window. I sat staring at that map in
the middle with Leah, while she drew pictures of what she thought my baby looked like right then. She
was facing backwards, sitting on bags where her legs were supposed to go, with her back up against Jeff’s
seat. Leah was what I like to call a “free spirit”— always very liberal, imaginative, and high. Brian, my
boyfriend, was kind of like that too, I guess. He had that messy look, but his personality had more of an
edge. He was playing around on his guitar on the mattress we had thrown in the back. Leah was in the
back originally, but Brian made her trade with him, because he didn’t want to sit next to me. The back was
better for him because, “pregnant girls take up too much space.” Two days before, we had set out for
California to see one of Jeff’s obscure bands, but the show got cancelled. Don’t know why, but we decided
to just keep on driving around. We stopped at campgrounds during the night and made new friends. Leah
got creative and wrote “Go where the road may take us” on everyone’s shoes. I thought it was kind of
clever. Jeff said it exploited the whole concept.

Jeff was a genius and therefore, thought he was always right. I don’t mean he was just really smart.
Jeff really was a genius. We always knew he was smart, but he got average grades and smoked pot all the



time. He always said grades didn’t matter. We found out after we took our ACTs in high school, and they
made him take a million more tests after that. He got accepted to about thirty different colleges without
even applying, and he chose the University of Illinois to be close to home. He dropped out, though, right
before the end of his sophomore year. His favorite thing in the world was to talk about it, even almost four
years later. He felt like he had defied the system or something.

“Seriously, though. No one understands. Everyone thinks it’s all about something other than what it
really is. All this philosophy, “cup half empty/half full,” bullshit—it’s a god damn cup with stuff in it.
Doesn’t matter how much, just what it tastes like, you know?” Jeff was rolling us along at the minimum
speed limit. He always said there was no point in doing more than the minimum with anything in life.

Leah laid down her sketchpad, but didn’t even turn around to say, “Jeff, for a fucking genius, you have
a hell of a time making casual conversation. And that stuff you keep spurting out is philosophy. Shoulda
just got your degree so you could write it all up in books. People would buy ’em, and you wouldn’t have to
sponge off of us for the rest of your god damn life.”

“Well, shoulda, coulda, woulda. I could have been a ballet dancer too. And by the way, for a peace
lovin’ hippie chick, you sure have a mouth like a truck driver.” We all laughed at Jeff. Even Marcus broke
into a smile, while he lay there with his eyes closed. The car went quiet for the next three exits. I rested
my head up against the window and wondered if I would buy a book written by Jeff. Probably wouldn’t—
it wouldn’t be anything I hadn’t heard before.

“So, are we almost there yet?” Brian giggled from the back. My love was the king of breaking
silences. Even the nice ones. We all started laughing then, because we were never really going anywhere.
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Jeff and I lay on the hood of the van while the other three got high in the forest preserve. He was the
first friend I ever had, and had been my first boyfriend when I was three years old. Jeff was closest to me
and always took our time alone to complain about the ignorance of the rest of our friends. “I think it was
Aristotle, or Stephen Hawking, I don’t know . . . well he said ‘I would rather speak five words with my
intellect than ten thousand with my tongue.” Sometimes I feel like those three have no tolerance for
anything but the tongue words, Abby.” I didn’t want him to know I was laughing when he said this, but
because he was lying with his head on my stomach, he could feel my belly shake. “What? You think that’s
funny?”

“No, I think those are very wise words. But you didn’t hear them from Stephen Hawking. You heard
them from me. And I heard them from St. Paul: Corinthians 14:19. I just think it’s ironic is all,” I teased
while playing with his shaggy brown hair. He sat up and stared at me, his gray eyes glaring.

“Just because I don’t believe in what he believed doesn’t mean I can’t quote him.”

“All right, quote him all you want. The minute you start quoting Jesus, though, I’m gonna have to tell
people you believe in God, now.” I brushed the hair off his forehead and smiled at him.

“You can’t quote a man that didn’t exist, Abs.” He was always quick when it came to defending
atheism.

“Oh, I knew that one was coming. Just so you know, you aren’t allowed to be around if you are gonna
talk like that when my baby comes.”

“Did you see that abortion clinic we passed a few hours ago? I felt so sorry for them.”

“I know. What a horrible decision to have to make. I don’t know what I would do if I wasn’t ready
for a baby. Me and Brian were so happy when we found out.” I loved having a life growing inside of me.
I quit partying, and I even started dressing like a mom, too, when I found out. Brian was going to quit with
me, but he changed his mind after the first month. He has a really boring job, but he never realized it until
he got clean. I understood. Jeff quit with me instead. He figured it was only fair because he had been
staying with us for three months by then. He moved in after he lost his last job at Red Carpet Car Wash.

“I think you were just a little bit more ecstatic about that baby than Brian, but that’s just me,” Jeff
remarked, shaking his head. “But I wasn’t talking about the unwed mothers, Abby. Those people outside
protesting . . . that’s what’s sad. It’s their babies I feel sorry for . . . having those idiots as role models.
They are out there lecturing about what disgraces these girls are, when their own daughters are probably
sluttin’ around with crack dealers and the whole football team. They’re wasting their life away on
something that doesn’t matter. They won’t be able to change anything . . . ”

I interrupted his tirade. “Yeah, but they are wasting it away on something that matters to them. Maybe
they think you are wasting your life preaching about wasting it. They could see you and say, ‘Why isn’t
this brilliant young man doing something with his life?” I mean, you have something no one else has, but
you are wasting it sleeping on my couch, or driving a van around the country for no reason at all.”



“Oh, I have something no one else does? Maybe everyone has it, but hasn’t tapped into it yet.” We
could see the other three walking back, so he climbed through the open door to start the car. “The average
person only uses... what, like a third of their brain or something? So, who’s to say you don’t have
something like that, too, Abby?”

“Well, the University of Illinois, for one. They didn’t pay me to go to school there, like someone else
I know.” He just turned the ignition to block me out. I rolled off the hood to claim shotgun.
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We had to stop at a gas station soon after that so Brian, Marcus, and Leah could get snacks. Jeff
seemed irritated, but I was glad because I had to go to the bathroom, and I was craving some food, too.
Everyone got out, except Brian. He called to me from the mattress, “Hey, babe . . . Abby. Can you run in
and grab me beef jerky and a slushy?”

“I really have to pee, hun. Can you just get it yourself? And can you get me some Oke Doke
popcorn?” I asked while crossing my legs.

“Fine . . . I guess. Do you have money?” I threw him a ten out of my purse and ran after the woman
who was walking back with the restroom key. After I finished up, I went into the store to return the key.
Brian, Marcus, and Leah were still inside selecting their provisions, so I went out to the van to keep Jeff
company. Soon after, they sauntered out, each with their own armfuls of food. Getting back in the van, I
asked, “Bri, did you get my Oke Doke?”

“Oh shit! I’m stoned, how am I supposed remember? Here you can have my Cheeze-Its. They are
kinda the same, anyway.” They weren’t the same at all, but I still took the little bag from him. I didn’t
need Oke Doke popcorn. Jeff grabbed the bag, threw it back at Brian, and marched back into the store.
Two seconds later he came out with a large bag of Oke Doke. Brian looked up and said jokingly “Always
gotta look better than me, don’t you Jeffrey?”

“I just think it’s a little preposterous that this girl is in love with you, carrying your child, and you can’t
even remember to get her the same snack she’s craved every day for the last 5 months. And Cheeze-Its are
NOT the same.” He opened the bag, grabbed a few pieces for himself, then handed it over to me.

I was very grateful that Jeff got my Oke Doke, but I felt bad about what he said. He made it seem like
Brian didn’t really care about me, and that wasn’t true. I hoped Brian’s feelings weren’t hurt, so I reached
back and rubbed his arm. He was looking down at Leah’s drawings, and he had on this old brown corduroy
floppy hat, so I couldn’t see his face, but I am sure he probably smiled. A minute later he started laughing
at Leah’s picture of a little boy and a butterfly. “That’s that kid we saw yesterday! He was hilarious! He
kept chasing that thing and falling down! He was cracking me up.”

Marcus laughed, too, from the back of the car. “Yeah, he just never gave up.” Those were the first
words I had heard him speak all day. Marcus never really said much unless we were having one of our
regular ridiculous conversations about pirates, or dinosaurs, or something like that.

“Yeah,” Brian responded. I turned back around, and Leah began putting tiny little braids all over my
head. When she finished, I looked in the mirror, at my usually plain, straight brown hair, and I felt pretty.
Jeff said I looked tribal. Brian said I looked silly. Marcus didn’t say anything.
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We stopped the van and unloaded the tents at a campground. Jeff and I left to get hotdogs and
marshmallows, while the other three set up our site and smoked. We didn’t talk for the first five minutes of
the drive. Finally Jeff said, “Do you ever feel like we are the only two that are really there? Like we are
the only ones that really count? All they ever do is interrupt or interpret everything the wrong way . . . ya
know?”

“No, I think they count. And besides, they make you appreciate your own ideas so much more, by
ignoring them.” I smiled at him. He stared ahead at the road, tense and frustrated. “Hey, what’s wrong?” I
asked shoving his arm.

“Remember that little boy? With the curly hair, chasing the butterfly?”

“Yes,” I replied, giving him my “where are you going with this one” face.

“The idea of that butterfly . . . it just amazed him. He kept falling down, and his mom kept calling to
him, telling him to stop. But he would just get right up again and chase it. He wanted it that bad, ya
know?” He was shaking his head. He started messing with the air conditioner controls. I watched him
closely.

“That upset you?” I asked him, directing the fans away from myself.

“I’ve never had something that I needed to have that bad. I’ve never chased a butterfly. We’ve been
driving around for three days, not chasing a thing. Not a single goal.”



“Jeff, you are just so busy talking about the things everyone else wastes their lives chasing. You had
goals at one point. Before they titled you ‘genius,” you wanted to write editorials . . . point out all the
bullshit in the world. Make fun of those people who always say the 60s are over. Remember? You
always knew you were smart, but once they put a number on it, it was like you thought the world had
nothing left to offer you.” He parked the car then in front of the grocery store, but neither of us made a
move to get out.

“It was like everyone felt they had nothing left to tell me.”

“I tell you stuff all the time! I give you little a food for thought every day, and you know it. I told you
just yesterday that Dr. Seuss quote that ‘those who matter, don’t mind, and those who mind, don’t matter.’
I’m always telling you things...they may not be ingenious, but they are interesting.”

“Yeah, but [ haven’t heard a quote or anything for today, yet.”

“Well, here. This one’s perfect: ‘The fault finder will find faults even in paradise. Love your life,
poor as it is.” Do you know that one?” Jeff turned toward me and put his hand on the top of my head. The
sleeve of his shirt blocked my eyes.

“Yeabh, it’s Thoreau. I read that book, too,” he responded and kissed my cheek. Then all at once we
were kissing. The kind of kissing that makes you forget you ever kissed before. It was awkward and
strange, but nice. It was over as soon as it began, and I felt so guilty.

“Jeff, I . . . ” I started to think of something that would erase that moment from our minds, but I
couldn’t. I was pregnant with Brian’s baby, and I had actually kissed Jeff. Jeff kissed me. I decided I
couldn’t tell Brian. He wouldn’t understand. Maybe he wouldn’t even care.

“Abby, don’t say a word. I’m just chasing butterflies.”

Jenny Thorson

Haiku

stepping stone the boy skips over

ginger snaps
in her womb...
loon’s cry

-For Elissa

her music box sounds
between claps of thunder—
still missing her

Jenna Crew Beyer



What You Love

It used to be easier to ignore the spiders. For a long time I tried, for my mom’s sake, but even back
then when they still scared me they fascinated me. Mom used to tell me they were evil with their hundreds
of eyes. “Something that sees too much can’t be good!” she’d shrill, convinced they were spirits in
disguise. After dad left when I was twelve, whenever she spotted one she screamed for me to come kill it,
but I never did. It was a spider that made me realize he was really gone.

For about a week after he left I kept expecting him to walk back through the door, until one morning I
went to take a shower and I saw a huge daddy longlegs in the tub. It startled me and I yelled for dad to
come get it out, but he didn’t come. That’s when it hit me that he wasn’t ever going to. I stood there
staring at the spider for a long time, and it stared right back at me. It didn’t seem so bad, and suddenly I
decided that [ was glad Dad was gone because he would’ve killed the spider when it didn’t deserve to die.

Actually, not many things deserved what my dad did to them, like Mom’s parakeet or most of the walls
in the living room. I guess I never really loved him, but I felt like I should since I was his son. But in that
moment | knew for certain that I would never love him. My dad was mean for leaving me and killing
helpless spiders, and I hated him. I did. And I would never kill a spider again. I'm fifteen now, and I've
kept that promise. From that day on I began to notice the spiders everywhere—in the corner above my bed,
on houseplants, bookshelves, in vehicles . . . everywhere.

And now, of course, I can’t ignore them, since I am one. And I know my mom was right; only we
don’t see too much, we see everything. From my corner of this hospital room ceiling I see him, who used
to be me, lying there alone in the middle of a web of plastic tubing. Wrapped in white like a helpless moth,
he knows he’s trapped. We felt for a long time that this would happen, felt it coming for years and realized
it just before it finally did. In that split second when I saw that spider dangling from the rearview mirror I
was transfixed—I knew something great was about to happen. Then the windshield shattered, and in that
instant we saw as they do, a thousand images reflected in the flying shards of glass. And now here I am,
watching him lying there trapped, and I’'m finally free.

It’s a good feeling, a real happiness, so much better than any drug I’ve ever tried—and I’ve tried a lot.
It’s his dad’s fault though, not his, that life got so screwed up. His mom tried. She did. And she loved me,
but she got depressed when his dad left, that’s why she started drinking. But she took care of him, she’d
make him breakfast and go to work, and then fix supper before she started in on the vodka. She’d lean
down and wrap him up in her freckled arms, the scent of lilacs and her long red curls falling across his face
as she held him close. Then she’d hold him at arm’s length and smile at him, and he wondered that her
green eyes still reflected love even though they’d stopped reflecting light. And she’d kiss him before going
up to her room where he’d hear her sometimes, bumping into things and talking to herself or crying.

She couldn’t take it, the loneliness. She left him a card with a mermaid on it the day she disappeared a
year after his dad. It said, “I love you forever, Bryan, no matter where I am.” They found her car in the
river but never any trace of her. A policeman asked me if I knew anything, but I just looked at him and
said, “The real question is, do you believe in mermaids?” His mom loved mermaids, she had all sorts of
pictures and statues of them and he told himself that maybe you don’t die, you just become what you love.

Now I know I was right. We know a lot, us spiders, because we see so much. I can see what any of us
see, or all of us, if I want. I see four muddy kids playing tag in Boston, a boy sneaking out to meet his
girlfriend in Rome, a homeless woman in a blue dress dying in Bogota, and I can see you. And still I see
him lying there. His eyes are open now, and a young nurse comes in. She pats his hand and shakes her
blonde head at the empty chair by his bed. She feels sorry for him being so alone because she doesn’t
know that I’m finally not. And she doesn’t know that he’s been alone for three years and he’s used to it.
She probably wonders how he ended up like this; all she can see is a commercial-worthy example of what
happens to teens who get hooked on drugs.

I’'m the only one who knows the truth. That the reason this happened is destiny disguised as a party, or
driving after it, or his dad leaving, or the foster care system, or trying to stop feeling so alone, or maybe
even all or none of it. Nothing ever has an easy answer. No, the nurse might never know what I, we,
know. Why he was at that party and how he ended up here. But I do, and since a spider’s life is short and I
might never get the chance to tell his, our, story again, I guess I’1l start at the beginning.

He entered the foster care system at age twelve, but there’s not much from those first two years worth
remembering except for Sam. He was another boy in the system and they ended up in the same house
when they were both fourteen. Sam was a scrawny kid, but what drew people to him were his eyes. I've



still never seen eyes so black anywhere, except for on the spiders. I knew Sam could see like they did;
when he looked out at the world he saw more than most people. Sam seemed so distant, like nothing
bothered him, as if he barely noticed that Bryan was, we were all, so very alone. I would’ve given anything
to feel like that, but it turned out all he had to do was take a few pills Sam got for him. It was so easy, just
take a few muscle relaxants or something like Ritalin or Adirol, and he felt removed, like I was just
watching it all happen—just like he imagined the spiders did. Then, when he went to school and people
ignored him or stared like he was a freak with his black second-hand clothes and long black hair, I hardly
noticed it anymore.

The pills made him feel better than he had since his mom disappeared. I felt energized, everything
around him suddenly seemed interesting again. I felt like anything was possible. But when he came down
from it, he realized how much life sucked and how alone he really felt. He decided it felt better to be high,
everything seemed clearer then, and besides, it was easier to notice the spiders. Sam was gone after only a
month, but I kept using. Then I decided to try other things, I used pot, Robitussin, shrooms, and Dexadrin.
He knew what he was doing, he wasn’t stupid; he knew drugs were bad for him and that he was addicted.
He just didn’t care; it was what he wanted. I wanted to see like the spiders. He noticed them more often
with the drugs, and they were always watching him. They made me feel better, like he wasn’t alone
because they understood me and watched over him even though no one else did. They knew I would
become one of them, and they were waiting for it.

It finally happened last night, just after his fifteenth birthday. There was a party at a friend of his
newest “brother” Ian’s house. Ian was a seventeen-year-old pothead and thought he’d take the new kid
under his wing; he didn’t know the new kid was already way ahead of him. But Bryan didn’t tell Ian that,
he wanted to be liked; they usually didn’t like him. I’d become one of the lost, a hopeless case, beyond
reach, the kind of kid no one wants because no one wants to feel like a failure.

I still see him lying there and he’s awake again, but the blonde nurse doesn’t come back. I watch as he
moves his one good arm a bit, feeling at the gauze covering most of his face and the cast on his left arm.
He looks around until his eyes settle on me up in the corner. He looks confused, scared. For a moment I
think he knows, then his eyes flutter and he passes out again. And still I watch him. I’'m waiting for
something but I don’t know what yet.

The night of the party was after the first week in his new school, so he didn’t really know anyone,
including Ian. But he’d gotten used to not knowing anyone. The small house was hot and already crowded
with half-drunk or high teens by the time they got there, the once white carpet stained where drinks had
spilled. Ian disappeared, tossing him the keys and telling him to attach them to the chains on his pants so
they wouldn’t get lost.

I wandered the music-filled rooms, searching for familiar eyes. Even though this was a new place, the
same people were there—the same people are always there. The popular girls everyone likes, or pretends
to, were dancing on the living room coffee table wearing the skimpy outfits they’d paid a mint for. The
guys who wanted them were in a ring watching, all wearing the same basic preppy costume in different
colors. And the ones who would love to be on the table or in the ring stood around and watched,
pretending not to care and feeling a strange emptiness they didn’t know everyone else felt too.

He kept looking for the people I understood and finally found them in the musty smelling laundry
room. A small group turned to look at him as he walked in, saw the look in his searching green eyes, and
recognized him. No one needed to say anything. It wasn’t that I felt any less alone with these people, but
at least we were all together in trying to do something about it. A tall kid wearing mascara held out a joint
so I took a hit then handed it back. The tall kid nodded and he knew he was in. A girl with a pink gap shirt
and khakis reached into her pocket and took out some LSD. She looked at him and asked, “You in?” He’d
never tried LSD before, heard it was some scary stuff, but he decided to go for it. Besides, I hadn’t seen a
single spider that day. So he followed her lead in putting a tab on his tongue, and then everything got really
strange.

The room started moving and changing colors—it was like he was trying to walk after a ride on the
tilt-a-whirl and wearing 3-D glasses without the movie. He walked out into the party again and everywhere
he looked he started seeing spiders. They were in people’s hair, dangling from cups, and scurrying around
the walls. A vine in the kitchen started to grow, it had eight shoots like long green legs coming out of the
hanging pot—it was a daddy longlegs, just like the one he saw the day he realized his dad wasn’t coming
home. It reached out for us, called to us, saying, “Come here, it’s time, come home!” He turned away and
rubbed his eyes, and when he looked again it was just a plant. He leaned against a wall and closed his eyes



to the spinning room, then suddenly felt his face being tickled, then his arms, and when he opened his eyes
there were spiders swarming all over him.

He’d heard stories about people on LSD seeing themselves covered in bugs and freaking, going insane.
But we weren’t scared; we were fascinated. They were beautiful, such power in such small bodies. He saw
them finally for what they were—watchers, seeing all, knowing all, totally connected. No one saw what
they could see; they were like gods. They looked for those who had the gift, who wanted it, who could
stand to see all they did, who were equals. And they had chosen him, me, they found us worthy. And
because of it, they would let us see what we wanted most in the world. The spiders streamed off him and
across the room, right over the oblivious mass of dancing teens who would probably never understand what
I was being given the chance to. The spiders climbed a shelf and surrounded the most beautiful bronze
statue of a mermaid he had ever seen. Her hair flowing, arms upraised—it was my mother. It was her face
exactly, and I knew what I had to do.

There was a river a few miles from there and she would be waiting, I knew it. He took the keys and ran
out to the car. He’d never driven before but he knew he could do it; we could do anything. He started the
car, put it in drive, and headed out of the neighborhood. It was like a dream, he was swerving and jerking
but everything was so clear, a full moon made everything look silvery and frozen in time. It was like I was
the only person left on earth. He found the main road and headed south toward the river. Suddenly he saw
it in the distance, glittering purple as it slid under the bridge toward the ocean. I was transfixed; I knew I
would see her soon. Just then the queen of all spiders descended from the rear view mirror and her eyes
caught mine; he couldn’t look away from her.

Then she whispered, “It is time.” There was a loud crashing noise, an impact, and the windshield
shattered and flew toward me. And we saw, for the first time really saw, how they did—a thousand
different images reflected in the shards of glass. Then I was one of them, a spider, in a tree branch that
hung above the river. The scent of lilacs floated up to me and finally I saw her.
I saw my mom. She smiled up at me from the rippling water, her green eyes
shining. She waved and blew me a kiss, and was gone with a flip of her fins.
Then I found myself here in the corner of this hospital room watching him, who
used to be me.

He’s stirring again, awake and still alone. I watch as he reaches over to the
bedside table, feels around until he finds the hospital pen and stationary, and
sets them by his side on the bed. He stares up at me for a while, and then picks
up the pen to write what I’ve been waiting for. 1 can go now, because I know
he’ll tell what I can’t as he begins to write our story . . .

“It used to be easier to ignore the spiders.”

Emily Griskavich

Matthew in the Kitchen

The Polaroid has faded into
reddish-yellow tones, but the date-stamp,
MAR 78, brands it as you.

You are staring at the starfish of spread fingers
wide eyeballs fixated on a

thumb capped in frosting,

a dollop of dark Duncan Hines brown.

You are baking with my mother,
who had not even begun to



think of me.

She let you lick spoons

of gritty sweet liquids

and eat little pinches of cookie dough,
not terrifying you with

the bogeyman of salmonella

who, in the 80s, would

threaten her own children.

You are not hers, so she can
fill you with sugar, giggles,
and little-boy hero fantasies
before turning you loose

to your own mother, her sister.

She captures you, in your transfixed stillness
on my father’s Polaroid

right before you fly away

like the cowlick pointing due west

from the back of your chocolate-brown hair.

Rachael Rickertsen’

Color

( : Jean?

His heart is quiet with yearning,
thoughts colliding with the constrictions of society.
Lost in a sea of dissatisfaction and ambition.
Can you see the fire? The burning of brilliance.*

Jean, always active and curious, was seeking the meaning of it all. He was a constant source of
confusion not only to other people, but also to himself. They did not realize his mind was a growing thing,
wind-ravaged in the midst of bloom.

Dominated by a demanding grandfather,” Jean found some solace in literature,® but in his late teenage
years he realized that he must escape. He went to several universities’” studying anything from agriculture
to philosophy, hoping to find the peace that evaded his thoughts and the something that would fill his
emptiness.

His heart is quiet with yearning,
thoughts colliding with the constrictions of society.
Lost in a sea of dissatisfaction and ambition.
Can you see the fire? The burning of brilliance.

Jean returned to the solace of literature and the knowledge and peace that Eastern mysticism,
Buddhism, and theosophy could give him.® Still, the eternal search for harmony was unfulfilled. Not until
he began work’ in Georgia did he begin to understand, to sincerely comprehend the spirit of culture, the
Southern black culture. It was a culture devoid of the industrialist plague'® infecting the lives of American



people. But Jean saw the beauty of the culture dying.!" His muse became known and inspiration flowed
through his fingers.'?

His heart is quiet with yearning,
thoughts colliding with the constrictions of society.
Lost in a sea of dissatisfaction and ambition.
Can you see the fire? The burning of brilliance.

After Cane, Jean was struggling with fame, and struggling with the labels placed upon him—Negro,
White, Mixed.”* Disharmony of society disrupted and overpowered the miniscule peace he obtained in the
spirited culture of the South. Retreat from his “diluted” friends, critics, and family was inevitable.
Retreating into the words of Gurdjieff'* and into disillusionment, the Jean of Harlem and the Jean honoring
a Negro soul was gone. Passion was lost in the pursuit of higher consciousness.'* The sweet scent of
cane/Cane was never to permeate his writing again.'® He did not realize his mind was a growing thing,
wind-ravaged in the midst of bloom.

His heart is quiet with yearning,
thoughts colliding with the constrictions of society.
Lost in a sea of dissatisfaction and ambition.
Can you see the fire? The ashes of brilliance."”

Quiet Southern Nights'®

The cool, damp, Southern night encases
his mind in erotic thoughts!’
both primitive and unexpected
to the parchment-colored Northerner.
He watches the painfully-soulful dark
full-figured women?® humming hymns of glory,
humming songs from a past
filled with cotton and blood, wondering
how they can stand
the weight of oppression and poverty
placed on their shoulders.

Naked children run past
glancing with curiosity, but are led away
to sparks of light gleaming in the sky
far more interesting and complex than the stranger.
The young man exhaled,
not realizing, but always seeking
a destination.?!

Nights like this render him restless.
Moonbathed and yearning for the need
to know, feel, and express
to cease.

The need will not stop tonight, not ever.
Sweet, cane-scented air
breathes inspiration into his fingers
and the peaceful souls of his black companions
watch the stranger upon their porch
strain with emotion.
Confusion, love, and hate
taking turns and overlapping
as the pen etches upon his paper



and his parchment colored-self.

O

Joe??

Dawn? is soon to be breaking across the towering white house.?* Joe thinks of the image as he lies on
his solitary mattress, smelling of must and cold, in the small, dark cabin.®> He tries to remember the last
time he has slept peacefully, unburdened by the thoughts that have pervaded his mind as of late. The
restless thoughts travel slowly, snaking their way throughout the numbed body and inciting the muscles to
move. He travels evenly and with purpose away from the small cabin and across the grass.

Joe approaches the still and mist-covered trees kneeling solemnly to the clear water beneath him.
Slowly he reaches into his pocket and removes the razor, now encompassed by the white of his yellow
hands. Distracted, Joe notices his hands, the color of used paper or rotting wood. He studies them intently
and begins washing them in the stream. He frowns as the clarity of the stream becomes tainted with
darkness. Scrubbing violently at every finger and knuckle, he doubts if they will ever be clean.

As frustration creases his brow, Joe’s eyes glaze in contemplation, fixed on the distant white house and
then the small Negro cabin. The space in between seems vast from where he is sitting. He wonders why he
has never felt at home in either place. He wonders why her caresses have never felt real and why he still
goes to her on the uncomfortable nights of isolation. He ponders his weakness.?

Once again, Joe picks up the razor and turns it over again and again in his hands, the yellow hands that
do not belong anywhere. He stands and begins to walk toward the white house, evenly and with purpose.?’
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According to the DLB and American Writers, Cane is the most recognized and highly praised text of
Toomer’s writing. 1 felt it was an excellent piece to study in-depth and the best representation of
Toomer’s writing. I read the entire first section and parts of the second and third sections. The writing
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the story. The selections of Toomer’s work found in our text are actually excerpts from Cane, which 1
had already read.

Turner, Darwin T. Introduction. Cane. By Jean Toomer. New York: Liveright, 1975. ix-xxv.
Turner’s introduction to Cane was very helpful in assisting me to grasp Toomer’s style and
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of Toomer and Toomer’s writing, which he seems to know in great detail. Turner also cites some
comments made by other critics and attempted to familiarize the reader with themes evident in Cane.
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focused specifically on Cane. Iread the entire one and a half page section.

Rusch, Frederik L., ed. A4 Jean Toomer Reader: Selected Unpublished Writings. New York: Oxford
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I grabbed this book off the stacks expecting a straight forward collection of short stories, but was
pleasantly surprised to find that the book divided various kinds of Toomer’s writing (letters, poems,
short stories) into chronological categories and preceding each category is an editor’s note. In the
editor’s notes, Rusch provides background on Toomer’s life at the time of the writing and, therefore,
some of the motivation behind the work. However, I have was only able to skim over the book

Toomer, Jean. The Wayward and the Seeking: A Collection of Writings by Jean Toomer. Ed. Darwin T.
Turner. Washington D.C.: Howard University Press, 1980.

What really attracted me to this source were the numerous times I saw it cited in the bibliographies of
my other sources. The book is broken down into autobiographical selections, fiction, poetry, and
drama. I was particularly drawn to the autobiographical selections. I was able to read two of the
autobiographical sections and I can grasp the reasons for Toomer’s thirst for meaning and religious
peace. I was only able to skim over the other selections.

! This paper is an imitation of Jean Toomer’s writing style as seen in Cane. The paper specifically focuses
on Jean Toomer’s biography and the principles he based his life upon. The end of the paper, however, is a
comparison of Toomer to the character of Joe Christmas from Faulkner’s Light in August. These stylistic



shifts are characteristic of Toomer’s writing in Cane. In writing this paper, I was better able to understand
Toomer’s life, his writing, and the inevitable influence of his life on his writing.

2 Baechler notes that Toomer emphasized the continuity between sections of Cane by putting two rising
arcs before each of the first two sections and beginning the third with two arcs mirroring each other
(Baechler 482). Turner explains in his introduction of Cane that the arcs indicate that neither world, North
or South (the subjects of section one and two of the novel), can singly form the perfect harmony of a circle
(Turner xxii).

3Nathan Pinchback Toomer was born on December 26, 1894. He was the son of Nina Pinchback and
Nathan Toomer. Three months after his parents were married, Nathan left the pregnant Nina, and in 1895
abandoned the family completely. Nina moved in with her father, P.B.S. Pinchback, who demanded that
the baby’s name be changed. Nina called her son Eugene Pinchback, but still referred to him as Eugene
Toomer (Harris 275).

4 The style of Cane that I imitate is a mixture of poetry and prose that focuses on impressionistic phrasing.
Toomer studied the Imagist approach of Robert Frost, Carl Sandburg, and especially Sherwood Anderson.
The first section of Cane focuses on people whose behavior contrasts with the expectations and demands of
society (Turner xxi).

SP.B.S. Pinchback, Toomer’s grandfather, was the first black governor of any state in the Union
(Louisiana). He was the son of a white plantation owner and his mulatto former slave. P.B.S. was a very
shrewd and harsh man, and Toomer was upset by his belief that P.B.S. used his black heritage for political
advantage (Baechler 476).

‘Bismarck Pinchback, Toomer’s uncle, stimulated Toomer’s interest in science, reading, history, myths,
folk tales, and romances. P.B.S. viewed his son, Bismarck, as a failure and a drain on the family because he
spent the majority of his time in bed, reading (Turner xii).

"Toomer first attended the University of Wisconsin studying agriculture. He then attended the
Massachusetts School of Agriculture, but again left. Next, he enrolled at the American College of Physical
Training in Chicago working on athletics and anatomy. Finally, after becoming interested in sociology, he
began taking courses at New York University and a history course at City College. Toomer was then
rejected as a volunteer for the army. This would be the end of his formal educational experiences (Baechler
479).

8In New York, Toomer came in contact with several literary figures, especially Waldo Frank. At this time,
Toomer studied the work of Sinclair Lewis, Sherwood Anderson, and Tolstoy as well as Eastern literary
work. ... it was as if a door opened and I knew without a doubt that I was inside. I knew literature! And
that was my joy!” (Baechler 480).

*Toomer took a job as the principal of a rural, black agricultural and industrial school near Sparta, Georgia
(Baechler 480).

YToomer felt that industry had already devoured nature. He felt a great need for the creation of a “human
world,” one that would challenge the authority and power of technology. In this world, problems of race,
and nationality were insignificant; and the economic system was the one “mutilating” all classes of people
and draining away the spiritual and psychological strength of man (McKay 183).

1 “The folk-spirit was walking in to die on the modern desert. That spirit was so beautiful. Its death was
so tragic.” Jean intended Cane to be a song for an era that was ending, the rich Southern black culture
(Baechler 481).

12 “Pour O pour that parting soul in song.” (Toomer, Cane 12).

13 Toomer protested about being labeled a Negro. He wished to be seen simply as an American, a new

race, of which he was the first conscious member. Toomer even went so far as to deny completely that
African blood flowed through his veins (Turner xv and xxiii).

1G.1. Gurdjieff (1866-1949) was a philosopher who studied the meaning of life. He then formulated his
own theories on how to achieve inner peace. “Gurdjieff aimed to help his followers liberate themselves
from the natural laws that separate human being from cosmic consciousness and circumscribe man’s place
and function in the universe.” This aim could be accomplished with discipline of heart, body, and soul
(McKay 192).

Toomer removed himself from the literary circles to undertake the teaching of the tenets of Gurdjieff
(McKay 193).

*Although Toomer continued to write after the publication of Cane, the writing was never as widely
praised as that of Cane (Turner xxiv).



17 As early as the mid 1930s, Toomer began experiencing pain and exhaustion. In the 1940s he underwent
surgery for a kidney ailment and his eyesight began to fail. Toomer spent the final years of his life in a
nursing home, where he died of arteriosclerosis on March 30, 1967 (Baechler 487).

18 In Cane, Toomer’s poems were used to link, separate, echo, and introduce the stories. The poems were
often “imagistic, impressionistic and sometimes surrealistic” and filled with images of “nature, Africa, and
sensous appeals to eye and ear (Turner xxii).”

1 Toomer often enters characters’ psyche to describe their thoughts and suggest their motivation (Turner
XXiv).

2 Most of the major characters of Cane are woman. Toomer, throughout several pieces of writing, has
emphasized the importance of liberating women from the restrictions imposed by society (Turner xiv).

2 Toomer comments that his “ . . . growing need for artistic expression has pulled . . . [him] deeper and
deeper into the Negro group (Turner xvi).”

22 Joe is a reference to Joe Christmas of Faulkner’s Light in August. 1 chose Joe Christmas as my subject
because of the connections I found between Christmas and Toomer. Both are of mixed racial ancestry, they
feel alienated in both the white and black cultures, and both are in a constant search for an inner peace.
However, while Toomer is able to express much of his frustration in writing, Christmas is in turmoil,
eventually leading him to violence. Also, in the second section of Cane, Toomer tells a story of “Bona
and Paul (70-78).” Bona is a white Southern woman attracted to Paul, a man of mixed racial ancestry,
which is an evident subject in Light in August.

2 In short fiction, Toomer often analyzed “men who can never realize themselves because they never
comprehend the human experience; . . . men who cannot fuse the impulsive, sensitive, artistic self with the
domineering, calculating, aggressive self . . . (Turner xxiv).”

24 The “towering white house” is a reference to Joanna Burden’s house. Joanna Burden is the white woman
with whom Christmas had a sexual relationship. Toomer married a white woman and was highly criticized
for the interracial marriage (Turner xiv).

2 Christmas lives in a former Negro cabin on Joanna Burden’s property.

2 Joe was not only alienated from both the white and black race, but also grew up in a very poor emotional
environment. The couple that adopted the orphaned Joe were not affectionate and were very strict,
especially when dealing with religion. Obviously, emotional scars have been left on Joe, but he refuses and
hates to show any type of weakness.

27 Joe does, in fact, end up murdering Joanna Burden in Faulkner’s Light in August. 1 chose to end the
paper this way for two reasons. First, I wanted to show the unfortunate events a person can be driven to
when they are alienated from society and have no form of outlet. However, unlike Joe, Toomer found an
outlet for his thoughts and pain through writing. Second, Toomer liked to enter his character’s psyche
(Turner xxiv), but usually only gave glimpses of specific images or ideas (Turner xxii). The glimpse is the
form of Toomer I tried to capture in this section. I wanted to leave the paper somewhat open-ended and,
therefore, make the paper thought provoking for the reader.

Amber Gille

The Colors of Life

Whoever invented crayons is a genius. [ miss my box of sixty-four—every color in the world from
copper to periwinkle to jungle green. It’s funny how there seems to be a story for every color in the box.
From the sharpened, pointed hues to the peeled, stubby nubs, all contain their individual tales telling where
they’ve been and what page they’ve decorated. I wonder if the man who invented crayons realized that
every box would color the pages of life, painting the pictures of our being as we fill in the lines with the
colors we choose.

Did you ever just have one of those “moments” at any given time during the day? I like to call these
moments intellectual reflections, journeys to the past, random thoughts; you pick your poison. In college,
it’s pretty tough to sit and just think. Your life moves at about a million miles a minute so to have a



brilliant revelation in four fast paced years is about as common as getting to bed before 10 p.m. I decided
to have my brilliant reflection on life in a toy aisle at Wal-Mart while bands of middle-aged woman ran
around pushing carts with lopsided wheels grabbing the “stuff of life” off of the shelves. I could hear them
hem hawing in the background, arguing about the use of herbal supplements. Is that what the world had
come to? What happened to days of simplicity all contained in one clean, yellow box? I, on the other
hand, sat in a daze looking at the boxes of crayons on the shelf and in that one second, was transformed
back into a world that I had put on the backburner. Thank God crayons never go out of style.

I never knew there was a color called Screamin’ Green until 1 was about midway through my
childhood. That color fit so perfectly in my box. No day was ever complete and well spent unless you
came home with grass-stained jeans. I think one of the best feelings in the world stemmed from walking in
the door on a late fall afternoon and seeing the look on my mom’s face as the brown smudges on my face
and heavy green blemishes on my knees made her rethink her position as my mother.

“Get those pants off and get into the tub now! Must you come home every day looking like you’ve
rolled in the mud for hours? Every night, it’s the same old thing . . . ” my mother would say.

I would begrudgingly strip myself of my armor and listen to her carry on. The funny thing is she
always said it with a smile on her face. I loved to color my jeans green. Green can mean a sign of youth
and a sign of victory, both of which I successfully achieved.

Burnt umber. I’'m sure you are wondering what kind of color this is. Think of a really nasty mix of two
parts orange to one part brown. Smear it all over a car with the same color interior and poof! You could
quite possibly have the ugliest car known to man. The color was hideous, but that car took me to so many
places as a child. My dad was so proud of “the finest automobile in town,” having probably the most
repugnant color in my box. Even at the age of 7, I knew that Ford Thunderbird wasn’t the coolest ride in
town. Peeling down the highway at a mere 55 (never one degree over of course), we would head out of
town. Sunglasses on and the sound of Lynyrd Skynyrd in my ear, we would cruise off to our destination for
the day. Even now when I think back on as many times I dreaded opening that door to jump in, I wish that
just one more time from the backseat I could watch my dad smile as we pulled out of the driveway. Dads
never change, and Dads never die. The cars may croak over time, but Dads live on forever.

Blue. The first word that comes to my mind is sky. Some of my fondest memories come from my
grandparents’ house on the lake, a time when digging your toes in the sand is one of the most rewarding
pleasures that summer has to offer. I have never seen bluer skies as I do when I’m there. It’s almost as if
God opens up a piece of heaven for a couple of days in order to let me fry like a lobster and find as many
clam shells on the bottom of the lake as I can. I learned some of life’s greatest lessons while sitting on an
inner tube in the middle of the bay looking up at the sapphire paradise. 1) Don’t swim out too far. You
never know when you might need a hand to pull you back in. 2) Listen to your mother, always. Especially
when she says to put sunscreen on before you decide to lie out in the blistering sun in a black inner tube for
three hours. 3) Always take a friend along for the ride. It can be a quiet and lonely journey; you might
need someone to talk to. I learned more about my friends and family just by sitting in the middle of an old
tractor tire than I did anywhere else. Plus, if your cousins and uncles ambush you, you have an extra hand
there to help you retaliate.

Red. The sweat poured down my face like rain on a glass window. In the back of my mind I heard the
crowd hush, followed soon by a few taunting yells from the other side of the gym. My heart was swelling
up like a balloon and my stomach fell to my toes. It was all on me, the last three seconds and I’'m on the
line—the perfect SportsCenter moment. I looked over at my coach who proceeded to wipe his brow and
touch his heart. My mind raced as his words echoed in my ears as the most important game of my career
was on the line. “It doesn’t matter the score at the end of the game or what happened on the floor that
night. It doesn’t matter the mistakes you made or the ones you didn’t. The only thing that matters is pride.
As long as you wore your heart on your sleeve, then that’s all that matters.” Dribble, dribble. Breathe and
release. Swish. My entire four years of hoops flashed by my eyes in one single second as I watched the ball
slither through the hoop. We had won our first title. I looked down at my red jersey as a tear fell from my
eye. My red pride bled through my shirt, through my red heart that night, as the wailing sound of the red
fire truck brought us home. Sidenote: If you come from any simulation of a small town, you know that no
winning trip to playoffs is complete without an accompaniment ride home from the local fire department;
wailing sirens, flashing lights, the whole nine yards.

Brown & Silver. We bonded over Hershey bars. I never knew that one candy bar would affect my
entire being the way that it did. No Saturday afternoon was complete without a walk down to Gram’s and a
chocolate bar apiece. She swore she wasn’t addicted to chocolate, but I think secretly that brown syrup ran



through her veins instead of blood. I continued this weekly routine until I was 17 years old and every visit
was the same. Bonding over sugary, brown chocolate became something that I looked forward to. One day
she fell and never really seemed to get back up. Somehow that sweet flavor of chocolate has never quite
tasted the same since she died. I don’t think it ever will, but when I peel back the silver wrapper, I can’t
help but be brought back to the days of happiness that came in bars.

Orange. 1 heard one time that lavender symbolizes love at first sight and enchantment. I think it’s
crap. What about orange, one of the brightest, most pulsating shades in the box? Love is color, bright,
shining, lighting up the world. I found my orange at the craziest time in my life; perhaps it was meant to be
that way. I should have known right then and there he’d jump into my life with a bang. We are both so
weird and like to do the craziest things together. Maybe love is simply finding someone who’s compatible
with your weirdness and continues to make your heart smile on a day-to-day basis.

There are so many different kinds of love and “love at first sight” kind of moments. When I look back
on those times I thought I was in love; I wonder if I was just being naive. Love can bring life in one swift
movement or take it away before you can blink your eye. As I grow, I’'m learning that love doesn’t have to
be the most beautiful picture you decorate, it just has to be one that makes you happy.

Black. No box is ever complete without the color black. Every color serves a purpose. It seems that
even though you think you’ll never use all of the colors in your box, you find a reason. The blackness
comes when we least expect it or want it to. However, it’s almost as if our lives need that blackness in order
for fulfillment. For all the times I’ve shed tears, for all of those times I was angered, for the times I
screamed at the world for a glimpse of understanding, I carried my black crayon.

To me, black also represents strength. My best friend lost his mom a few years ago. Some days,
something in him is just missing and I know that no matter what I say or do, he’s not with me. It’s almost
as if he’s gone on a trip, visiting the woman who keeps him grounded, the one who makes him whole. We
were eating at Wendy’s one time when something just hit him. It was one of those moments when
something happens that reminds you of a time long ago; a word, a phrase, a song, that can take you clear
back to a time you thought you’d never forget, or one that you always tried to erase. He had one of those
moments. He looked at me as a tear ran down his face and said, “You know what’s funny? I think my life
is finally starting to come together. I never knew if it really would or not, after everything that’s happened.
I’ve finally realized that no matter what happens, no one truly dies. They live on inside of you. You keep
them alive.” He wiped his eye, squeezed my hand, bit into his cheeseburger and carried on the conversation
as if nothing had happened. I’ve seen his sadness and I’ve seen him humbly carry his black crayon.
However, I know that no matter what I experience in my life, I will be strong because of him. His courage
makes me want to be better than I am, better than the situation. He is my black crayon and my rock of
Gibraltar.

Purple. College. What can be said about it except it’s the biggest melding pot of personalities I’ve ever
experienced in my life. It didn’t seem to help that I had come from the smallest town in the state of
Wisconsin. Since Ancient Roman times, the color purple has been associated with success, spiritual
growth, and independence.

I can distinctly remember my first week of college. It could have been quite possibly the most nerve-
wracking week of my life. The worst feeling in the world has to be walking into the cafeteria and not
knowing where to sit. You can’t see anything but what seems to be an entire ocean of people carrying
around yellow trays looking just as bewildered as you do. Eventually, you begin to settle down. You
check and double check your schedule with your friends and make sure you sit at that one table so the next
time you walk into the cafe, you look experienced, flawless, as if you’ve been around the block a time or
two before.

College is like your “get out of jail free” card. You can be whomever you want because no one knows
you, where you’ve come from, what you’ve experienced. You can choose to tell the tale but also start a
new one, like a new chapter in your life or the next page in your color book. It’s as if that box of crayons
you had your entire life was left at home along with that part of your childhood that couldn’t come with
you to school. Every memory I had, every crayon I used, had to stay. The cool thing is, though, at college
they give you a new box. You never truly forget how to color, but each picture you complete, each memory
you create, builds off of the old box you had and the ways you used to paint the pictures of life. Plus, they
always come with a built-in sharpener in case you go a little crazy with one color.

I saw an old rerun of the Wonder Years one time and heard something that struck me so deeply; one
quote that I’ll never forget. “Memory is a way of holding onto the things you love, the things you are, and
the things you never want to lose.” It took standing in a Wal-Mart in the middle of the toy aisle to figure



out what the hell this whole reminiscing moment was about. I left Wal-Mart that night carrying a brand
new box of Crayola™ crayons (with the built-in sharpener, of course), wondering where my childhood had
run off to and curiously speculating what the future will hold.

If there’s one thing I’ve learned, I know now to take the new box and run. The moments pass too
quickly; use your memory to keep the pictures alive. Lie underneath the tree in the middle of the summer
with your bare feet in the air. Dare to be different, use the colors that you think are crazy, even the ones you
think are hideously ugly, and most importantly, every once in a while, color outside the lines.

Peggy Lucas

Inspiration

The Red Tent by Anita Diamant illuminates one of the greatest testimonies to women’s strength:
childbirth. On a creative level, Diamant did something extraordinary. She took a small passage from the
Bible about the character Dinah, and made her story into an unforgettable testimony to women’s strength
and power. Overlooking women’s role in Biblical life is easy because there is practically nothing written by
or about women. Even though Diamant’s story is fictionalized, there is truth in showing that women did
exist, that there was a very important role played by women of that time period, and in showing the power
and strength of women in a way that can never be forgotten.

Images inspired by Diamant’s work flooded my conscious. Perhaps I was experiencing flashes of my
rememory, my collective unconscious coming to life on the paper in front of me. However, it was not just
The Red Tent providing me with stimulation, but other works such as Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Ntozake
Shange’s for colored girls who have considered suicide/ when the rainbow is enuf, Mary Oliver’s “The
Fish,” Judy Chicago’s “The Dinner Party,” and “The Book of Genesis.” Each work embodied themes of
childbirth and motherhood to self-love and social standing in which I could find connections that affected
me creatively. Aesthetically, I intended my visual art to be full and consistent in texture and fecund in my
use of sensuous lines. My hope is to celebrate women and the strength that comes from battling adversity,
challenge, victimization, and in actualizing the power of childbirth. In all of these works, authors make this
connection: these are stories of women that need to be remembered and celebrated.

In Diamant’s The Red Tent, Dinah is put to the test at the time for her to give birth. In the midst of
labor, she anguishes over a secret of womanhood revealed only in childbirth; a secret that inspired my piece
of visual art, “Dinah:”

Why had no one told me that my body would become a battlefield, a sacrifice, a test? Why did I not

know that birth is the pinnacle where women discover the courage to become mothers? But of course,

there is no way to tell this or to hear it. Until you are the woman on the bricks, you have no idea how
death stands in the corner, ready to play his part. Until you are the woman on the bricks, you do not
know the power that arises from other women—even strangers speaking an unknown tongue, invoking

the names of unfamiliar goddesses (Diamant 224).

A pregnant woman is thrown into this “other realm,” where her strength is tested. No woman can prepare
for the battle her body goes through, or for the strength and power that arises innately from an unknown
place within, which cannot be known to exist until the experience of childbirth.

In an atmosphere of fire and torment, “Dinah” features a woman prevailing despite the symbolic
environment of the image. She is looking up, a sign of hope and faith, with body language exemplifying
strength and power. Not only overcoming the physical pain of birth, this woman,
who could be Dinah or any other mother, is enduring the psychological pain that
society presses upon women. The goal of “Dinah” is to represent mothers in Dinah’s
world and in Sethe’s world; and even the mothers in the world today, who must bear
the anguish of a broken bond between mother and child. When Dinah’s son returned
to her from school, she realized he felt no tie to her: “He was being polite. He was a
prince of Egypt addressing the serving woman who had given him birth. It was just
as I feared: we were strangers, and our lives would never permit us to become more than that” (Diamant




248). Due to the circumstances of Dinah’s situation, her son grew away from her and toward a life as a
prince of Egypt. She could no longer recognize the bond between them during his infancy.

There can come a time when a mother looks into the eyes of her adult child and realizes she can no
longer relate; the child is grown up and the mother no longer knows what her child needs or wants.
However, in Sethe’s world of slavery, often the bond between mother and child was not ever allowed.
Sethe did not know her own mother:

My woman? You mean my mother? If she did, I don’t remember. I didn’t see her but a few times out

in the fields and once more when she was working indigo. By the time I woke up in the morning, she

was in line. If the moon was bright they worked by its light. Sunday she slept like a stick. She must of nursed me two or
three weeks—that’s the way others did. Then she went back in rice and I sucked from another woman whose job it was

(Morrison 60).

Sethe’s mother killed every child she bore, except Sethe. Sethe was the only one conceived in love.
However, even this exception did not mean Sethe’s mother would bond with her daughter. The cruel rules
of slavery did not allow a loving, intimate relationship between mother and child.

“Motherhood ” also sprung from the images inspired by The Red Tent. The left side (shown to the left)
expresses the relationship between mother and child. Dinah was greatly influenced by
the lessons and love given to her by her mothers Leah, Rachael, Zilpah, and Bilhah. The
community of women in her life, which centered in the red tent, raised her and showed
her the beauty and power of womanhood. The goal of “Motherhood” is to show the
intense feeling of love that arises when a new mother finally holds her own flesh and
blood in her arms—her baby:
There should be a song for women to sing at this moment, or a prayer to recite. But
perhaps there is none because there are no words strong enough to name that moment.
Like every other mother since the first mother, I was overcome and bereft, exalted and
ravaged. I had crossed from girlhood. I beheld myself as an infant in my mother’s arms,

and caught a glimpse of my own death. I wept without knowing whether I rejoiced or mourned. My

mothers and their mothers were with me as I held my baby (Diamant 226).

In the moment of birth, a multi-generational secret is suddenly exposed. A feeling of purpose is actualized
in the grand scheme of living, where a woman looks death in the face and finds her body can prevail,
producing and continuing life.

However, through the white side of “Motherhood” (not shown in the image above), the blankness
represents how some mothers never have a chance to form a bond with their children. In The Red Tent,
Diamant shows that Dinah’s bond with her mothers was severed when her husband was murdered at the
hands of her father and brothers. Though Dinah chose to be separated from her mothers during her adult
life, she never forgot their love and lessons. Leah, Rachel, Zilpah, and Bilhah’s spirits live on through
Dinah, their secrets never to be forgotten.

Also, “Motherhood” correlates with one of the basic themes in the story of Beloved by Toni Morrison.
Having children is a very sacred thing; however, many slave women were not allowed to bond with their
children or chose not to, given the harsh reality of slave life. Baby Suggs knew her babies would grow up
into slavery and be taken away from her, so she would not even try to connect with them. Baby Suggs was
not uncommon. Many of the slave women would not even look or hold the babies that came from their own
wombs. Or often, their children would be the result of a rape by the slave masters, so the slave women
would refuse to love “their” offspring:

Ella had been beaten every way but down. She remembered the bottom teeth she had lost to the brake

and the scars from the bell were thick as rope around her waist. She had delivered, but would not

nurse, a hairy white thing, fathered by “the lowest yet.” It lived five days never making a sound

(Morrison 258, 259).

So, in relation to one theme in Beloved, the blank half of “Motherhood” represents the bond that is wiped
out by rape and infanticide.

In addition, “Motherhood” shows the story of Sethe. She escaped from slavery with her four children;
and, when the white men found her, she took her children into the back shed and tried to kill them, thus
saving them from growing up in slavery. She succeeded in killing her daughter, who she called Beloved.
“Motherhood” also has two sides, showing the struggle between a slave mother’s love and the opposite call
to murder her children in the name of ultimate freedom. In Sethe’s world, there is a very thin line
distinguishing the two oppositions. “Motherhood” symbolizes how Sethe loved her child so much that
human bond was sacrificed out of her “thick” love.




Beloved is depicted as a “devil-child,” a mysterious ghost-figure. At the end of the novel, she is
described as a beautiful, pregnant woman. Beloved has become pregnant with her vampire-like feeding off

of other’s spirits and humanity: “The devil-child was clever, they thought. And
beautiful. It had taken the shape of a pregnant woman, naked and smiling in the
heat of the afternoon sun. Thunderblack and glistening, she stood on long
straight legs, her belly big and tight” (Morrison 261). The central image in
“Hungry” is a woman pregnant with the world. Full with the oppression and
victimization happening in the world—such as slavery, poverty, violence, rape
and exploitation—she is not only a symbol for Beloved, but for all women who
have triumphed over adversity, hungry for freedom.

“The Tree of Life” and “The Most Beautiful Sycamore,” are very similar, but with slightly different

mother.”

works have a double metaphor: the first celebrating women’s strength in childbirth and the
miracle of life, the other exposing the lynching of children—the tragic end to a miracle using
the ironic tool of a tree. Ultimately, both works of art are symbolizing the unjust murdering,
literal and metaphorical in the sense of slavery, as well as the taking away of children from their
mothers—from their strength and support system.

intentions. Both images are trees, an archetypal image that connotes strength and life. “The
Tree of Life” symbolizes motherhood with babies blooming and intertwining in “their

In “The Most Beautiful Sycamore,” inspiration spawned from Beloved: “Boys hanging
from the most beautiful sycamores in the world. It shamed her—remembering the most
beautiful soughing trees rather than the boys” (Morrison 6). The similar images of the two

“Love” was created with a hopeful tone to celebrate women and motherhood. Stars are a feminine
symbol connecting with the stars in my artworks, “Discovery” and “She Found God.” “Love” are inspired

by a number of works, including Mary Oliver’s poem, “The Fish:”

She climbs from the sea; moonlight
blazes the black rocks,
the surface razzle-dazzle
of sweet water
threading out of the tide. She
moves upstream, the flow
pressing against her;
she feels it, lets the hot
blade of her body pause,
drifts backward, whips awake. She
moves upstream; she is heavy;
deep in her belly
life that is to be
stirs like a million planets; she
moves upstream; when the waters
divide she follows
the fragrance spilling
from her old birth pond; she
sees the waterfalls—gleaming
stairways of stone
water ripped and boiling
Like white logs—and knows beyond
lies the green pond
rich with the shadows
of last year’s swimmers where she
will nest her eggs and the fierce prince
quicken them; she flies
upstream—she arcs
in the long grown of her body, she leaps
into the walls of water,



she falls through like the torn
silvery half-drowned body
of any woman come to term, caught
as mortality drives triumphantly toward
immortality, the shaken bones like
cages of fire.

In the last stanza, Oliver’s fish essentially becomes a woman. This alteration comes
through childbirth, which is universal and a commonality among females, transcending
species. Dinah felt the same transformation in her birthing moment. She became a woman:
“Like every other mother since the first mother, I was overcome and bereft, exalted and
ravaged. I had crossed from girlhood” (Diamant 226). Oliver’s poem shows the universal
beauty of motherhood and powerful feeling that arises in the moment of birth, when a
woman becomes more than herself; her mortality living on through her offspring.

Not only does “The Fish” expose the triumphant success of bringing life into the
world, but also the victory over death that Dinah and many mothers experience as their bodies are ripped in
two in the name of new life. Just as the fish “falls through like the torn/ silvery half-drowned body/ of any
woman come to term,” Dinah also felt the presence of death “when the ordinary passage of life into life
became a struggle between life and death, and [she] felt the shadow in the corner lean toward [her] and
[her] son” (Diamant 225). “Love” celebrates women’s ability to conquer this feat and succeed in giving
life.

“Discovery” and “She Found God” also have uplifting tones of hope, inspired
by Ntozake Shange’s choreopoem, “for colored girls who have considered suicide/
when the rainbow is enuf.” The choreopoem shows how power, strength, and love
can be derived from community of women. This theme of community is connected
with those themes of The Red Tent and Beloved, shown through song and chant.

i In The Red Tent the strength and power of women is apparent in the
relat10nsh1ps between Dinah and her mothers, as well as the bond Dinah had with those she
was a midwife for and with. Through song, two generations of midwives found power and
strength when their voices joined as one: “Meryt joined me in singing the words ‘Fear not,’
sensing the power of the sounds without knowing what she was saying. By the end of the
third time, all of the women were singing ‘Fear not,” and Hatnuf was breathing deeply
again” (Diamant 242). In Beloved, the community of women came to aide Sethe, and
through them she finds the strength she needs to continue her life:

For Sethe it was as though the Clearing had come to her with all its heat and simmering leaves, where
the voices of women searched for the right combination, the key, the code, the sound that broke the
back of words. Building voice upon voice until they found it, and when they did it was a wave of
sound wide enough to sound deep water and knock the pods off chestnut trees. It broke over Sethe and
she trembled like the baptized in its wash (Morrison 261).
In community, Sethe found salvation. She could be whole again.

This experience mirrors the chanting in “for colored girls,” symbolic of the emotional bond between
the women and the strength that comes by realizing their commonality. Through this community, women
are able to actualize self-love:

i sat up one nite walkin a boardin house

screamin/ cryin/ the ghost of another woman

who waz missin what | waz missin

i wanted to jump up outta my bones

& be done wit myself

leave me alone

& go on in the wind

it waz too much

i fell into a numbness

til the only tree I cd see

took me up in her branches

held me in the breeze



made me dawn dew

that chill at daybreak

the sun wrapped me up swingin rose light everywhere
the sky laid over me like a million men

i waz cold/ 1 was burnin up/ a child

& endlessly weavin garments for the moon

wit my tears

i found god in myself

& iloved her/ i loved her fiercely (Shange 63)

The spirit of community, the strength and inner power that originates from it, is the essence I aspired to
capture in “Discovery” and “She Found God.”

In each work of my art there are women finding love, finding strength, and finding power. The images
of motherhood and pregnancy celebrate these discoveries. Childbirth is a testimony to women’s strength,
which Diamant brings to life in The Red Tent. Using the story of a Biblical woman, Diamant sheds a whole
new light on the Bible and the women in it. The role of women in scripture is barely evident. In The Red
Tent, daughters are cherished because women want to have someone to whom to pass down their stories. A
major theme is women’s legacy; women do not want to be forgotten. Yet, ironically, there is little account
in the Bible about the lives and importance of women.

This neglect is not uncommon throughout history. Women are often left out of history texts, literature,
and even the Bible—though the strength and power within women has always been present throughout
history. One artist who has depicted women’s strength and power is Judy Chicago. Her piece, “The Dinner
Party,” according to Stephanie Sullivan, “is dedicated to the memory of women who symbolize the many
thousands of heroic women all over the world who have struggled for freedom and dignity” (Sullivan 2).
“The Dinner Party” consists of thirty-nine place settings for women who have added something to our
collective history, but may have not been recognized as significant contributors to history. Chicago has set
up her piece with thirteen place settings on each side of a triangular table:

The triangular formation of the piece connotes an ancient symbol for both women and the Goddess.

She found it an “odd coincidence” the number thirteen, connoted male holiness (the number at the Last

Supper of Jesus Christ) and female evilness (the number in a coven of witches) (Sullivan 3).

Just as many of my works have a dual metaphor, such as “Motherhood,” “The Tree of Life,” and “The
Most Beautiful Sycamore,” so do Chicago’s:

These table settings are intended as a dual metaphor, both domestic and religious, expressing the

“containment” imposed by female role expectations while also calling attention to the indispensable

though unacknowledged “women’s work.” Thus the place settings vigorously protest women’s

oppression, while at the same time honoring their many achievements (Sullivan 3).

Chicago celebrates women by separating them into three wings: Pre-history through Classical Rome, from
the beginning of Christianity to the Reformation, and from the American Revolution to the Women’s
Revolution. She even includes women from Dinah’s era, the mythical Primordial and Fertile Goddesses,
Ishtar and Kali. These were the goddesses whom Dinah and her mothers worshiped and in whom they
found strength. They symbolized their fertility, their oneness with the earth, and sexuality:

When Jacob cried out in his final pleasure, she was flooded by a sense of her own power. And when

she followed her breathing, she discovered her pleasure, and opening and fullness that made her sigh,

and purr, and then sleep as she hadn’t slept since she was a child. He called her Innana. She called him

Baal, brother-lover of Ishtar (Diamant 34).

Chicago’s hope for her piece of art is that the symbolic meaning that extends from the history of the
women represented at her table is most important. She states:

The story conveyed by “The Dinner Party” attests to the fact that, throughout history, while women have struggled to

participate in the making and remaking of civilization, their efforts have not been sufficiently

remembered or acknowledged. She wishes for “The Dinner Party” to be a foundation for a different
future, one in which both women and men will be raised with an understanding of the full history of

the human race (Sullivan 7).

And that is a theme Diamant, Shange, Morrison and Oliver intended for their pieces.

What many people think of when the “Book of Genesis” is mentioned is the two creation stories. When
many women readers find that they were created second, a sweeping feeling of inferiority envelops them.
And, as if that is not enough, according to Scripture, women were created from a man: “So the Lord God



cast a deep sleep on the man, and while he was asleep, he took out one of his ribs and closed up its place

with flesh. The Lord God then built up into a woman from the rib that he had taken from the man” (The

Catholic Study Bible, Gen. 3.21-22). God, according to Scripture, did not even conceive of creating woman
in his pure image, just as he did man.

) ) Then, in the third chapter of Genesis, titled “The Fall of Man,” women are blamed

( //Z exactly for that—the fall of man: “So she took some of its fruit and ate it; and she also

' gave some to her husband, who was with her and he ate it” (Gen. 3.6). When God learned

Eve had disobeyed him, he cursed them and took away everlasting mortal life: “For you

- 1| are dirt, /and to dirt you shall return” (Gen. 3.19). This passage from Genesis has become

3 z’ a popular basis for the mistreatment and discrimination against women by men and by the
Q& & world. So, no wonder why there is little comfort in Genesis to modern women readers.

Why should a woman even read on?

The creation stories are the foundation for my next two art pieces. “The D1v1ne F emmlne represents a
twist on the creation story of God breathing life into Adam. In this watercolor, I W
tried to capture the divine feminine breathing life into Eve, as if she was created
first. “A New Day” is Eve redeemed, therefore saving all women from the
oppressions stemming from the displacement of women in patriarchal religion.
The woman in the watercolor is displaying an innocence that was lost with her
depiction in Genesis. She is free from being the cause of “the fall of man.”
Liberated, Eve’s possibilities are endless, as is the future of all women.

Diamant, Morrison, Shange and Oliver put forth women’s stories in hopes that women can be
acknowledged and remembered, giving validity to women’s experience and beauty. Even though their
stories have elements of fiction, the themes are universal. How many women throughout history have
stories like those of Dinah or Sethe, yet were not accounted for because they were women, and thus
considered unimportant?

Women should be celebrated for the strength and power that they possess. Inspired by other great
women artists, my intent was to capture that strength and power brought to life through their words. In a
world where women’s lives, contributions, and powers are easily overlooked and forgotten, my hope is to
give a voice to the strength of women.
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Peggy Lucas

The Pallbearer

What I can’t stop thinking about is him,
standing with the other young men,



all wearing black suits and blue neckties.

I remember he struggled with the white gloves
and tugged them on long before the others—
then just stood there, waiting.

He didn’t cry, just stared at the floor,

and when it was time, he was the last

to grasp the shiny brass handle.

But when they reached the altar adorned
with lilies, he was the last to let go—

When they played “Irish Eyes Are Smiling,”

at the end of the service, I glanced

at him, sitting in the pew, his blue

eyes no longer fixed to the ground,

but up to the high arches of the Chicago church.

And that is when I noticed his hands,
still stuck in the tight white gloves,

one on each knee.

Francis C. Lehner, Ph.D.

The Seed Took Root

In October 1938, Rev. E. A. Fitzgerald, then Dean of Studies at Loras, prepared the soil for a national
Catholic academic honor society when he sent a questionnaire on the issue to one hundred and twenty
Catholic colleges and universities. Encouraged by the strongly favorable response to his poll, Father
Fitzgerald was ready to plant the seed; in April 1939, in an address to the National Catholic Education
Association, he reported the results of his probe and talked up the idea of an honor society. The seed took
root quickly. A Committee of Founders, consisting of thirty-two prominent educators, was formed, and
Father Fitzgerald, elected chairman, appointed three committees: one on constitution, one on name and
motto, and one on insignia. In March 1940, a constitutional convention convened in Kansas City. There a
provisional one-year constitution was adopted, to be followed by a permanent one, and chapters were
granted to thirty-two schools that had previously applied for membership. Delta Epsilon Sigma had
blossomed into being. In recognition of Father Fitzgerald’s generative efforts, Loras College was
designated Alpha Chapter.

In the half century since that time, Alpha Chapter has been a vital unit in the society. Over the years
several Loras educators have filled national offices. Rev. E. A. Fitzgerald, Rev. F. J. Houlahan, Rev.
Norbert C. Barrett, Rev. Clarence W. Friedman, Rev. Robert L. Ferring and Rev. Neil W. Tobin all served
as National Secretary-Treasurer. Father Friedman, after he had left Loras to take a position with the
NCEA, served as a member of the Executive Committee. After he had left Loras to become pastor of
Sacred Heart parish in Dubuque, Rev. Neil Tobin was elected National Vice President in 1982 and
President in 1984. From 1963 to 1978 Dr. Frank Lehner edited the DES Bulletin. Dr. Donna Bauerly
was a member of the Executive Committee from 1995 to 2000.

On the local level, the record is equally impressive. There can be no doubt that over the years
members of Alpha Chapter have contributed considerable intellectual and cultural leaven to life at Loras.
More specifically, one can point to the annual DES seminars and to the tutoring service provided by the
chapter for students needing academic assistance. In 1985, under the leadership of moderator Dr. Donna
Bauerly, the chapter preceded (one would like to say anticipated) the national officers by some five years
when it launched a college-wide writing competition in four areas—fiction, essay, non-fiction, and poetry.



Each year winners’ works are printed in a journal. Last year, 2002, was another great year for Alpha
Chapter. Students again won three prizes in this National Undergraduate Writing Contest: first
place went to Rosette Golpashin for her non-fiction piece “The Night of the Falling Stars.” Second
place prizes went to Ryan Lubben for his fiction piece “The Janitor” and to Peggy Lucas for her
poems: “America’s Bleeding Pilgrim” and “In the Land of Blue and Red Doors.” Last year’s
National Student Award medal winner was Karen Kuhle. This year’s Delta Epsilon Sigma National
Student Award nominee is Sara Wieland, the 2002-03 Alpha Chapter President. Only one award is
given per Chapter, based on an overall grade point average of 3.9-4.0. In 2001-02, Maria Alarcon
was the recipient of the DES Scholarship. The nominees for the 2002-03 Scholarship and Fellowship
are Tim Cundiff and Laura Becker, respectively. The annual chapter dinner, long a tradition here, not
only serves as a function for the induction of new members but in a sense honors all chapter members who
attend. Father Fitzgerald’s idea of an honor society to foster intellectual and academic achievement is alive
and well at Loras College.

In a composition class many years ago, during a digression on, as I recall, overemphasis on high school
sports, a student remarked on the great thrill of winning an important football or basketball game. I asked
if it had ever occurred to him that other people might get a similar thrill of achievement from composing a
sonnet or writing a short story. He just looked at me. But the entrants in this year’s writing competition,
and especially the winners whose work appears in this publication, surely know whereof I speak.
Samuel Johnson was wrong when he said, in what must have been a cynical moment, that only a blockhead
ever wrote for anything but money. For writers, seeing one’s work in print ranks high among the pleasures
of life.

(Alpha will continue to include Dr. Lehner’s ever-timely article as a tribute to this dedicated DES
member who was Editor of the Society’s Journal for fifteen years. Each year’s update of winners will be
boldfaced within the article.)

RULES FOR THE CONTEST
1. One submission per person per category.

2. Open to all students attending Loras College.

3. Categories: narrative, essay, research abstract, poetry, etc. All entries must be clearly marked with the
appropriate category.

4. Proposed length: 1-10 pages for prose; 1-3 pages for poems (50-150 lines total).

5. Audience: the paper should be directed toward an educated audience, not one, necessarily, completely
knowledgeable in the subject area, but one interested in discovering new ideas.

6. Verification: the paper’s facts must be verified by a faculty member of the concerned department.
7. Faculty signature: required on the cover sheet after facts are verified.
Cover forms are available from department chairpersons. The annual deadline is February 14. You

must submit: 1) two typed copies AND 2) a copy of the document in Microsoft Word on either a 3.5-inch
IBM formatted disk or CD-ROM (send to DES Writing Contest, Loras College Box 384).
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“It is the mission of a wise person
to put things in order.”



