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Electric Avenue
Joshua Allen
Spec Thomas was so far lost, he could think of no conceivable way to ever return home. He
was on a road that stretched infinitely long in either direction. He didn’t know how he’d wound
up on such a road. Things had been going smoothly since he left Omaha, then he’d exited the
interstate to find a place to pee, and now he’d been going down this road for two days. The road
had no turnoffs, no signs, just the occasional gas station.

He stopped at the first gas station, a flat area of dust with a prefab metal building stuck in it,
not realizing what the road had in store for him. He brought a bottle of Dr Pepper to the counter
and tapped his fingers to catch the attendant’s attention. The man was old, occupied with the
Omaha newspaper and lording over his domain, which included the dust, a few gallons of gas
and a bathroom key attached to a hubcap.
“Dollar fifty,” the man said, not looking up from his paper. Spec dug out the appropriate
amount of change. Counted it out onto the counter. Recounted it before the old man covered it
with his hand. Re-recounted it in his head as the man absently stuck the money in his pocket.
Spec raised his eyebrows at this. The register remained untouched.
Spec decided to test the waters, try to broach the subject of his money. “So, the highway’s
just back that way?” Spec pointed to his left.
The man flipped the page on the Omaha paper. “Reckon.”
“Get a lot of visitors this way?”
“Nah.”
Spec looked around. The place seemed to have a permanant layer of grime. “You own this
place?”
“Nah.” The man could have been clearing a chunk of phlegm. Spec decided a dollar fifty
wasn’t worth and futher communication with this man, and instead returned to his company car,
which he’d come to think of as his own.
He drove back toward the interstate, but was confounded when, after three hours, he had yet
to reach it. Then he started thinking he’d really started out the other way and had been turned
around when he left the gas station, so he went back. He’d made up his mind, after still failing to
find the interstate or the fuel station with the strange old man the rest of the day, that he would
continue going the same direction until he found some sort of civilization or sign of civilization
beyond the fuel stations.
He stopped at another fuel station the next day, run by a similarily disinterested, almost
completely absent old man. He tried to ask the man where he was, framing it as a joke, and got
no response. When he asked where the nearest town was, the old man responded, “Just down the
road a stretch.” Later that day a similar gas station yielded similar results but still there was no
town in sight.
As the predictions of the gas station attendants continued to prove wrong, Spec realized there
was something wrong with the knowns, the givens. Spec worked with truth for a living, and
truth was merely a set of known factors to which one applied the rules of logic and came to a
single, irrefutable conclusion. He knew this, and yet when he applied the rules of logic to what
he knew, the axioms of distance, velocity, and time he and every other member of the planet
Earth had come to rely on during their life spans, his conclusion that there must be a way off this
road kept coming up false.
It was the end of day 2 and Spec was curled up in the back seat of his Saturn on the side of
the road. He was already tired of the pasty-faced old men of the service stations staring at him
like he was insane or completely ignoring him when he told them how long he’d been driving
without seeing anything. Some of them laughed like it was all a big joke. He was starting to feel
that it was a big joke, and this feeling was overridden by the feeling that he was sick of the joke
and wanted it to end so he could have a laugh and move on.
Maybe, he thought, he was the subject of some new reality show where they were drugging
him every few miles, turning his car around, and waking him up again. Maybe the service
station was the same one every time, only the guy behind the counter was different. Maybe he

was dead and this was hell. Spec found it difficult to sleep. Not only was the back seat of the
Saturn not designed for horizontal comfort, but also the faces of all those old men kept flowing
through his mind.
“Just up the road, there’s a town.”
“Only a few miles, you should run into the highway.”
“Hell, you must have fallen asleep, because there’s a town back only a mile or two the way
you came.”
He’d considered turning around, tracking each and every one of those old men down and
shaking him until he got some answers. He didn’t do this because he was now afraid to turn
around. He was afraid to do anything but cling to the fact that if he just kept driving, eventually
he would find something—every road went somewhere. He was clinging to the hope that when
he did find something, all of this would seem like a huge misunderstanding on his part, a
hallucination, a slight error in his logical process. Perhaps he’d really dreamed the entire
incident and when he finally settled into a proper hotel bed, he would wake to find himself back
in reality, where things made sense. Maybe aliens had kidnapped him and this was a cruel
experiment.
Spec did manage to catch a few winks before the sun came up, forcing his eyes open to begin
another day of aimless travel. He pushed open the back door of his car and stepped out onto the
highway. He thought maybe today he would, instead of traveling, just wait at the roadside with
his hood open, the international sign of car trouble, and wait for a passing motorist to take pity
on him and drive him to the nearest town. Maybe his car was some sort of brainwashing
machine sold to him by ex-KGB agents for the purposes of turning him into a master assassin
and this was all just memory implants while the real him was busy waiting to shoot the President
with a high-powered rifle. Spec figured the waiting game would be useless; he hadn’t seen
another vehicle in the two days he’d entered this nightmare; logic told him none would come
now.
He drove on through the empty grass fields for the rest of the day. This day he didn’t see so
much as a gas station. When night started to fall, Spec’s needle was on E and he decided that he
would drive until the car quit and then he would start walking. The car died a few hours later
and, true to his promise, he grabbed his jacket from the trunk, and began walking down the
highway’s shoulder into the night. It didn’t take long for his car to disappear from his sight
completely. When it did, he started to feel a little better, as though he were free of some evil
burden. This thought led him back to the idea that whatever was happening to him, his car was
somehow to blame and now that he was free of it, his situation would only improve.
The dark was wearing thin; he had to bat his eyes to combat the dark spots that had begun to
betray his vision. Things were moving, small things on the edge of the road, in the thick of the
grass. When the sun finally emerged on the horizon, it gave him a boost of energy like a fresh
cup of coffee would. For a few minutes, he felt that he would be able to walk the whole day
through. The sun’s powering light faded quickly and Spec found himself lying in the field near
the road, using his jacket simultaneously as a pillow and a sun hood.
When he saw a glow on the horizon, he dared to hope for something more than a service
station. The glow seemed to arch the highway, but there was no way to be sure until he got
closer. In the night air, the passing marks on the road started to glow. He couldn’t remember if
this was normal or not, now that what he considered normal seemed to be something belonging
to a different Spector Thomas. He fixed his gaze on his leather shoes as he trod the roadside,
refusing to look up until he felt sufficient time had passed to better judge the distant glow. After

a few hours, he glanced up again and the glow was stronger. The markers in the middle of the
road were glowing stronger as well, but no longer were they the normal yellow color. They had
started to glow a dull green. He kept trudging until he realized that the green of the road markers
was getting brighter and sharper. They were starting to resemble neon strips, emitting their own
light, powered by unseen batteries.
His watch told him that dawn was approaching soon. He scanned the horizon and the glow
of what he hoped was a nearing city had indeed faded, some. The sky was going from black to
navy blue. He decided he would continue on, through the daylight, until he reached whatever
was the source of the lights—to hell with sleep-deprived hallucinations. Draping his jacket over
his head to shield his eyes from the coming sun, he locked his eyes on his feet and began
counting his steps in a military cadence.
Spec awoke surrounded by darkness. He was lying half on the road with his jacket over his
head his hands tucked under his stomach. His watch told him that he’d just missed the setting
sun. It probably wasn’t safe to sleep on the road like that, even if there were no other cars. He
rubbed the crusted salt deposits out of his eyes and did some basic Yoga stretches. He felt good.
He knew he would have no problem making it through the next day, if he had yet to reach the
town—he was positive it was a town in front of him. He stood, did a few more stretches, and
began walking. His feet felt like they had rested several days. The raw spots that would
eventually become blisters were no longer pricking the balls and toes of his feet. He wasn’t sure
exactly when he’d decided to rest, but it had turned out to be the right decision.
He figured he must have covered several miles in the daylight, since the lights were even
brighter now. Not only the centerline, but also the edge lines of the highway were all glowing
bright green. He began walking down the road lane, his jacket tied to his waist. Maybe tonight,
definitely tomorrow, he would reach the edge of this town, find people, get his car towed, and
finally be able to rest in a normal bed.
Thinking about his previous day’s journey as he marched, Spec found that he only had wisps
of memories of the day’s trip. At first this seemed to be a natural side effect of sleep deprivation.
The more he thought about it, the more it seemed not to be that the memories of walking under
the sun were lost in a dreamy blur, but that they didn’t exist. He remembered seeing the sky turn
to dark blue. He even thought he remembered the first ray of the sun poke through the web of
clouds to the East, but he absolutely had no definite memories after that. He’d felt so full of
energy right before the sun. He supposed he was just more tired than he’d thought. He decided
that when the next dawn began to approach he would stop walking and concentrate on staying
awake until the sun was well up. The time he spent waiting he would easily make up with the
extra time he would gain walking under the sun.
The dawn was starting to approach when he saw the distant firelight. It was nearly drowned
out by a combination of the green glow from the road and the white glow from the now
imminent town. The town seemed to have expanded as he got closer; it was a city now, possibly
a large one. He tried to think of what cities he might be near, but this was Iowa and only Des
Moines came to mind. There was no way he’d walked the several hundred miles to Des Moines.
He pushed those thoughts aside when his eye caught a glow that flickered somewhere in the
middle of the sea of light before him. At first only the movement caught his eye, but when he
stopped and concentrated on the light, he saw that it was also a different color. It had an orange
aura with a yellow core. The core was nearly invisible, just a slight shade different than the
background light, but the orange aura was a sharp contrast. With a few more steps, Spec realized
that this was a fire of some sort. He also realized that it wasn’t far off. Fixing his eyes on this

fire, he began to walk more quickly now. He decided that where there was fire, there was life
controlling the fire and he was bound to meet this life as soon as he got close enough.
Spec forgot about his vow to wait out the dawn and keep himself awake. When the glow of
the sun started to overpower the glow of the city, Spec was too fixated on the fire to notice. He
dropped as though dead in the middle of the road when the first ray of sunshine finally slipped
over the horizon.
Spec yawned lazily as the sun disappeared to the West. He lay in the road for a minute,
enjoying the warm bar of neon across his back, before he pulled his body upright and darted his
gaze to points in his surroundings. He’d been looking for the fire. Had he found it? He scanned
the light-line of the still-invisible city until he saw the flame flickering. He sighed as his eyes
reported the orange glow. Then he remembered his vow and cursed himself for letting sleep rule
him again. He knew he would reach the fire tonight, so there was no need for further vows. He
got to his feet, knowing the answers were right there, easily in reach.
It took him much longer than he expected to get close to the fire. The night was more than
half over, and he had begun to realize the fire was much bigger than a simple campfire, like he’d
first suspected. This was a bonfire he was approaching, far off the road in the grass, and so far
no sign of life accompanied it. When he was close enough that he started to feel the heat coming
off the enormous blaze, he began to circle to look for the people who’d created this inferno. He
did a complete circle around the fire, noting that he was still unable to discern any shapes of the
distant city. There was no one around the fire. There were no tents, no beer bottles, no used
condoms, nothing that would indicate a group of people who would start a bonfire in the middle
of a field.
He looked into the fire, trying to see what fueled it. Perhaps this was some sort of mass
burial pyre. Perhaps it was once a building containing petroleum distillates. He edged a little
closer to the fire and thought he could just make out a familiar shape. A few steps closer and he
felt his eyebrows starting to singe. It was something he should know; if the wind would only
blow the flames away for a second, he knew that would give him a good look. A few more steps
and he could smell the hair on his head start to smoke. Then the wind, like a nurse revealing a
newborn baby, pushed the flames back just enough for him to see, sitting on the pile of
unidentifiable rubble, his car.
Spec retreated away from the fire, out of the heated air. His arms and face felt sunburned. It
wasn’t that his car was particularly extraordinary among vehicles on the American roadway, but
the way the rear bumper dipped slightly, the way the hood was buckled just over the fender, the
beige paint still visible in bubbling patches: these were all the knowns his mind needed to reach
the conclusion that somehow his car had been made the crown jewel in a mighty bonfire.
He felt that the flames were consuming more than his car. Whatever notions he had of space
and time, the notions every person develops at a young age to live a relatively peaceful existence
with the constraints of our planet, were flawed on a deep level. Spec looked up to the glowing
lights of the city, which he felt he could reach in just a few more hours, although he was no
longer certain of any particular fact anymore. Faulty logic was one thing, that was a mistake
even seasoned pros made. Faulty axioms were an entirely different circumstance. Faulty
axioms, faulty knowns, those were the sorts of life-changing revelations that came around only
once every few hundred years. Several branches of science were devoted to studying the faulty
axiom that said the laws of physics that apply to a baseball apply to an atom. Spec wondered if
he wasn’t, now, standing at some crossroad in physical reality, about to break down the walls of

reason to discover machinations below the surface behaving in ways that no set of axioms could
properly define.
Spec decided that since he was already in the middle of the field, there would be no point in
wasting time backtracking to the road. Day was approaching and with daylight came sleep: a
new axiom he realized he must accept. He began walking toward the lights. His eyes began to
glow as the lights grew bigger, more present.
The dawn came and the minute the sun left this surface of the Earth, Spec was moving again
as though twelve hours had been nothing but a blink. He felt his pulse begin to surge faster and
with more urgency as he finally was able to make out the first shapes of the cityscape before
him. Another night, maybe two and he would be there. The city loomed closer and closer and he
began to hear the familiar noises of urban existence. The city was wrapped in neon. The road
he’d left was now starting to merge into his walking path and he could see it rise up, circle this
city in a green halo, and disappear behind its superstructures. The surface of the city crawled, as
though a mass of insects patrolled beneath its skin. The light from the beautiful rainbow of
neons that constituted the perimeters of the cityscape met above the city and blended into the
most brilliant white light. It detonated the rods and cones in his retina with such perfect
precision that he wasn’t sure the aura burned there would ever fade.
The dawn was approaching and he began to run toward this beautiful vision of urban
affluence. He ran right for its heart. He didn’t notice when his feet met up with the familiar
highway. He barely registered the warmth that the neon road markers were feeding to his feet.
Only the wish to become one with the city remained. In there he would find new axioms, new
logic, a new reason for existence. He stopped on the edge to revel in its glory as the suns rays
burst through the Earth’s curve, bending over the horizon to his eyes. It blinded him, for a
moment, and he had to jerk his head away and squeeze his eyelids shut, squinting just enough to
allow his pupils to retract to daytime diameter.
When his eyes cleared, the sun was a quarter way up and the city was gone. The road looked
like any other road in any stretch of mid-America. Spec refused to believe what logic told him.
A new logic ruled now; he knew this for a fact. He would sleep on the side of the road through
this awful daylight, and when night came his city would return. When the sun left this side of
the Earth, the darkness would return his beautiful city to him and the answers he sought would
await him inside, in the heart.

The Liars
Alison Brogan
Maybe he would tell her today. John Carroll thought over the matter as he brushed his teeth
above the porcelain sink. Yes, today he would make her breakfast, get her smiling, then tell her.
Maybe then things could go back to normal. His wife, Margaret Carroll, was still asleep in their
king-sized bed, her left leg reaching out from beneath their beige and white sheets. She would
not get out of bed for another hour.
John was not usually home on a Saturday. Since his children left the house, he had begun
working through the weekend, but today he did not go in to the office. He was to have lunch
with a friend of his youngest son Steven, whom he had met recently, at Steven’s college
graduation. Although he could not offer the boy a job with his own company, he could give him
some advice for interviews, as well as names of other investment bankers in the city. Because he

didn’t have to meet the young man until the afternoon, John decided today would be a good day
to talk to his wife.
Would he shower first? Yes, he would be clean for breakfast. Margaret would really like to
be served breakfast. Before showering, though, John would shave. He always liked to shave
before his shower, because he liked the feeling of warm water on his new stinging skin.
Margaret liked John with a clean shave. John lathered above his lip then along his jaw line and
down his neck. He turned the faucet with his left hand, then attached a new blade to his razor.
He would definitely tell her today. Then things could go back to normal.
It hadn’t been normal for quite some time, but then it got much worse. Eleven days before
this Saturday, John came home from work to an empty house. Margaret was out shopping with
Julia Larson, the Carroll’s next door neighbor. It didn’t feel much emptier then it usually did
when Margaret was home, but her physical absence was different for John. Feeling the
emptiness of the rooms, he had to try to remember what it was like to have Margaret there. What
he remembered was the old Margaret, dancing in the bathroom, singing into her toothbrush.
Making the bed at night right before they got in it. Chasing their sons through the living room
trying to tame their hair. That Margaret had not been around for a long time. John moved
through the house, trying to collect those good memories of his wife. Normally, he would never
have thought to go into his wife’s closet. In fact he had never been inside it. But on that day it
seemed necessary to go into the little closed off room and reunite with his wife. He can’t
remember how long he stayed encamped there, but he was so entranced that he didn’t hear
Margaret come into the house, up the stairs, or into their bedroom. It was complete horror he
saw in her eyes. The sight of him, pressing his body against her hanging clothing. She just stood
staring at him, violated and disgusted. John just couldn’t explain to her what he was doing inside
of her closet with his face so close to her blue silk robe. He wanted to tell her that being in there,
with the smell and the feel of her, helped him to remember her before everything. He wanted so
badly to tell her what he had been trying to tell her for months. He couldn’t. He only held on
tighter and closer to the smooth material in his hands. As she backed away from the doors of the
closet, Margaret’s eyes told John that it was only going to get worse.
When they had started telling the lies, it was exciting for John. It was a secret game they
would play at dinner parties. A few years before at an office Christmas party when Margaret still
worked, they told the first lie. John was standing with Margaret and her secretary drinking a rum
and Coke, when she recounted a visit their family had taken to a zoo a few weeks before. John
initially thought he had misheard his wife, because John, Margaret, and their three sons had not
been to a zoo together in fourteen years. She talked about their youngest son being afraid to see
the gorillas, as if he was still a little boy. Laughing, she turned to John and asked “Remember,
John?” John didn’t expect it, but hearing his wife create such a magnificent lie made everything
in their relationship new. John’s desire for his wife in that moment overtook him. He looked
into her gleaming eyes and said with a smile, “How could I forget?” During the party, they told
four more lies to Margaret’s coworkers. Afterwards, they made love in the car.
From then on they told the lies everywhere. They were usually about their children. They
never planned or recited. It was the spontaneity that turned them on. Margaret would tell their
friends a story and John would nod and smile, occasionally adding details. Occasionally John
told the lie, but more often then not, it was Margaret. They’d lie. Then they’d fuck. A new
place. A new way.
Then Margaret stopped working. She wasn’t fired—she just accepted the early retirement
package they offered when they brought in the 24-year-old first-time ad exec to replace her.

Something changed in her, and then the lying changed too. It was constant and elaborate.
Maybe because she wasn’t working, she needed the excitement. But that neediness started to
annoy John. He stopped nodding his head when she’d talk. It was no longer the foreplay it once
was for him. That’s when her lies moved past dinner parties into their own home, at their own
dinner table. During dinner or before they went to sleep, she would tell him stories about her day
that contradicted things she had told him over the phone when he was still at work. The more
Margaret lied, she became more and more private about the real things in her life. She made no
reference to the lies, and John didn’t know how to address them, because he had been a part of it
for so long. They never touched each other.
But John would talk to his wife today. He had to. That night, after Margaret had found him
in her closet and she left the room, John went down to the living room and she acted as if nothing
happened. She was all smiles and lies. Then later, as he sat on the couch reading an article
about the soldiers that were to be court marshalled for abandoning their mission because they
lacked supplies, he overheard Margaret on the phone with their oldest son. She was telling him
lies now too. So, yes. He would tell her today. He would make her breakfast, get her smiling,
and tell her. Then things could possibly go back to normal.
In the shower he took extra care to clean his feet. Margaret hated when his feet weren’t
clean. In the kitchen he prepared eggs Benedict, Margaret’s favorite. It had been years since he
cooked it for her, but it all came back to him slowly. John used a double boiler for his
hollandaise sauce, and watched to make sure the below water didn’t boil, that it just stayed, hot
and lightly simmering. The perfect hollandaise was the key to perfect eggs Benedict. If it was
perfect then he could tell her all the things he needed to tell her. While stirring the sauce he
hadn’t made in years, John heard footsteps above him. He stopped moving the spoon. Margaret
was awake. Should he go up to greet her or surprise her when she came down? She would
probably think it was romantic if he came and got her like a date. If he was only up for a minute
the sauce would be fine. John brought the burner down a bit, then made his way upstairs to their
bedroom. Margaret was sitting in their large bay window, peering out between the slots of the
blinds.
“Good morning,” John said, trying to sound flirtatious. Maybe that would get her to smile.
He sat behind her on the edge of their bed.
“Hi.” Margaret still stared out the window, apparently searching for something. No smile.
“Margaret, smell that? I decided to surprise you with breakfast this morning. Why don’t you
come down to the kitchen with me while I finish cooking, and I’ll serve you orange juice? Or
coffee if you’d like?” John asked as he reached his hand out and touched her shoulder.
Margaret ignored him. “That woman across the street still hasn’t come outside since her
husband left. Look at her mail piling up. Think she’s dead?”
“Maybe she left too,” he said while Margaret continued to squint out the window. John was
used to Margaret’s morning routine of looking and commenting on the state of their new
neighbor. Today, though, he was a little disappointed. He thought the surprise breakfast would
get her excited. He thought she would smile. They sat in silence for a minute; then, trying once
more, he said, “Its eggs Benedict.” John watched the back of his wife’s neck as she shrugged.
He really needed her to eat the breakfast so he could talk to her.
Margaret pulled the blinds up a bit, paused, then said, “No she’s still in there. She’s in hiding
because she’s embarrassed that everyone saw. What kind of people get in a fight like that,
throwing rocks at each other like children, right on their front lawn? James and Elizabeth
Malloy do.”

“You know their names?”
Margaret turned finally to look at him. She did smile. But it was a small one that said she
was proud of herself, not of John for making breakfast. “Took some of their mail. James and
Elizabeth Malloy. 635 Cherryhill Road.”
“Oh, that’s very legal of you, Margaret.”
“What? She wasn’t reading it. It was practically in the middle of her yard.”
“Hardly.” John was frustrated that she was more interested in the neighbors than his
breakfast. She just needed to come down stairs and eat. He could smell the hollandaise on the
stove—he hoped it wouldn’t boil. If she didn’t eat, she wouldn’t be happy enough for him to tell
her. If he could tell her this one thing, maybe it could all go back to normal. “Margaret—”
“You know, I bet they were swingers or something. Maybe into that sick stuff with whips
and everything. Perverts. Come on! Throwing rocks at each other? It’s such a big scene.”
Margaret turned back to the window and peered out again. “She’s an exhibitionist. I know it.
So why is she all locked up now in that house? She should go outside and cry on the front lawn.
They’ve given us half the show. She needs to finish it.”
“Well maybe one of these days while you are watching she’ll come outside and end it for
you,” John said as he lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling fan. “I made breakfast. If you
want it.” He wanted so badly for her to eat his breakfast, and all she could think about were the
fucking neighbors. If the sauce started separating now, he could still add some cream to save it.
“Are you still meeting Steven’s friend today about getting him a job? Do you have time for
breakfast? Don’t you still have to shower?”
It took a moment for John to answer his wife. “I showered already this morning, before I
started the eggs. The sauce is probably done now.” He sat up and looked at her again. “And I
shaved.”
She glanced back at him with her head, but she left her body facing the window. “Oh, I
didn’t hear you in the bathroom. That’s funny.” Margaret turned her face back to the window.
“I’m not sure if I’ll eat. I have a dentist’s appointment today because I might need a root canal
on one of my molars.” That was a lie. John took a deep breath and almost told her. He almost
told her everything he had been wanting to say, but she spoke first.
“John, do you think they fought a lot?” She was squinting. Again she moved her face closer
to the window. She must have needed her glasses. Her neck seemed longer than John
remembered. It had been a while since he really looked at her. She had some new lines near her
eyes.
“I don’t know. Maybe. Probably just as much as everyone else fights.”
“Well, we don’t fight.” Margaret said it straight, as she found the pull-cord of the blinds with
her left hand. She didn’t open them. She just held onto the pull-cord with her left hand, and
stared through the slats she held open with her right hand.
John knew they didn’t fight. They may have gotten frustrated with one another, but they
never got angry enough to tell each other. It was just easier to forget, or at least, not say. It had
always seemed to be a good thing about their marriage. John was only four feet from his wife,
but she seemed farther the closer she moved towards the glass. Her skin looked so pale in the
shadow lines of the blinds. Beautiful.
“That’s true. We don’t fight.” John knew the hollandaise sauce was ruined. The smell was
not right. John watched Margaret press her fingers against the glass between the blinds. She
wasn’t going to eat.

Fire Heart
William Cozzie
It was a typical freezing January morning on Chicago’s Southside. Five in the morning, the
sun wouldn’t be up for a while. Tommy was up, though. Tommy had been up for an hour. Ten
minutes to shower, a half hour to walk through the snow and dirty slush to work, and now he was
waiting at the loading door behind the store. He was shaking in his thin coat. He wanted the
door to open. He saw Mike go in the front entrance nearly fifteen minutes ago. The front door
that Tommy wasn’t supposed to go in. Tommy was sure Mike knew that he was standing in the
back. He was every day, and every day he made Tommy wait no matter how cold it was.
He heard shuffling in the small backroom. He knew it was Mike, moving stuff around and
not letting him into the warm store. There was more shuffling. Mike was working and not letting
him in the store.
Ten minutes passed. The lock on the other side of the door clinked, a bar slid, and the door
finally rose. Mike was standing there with a cigarette between his lips. Tommy walked past him
into the store, while Mike went out to smoke.
“Hey, Tommy?”
“Yeah, Mike?”
“Put up some milk.”
Typically, they sat in silence during their backroom breaks. Not for a lack of anything to
speak about, but for the quiet needed to hear the approach of one of the managers. Silence would
have remained if it were not for one dream. So James began to speak:
“Below the thunders of the upper deep;
Far, far beneath in the abysmal sea,
His, ancient, dreamless, uninvaded, sleep,
The Kraken sleepeth: faintest sunglights flee
About his shadowy sides: above him swell
Huge sponges of millennial growth and height:
And far away into the sickly light,
From many a wondrous grot and secret cell
Unnumbered and enormous polypi
Winnow with giant fins the slumbering green.
There hath he lain for ages and will lie
Battening upon huge sea worms in his sleep,
Until the latter fire shall heat the deep;
Then once by man and angels to be seen,
In roaring he shall rise and on the surface…die.”
Tim stared back at James for a few minutes, watching his motionless lips. The stoner was
expecting more from his friend. “What was that?” Tim asked.
“A poem, by Tennyson,” James answered.
“What’s it about?”
“What do you think it’s about?”

“Satan…or death?”
“No, me.”
“You, he wrote it for you?”
“No.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I am the Kraken. For 18 years, my mind has slept. It has been ground upon by this
whetstone-like dialogue that clutters these aisles. It changed last night, though. I had a dream,”
James explained.
“What happened?”
“First, I was standing in front of a black and white painting. Then the wall behind the
painting began to move. It was then that I realized it was not a wall at all, but the hide of a giant
snake. It moved until what sat behind the snake was revealed. It was this store, aisle one,
canned food, juice, and bread. But I was not alone. I turned and the store changed into a dimly
lit red room. There, just in front of me, stood a girl, and never have I been so captivated by a girl
in a dream or in reality. She was no one I had seen before, but she was so real. I wondered that
maybe somewhere in the world, she lay sleeping in her bed, sharing the dream with me. I mean,
who can deny love when you are placed in a dream with a person you’ve never seen?
“What happened then?” Tim asked eagerly.
“We kissed for a long moment, and then stepped back from one another. Blood poured from
her mouth.”
“Blood came out of her mouth? Like the kiss was death?”
“No, not like that. The kiss drew the blood out just like Odysseus and his men were drawn
by the Sirens. It was blood of passion, sacrifice, and the preparation of giving oneself to another.
Beautiful girl with a bloody mouth.”
“Were you bleeding?”
“I couldn’t see myself, but I hope I was.”
“So what does that have to do with that poem…about the Kraken?”
“Mmm, the Kraken awakening from thousands of years of slumber, and rising to the surface.
There is something missing within that poem, or at best, quickly skipped over.”
“What’s that?”
“The power of the Kraken and the journey to the surface. The poem says in roaring he shall
rise and on the surface die. However, it says nothing of the godlike crash and explosion of the
sea when the Kraken reaches the surface and the tremendous wake that is left in the beast’s trail.
Now imagine my mind in the slumbering state. What would awaken it?”
“The dream girl,” Tim answered.
“The dream girl,” James agreed. “Shall I play the Kraken? Will I make noise like thunder
and be blinding like the sun. Will I leave a path of destruction like the tornado’s on my way to
her. Can I throw everything in my life away on the whim that I meet her?”
“And die?” Tim asked.
“To burn so brightly that afterwards there is nothing left to sink into the sea with her at my
side.”
“Yes,” Tim said, thinking it was just another item on the long list of fantasies James dreamed
about.
James smiled at Tim. “I knew you were going to say that.”
“Why?”
James brushed back his hair. “I met her today.”

“Today? Where?”
“I was walking out to get carts, and she was walking in. Our eyes met as sure as our lips did
in the dream. We didn’t speak a word. I don’t think we ever will. I could enjoy silence with her
forever.”
“Wow.”
“Yeah.”
“You actually saw her? What are you gonna do?”
“Oh, I have a feeling she’ll be waiting for me tonight.”
Tim finally realized what James was getting at. “So what do you want to leave in your
wake?”
“This store. I want it to be like a prison break. These people that work here, I want them to
have freedom, even if we have to force it upon them. Have you looked into their eyes lately?
There’s nothing there, not fire, not even ice. They’re just blank. If we can’t light a fire from
within, let’s give them a fire to look upon. Let them watch their oppression burn. And for
people like Maggie, Wanda, and even you, Tim. Yes you; sometimes I think that flame inside
you is nearly out. I think that weed you smoke is the only thing keeping it from going out.”
“So how’s it going to work?” Tim asked.
“Follow me and let me show you.”
Tommy was working alone with Mike at the front of the store. It was a beautiful morning in
May and the sun was showing brightly through the store’s front windows. However, the pair
was blocking the sun out, stocking giant coffee cans that would be on sale during the week.
Tommy bent down to pick up another case and brushed against Mike.
“Don’t touch me,” he said quietly to Tommy.
Tommy didn’t answer him. He just turned and put the case of cans up on the display. For a
second, Tommy’s hand paused. Mike slid a case in next to Tommy’s.
“You should get that wart removed,” Mike said, observing the small pink blemish on the
back of Tommy’s hand. Again, Tommy didn’t say anything, but it ate him away. At lunch he
went to the bathroom and tried picking it away. He only made it bleed. For the rest of the day,
he hid his hand from everyone he met. He didn’t want anyone to see how horrible it was.
The pair snuck out the loading dock in the produce room. They slipped past one of Mr.
Went’s rotating security cameras overlooking the parking lot, and gathered behind James’s car,
an 89’ Cutlass. James worked to get his broken trunk open while Tim was the lookout.
“Here, look,” James said, and Tim turned around.
James pulled a greasy wool blanket to the side of the trunk and revealed the means of his
plan to Tim: a full stick of dynamite.
“Jesus Christ, James. Where the fuck did you get this?”
“Some redneck I found while visiting my grandparents in Indiana.”
“What do you want to do with it?”
“The lemonade tower…” James said, referring to the massive five hundred gallon vat of
lemonade that stood at the center of the store as a summer promotion. “I want to blow it up,
flood the store. But that’s only part of the plan. I want to sabotage the sprinkler controls and the
temperature controls. The smoke from the explosion will turn the sprinklers on, but I want them
to stay on, and I want the temperature controls to malfunction the freezer, the coolers, and the

produce backroom. All the perishables will be destroyed, along with anything that can be
damaged by the sprinkler water or the colored water in the lemonade tower.”
“Wow. That’s wild,” Tim answered as he sat down on the bumper of the car.
“What’ll it be Tim? Help me?”
“Bro, remember when we were eight years old? We spray painted our toy pistols black and
put on ski masks and went to rob the White Hen. But then when we were walking to the door
my older sister pulled up and saw us and made us get in the car before we could do anything.”
“Yeah,” James smiled.
“This is so much better.”
“Good.”
“I don’t know. I’m high, man. How am I supposed to think this through now?”
“You won’t have time to second guess yourself.”
“What will we do afterwards?” Tim asked.
James looked at him blankly.
“Suppose we’ll have to disappear.”
Tim looked up at James from his seat on the bumper. It was the only time James was ever
taller than him. He noticed that now, in the twilight hours of the sparsely populated parking lot,
James, who had always been so docile and non-threatening now seemed to have a dark essence
menacing around him, presenting a new person with an implacable and dominating will.
“I’ll do it.”
Tommy carefully took another step up the ladder. He was trying to hold an armful of fat
plastic signboard letters and keep his balance at the same time. Mike was smoking and watching
Tommy from the ground below.
“You got it ok?” Mike asked in between drags on the cigarette.
“Yeah,” Tommy answered.
“I don’t have to go in there and get one of those kids to come out here and show you how it’s
done?”
“No, I got it.”
“Well, quit being such a pussy and do it.”
Tommy tried to hurry up. He stepped up onto the last rung and grabbed the first letter he
needed. The ladder started shaking. He tried to grab the ladder to keep from falling, and the
plastic letter slipped out of his hand. It dropped to the ground and shattered.
“What the fuck, Tommy. Get down here and go back in the store. Tell Tim to come out here
and do it.”
Tommy carefully placed the rest of the letters on the top of the ladder. He slowly climbed
down the ladder with his eyes closed. He didn’t even look at Mike. He just stared at the ground
as he went back in to get Tim.
James pocketed the stick of dynamite and its tiny remote detonator. The pair took their last
walk into the store through the loading dock of the store into the produce section’s backroom.
Anthony was there picking through banana crates to find the ripest ones to put out on display.
“Anthony,” Tim began.
“I want to share something with you,” James finished.
Anthony asked as James leaned in close to whisper into his ear.

James and Tim informed Anthony of their plot. Unsurprisingly, Anthony was not as hard to
persuade as Tim, and in a way he was enthusiastic about the whole ordeal. But that was
Anthony. He was a small kid, with dark black skin and an afro shaped like a balloon. Like Tim,
he was rooted in the stoner lifestyle, and wore a thick hemp necklace. James remembered two
years ago, when they both decided to pick up boxing. James ultimately lost his fight, but
Anthony was wild. He beat an opponent much larger than himself. He was unpredictable.
When James was finished speaking Anthony spoke up. “You do know the sprinkler controls
are up on the roof?”
“Damn. I thought they were in the basement.”
“No, they’re up on the roof and you need a key to open the hatch to the roof.”
“Shit,” James said.
“Yeah, there’s only one stocker that has a key to the hatch, and knows which one of the units
up there is the sprinkler control system,” Anthony said.
“Who?” James asked.
“Tommy,” Tim answered for Anthony.
Tommy was the store’s oldest stocker at 36. He was a career minimum wage worker,
bouncing from job to job every few years, a restaurant here, a grocery store there. He was the
embodiment of the oppressed worker. After years of menial labor he had given up on even
attempting to learn the simplest of trades, thinking that it would be pointless to try.
“Wow, you think we can persuade him to do it?” Tim asked.
“I don’t know. He’s shackled to this store. He’s completely empty of purpose,” James
answered.
“Give him fire to look upon, let him watch his oppression burn. C’mon James, you just told
me that if we’re doing this for anyone but ourselves, it’s him,” Tim said firmly.
They found Tommy working in the dairy cooler gathering yogurt cases.
“You guys are nuts…and funny,” Tommy answered after James finished his speech.
“C’mon Tommy, be realistic, this is your chance to escape,” Tim said.
“Fuck you, Tim,” Tommy said angrily, the first time anyone had ever heard him swear.
“Don’t tell me to be realistic. James had a dream. That’s it. What’s the big deal, everyone has
like twenty dreams a night. They’re made up of little bits of random memories and experiences
and it isn’t even possible to remember them all.”
Anthony whispered into Tim’s ear, “Hey man, how does he know so much about dreams?”
Tim shrugged.
James grabbed Tommy by the shirt and pulled him up to his face. “Listen you stupid puppet.
Stop living like this. Stop coming here at five a.m. six days a week. Stop it. Stop taking shit
from Mike and Mr. Went. Stop being the oaf. Get back at Mike for every time he’s put you
down. Push back, Tommy!” and James let go of him, pushing him back into a stack of lemonade
boxes.
Tommy rebounded and pushed him back so hard, Tim and Anthony had to catch him. For a
long moment it seemed as if Tommy was going to cry. He leaned against a shelf and buried his
head in his arms. After a few minutes of waiting, he agreed to help. James hugged him. Anthony
and Tim shook his hand.
“Keys?” Anthony asked and held out his hand.
“No, I’m gonna have to do it. There are nearly thirty control units up there, you’ll never find
it.” Tommy said, “So when are we doing it?”

“What time is it?”
“Eight thirty,” Tommy said, looking at his watch.
“Nine o’clock is perfect,” James answered.
“What the fuck is going on back here?”
The four turned to see Mike, the owner’s son-in-law, standing in the doorway. “Tony, get
back to produce. James put up some more lemonade. Tim, go take a break, five minutes tops. I
need you up front bagging.”
The four parted as Mike stood watching them. Anthony wandered back to produce and Tim
went upstairs to the break room. James went to work behind Tommy, gathering lemonade boxes.
Anthony moved around the produce backroom more quickly than he had ever before. He
was anxious. He put a watermelon up on the counter and went to grab the machete to cut it up
when he heard the distinct whir of a little motor. He turned and looked up at the corner of the
ceiling. The security camera had panned over to his position. He stared at it for a moment and
then the lens started spinning. Mr. Went was watching him from upstairs, and he wanted to let
Anthony know. He wouldn’t let the All Seeing Eye bother him this night, though. This night
was far too important, and he didn’t want to cause trouble and give Mr. Went a reason to come
downstairs from his office.
Tim sat alone in the break room. He hadn’t bothered turning the lights on. He sat in his
solitude and anger. On the wall there were pictures from the employee Christmas party. Tim
remembered the last Christmas party. He was standing with his back to the bar. There was a guy
who didn’t work at the store any more, named Steve, who had been in the Navy. And Mike
standing there, drunk off a few Miller-Lites. Tim remembered him bragging about his time in
the Air Force at a base in California. He blathered on about trips across the border to Mexican
strip clubs, and a maid he had that did more than clean. Tim sat through it, uncaring for the most
part. Until he noticed Mike’s wife standing behind him oblivious and talking to her father, Mr.
Went, the owner of the store. Mr. Went was even worse. Tim never thought of his job as
meaningful. Mr. Went on the other hand, who started work in his father’s store at the age of six,
took it very seriously. He’d seen girls come down from his office crying after being fired. He
saw a cashier who asked for a leave of absence because she was pregnant get yelled at in front of
a store full of people. Tim smiled as he realized the store would soon suffer the same as its
employee’s spirits.
As soon as Mike had left the dairy cooler in the back room, Tommy grabbed the twelve-foot
ladder and set it up beneath the hatch in the backroom ceiling. He climbed up the twelve steps
and slid his key in to open the hatch. The metal door popped open and Tommy looked out at the
starry night sky. Though there were butterflies flapping in his stomach, he thought he was
finally happy. He climbed out onto the roof and looked around. There were control units
everywhere, along with water catching tarps, gravel, and milk crates. His hand tightened around
the wrench he brought up and he began searching for the control units he needed to damage.
It only took a minute, as they were the only units running at a low metallic hum. He bent
down and began loosening the nuts on the unit’s control plate. A foot landed on his back.
“Tommy, what the fuck are you doing up here?”
Tommy shut his eyes hard. It was Mike. “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” Mike asked and grabbed Tommy’s shoulder.
A force from within Tommy spun him around and he shoved Mike away.
“Get off me…you…asshole!” Tommy yelled as he ran at Mike.
Mike backed away and Tommy slipped his foot under a tarp and tripped. He landed on the
roof hard with gravel grinding into his face.
“So that’s how it’s going to be, huh, dude?” Mike said and kicked Tommy in the stomach.
Tommy had the wind knocked out of him and he began flailing about, kicking in the air. His
foot connected with Mike’s crotch and sent him reeling. Tommy rolled over and grabbed one of
the plastic milk crates. Mike was coming at him with the wrench. Tommy raised himself to one
knee and swung the milk crate, which cracked against Mike’s jaw. Mike fell hard and hit his
head on one of the control units. Tommy looked at him. He was burning inside. He hadn’t
killed Mike. The son of a bitch was still breathing, but he was knocked out. It was time to break
some control units.
“James, what’s in your pocket?”
James slowly stood up from stacking gallons of lemonade and looked up at the ceiling and
found the black-tinted half-sphere ball that housed a security camera. The voice was coming
from the intercom speaker beside it. Mr. Went was watching, and probably had been watching.
“My wallet,” James answered slowly.
“No, not that, what else?”
“Nothing else.”
“I saw you and Tim outside in the parking lot. My cameras let me see everything.”
“James! James!”
James cursed and turned to see Anthony running towards him.
“I heard him on the intercom—look out!”
James swore and turned to see Mr. Went standing at the end of the aisle. In his hand was a
microphone. James had been tricked into thinking Mr. Went was still upstairs. Anthony ran up
and grabbed James by the shoulder.
Water began spraying down upon them. James looked up and yelled, “Tommy’s done it!”
“Yeah, now move!”
The two ran down the aisles. Mr. Went’s heavy steps thundered behind them. They cleared
the aisle and reached the front of the store to see the cashiers and few customers standing there
with stunned and confused looks on their faces.
“Get out of the store!” James yelled.
He turned to see Mr. Went almost upon them.
“Oh crap.”
A grocery cart flew into Mr. Went’s side and sent him crashing into the aisle’s shelves. Tim
was back.
“Did you set the dynamite?”
“Dynamite?” Mr. Went growled.
“Run.”
The three friends leapt over Mr. Went’s body and began running back down the aisle.
Mr. Went was swearing up a storm behind them. James grabbed a bunch of cans off the shelf
and tossed them behind. Tim and Anthony followed suit, sweeping their arms across the shelves
and knocking cans and boxes to the ground. They cleared the aisle and began to turn down the
next when Anthony was blindsided and tackled to the ground by Mike.

“Run!” Anthony yelled as he began to grapple with Mike.
James and Tim ignored their friend and grabbed hold of Mike as Mr. Went appeared around
the corner of an aisle. The tossed him into the fat old man and pulled Anthony off the ground.
“Where’s Tommy?” Tim yelled.
“Don’t worry now. Come on, up the shelves!” James yelled and began climbing the tall
shelf. Tim and Anthony followed him up. They reached the top. James crouched low and
launched himself into the air, landing on the shelf across the aisle. Tim and Anthony followed,
and they began to run down the top of the shelves back towards the lemonade tower.
James could see the lemonade tower, but he could also hear the Mike and Mr. Went chasing
them. He began to shout like a Shakespearean actor, “Fly, fly like the wind, let Zephyr carry you
brothers. We fly on, ready to destroy this villainy with our hearts of fire!”
They reached the tower and jumped down onto the slick floor. Water continued to pour
down from the sprinklers. James ran up to the tower and placed the stick of dynamite under a
few gallons of lemonade next to the base of the tower. He took out the detonator and backed
away.
Mr. Went and Mike ran up. “What’s going on?”
“With our hearts of fire, we dare seize Thor’s hammer,” James said as he raised the detonator
before them.
“What is that?”
James clicked the red button on the detonator. There was silence, save for the spray of water.
A tremendous bang shredded their ears. The side of the lemonade tower disappeared and gallon
jugs of lemonade blasted off the ground. Five hundred gallons of yellow-dyed water rumbled
down upon them, racing down the aisles and sweeping everyone off their feet. Tim, James, and
Anthony were swept through the aisle to the front of the store.
“That was awesome,” Anthony said.
James stood up and pulled his friends to their feet. He looked around; there was yellow
water everywhere, and water still rained down from the sprinkler system. Tim picked up a case
of pickle jars on display at the front of the store and threw it through the window. James and
Anthony did the same and created a hole big enough to climb through. They stepped out onto
the sidewalk in front of the store. The warm night air felt nice on their wet skin and clothes. The
streets were empty, except for a few parked cars left over for the night.
Tommy had just heard the big bang upstairs. He guessed James and the other two had
succeeded. It wasn’t enough, though. The store could come back after it cleaned up and restocked. It was going to end tonight. He bent down in front of the gas tank for the deli stoves.
He reached around the tank in the dimly lit basement and found the tank’s knob. He turned and
turned the knob until it was off. He could hear the gas escaping from the tank. He stood and
drew a cigarette from the pack he lifted off Mike’s unconscious body. He took out his lighter
and lit the cigarette.
There was an eruption behind James, Tim, and Anthony. They were picked up and tossed
through the air out onto the street. Glass showered upon them, and items from the store’s front
end were flying everywhere. The street was full of glass jars and paper towel rolls. James rolled
over to see the store engulfed in flames.
“Holy!” Anthony gasped.
“What the hell happened?” Tim said.
“Oh, Tommy,” James said.

An engine roared into life and the three were bathed in a car’s headlights. The three squinted
into the blinding light as they heard a car begin to drive towards them. They stood up and an old
Monte Carlo came to stop in front of them. The door popped open and the three looked inside.
A beautiful girl sat behind the wheel.
James smiled. “Come on. Get in.”
They all climbed in and the car took off. They drove for a long time down the city’s
main street. They drove past streetlights and empty cars, dark buildings and lighted buildings,
people waiting for buses, past bars full of people, past life going on everywhere. Eventually,
they got on a highway and drove away from the city, but to nowhere in particular. After a few
hours they stopped at a gas station. James and the girl got out to fill the car up. Tim and
Anthony sat in the backseat. After a few moments they both looked at each other and nodded.
They got out of the car, not knowing where they were and started walking. James didn’t stop
them or say anything. Neither of them wanted him to. It was time to leave.

A Time To Be Small
Michael Danaher
The church was hot, Joe noticed. He had always hated going to church in the first place, let
alone being there when his skin was boiling. But this was not some ordinary church ceremony.
It was much worse than that. Joe sat in the last row of fifty pews that faced the bride and groom
at the front. Everyone was smiling, whispering excitedly, and enjoying themselves. Joe, though,
sat in the back, anxious. What was he doing here? Why had he agreed to come?
“Don’t they just make the most perfect couple?” said an elderly woman in the pew in front of
him.
“Oh, I agree,” said another. “Talk about finding the one person on earth that was meant for
you.”
His nervous gaze rolled to the corner of his eye to see who was speaking. He was careful not
to make any sudden movements. For this would show weakness; it would show them he had
emotion, that he cared. But the effort was pointless. He didn’t know who the women were.
Sweat began to trickle down his back, causing him to squirm slightly in his seat. The unrest
was awful, but Joe stayed put.
Don’t move, he thought. Focus on something else.
At the altar, the priest was giving his homily on loyalty and true love. Joe didn’t care to hear
it. Both had left him before. Instead he decided to focus on the decorations. The mile of marble
leading to the altar was covered with a long, thin white carpet. Red rose pedals had been
scattered at random by the groom’s niece. More roses were attached to the end of each pew,
along with transparent red ribbons which were tied into bows.
This wedding must have cost a fortune.
As extravagant and expensive as the decorations were, Joe couldn’t keep his mind
concentrated on them. Still sweating, he finally gave in and scratched through the thick suit coat
to relieve the itch. People next to him gave him a look of disdain, and Joe stopped scratching
and started suffering again.
Why did I sit on the bride’s side of the church?

He was beginning to second-guess himself. He almost hadn’t come at all in the first place,
and was considering spending the remainder of his night at home. But his love for Mary made
him go.
In the parking lot a half hour before the wedding, Joe had been sitting in his car in park,
seatbelt fastened, and engine running.
“What am I doing here?” he had asked himself quietly, jingling the keys that were still in the
ignition. He saw familiar faces walking by the car. Some waved out of politeness, some out of
sympathy, and some ignoring him all together.
Joe was here because he was still in love. He was supposed to marry the bride. She had
accepted his proposal over two years ago, a year after they had graduated college, and they were
to be wed within the following year. Mary had always been perfect in Joe’s eyes. And it wasn’t
long after they started dating that Joe had convinced himself that she was the reason he was on
this earth. She was the one sole purpose for him to live his life. And it was perfect…they were
perfect, regardless of their failed future.
Joe sat in the parked car, smoking a cigarette. She hated when he smoked. But she wasn’t
there anymore. Joe was here as a friend, not a lover, and certainly not as the groom. He was
here to watch the love of his life say, “I do” and be happy forever. That was why Joe was still
sitting in the car with the engine running.
“Fuck it,” he sighed to himself. “Grow up, Joe. Move on.” He had turned the engine off,
exited the car, and snuck into the back pew of the church, trying to remain as inconspicuous as
possible to anyone who might recognize him. He decided to sit on the bride’s side. He didn’t
want to. But he didn’t know anyone on the groom’s side, and as a matter of fact, the groom,
Matt, hated Joe because he knew Joe was still in love with Mary.
And now, here Joe was, sweating profusely, remaining motionless, and doing anything in his
power to keep his mind off of the ceremony. He didn’t want to be here. Over half of the people
at the wedding probably didn’t even want him here, either. He knew the groom didn’t, and
everyone in Mary’s family despised him, everyone except her father.
Goddamn, I could use a cigarette.
Joe buried his head in his hands, part of him craving nicotine, part of him being tortured by
the wedding, and part of him kicking himself in the ass for thinking the word goddamn in Mass.
This was the first movement he had made since scratching his back, and though his eyes were
closed to the people around him, he could feel their eyes burning through him, and their crooked
smiles stretched across their faces, taking pleasure in his suffering. He looked up; everyone was
still fixed on the front of the church. He wished now that he never received Mary’s invitation. It
had come in the mail about two months before the wedding, about three months later than
everyone else’s. He assumed he was invited because people had not been able to go, and
because Mary still needed him around. He knew she did. She had to, didn’t she? Love doesn’t
just die, does it?
“Oh, Mary is so happy,” said the lady in front of Joe again. “Just look at her. She looks so
content; I never saw her look that way with that other boy…”
Joe frowned, fighting back tears. He put his head down again and massaged the back of his
neck, praying to God that this would be over soon. After the ceremony, he would skip the
reception and go home and fall asleep - the only thing he had to look forward to anymore.
“May I have the rings?” said the priest.

Joe looked down at his own hand. He caressed the area of his finger where his ring would
have been, or should have been, rather. He looked up and saw Mary and Matt smiling, looking
deeply into each other’s eyes as recited their vows.
It should be me, he thought. It should be me.
More time passed and more promises were secured under the eyes of Jesus, who hung above
them, crucified. His eyes seemed to be fixed on them, and Jesus’ face was truly in anguish. Joe
focused on it but found no consolation in the statue. Joe looked up in contempt at the crucifix,
noticing the suffering that Jesus was enduring in the depiction.
You suffered for me, Joe meditated. But now I am suffering far worse than you had. I would
give anything to be hanging on that cross right now.
Joe’s eyes looked into the statue’s carved wooden eyes. He stared to them as if waiting to
see who would blink first. Words broke his concentration.
“If there is anyone in this church who feels these two should not be wed, speak now, or
forever hold your peace.”
This was it. This was Joe’s chance to change everything. Goddamn it, he wasn’t going to go
down without a fight, not like every other time in his life. Joe’s timidity had always been a
distraction to him from doing anything he truly wanted. But this was different. This was his
chance. He would stand up and declare his love for Mary and tell everyone else present that he
doesn’t give a damn about what anyone else thinks. That Mary was the only person on earth for
him. Joe had had this planned out, and if worse came to worst, he’d walked out just as
embarrassed as if he had said nothing and actually let the wedding follow through. Now was
Joe’s moment to shine. It was his time.
“By the power invested in me in the state of Missouri…I now pronounce you man and wife.”
Joe held in his torment. His face contorted, as if trying to rid himself of the sudden malaise
that had suddenly swallowed his brain. But it didn’t leave. The feeling grew as the bride and
groom walked down the aisle, arm in arm, smiling, looking to each other and their guests. When
they neared the rear of the church where Joe was standing, he bent down, pretending to tie his
shoe. His face was hidden from the newlyweds, who weren’t even paying attention to the crowd
anymore. Joe sat down with the rest of the congregation in wait. He knew that the bride and
groom were to come back to the front of the church and greet everyone as they dismissed them
from the pews. Joe couldn’t stand this, and he slipped out the door in the back of the church,
which led to its foyer. He proceeded through the foyer, past the lavish decorations, down the
back hallway, and hid in the bathroom.
Joe looked at himself in the mirror, and then began to wash away the sweat from his forehead
with water from the faucet. He was still trying to grasp what had just taken place. This wasn’t
why he had come, he realized. He hadn’t come for this at all. He hadn’t come to see Mary be
wed to some asshole. Joe should have objected to the wedding. He should have taken Mary
away. He should have been the hero, the knight in shining armor, something he had never been
nor dared to be his entire life.
“What did I just let happen?” he asked his reflection. “What the hell did I just let happen?”
Just then the door opened. A tall, thin man in his mid sixties stood there. Joe recognized him
immediately. It was Mary’s father. He was generally a good man to Joe. If Joe missed Mary for
any reason other than his untiring love, it was the friendship he had with her father. They had
taken a liking to each other from the Joe’s first meeting with him. Joe never showed him
anything but respect, and Mr. Campbell never showed anything but respect back.
“Joe!” the old man exclaimed, as if he hadn’t seen Joe in years. He hadn’t.

“Hey, Mr. Campbell.”
“My God, son! I haven’t seen you in ages.” They shook hands. “How the devil have ya
been?”
Joe turned red at the fact that Mr. Campbell had called him ‘son.’ “Oh, you know, I’ve
been…I’ve been good. I’ve just been working a lot, that’s pretty much it, though.”
“That’s just great, Joe. I’m really glad to hear that.”
For a brief moment Joe looked at the broad smile of Mary’s father. He remembered his firm
handshake, and the comforting, friendly conversations they used to have. Over Thanksgiving, he
had even let Joe carve the Turkey.
“Wow, I’m really glad you came, Joe. I wasn’t expecting you to. I’m not sure if Mary was
either.”
Joe smiled awkwardly and started counting the tiles on floor. “Yeah, I almost didn’t. And
I’m sorry I didn’t RSVP. I wasn’t sure if I would actually make it out for the wedding with, you
know, with everything.”
Mr. Campbell’s warming countenance morphed into something of a knotted empathy. His
long, slender arm rose from his side until his hand rested on Joe’s shoulder. “I know, Joe…I
know. It was so long ago. Everyone’s fine now.”
Silence followed and Mr. Campbell removed his hand. Things didn’t used to be like this.
They used to tell jokes. They used to hug, not shake hands. He used to call him Jim, not Mr.
Campbell. Joe was on the fifteenth olive green tile from the toe of his shoe before Mr.
Campbell’s kind, yet solemn tone filled the room again.
“I’m glad you came, and you’re here, and that’s what matters.”
Joe smiled and nodded. “Thanks, I’m glad too.”
“Well, hey,” he said, patting Joe on the back. “I’ve gotta walk the dog right about now, but
get on out there. You’ll miss the rice-throwing. And just wait until you see the reception. It’s
gonna be the party of the century!”
“Actually, I’m not sure if I’m going to make it. I’ve got to get back to the office, I’ve got to
work tomorrow, and I really shouldn’t be around you know, alcohol…”
Mr. Campbell nodded. “How is that going, by the way?”
“Good, actually. Really good. I’ve been sober for about a year and half now.”
“Ah, that’s just great. That’s wonderful, Joe.” His eyes sparkled. “Well, I wouldn’t want to
be tempting you with something like that. I know that stuff is just no good, no good at all.”
Joe looked up from the floor to the old man. His bushy gray eyebrows wrinkled up, eyes
filled with deep, heavy understanding. Joe had to look away, he felt like he was disappointing
Mr. Campbell in some warped way. Like he was letting him down. It wasn’t the first time.
Besides, with Mary now married, he might never see the old man again.
“No, you know what, Mr. Campbell? My work can wait, it isn’t that big a deal. Maybe I’ll
come by just for dinner and hear the speeches or something. After all, It would be nice to say hi
to Mary.”
Mr. Campbell looked concerned. “Are ya sure? I don’t want to pressure you or anything.”
Joe smiled. “Yeah, I’m sure. I’ve gotta face the music some time.”
Mr. Campbell returned the smile. “Great. I’ll see ya there then. Thanks for coming.” He
proceeded to the urinal and Joe exited the bathroom. If he turned right, he could escape unseen
the back way and come out by the dumpster and back parking lot. If he turned left, he would see
the wedding party, the families, and the guests. Joe could see all those smiling faces, reveling in
a new love formed between two people who were “perfect” for each other. He saw the shining

gold rings. He saw the floating rice. He saw the expensive tuxedos and dresses, the scattered
rose pedals, the handshakes, the smiles, the hugging, the kissing, the terror of it all. Joe went
right.
* * *
The reception was being held in the same hotel banquet hall that Joe and Mary were
supposed to have had theirs in. As he opened the door, an abrupt rush of cold air seemed to
freeze the sweat into tiny icicles as they hung from his hair. He could walk straight to the
reception before dinner and watch people he didn’t know indulge themselves in mixed drinks
and imported beer, but Joe didn’t like that idea; he stayed in the lobby.
Joe sat on a bench in the lobby and watched as random people in suits and dresses waltzed
into the hotel, no doubt for the reception. He didn’t follow. Instead, he lit a cigarette, regretting
that he had come. He still had time to leave. No one had seen him there yet. He wouldn’t be
missed. But he thought of Mr. Campbell and his promise to make an appearance.
It’s only dinner. Then I can leave.
Joe inhaled his cigarette with his head down, trying not to be noticed. He had not seen the
approaching person.
“There’s no smoking in here, sir,” said a hotel employee.
“Oh I’m terribly sorry.” Joe stood up
“I’ll have to ask you to put it out or just go outside.”
“Sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking.”
Joe went outside to finish it. In the parking lot he could see more people approaching. As
they got closer he noticed the likeness of their attire. It was the wedding party; they had
probably just finished taking pictures. He turned his back in order to avoid confrontation with
anyone he knew. He heard the doors open and close. He was safe. He turned around and leaned
against the building, staring at his shoes.
“Joey?”
Joe looked up. It was Mary, adorned in her wedding gown. To call her heavenly would be to
call her repulsive. Her long dark hair was up, revealing the slender curve of her neck that Joe
missed now more than ever. Her tall, slim figure was in perfect poise. Joe gave himself one
lasting look to her and looked away as if in shame for beholding something so beautiful.
“Joey! I didn’t know you were coming!”
Joe wasn’t sure if he should hug her, nod, or just break down into tears. He smiled instead.
“Yeah…I didn’t think I was going to. I talked to your dad earlier, he said the same thing.”
“I haven’t seen my dad yet. This is so exciting!”
“Yeah, congratulations and everything!”
Mary advanced to Joe to hug him. “Joe, I’m sorry about everything. But to see you here
means you are mature now. It means that maybe you’ve changed, and if you’ve come here to be
my friend, then I welcome you. Because I love you, Joe, and I am glad that you’ve come. This
is in no doubt the happiest day of my life.”
Joe wasn’t sure how to respond. He nodded awkwardly, avoiding eye contact and forced
himself to smile. He didn’t want a confrontation with Mary. He wanted to put everything
behind him and run away with Mary again. He was supposed to be her friend. Could he handle
that? Maybe it was for the best. Mary had always been the smart one in the relationship.
Don’t spoil her wedding day! You idiot! Be happy!

“Hey Mary, you ready to go in here or what? The crowd’s waiting, babe,” said a voice. It
was Matt, the groom. The arrogant prick who Joe had met two years ago. He was introduced as
Mary’s ‘friend.’
You son of a bitch…you stole her.
Matt watched Joe. His eyebrows creased into a V, and his deep dark eyes seemed to reflect
the same indignation and apprehension that Joe was unintentionally giving him. His blonde hair
was full and thick as opposed to Joe, who had been balding for the past three years, ever since he
had graduated college. Matt’s broad shoulders and his towering figure made Joe look nothing
more than a midget, an elf, a fool. Joe tried to ignore this fact.
“Joe, I, umm, I didn’t expect to see you here,” said Matt.
“Neither did anyone. But hey,” Joe said, “congratulations and everything, Matt.” He
extended his hand. Matt shook it, but probably only because Mary was standing right there. Joe
looked at Matt. Matt looked into the distance. Mary’s head was down, looking at Matt’s shoes.
No one smiled. Silence ensued and Joe was drowning in it. His lungs failed, his eyes began to
blur. It was so deep and thick and heavy, he wasn’t going to be able to survive. He was a goner
for sure.
“Well, let’s head on in, Mary,” Matt broke in. “They’re all waiting.” They all went in.
I should have told her at the wedding. I should have stood up like a man, like a hero, and
swept Mary away. I should have shown her how much she means to me. Matt can burn in hell.
He doesn’t love her, I know he doesn’t, he can’t, not like me.
Dinner was ready, and Joe took his seat at a table in the far corner of the room filled with
children ranging from ages 4-10. It was the only place they could fit him. After all, he didn’t
RSVP. No conversation took place other than the children calling each other “poopy-heads” and
“booger-faces.” Joe sat, separating the mashed potatoes from the gravy. He tried to think of
something he could do. There had to be something. Joe had always sat quietly in the corner,
watching his opportunities slowly disintegrate.
“You’re a faggot.”
Joe couldn’t believe his ears. Considering this was directed towards him and more
importantly was coming from the mouth of a six-year-old boy.
“Excuse me?”
“My uncle says you’re a faggot. He says you’re pafetic.”
“Pathetic?”
“Yeah, he says you’re pafetic and that you drink too much. He says you shouldn’t be here.
He says Mary hates you.”
Joe looked at the child. He had no idea how to respond to indirect insults. “And who said
these things, exactly? Who is your uncle?”
“Uncle Matt. He’s the one who just got married today.”
A voice came over the speakers. It was the best man’s speech. The words weren’t coming
clear, though, not to Joe. He was engulfed in some ambient distortion of sound and the words
weren’t quite reaching his ears. Joe’s eyes filled with wrath as he rose from his seat and
advanced to the head table where the wedding party sat. If Matt had said these words to his
nephew, what had he said to Mary? Had he convinced her that Joe was a no good drunk?
Pathetic and a waste of a human being? This was too much.
Joe walked to the head table with his eyes on Matt, just as a father would look at the
murderer of his child. He couldn’t hear the best man speaking, but this was because he had
ceased to speak. Joe’s approach to the head table had quieted him in bewilderment. Scattered

tables throughout the room began whispering. Most of them were silent, though. Joe stood
directly in front of Matt and the best man and grabbed the microphone from his hand.
“What a great guy! Isn’t that right, ladies and gents? Matt is so great. Why? I’ll tell you.
Matt is the kind of guy who you get to be friends just in time for him to steal your fiancé, marry
her himself, and then rip apart any shred of dignity that you have left until you are convinced that
your own heart and mind and soul are dead. I know, I know, Matt. I’m nothing but a lousy,
pathetic, hopeless, stupid drunk. And you may be right, but there are two things…”
“Get this retarded alcoholic off the microphone! I did not pay for this shit!” said Matt’s
father to someone who worked there.
“Two things! One: Go to hell, Matthew Tillman. Two: Mary, I love you. I have always
loved you, and I will always love you. I’m sorry if I never made that clear. Nothing has ever
made sense to me in this world except for you. And this…this wedding…this marriage. It isn’t
right! Can’t you see that? This asshole doesn’t deserve you. You and I are the only things that
are right. Can’t you realize that? I love you…”
Joe was achieving some euphoric state of mind. Blood was rushing to his head and his vision
was tinted in white. This was it. This was his moment – it was a time to do something epic,
something spectacular; it was a time to be valiant. He was finally the knight he had always
hoped to be. He had finally become that hero. He looked around at the faces of the wedding
party. They weren’t right, though. There was something strange about them. They weren’t
looking onto him for his gallantry or nobility. They were twisted, vehement. Joe froze. Their
faces were horrid and bent in disgust. Mary was crying. Guests were trying to hold Matt back.
Joe turned to the rest of his audience. Their reactions were much of the same. People were
yelling, advancing on him to seize the microphone. Matt’s parents were infuriated, and also
coming towards him. He didn’t care about them. Mr. and Mrs. Campbell sat quietly, looking
down. Matt’s hands, as well as three other groomsmen, reached Joe’s coat and pulled him
towards the door. But he didn’t care about the suit. He cared about Mary. He didn’t mind when
they took him out the back door of the hotel and threw him to the ground. Hell, he didn’t even
mind the first few punches that were thrown. He cared about Mr. Campbell’s head hanging in
shame and embarrassment. He didn’t even mind the taste of blood or feeling broken teeth. He
cared about Matt being known the knight, the gallant one, the one who people said was in the
right and would sympathize with. He didn’t care about the cold ground, or the concrete tearing
at his cheek and ear. He cared about his mistakes. He cared about that night, that one goddamn
night of drunken gratification, that night of inebriated infidelity, and his own stupid, impaired
judgment that had taken Mary and any form of happiness he had away forever. He didn’t mind
the numbness that was now taking hold of his body. He minded the love he had betrayed and
loyalty he had destroyed. He minded Mary’s face when she had walked in on him. He minded
meeting a random woman in the bar that night and pursuing her. He didn’t care about the
cracked ribs or the ringing in his ears from the constant blows. He cared about the truth of
Matt’s convictions. He cared that he was worthless, that Matt was right. He cared that this was
yet another failure to add to his list, another letdown to carry on his shoulders. She was right for
leaving. And he knew it.

October Seventeenth
Lisa Dreznes

Vince was struggling to breathe, grasping for anything to save his life. Lorna, entering the
room, dropped two cups of coffee on the carpet and was rushing to his side.
“Vince!” she was crying, eyes bulging. “What are you doing, Vince?” His left hand pulling
her hair as she screamed in pain as he moaned and sputtered.
She was seeing his body, covered in black, being wheeled into the ambulance.
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Russell, there was nothing we could do.” She was feeling a distant,
sympathetic hand on her shoulder. “The heart attack caused his body to go into shock and we
couldn’t get him back.”
Her children walking up the driveway. Her children screaming and crying now.
Unknown black suits and dresses gathering into the church. The shining sun mocking her
emotions. Cries of agony echoing around her. Vince pulsating through her head.
“He was a good husband, father, son, brother, and friend…” Tears and mascara falling
onto her handkerchief.
* * *
Lorna looked at herself in her bedroom mirror. Nothing from two weeks ago was clear in her
mind. Seeing her memories was like watching an out of focus movie, making her head hurt.
That movie reel ended today and reality hit. The pain of Vince’s death crashed down upon her.
Today was slow and uneventful, but something triggered the pent-up emotions within her. Some
time after the kids came home, Lorna went to her bedroom where Vince died and opened the
bureau drawer. Staring at her reflection, she wondered if what she was about to do was selfish;
she wondered if she could even do it. Exhausted, Lorna sat on the bed and took a moment to
recall what happened during her day.
She was standing at the kitchen sink, gazing out the window at her chain-linked backyard.
Lorna was a small, thin woman, forty-one years old, with sandy-blonde hair quickly fading to
grey. She was still dressed well in an inexpensive yet fashionable day dress. Her grey-blonde
hair was pulled up in a loose bun and her nails were still manicured.
Her thin and tense hands were placed firmly upon the counter edge. The water streamed
from the sink faucet, cascading over the pile of unwashed dishes within the steel basin, creating a
rapidly rising, bubbling tide. October third, nineteen sixty seven. That date circled within her
brain, imprinting itself to memory: it was two weeks ago.
Turning off the faucet, she left the kitchen and turned on some of the lamps in the adjacent
family room to brighten the grey and sunless house. Picking up some toys from the coffee table,
she smelled her husband’s musky cologne and stale cigarettes. “When are you going to stop
smoking?” Lorna asked every morning. “The day I am shorter than you,” he always playfully
responded with a kiss on her cheek. Being five foot three and Vince at six foot two, Lorna knew
she couldn’t convince him to quit smoking and that he never would.
Bending down and picking up some newspapers strewn about next to Vince’s cracked black
leather reclining chair, she remembered how Vince would grab a cup of black coffee from the
kitchen, sit in this old, dry leather chair and read the morning newspaper before work. But
before he read anything, Vince always made sure to check the score of the Chicago White Sox if
they had played the night before. Lorna could tell if the Sox won because he would laugh and

say “ ’atta way, boys!”; if they lost, he would quietly close the Sports section, take out a
cigarette, and smoke while reading the front page of the paper.
She brought the papers to the red Formica table in the middle of the kitchen. She sat down
and glanced at the papers dated from the beginning of October. As she passed her hand over the
crumpled pages where Vince’s hands had been, her throat swelled and tightened up and her eyes
brimmed with tears. The hot tears fell from her eyes and all of her grief, pain, and sorrow
withdrew from her heaving body. She felt her cold small trembling hands hugging her warm
arms as a cloud passed over the darkened sun.
She looked up from her hands and wiped her moist, burning face on a cloth napkin as her
subsiding sobs hiccoughed in her throat. She stood up, swaying a bit, and walked to the
bathroom as pitiful little gasps of air slipped from her mouth. Grasping and feeling the wall for
the light switch, she lost her footing and fell into the doorframe, her head pounding. Lorna first
saw her aging face in the mirror above the sink when the light turned on. I look so old, she
thought.
Turning on the cold tap, she thought she was going to vomit as she leaned over the sink. She
closed her eyes and cupping the water in her hands, let the splash of water cool her reddened
face. She could taste her salty tears mix with the cool, sweet water as it trickled into her dry
mouth. She opened her pounding eyes, turned off the light, and doggedly went upstairs. Sinking
into her crisp, cool bed sheets, Lorna immediately fell into a deep dreamless sleep.
* * *
She awoke to a late afternoon grey light falling through her window. A soft pattering on the
roof indicated that it had begun to rain. The children were still at school and Vince was still
dead. With effort, Lorna got out of bed, stumbled to the bureau mirror and brushed her
disheveled hair. Placing the brush on the bureau surface, her hand swept over some of Vince’s
toiletries: cologne, comb, keys… all his things. Taking a deep breath, she vehemently swept her
arm across the flat plane, catapulting every item across the room.
“Vince,” she whimpered as she opened a bureau drawer. The drawer, small in size, was jampacked with black business socks and Vince’s Colt .38 caliber revolver. Lorna cleared a place
between her husband’s socks for his toiletries and closed the drawer.
* * *
With her back to the children, Lorna listened to their chatter while mashing potatoes in a pot
on the stove. The fresh outdoor smell of grass from the children’s rain jackets and muddy boots
mingled with the homely dinner smells of green beans, potatoes, and meatloaf.
They were assembled beneath the warm glow of the golden-colored lamp above the red
kitchen table, chatting and doing homework. Fifteen-year-old Ginny, the oldest of the four, was
helping six-year-old sister Kate with arithmetic, while twelve-year-old Beth tried talking to fiveyear-old brother Scott, who was too busy drawing with crayons to pay her any attention.
“If I have three groups of two apples, how many apples do I have?” Ginny questioned Kate.
“Ummm…” she pondered. “Six?”
“That’s right!” Ginny smiled and Kate beamed at her knowledge of numbers.
“Beth, give me the crayons!” burst the youngest, Scott.
Beth handed Scott a shoebox of broken crayons. “Here, Scott. What are you drawing?”
“Nothing,” he mumbled and continued on with his head down, focusing on his work.
Pausing in stirring the green beans, Lorna came to the table, observing her son’s drawing. What
she saw on the piece of paper caused her breath to catch itself in her throat.

There, partially hidden by Scott’s head, was a childish crayon rendition of her husband in a
bright blue casket. She looked up from the drawing and stared at her four children seated at the
table. They looked at her with questioning eyes and did not speak. Lorna did not sit. She just
stood, a towel frozen in her hands, and listened to the silence surrounding her. She could hear
her wristwatch ticking on her arm like the quick precursor beats before an atomic explosion.
She listened to her dry and hollow voice say, “Children, dinner is ready. Go eat.”
She could hear her older daughters calling after her in worried voices and the young ones
whimpering and begging answers from their siblings. The stairs seemed as though they rose to
meet her feet, and when she reached the landing, her bedroom door summoned and beckoned.
All of her senses were wildly alive – the texture of the flowered wallpaper under her limp fingers
vibrated through her body, and she shivered.
The next minute Lorna found herself in her bedroom, staring at her reflection in the rainsmeared windows. She turned to the bureau. Focusing now on herself in the mirror above the
bureau, her hand slowly pulled open her husband’s sock drawer, rigidly reached in, and brought
the gun to her head. In the evening grey light, she held the revolver tightly, feeling a sense of
despair and weariness.
Sitting on the bed, Lorna regained her thoughts and lowered the revolver from her temple,
examining it.
It was a small gun, a Colt .38 caliber revolver, a memento from the war, with a short barrel
“for a quicker killing,” Vince once told her. He brought it home as a trophy for his duty in the
second Great War; she hated it in the house – it was always loaded and the kids could get at it.
Vince said they would never be able to find it.
“Oh, Vince, how could you do this to me?” Lorna said aloud. She began weeping and
brought the gun back to her head, cocked the trigger, teeth clenched, chest heaving. Nothing
matters anymore. Slowly she pulled the trigger.
“Mom!” came Beth’s voice from outside her door. Lorna looked over, her breath caught in
her throat, thoughts broken, and gun lowered.
“Go away!” she sobbed. “Leave me alone! Get out!”
“Mom, please!” Ginny pleaded. “Let us in!”
“Mom, open the door!” Beth begged. Lorna listened to her daughters’ pleas and wiped her
face with the back of her hand.
“Go away!”
“Mommy! Mom! Mom! Let us in!” they began yelling.
The door thudded as though a sack of flour had been thrown against it. Again it happened.
Again. Lorna stared at the door, incredulous. Her daughters were not strong enough to break
down a door. But right then, the door flew open and Ginny tumbled in. Mouth gaping, Lorna
backed away from her children’s sobbing faces and reaching hands.
“Leave me alone!” Lorna sobbed.
“Mom, please drop the gun,” Beth pleaded as she slowly approached her mother’s trembling
figure.
Lorna’s whole body was shaking and she looked at Beth with overpowering sadness in her
eyes. She backed into the corner.
“Mommy,” Ginny whimpered as Lorna’s cries turned to choked sobs, “Momma. We’re here.
Please remember that we’re here.”

“Ginny, please,” Lorna cried, “please don’t make this any harder.” Lorna raised the revolver
back to her head. “I’m sorry.” She pulled the trigger.
Lorna heard the click of the gun and felt the whoosh of air from the barrel. And nothing else.
Nothing happened. She looked at Beth and Ginny, her eyes disconcerted and jaw slackened.
The two young girls stared at her with sympathetic, scared eyes.
“We knew that something was wrong inside you since Daddy died,” Beth said. “It was like
you weren’t even here.”
“When we were little, Beth and I were playing in your room and came across Dad’s old war
gun,” said Ginny. “We thought that you might’ve forgotten about it, but we weren’t sure.” Beth
cautiously approached her stunned mother and gently removed the gun from her cold, clammy
hand and returned to Ginny’s side. Ginny continued speaking, “We didn’t want to take the gun
out of the room completely because you would’ve noticed at some time. So, instead, we…”
Ginny took from her pocket six small metal bullets.
“We didn’t want you to die!” Beth exclaimed, tears gushing down her face.
Lorna didn’t say anything. She couldn’t. She silently looked at each of her daughters and
suddenly felt like their child, as though they were responsible for her and her actions. She had
become a selfish child being taught a hard lesson by disappointed, saddened parents. Their
expectant and questioning stares searched her face looking for answers, but Lorna had none to
give. They had lost their father two weeks ago and now she was going to rob them of their
mother? How selfish, how uncaring. Lorna closed her eyes and swallowed. “I’m sorry, Ginny.
I’m sorry, Beth,” she dryly whispered. “You have to understand that death has never affected
me this deeply.”
The girls nodded, their lips drooping and trembling, trying to hold back their emotions.
“I’ve never felt so lost. I’ve never been this alone before.”
“Momma. You’re not alone,” Beth stammered. “You have us.”
Ginny’s voice strangled in her throat, “We all miss Daddy. We hurt, too.” Face streaked
with tears, Lorna reached out and hugged her oldest children. Ginny and Beth dropped the
bullets and gun on the bed and freed their emotions into the arms of their mother.
After a few minutes, Lorna looked at her daughters’ moist faces and slightly smiled. The
girls wiped their eyes with their sleeves. Lorna picked up the gun and bullets from the bed,
walked out of the room and down the stairs.
“Mom?” Ginny yelled, catching up to her. “Mom, stop. What are you doing?” Lorna
ignored her daughter and continued walking. Kate and Scott were asleep on the loveseat couch
with some comedy-hour television show blaring. Lorna kept walking past the kitchen to the
back door of the house and went outside. Ginny and Beth were right behind. The screen door
slammed and the wet concrete was cold against their bare feet. Lorna opened her right hand and
exposed the gun and bullets.
“This has got to end, girls. This is going to end,” she emphasized “going.” Lorna turned to the
side of the house and opened up a metal garbage can. The clanking echo of metal against metal
seemed to resound through the neighborhood. “Goodbye,” Lorna sighed and replaced the lid.

Game Over
Matt Houselog

Coming home from an easy night at work on a Friday night, I knew exactly what I was going
to run into when I got home. It’s supposed to be one of the biggest baseball games of the year,
especially for my brother, Henry. Scouts were rumored to be showing up, and on top of that our
father was more than likely liquored up as usual. Hopefully something different would happen
on this important night, but unfortunately I was entering into a typical night at the house. Mom
was still in heaven, Dad was still intoxicated, and Henry was bound to get into a physical
confrontation with Dad, in which I would have to intervene, yet again.
“Big game tonight, superstar. What’s it gonna be? Ten, twelve, fifteen strikeouts tonight?”
“Shut up, Dad,” Henry snapped, walking from the kitchen to the dining room with a look of
disgust spread across his face. “If I didn’t pitch for Yolandis, you wouldn’t give a fuck about
me!”
“Listen here, you little asshole,” Dad said as he followed Henry. His face told me that he
was ready to explode into one of his usual fits of fury. “Your stupid ass needs to step it up
tonight. College scouts are supposed to show up to the game, and you better impress them!”
Henry began walking upstairs to his room, but turned around after Dad’s comment. “Go to
the bar and drink up!” he commented back. “You think that I’m gonna make millions in the big
leagues someday, and that I’m gonna just dish money out to you because you’re my father?
Well it’d never happen!”
“Everyone just…” was as far as I could get before being violently interrupted, as Henry
descended the stairs from his bedroom to exit the front door.
Dad grabbed hold of Henry by his neck as they both reached the door. Within a few seconds,
Henry kicked Dad in the groin, escaped his grasp, and ran out the door to his car.
Running out to Henry, I had of course to pass my father. I knew he’d try to take out his
increased anger on me, but a few years back I stood up against him, and he had never laid a hand
on me since. However, I wasn’t taking any chances, so I was ready to throw a punch his
direction if it was warranted. Dad was still writhing in pain from the kick in his nuts, so he
didn’t have much of a chance to say or attempt to do anything to me. I made it out the front
door, and caught sight of Henry tearing away from the curb in his rust bucket Ford Escort. I
knew that although he was extremely angry, he was doing his pre-game ritual, visiting Mom’s
grave. So I walked down to the curb, hopped into my Buick, and headed over to Hillcrest
Cemetery.
Driving past the railroad tracks and up to Mom’s grave, I saw the Ford parked with the motor
running, and Henry kneeling at the tombstone.
“Hey buddy, you OK?” I asked, placing my hand on his left shoulder to try and help comfort
him.
“What the fuck do you think! I’ve never been OK since Mom left us.”
“Look, it’s been eight years. You have to go on with your life. You gotta let go.”
“You think you understand everything, but you have no idea. Dad’s such a drunk, and he
only pretends to care for me because he thinks that I have a chance to play pro ball. I don’t give
a fuck about him anymore, and I don’t give a shit about baseball anymore, either.” Henry began
to break down at this point, crying uncontrollably as he began to punch the ground. “If I didn’t
have the right arm I have, you know, the gift, I wouldn’t even be a consideration in Dad’s life.
But that’s not the main point. The thing is that my right arm isn’t a gift.”
“Henry, I understand about dad, but how can you say that your arm isn’t a gift? Not many
people your age can throw a ball ninety-five plus, with the control and movement you have on
your pitches. That’s a gift if I’ve ever seen one. As for baseball, you can’t give up. You’ve

always loved to play the game, and just imagine if you got a college scholarship, or even got
drafted by someone? Then you could leave this mess and not have any more problems.”
“You don’t understand! Stop being like everyone else and telling me what I love or what I
want. Nobody can give me exactly what I want.”
“Well, what the hell do you want? Tell me!”
Henry began to calm down a bit, and what he began telling me would be considered shocking
to people, but was just a bunch of bullshit I’ve heard many times before. “I know you’ve looked
in the mirror, seen a zit, and wished it would disappear off your body. Am I right?”
“Of course you are, Henry. That’s pretty obvious.”
“Ok, well imagine that you can’t stop looking at some part of your body, feeling like
something is missing. Imagine that for some reason, you just wish that you could get rid of that
body part forever…”
“Yeah, my face. I wish that I could get rid of it forever and have a new one, then maybe I
could pick up more chicks.” I began to laugh after making this statement, mainly because I was
trying to change the subject and get him into a better mood, especially when I knew what was
coming.
“Why do you always have to cut me off?” Henry yelled back, shaking his head in disgust.
“You don’t understand what I mean….”
“Yeah, yeah, you think it would be really cool to roll around in a wheelchair or some crazy
shit like that. I dunno why you always talk such nonsense. Why would you even consider losing
a part of your body? You’d be a freak, man!”
“Just forget it.” Henry gave up trying to explain the same shit he always tries telling me,
something about cutting off a body part or some weird shit like that. “Well, I guess I better get
going. Gotta be at the game in twenty minutes.” He seemed to have regained his composure.
“Now that’s the spirit, my brotha!” I said enthusiastically. “How about throwin’ a no-hitter
tonight? That’d really impress the scouts.”
“Oh, don’t you worry.” Henry was now talking as though he was ready to get out there and
play, but there was a look in his eyes that I’ve never seen before, as though his body was full of
emptiness. “Nobody, and I mean nobody, will get a hit off me tonight. See ya later.”
I watched him walk over and climb into his car, and was for the first time in ages somewhat
confused about his actions, especially that look in his eyes. He always seemed to have bi-polar
traits, being Henry at one moment and then someone totally different the next. As I watched him
exit the cemetery and disappear over the railroad tracks, I decided to spend ten more minutes at
Mom’s grave, then head on over to McDonald’s to get a bite to eat before game time.
Henry has always been a puzzling individual. Like most boys growing up, we would play
sandlot baseball, tackle football, hide-and-go-seek, or even break the law on occasion. During
our grade-school years, Henry and I would get together with other boys from the neighborhood,
have our toy guns ready, split into teams, and then pretend to be at war with each other. During
one of our battles in the woods behind our house, I began to notice the first signs of my brother
becoming obsessed with losing a body part. This incident was the first instance that I can look
back on and relate to how he acts and thinks today.
“Bret, I’ve been hit!” Henry said as I ran past him into the woods.
“You’ll be fine. Here’s a med-pack,” I said, giving him an imaginary health kit so that he
could get back into the action.
“No, help me get to the hospital. I think they’ll need to cut my leg off.”

“Shut the fuck up, dude. Just get back in the action. No amputation is gonna happen on my
watch!”
“Whatever, dickhead,” he snapped, and then exited the woods and walked into the back door.
That was well over eight years ago, and how he acted just seemed like nonsense. Every kid
would have wanted to get back into the gun battle, but for some reason he always wanted out,
trying to pretend to act as though he had a limb amputated, just like you see on those gruesome
war movies. That brief encounter with my brother in those woods has stuck in my memory,
particularly because that was the first instance in which he hinted about some form of amputation
to his own body, and believe me, there were many. Some days, he’d walk around with crutches,
pretending as though he only had one leg. Other times, he’d pretend as though an arm were
missing. Everyone else passed his actions off as derogatory acts, poking fun at the disabled. If
you truly knew Henry, you’d understand that this wasn’t his intent. He’s was just a strange little
kid then, and just a strange teenager now. He’s a Westbrook. There’s nothing wrong with
anyone in this family, except, of course, our abusive and alcoholic father.
Ten minutes after polishing off my Big Mac combo meal, I arrived at the parking lot of
Yolandis High School. The lot was stocked full of vehicles, and I had trouble finding a parking
space for my boat of a Buick. I eventually found a spot in the very back of the lot, which was
better than parking in the grass somewhere and receiving a ticket. As I was making my way
towards the baseball field, I could sense excitement in the air. Never before had I seen so many
cars in the school lot, and all the lights that surrounded and lit up the ball field were on. When I
got to the end of the lot and stood there, I was amazed at how packed the stands were. The first
thing I noticed, behind home plate, was people with radar guns. It was true; scouts were really
here to check out Henry.
“Before I could take in to account the magnificence of this event and the beauty of the
baseball field and its surroundings on this beautiful Friday night, I heard one of the ugliest voices
call my name. Looking around to find him, I caught a glimpse of Dad walking up the small hill
towards the lot in my direction.
“Hey, where’s your stupid brother at?” After he asked this question, he tripped and fell up
the hill, and had a hell of a time trying to stand back up. He was obviously still drunk, even
more so than when Henry and I left the house.
“Shocker. Still drunk, are we?” I said in a cocky tone of voice.
“Where the fuck’s your knucklehead brother!”
“Calm the fuck down. You’re making a big scene.”
“Oh, all you think about me is that I’m a drunk fucker, huh?”
“If you weren’t always so damn drunk, you’d be able to see straight enough to realize he’s
over on the bench.” I was ready to tear into him, but I’ve become so used to being humiliated in
public with him that it no longer bothers me.
“Where? You point your fucking brother out, and we’ll see how drunk I really am.”
Turning towards the warm-up area, I pointed in that direction, knowing that Henry was
warming up before the game. To my astonishment, I couldn’t find him warming up or on the
bench. The pitcher who was warming up wasn’t supposed to be starting this game.
Dad obviously noticed that I was confused, as my finger began to curl back towards my palm
and my eyes began to squint as I looked, sure that Henry had to be somewhere with the team.
“Yeah, that’s right. He’s not over there, is he? Accusing me of being a drunk piece of shit
when I’m right.”

“Don’t kid yourself, you’re an alcoholic asshole, and you’re never right.” As I said this, I
began walking towards the Yolandis dugout, still trying to locate Henry.
I could see the players getting prepared to take the field, and the coach was chatting with the
pitcher warming up. Maybe he got hurt while warming up and was inside the training room of
the school. Many other possibilities were running through my mind, but was about to receive the
answers to all my thoughts as I approached the guys on the bench and inquired about Henry’s
location.
“Hey Kevin, you seen Henry?”
“Nope.”
“Tom, you?”
“Nuh-uh.”
“Has anyone seen Henry!?” After yelling this, the coach came up to me and asked about
Henry.
“So you have no idea where Henry is either?”
“He told me he was coming here, and that was about forty-five minutes ago.”
“Well, he hasn’t shown up yet.” Coach appeared very disappointed, and he turned around
and began to walk back to the pitcher who was to start the game in Henry’s place.
After my inquiries with the team, I got a gut feeling that I knew where he was, and I was
ready to head back to the cemetery to chew him out.
Running back towards the parking lot as fast as I could, thoughts raced through my mind.
Why the hell didn’t he show up at the game? Why was he blowing his chance? Why did my
brother have to be so damn difficult? Hopping into my Buick, I sped out of the parking lot,
heading to Hillcrest Cemetery to get my answers.
Within a mile of the cemetery, I prayed to God that my gut instincts were true. If the
situation required, I was going to drag his ass into the car and make him show up to the game.
Maybe he’ll still get a chance to play in front of the scouts tonight if I can get him back in time.
As thoughts were racing through my head as to how I was going to handle the situation, I noticed
a goddamn road block was set up about fifty feet from the railroad tracks that ran across the
entrance to the cemetery. As I neared the flashing sirens, I saw three squad cars, a fire-truck, an
ambulance, but most importantly a rusty Ford Escort parked off to the side. Just then, my heart
jumped into my throat. I knew something had happened.
Pulling up to the site and exiting the car, one of the police officers recognized who I was, and
he delivered the devastating news. Henry wasn’t at Mom’s grave as predicted.
Henry is still alive today. He is no longer acting in strange ways or visiting the cemetery. In
fact, he claims to have been reborn. The scouts obviously never got to see him pitch, and they
never will. It’s been said that happiness is one of the most important things in life, and Henry
now appears to be full of that for the first time since I can remember.
That night at the cemetery before the game, he drove his Escort out of sight before pulling off
onto a side road. Henry told me that when he saw me drive by, exiting the cemetery, he drove
his car back to the railroad tracks. He parked his car, pulled out a twelve-pack of Bud Light that
he had stolen from the refrigerator, and sat next to the tracks. After he had chugged threequarters of the case, a whistle pierced the night sky, signaling the arrival of a train.
I never paid any real attention to any of his hints or took any of them seriously. When we
were younger and he’d pretend he needed an amputation during our war games, I just told him to
quit being stupid. When he said something about his right arm not being a gift, I never thought
he meant anything having to do with not having it. I thought everything happened because of the

broken home we came from, or the fact that he thought Mom had left us. Apparently, the
doctors said he suffers from an extremely rare condition known as apotemnophilia.
Henry didn’t impress any scouts, and nobody will ever get a hit off him again. Lying next to
the railroad tracks drinking his beer, waiting for the next train, he cured his condition. As the
train approached, Henry laid his right arm, his “gift,” across the rail. The game of baseball for
him and the game that went on in his head would soon end, too. As the train passed by, severing
the limb from his body, his pains left with his right arm. Game Over.
In Henry’s eyes, he’s now a new, complete person. Who would ever think that by losing a
body part, one could become whole? Henry could.

Come Next Fall
Jody Iler
The old Browning 20-gauge shotgun lay across Will’s knees as he caressed it gently with a
soft cloth. Its blue-gray barrel and burnished chestnut stock glistened in the early morning light
that slanted through the kitchen window. This was a Belgium Browning, an over-and-under – a
model that wasn’t made anymore. A classic. His father’s gun – now his.
The dog, resting by the fire next to the kitchen table where Will sat, watched him slowly
polish the shotgun. His eyes, cloudy with age, brightened. He lifted his graying muzzle from his
paws. He began to whine, low in his throat, and sat up, tail thumping in anticipation. Will took
note, and smiled.
Last fall they had not gone hunting. Earlier that year – in the spring – his father had died.
Lying in bed for weeks, barely able to talk, his body had been riddled with pain. The dog, a
silent sentinel, rarely left his bedside. Occasionally his father would reach out, slowly, and
scratch the old pointer’s grizzled head. One cold, rainy afternoon in March, he’d called out to
his son.
“Will,” his father had whispered, “come next fall, you take my Browning. You n’ ole Buck
go n’ give those roosters hell.”
Will had nodded, unable to speak.
When the cornstalks had turned brittle, rustling in the chill October wind, and the sun had
begun to pull slowly away from the earth, day by day – Will had taken the Browning from the
safe. He had turned it over, reverently, in his hands. He had wanted to feel his father’s warmth,
his presence – perhaps somehow molded into the little shotgun – wanted to feel it in his hands
and in his soul. He had looked at the dog, lying on the floor.
“Well, Buck, what do you say, old buddy? Wanna go give ‘em hell?”
Buck had looked up at him, and then lowered his gaze to the gun. He looked slowly around
the room, then got up and went to lie by the fire, head between his paws, eyes straight ahead.
Will had stood by the table for a long moment, eyes burning. He set the little shotgun down.
“Maybe you’re right, Buck. Come next fall, we’ll go.”
Will slipped the gleaming Browning into the guncase. After pouring the freshly made coffee
into a thermos, he placed it in his old lunchbox. He added sliced cheese, sausage, and bread that
he had wrapped up earlier – then as an afterthought, threw in a couple of candy bars. Buck loved

candy bars. He and his father had often debated the candy bar issue, over lunch in the field, after
a morning’s hunt.
“You know, Pa, chocolate is toxic to dogs,” Will would offer.
“Yep, so they say.” His father would unwrap a Snickers bar, bite part of it off, and
complacently hand the piece to Buck. Tail wagging furiously, Buck would wolf it down and
wait for more.
His father, a man of few words, listened well – observing the world in silence, without
comment – forming his own convictions. He refrained from judging the foibles of others,
preferring to accept a man at face value – without the dubious benefit of the opinions of others.
“A dog, Will,” he had once said, “is how a man should be.” He had reached down to tickle
Buck between the ears. Buck had looked steadily up at him – eyes shining – his father’s dog,
always.
“Yep, a dog don’t care what a fella looks like, only how a fella treats ‘im. He don’t care
what a fella’s done – that’s past histr’y – he only lives for how you are on this pa’tic’lar day. A
dog will trust you, if you don’t give ‘im no reason not to. But even then, he’ll forgive you if you
fail ‘im, somehow. If you treat ‘im right, he’ll lay down his life for you. An’ the best part – a
dog gets up ever’ day just bustin’ with joy – just to be alive an’ be with you.”
It was the longest speech Will had ever heard his father make.
This morning, the twelve-year-old pointer – stiff with age – was indeed coming near to
bustin’ with joy. Will gathered his field jacket, vest, cap and gloves, amused at the alacrity that
flared within the old dog as he ran repeatedly round the kitchen table, slipping and sliding on the
linoleum floor. Buck pushed his way through the kitchen door as Will opened it, almost losing
his balance as he juggled gear, lunchbox, and the old Browning, snugly in its case.
“Take it easy, Buck! What’s your hurry…do you know something I don’t?”
They headed out to the truck, its top littered with acorns from the ancient oaks towering over
the gravel driveway. Buck was barking now, unable to contain himself. Smiling, Will set his
gear down on the ground and opened the passenger door. The old dog tried to leap up on the
seat. Baffled, he looked over at Will, paws on the truck floor, waiting. Will heaved him into the
truck, then reached in and hung the gun on the rack along the back window. Buck managed to
hoist himself up onto the seat, one back leg at a time, while Will put the rest of his gear on the
truck floor and got in on the driver’s side next to the dog.
The truck’s windshield fogged quickly as their warm breath filled the cab.
A cold morning, Will thought.
November 1.
From somewhere in the depths of his childhood memories came the thought – All Souls’ Day.
His mother had insisted that Will go to church. He had suffered through religion classes and
church services, sitting stiffly next to her in his Sunday clothes, feeling uncomfortable and out of
place – while his father stayed at home and went hunting. When his mother would chide his
father about not coming to church with them, he’d smile and pat her shoulder.
“You take care of yer soul, Elaine, n’ the boy’s, too – I’ll take care a’ mine,” he would
chuckle as he pulled on his field jacket and opened the gun safe.
“You and those dogs! Always those dogs!”
Exasperated, she’d be smiling by the time they left for church. A man could have worse
pleasures.

Church had ended for Will when he was ten – when his mother died, unexpectedly – like a
swipe of a knife that sliced through the soul of their little household and removed its heart. After
that, Will went hunting with his father and the dogs on Sunday mornings, come fall.
His father, always taciturn, grew even quieter.
One night as Will lay in bed, tears running silently down the sides of his face, his father had
come into his bedroom and sat next to him on the bed. Reaching out, he smoothed the boy’s hair
back from his forehead with his rough, callused fingers. He tried to speak, then shook his head.
Roughly, he pulled the boy into his arms. Together, wordlessly, they cried.
“C’mon, Will,” his father was gruff. “Git yer pants on, n’ wipe yer face. Let’s go out n’
check on the pups.”
They went outside to the dog kennel, far back, beyond the house. His father turned on the
light as they went inside the small, rectangular building. The room was warm, lit in one corner
by a large heat lamp. A drowsy pointer lay on her side in the whelping box, lifting her head as
they approached. The sounds of waking puppies filled the room, whimpering, whining, excited
at their presence. Tumbling over one another, sleepy-eyed, they looked up at father and son
standing there. One little pup, bigger than the rest, pushed his way through the rumpled mass of
wriggling, brown and white bodies. He stood up, his paws on the edge of the box, and barked –
a mighty squeak. He struggled a moment, trying to climb over the side, then toppled at their feet
on the floor outside of the box.
Will laughed, bending over to scoop up the puppy. He held him close to his chest, the little
pup’s heart pumping fast, the warm puppy breath caressing his tear-stained face.
“This one’s gonna be a good one, son. He’s got fire in his blood – the eye of the tiger. He’s
my pick of the litter. I want you to have ‘im.”
Will held the puppy close, breathing in the scent of him. The unrelenting ache inside of him
eased.
“I’ll call him Buck, Pa. Can I take him back to bed with me?”
“Jes’ for tonight. Put ‘im back in the mornin’, when you first wake up.”
Life took on a pattern of quiet harmony. Will went to school while his father trained the
hunting dogs – a small but profitable business that he had begun as a younger man, in his
twenties. When Will got home, he’d throw his books on the table and hurry outside to get Buck.
Together they’d run to the field where his father worked the dogs. Buck, tethered to a tie out
while Will helped with the training, barked hysterically, waiting for his turn. As dusk
approached, father and son fed the dogs and cleaned the kennels before coming in to make a late
supper, together, in companionable silence – the puppy playing on the kitchen floor, growling
and wrestling with the braided rug. When the dishes were done, Will sat at the table doing his
homework while his father settled by the fire, smoking, the puppy curled up at his feet. On
Wednesdays, Sally – a woman from town, hired when Will’s mother had died – came to clean
the house and wash clothes for them.
Buck grew, and the gangly long-legged pointer began to fulfill the promise of greatness that
his father had predicted. In the field, the dog cast out with tail-cracking enthusiasm and joyful
abandon. From puppyhood on, Buck pointed birds with staunch intensity, tail and head held
high, nostrils quivering in the breeze. Immobile, only his eyes would move as Will and his
father walked slowly round him and out in front to flush the bird. When it came time to steady
the big pup to wing and shot, Buck proved to be a natural. After the shot was fired, when the
bird came tumbling down, his father would softly tap Buck on the head and the pointer would
race out, pick up the bird, and bring it back to him, eyes aglow, tail wagging.

During one of these sessions, the realization hit Will that Buck was his father’s dog. He
loved Will, yes – but the big dog’s eyes, in mute, unquestioning loyalty – followed his father
wherever he went. Buck wriggled in delight when his father praised him quietly. With a
sheepish look at Will, he shadowed his father everywhere. Will didn’t mind. He, too, worshiped
his father. Buck had been there for him as a troubled youngster, and, that task completed, was
there for the silent, lonely man.
More than a decade together – father, son, and dog.
Will became an integral part of his father’s small business, training alongside him during the
day and attending the community college at night. At school, a young woman with soft brown
hair and softer brown eyes – studying to become a veterinary technician – sparked his interest.
He and Meg were soon inseparable, spending crisp, fall weekends in the fields together with his
father and the dogs.
“Your father sure has a way with them.”
They sat on a grassy knoll above the field and watched Will’s father handle one of the
pointers, a young, green female with a soft streak. As he sweet-talked the pup, encouraging her
with gentle persistence, her tail, tucked between her legs, started to rise and wave back and forth
hesitantly.
Will smiled, wistfully, and nodded.
“There’s not much Pa can’t do with a dog. He taught me everything I know…made me into
a good dog trainer…but I don’t have his gift.”
“You have your own gifts, Will – you’re great with the dogs and even better on the business
end of it. Don’t sell yourself short!”
Meg leaned over and hugged him, her cheek warm against his in the late afternoon sun. He
put his arm around her shoulder as they watched his father again.
Will’s thoughts wandered to the night before – he and his father sitting by the fire, Buck
sprawled between them. In the comfortable silence, his father spoke.
“Will, I been meanin’ to tell you how proud I am…you got yourself engaged to a real sweetie
of a gal…a good dog woman, too. She’s got heart, that girl. And spunk. Reminds me of your
ma, she does.”
Will’s face colored with pleasure.
“An’ you know I ain’t much for book learnin’ – always felt there’s more to learn ‘bout life
outside the cover of a book. But I’m right proud of your schoolin’ and those grades a’ yours.
Nowadays you need that, too, son.”
Will nodded, warmed by his father’s approval. And yet, inside, he chafed with impatience –
living in the aura of the man whom he had set, long ago, upon a pedestal – unable, somehow, to
emerge from the shadow as a man in his own right.
When, Will wondered, does the shadow of your father ever leave you?
Meg had sat with him at the kitchen table, Buck whining worriedly between them, that day in
March when the emergency medical technicians carried his father out of the house. Silent,
they’d stood outside in the weak spring sunlight, watching the ambulance drive slowly away.
Will gazed at the tracks imprinted in the softening spring earth – the tracks of the stretcher
wheels that had taken his father’s body away – and Meg had held him, his face buried in her soft
brown hair, as he cried.
They married in July, in Will’s front yard, where the summer grass now eclipsed the tracks
imbedded in the ground beneath them. As their friends and Meg’s family gathered under the
coolness of the old oaks, smiling and laughing, Will stood apart for a moment, listening to the

breeze rustling the leaves above him. He ached to feel his father’s presence envelop him, once
again. But there was nothing.
Walking over to Meg, he clasped her small, warm hand in his. She looked up at him, her soft
brown eyes all-knowing, and held his hand tightly.
Will turned the truck onto the farm lane as the sun rose higher in the misty, muted sky.
Pulling off to one side, he parked. Walking around the truck, he opened the door and helped the
old dog out. He slipped on his hunting jacket and buttoned the vest overtop it, then opened the
box of shells, dropping a handful into each pocket of his jacket. Reaching into the truck, he
slipped one of the whistles that hung over the rearview mirror off and over his neck. Finally,
Will reached in and unzipped the end of the guncase, gently drawing the old Browning out.
Sliding the lever sideways, he broke the gun open and held it in the crook of his arm while he
pulled on his gloves.
Buck stood, shivering in anticipation, looking up at him. His tail swished slowly from side to
side, his filmy eyes bright in the glint of the sun. Will reached down, rubbing the old pointer’s
head. A lump formed in his throat.
“Ready, Buck? Let’s go give ‘em hell!”
The field to their left was in set-aside – CRP land – rolling as far as the eye could see. To the
right, a broad expanse of still-standing corn bordered the farm lane, and beyond that, fields of
milo and sorghum layered the land in sections. Straight ahead, a shimmering maze of faded
golden switchgrass, glowing in the morning light, led to a gradual slope where the timber began,
on a distant hillside.
The chill air blew gently toward them from the direction of the timber. Will decided to head
through the switchgrass, into the breeze, and walk along one of the mowed paths cut through the
field, making it easier for Buck. He put two shells into the Browning and closed it with a
satisfying click, flipping on the safety. He began to walk – Buck casting out in a wide, forwardmoving pattern – slower than he had run in his younger days, covering the ground with the eye
of an old tiger now, but full of enthusiasm, his head held high.
Will breathed deeply as he strode along. He became aware only of the moment – the
cleansing freshness of the fall air as he inhaled, the feel of the earth beneath his boots, the soft
swoosh of the grass, whispering in the light westerly wind.
He walked on.
Suddenly, a feeling engulfed him with such visceral force that he stopped in his tracks. A
great intensity filled him…a wholeness …a sense of warmth and inexplicable joy.
His father’s presence.
All around him now, and yet nowhere. The certainty lodged within.
At that moment, the sun, brightening the sky as it burned off the cold mist of early morning,
cast a long shadow as a cloud passed over it and seemed to hang there, suspended. The field
stretched out to the timber, closer to him now. Ahead, the dog still quartered in a wide, zig-zag
pattern.
The world became surreal…poised…waiting.
The big pointer froze.
Head up, into the wind. Tail high. A regal statue undiminished by time.
Will moved forward.
He walked in a wide arc, circling well to the front of the dog. He kicked the grass, then
kicked some more. Walked a little farther out and kicked again.

Whoosh! Will’s heart skipped as a loud cackle filled the air, the big rooster up and away,
flying toward the far hill, dotted with timber. Shaking inside, he raised the little Browning to his
shoulder, cleanly, quickly. It fit him like a glove, felt like a part of him. He fired once. The
rooster crumpled, and in slow motion, fell to the earth, disappearing in the switchgrass.
Buck stood, watching, then looked at Will.
Will walked over and tapped the dog on his head. He watched as the pointer shot out from
under his hand, heading for the bird. Will took a few steps forward, then stopped.
In the distance, on top of the wooded hillside, a figure stood, watching. A dark figure,
featureless…a silhouette in the shadow of the sun.
A man.
Buck had found the bird. The old dog picked it up. He turned his head, gazing at the figure
of the man standing on the far hill. His tail began to wag. He glanced over at Will, hesitant, a
look of apology in his eyes.
Will felt the lump in his throat return.
“All right, then. Go on, Buck,” he whispered, nodding.
Tail high, Buck set off for the hillside, the pheasant firmly in his mouth. He did not look
back.
Will watched him go.
Buck made his way slowly through the switchgrass to the bottom of the slope. Picking up
speed, tail waving, he reached the crest of the hill. The man bent over, gently taking the bird
from the dog as he stroked the old head. Straightening, he looked down the hill, toward Will.
Raising his free arm in a motionless wave, he held it aloft, palm out.
Will smiled. He lifted his arm.
A moment passed.
The man turned slowly around and walked over the crest of the hill, the old pointer close
beside him. Step by step, they disappeared from Will’s view.
The cloud passed slowly over the sun, illuminating the spot where Will stood – the old Browning
held firmly, warmly in his hands.

Through Your Hands
Tom McNamara
I stand looking for you. We have parted but a few moments earlier. Hugging you goodbye
and then leaving a kiss on your lips, I rushed across the street to the station so as not to miss my
train, past the people begging for money and into the station. I quickly deposited my quarters
into the correct slot. A dollar seventy-five. I moved through the turnstile and rushed up the
stairs to the elevated platform.
Hoping to get one last glance at you, I look over the platform rail to the street below, but do
not find you. The cars roar by, dart their headlights into the puddles and cause a luminous
reflection. Silently, people rush up and down the sidewalks—crossing the streets in both
directions and disappearing behind campus buildings across the street or beyond the tunnel.
But I can’t find you. I don’t know which way you have left me after our awkward kiss on the
street below, so my eyes dart in every direction, hoping to catch a short glimpse of you. For all I
know, that could have been our last kiss. But I remind myself that every time we see each other,
you act just as strangely as you have today.

Instead of worrying about us, I think of everything around me—how surely the waters of
Lake Michigan just beyond campus, now black since the sun has fallen behind the tops of miles
of buildings, continue to slam into the rocks at the edge of your campus just as they did earlier.
The water’s blackness now is surely horrifying. I turn from facing east and face west, as if to
turn my thoughts from the threatening black water. The western sky still holds some color, even
though all around me the city glows with electric lights as if it’s midnight. The sky is a strange
color—a combination of your long red hair, well, before you dyed it black, and the sunflowers
my mother has always grown along the back fence of our yard during the summer months.
The city seems wide and oppressive, and I feel trapped at its edge. It seemed, too, earlier,
while you showed me around campus, that the city wanted to push me to its very end and into the
lake’s water.
“Stand right there,” you said to me in front of the chapel, whose doors opened out to the
endless waters. “Now say something.”
“Um.” I paused, not knowing what to say and why you were having me do this. “Hi?”
“Did you hear the echo? If you stand right there and talk, it will echo!”
“Why?” I confusedly asked. It wasn’t as if I were in some massive empty room with high
ceilings. Instead, I was standing in front of the brass doors of a chapel, and I thought that if they
swung open, they would send me surely tumbling into the lake’s violent crashes. But why was
there an echo?
“I don’t know why that happens, but it does. Isn’t it cool?” you asked back. I looked at you,
and again, I was shocked at your black hair. It seemed so harsh against your light skin. Since I
was more perplexed than excited, you were disappointed. I wasn’t sure what to say, though. All
day I hadn’t been sure what to say while I was with you and your friends, who had surely
thought that I was too shy for you. Turning around and leaving you to face my back, I found
myself face to face with the doors, and behind, the water crashed onto the rocky water’s edge.
My eyes wander, yet again, to the sky, and I wish that the train would come so that I could be
carried home, away from the dense North Side. I cannot even perceive where the city ends—
miles and miles of building tops and billboards lie ahead of me before being surrounded by the
sky’s now perturbed red.
Finally, the train comes roaring around the corner to carry me south. The train halts next to
the platform and the doors slide open—a hungry monster bidding me to step inside. From the
inside, an electronic voice calls “Loyola,” and I step in and survey the car in search of an empty
seat. Finding a seat where I can enjoy privacy is often the most difficult part of an el ride. All
too often have I been smashed between the window and some character holding a full
conversation with himself or some woman whose excessive fat has flooded into my personal
space. Tonight I need to be alone. I need to analyze today’s happenings—was today as strange
for you as it was for me?
My eyes finally fall on an empty window seat. Excitedly, I begin to move towards it, but
remind myself that it doesn’t matter this late in the evening, since I will be able to see nothing
but my reflection in the window because of the car’s brightness. As I make my way towards the
seat, the train jolts forward, almost knocking me to the car’s floor. A young couple seated at the
front of the car looks at me as if they wish to burst with laughter at my stumblings, but I ignore
them and take my seat. In vain, my eyes squint out of the windows, trying to survey the foreign
North Side. My eyes begin to hurt, though, from squinting, so instead I stare ahead at the couple
in front, who do not perceive anything but one another. They are dressed strangely—so
strangely that I cannot even think of a way to describe their style of dress. An older woman with

her hair dyed a shocking orange sits in front of me, but as we approach the next stop, Granville,
she rises from her seat and cautiously moves across the car to the door. While she grasps the
nearest pole to keep her balance, the train suddenly stops.
There is nothing interesting to look at on the car, so I open the book I’ve had with me all
day—Seamus Heaney’s translation of Beowulf. Flipping to the page I had marked, the one with
the top corner turned down, I try to pick up where I left off, but instead, I wander to the left page,
where the original Old English is printed. The strange words and letters of Old English distract
me, and I marvel at the great change that has taken place in the language through the years. I
intend on having a great chunk of the poem read by the end of my train ride, and having done
well thus far, I plunge back into the reading, but find myself having to constantly stop and flip
back so that I can keep the characters straight—their foreign and ancient names confuse me.
You laughed at me when I asked you to put the book in your bag so that I wouldn’t have to
carry it with me all day.
“I hope you’re reading this for school,” you said, with an obvious tone of sarcasm in your
voice.
I hastily and with a tone of anger responded, “I’m definitely reading it for pleasure.”
Your friends joined you in laughter after you jokingly told me that I was a nerd, but I didn’t
care. I knew that you wouldn’t understand—you are a pre-med major, and we have different
interests academically.
I realize that I do not comprehend a word that my eyes move over as I think back to earlier,
but I cannot help thinking on the day’s events. We will not be able to see each other until
Christmas break since you will be spending Thanksgiving with your grandmother in Arkansas,
and we hardly spent any time alone together today. Sure, there was the quick walk around
campus and a few minutes spent alone in your dorm room after we departed from your friends,
but we spent that time in awkward silence. When we did begin to talk, we only mused over what
we would do tonight.
“How about I come back home with you for the night?” you suggested, wanting to get away
from school for just one night.
I responded, “That’s a great idea. You can just stay at my house and I’ll take you back to the
train in the morning.”
You fell silent for a few moments, seeming to attempt to decide whether or not you should
come with me, but then changed your mind:
“No, I had better stay here. I have way too much to do tonight, and I’m really going to fall
behind if I leave.”
You could tell I was disappointed that you wouldn’t come with me, but how could I not be
disappointed? You’re always changing your mind. The first time I came home after having
been away at school, we didn’t see each other, even though you were only an hour away. At the
last minute, you claimed that the only way I would be able to see you would be if I came up
there. You knew that wouldn’t work, though. We were supposed to go to my cousin’s
Christening that day, and you knew I had to be with my family all day.
I assumed you were looking for an out, and braced myself for some end, but slowly things
returned back to normal—as normal as things could get with you. You and a few of our friends a
few weeks later decided to take a trip up to see me at school. You acted normal that weekend, as
well. I never could understand you.

Tonight is the last time I will see you for probably about a month, and our last kiss was so
strange, so rushed. I’ve learned to take things day by day with you, though, since it seems I
never know what to expect.
“Argyle,” the electronic voice calls out over the speakers, and my thoughts are again
interrupted as the young couple who has been sitting together at the front of the train gets up and
rushes toward the doors. After they exit, another couple, a bit older, boards and takes the same
seats. I force my eyes back into the book, and I remain reading for quite some time, progressing
to the part where Beowulf dives into the lake’s depths to slay Grendel’s mother. With
unbreakable interest, I continue to read until I feel the train begin to descend from the elevated
tracks toward the subway tunnel—and with an unmistakable “whoosh” we enter. The roar of the
train through the tunnel distracts me from my reading, but there is nothing to look at outside but
blackness and nothing to look at inside, so my eyes fix themselves at the back of the seat in front
of me. For quite some time I stare ahead, trying to make out the graffiti on the seat’s back.
I again wander back over the day, which began at a coffee shop with my uncle and greatuncle in the morning. My great-uncle, Willie, who goes downtown every Friday, said he would
take me downtown on one train and transfer with me onto another train at Roosevelt Road, since
I was unfamiliar with the Chicago Transit Authority train lines. My uncle John dropped us off
after coffee at the train station at Fiftieth and Western, and we ran across two lanes of traffic to
the entrance of the station, where we ascended to the platform above the street. I surveyed the
neighborhood around me from the platform—the same neighborhood where my father’s parents
had grown up during the Depression. When the train pulled into the station, its roar jolted me
from imagining my now elderly grandparents walking down Western Avenue as teenagers. We
stepped onto the train, and I was given the window seat.
As the train pulled away and rode above the streets, Willie pointed everything out to me. He
was a conductor on the Chicago Transit Authority elevated lines for years and because of his
work on the CTA knows every inch of the city.
While we were passing through the Back of the Yards neighborhood, he began to tell me all
about the Union Stockyards that had been there years ago and about all of the poor Irish
immigrants he had heard of who had made their livings there.
“Oh, they were terrible places, disgusting places. The work conditions were awful, but what
choice did some of the people have? They were immigrants, for the most part—Irish, Italian,
Lithuanian—and they had to feed their families, even if they had to work sixty hours in
deplorable conditions to do so. I was lucky that by the time I got here from Ireland in the fifties
things had improved and I was able to get a job with the CTA.”
“Yeah, my dad told me my great-grandfather grew up in the Back of the Yards,” I said. “His
dad, who I guess would be my great-great-grandfather, worked over in the stockyards, and Dad
says he told a lot of stories about growing up down here. It was a rough crowd. He had taken
violin lessons as a child, but could never let his friends know because they’d bully him about it,
so if he’d ever see them coming when he was carrying his violin with him, he’d have to stick it
under one of the wooden sidewalks so that they wouldn’t see it,” I related back to him, and we
both laughed.
“Yes, a lot of good, hardworking people like your great-grandfather came out of this place.
They understood life better than a lot of us because of what they grew up with.” He shook his
head as he surveyed the neighborhood we continued to move through. Allowing my eyes to gaze
on the rows of old, frame houses, I had the feeling that someone who belongs to me had been
here once—that this was where part of my family had first grown in America. It’s funny that the

neighborhood is but twenty minutes from my house, and I have never even been able to walk its
streets as my ancestors once did.
As the train continued on into Bridgeport, Willie began to tell me the story of that
neighborhood, and of course, he didn’t leave out a fact. I allowed my head to nod every now and
then so that he would get the impression that I hung off of each word that he said. Pointing out
each church and each school, he told me of someone he knew who had once been there, and
again, I felt oddly close to these places. Finally, after listening to his stories for about twenty
minutes, we arrived at the Roosevelt station, where I would transfer to my next train.
I stood up and thanked Willie for taking me down, but he stood up, too, and said, “Ach,
surely you’ll want me to come with, especially if you’ve never made a transfer before.”
“No, really, Willie, I’ll be alright. You can just go straight downtown instead of having to
get on another train with me,” I pleaded, hoping to be left alone on the next train so that I could
begin my reading.
“Ah, I’ll come with, it’s no problem at all. I don’t have to be at St. Peter’s for Mass until
noon, so I’ve plenty of time to spare.” Willie was an usher at St. Peter’s Church downtown—he
went every Friday there to Mass. On the first Friday of every month, he would return back to the
South Side directly after noon Mass at St. Peter’s so that he could take his “siesta,” as my family
called it jokingly, since he would sit up all night at Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament at St.
Bernadette’s Church in our neighborhood.
“Well, so long as you insist, that’s fine. I just don’t want to waste your time if you’ve things
to do downtown today.”
“Ah, no, I’ve no reason to rush back after Mass. Since it’s not the first Friday, I can stay
down as long as I want after Mass.” Immediately after he said “Mass,” the train jolted to a stop.
We rushed out of our seats toward the open doors and he led me through the long tunnel
connecting the two stations. We fed our transfer cards to the machine and entered onto the
platform through the turnstiles.
“They just renovated this station—and it looks grand,” Willie commented as we stood
waiting for the approaching train.
After a few minutes of his pointless comments about the station, we heard the roar of the
train coming through the subway tunnels, and we stopped talking as it muffled our voices while
pulling into the station. We boarded, and as the train continued underneath downtown, Willie
told me what was around each stop, even though we couldn’t see the street. I listened as if I
were interested, but simply was not. Even though Willie is a very interesting and intelligent man
and is always wonderful to talk to, he can sometimes never leave out a detail in what he is telling
you. Oftentimes I would remember calling him when I was in grade school to ask him some
question pertaining to religion, and he would give me an answer, but always call back ten
minutes later with a follow-up answer that had too much depth for any child of grade school age
to understand.
After a dark ride underneath the streets of downtown, we pulled out of the subway and
entered the North Side of the city, and here he began to, again, point out everything to me. He
showed me the theatre where an infamous bank robber had been shot—his date for the evening
had worked with federal officials so that they knew exactly what his date would be wearing. A
few minutes later, he showed me the hospital where my mom and her brothers Brian and Bobby
had been born, and then told me how the doctor wouldn’t let her have Jimmy there because the
hospital was too far from their home in the Englewood neighborhood on the South Side, and
they’d had to find a hospital close to their house.

Willie stopped his tour and said to me, “Which of your friends are you going to visit at
Loyola?”
“Lauren,” I responded, never wishing to give out too much information to my family.
“Oh, I see. Are you dating her?”
“Yes,” I responded, with a tone of forced enthusiasm in my voice.
“Ah, I see. Well, you don’t sound all too happy.” Willie is a brilliant man and can easily
perceive the true nature of one’s thoughts.
“Well, things have changed a lot since we’ve gone away to school. And she has a lot of
depression problems and that doesn’t make things easy. Sometimes I just wonder if it’s worth
it.” I was telling him more than I’d told any of my friends.
In a reassuring tone, he responded, “Ah, you’re young yet, and you’ve all the time in the
world to make a decision. So take your time. Never make a quick decision, or you’ll surely
regret it.
“Well, I’ll get off at this next stop,” he said, putting an abrupt end to our conversation. “You
can find your way the rest of the way,” and then he rattled off the name of each station the train
was approaching and then said, “And then you’ll be at Loyola, and you get off there. And
remember—you’ll put a hundred women through your hands before you find the right one. And
they’ll all lead you to the right one.”
I nodded at his advice and thanked him, and he rose toward the door, and swayed himself off
the train, his blue winter coat moving behind him as if it had its own will. On the platform, he
looked at me through the window and raised his left hand, in which he carried a white plastic
bag, and waved to me. I laughed, as his white plastic bag had often been the target of a family
joke. My uncles maintained the opinion that the only reason Willie could walk through some of
Chicago’s “bad” neighborhoods as he traveled throughout the city was because everyone must
think him some crazy old man who carried a gun in his plastic bag. Continuing to chuckle to
myself, I waved back to him and mouthed “thank you” to him.
“Jackson,” the electronic voice calls out from the speakers, and I start from my recollections
and my seat and stumble against the train’s movement toward the door. As I grasp the pole near
the door, the train stops and I step off. I quickly swerve out of the way of the people waiting to
board the train, and take in the sight of the paintings done on the white, tile walls in the station.
Remembering that I am in a hurry to make my way over to my next station—my usual station—
so that I can catch my train back to the South Side, I hurry and ascend the stairs to the downtown
streets above.
Upon reaching street level, I am greeted by the headlights of cars reflecting off of everything
as they did when I was waiting for my train at the Loyola stop. I turn and head west, wondering
when I will see you next and marveling that the sky has turned so black since I boarded the train.

The Little Dolly
Linda Torres
I spent every weekend sleeping at my grandparents’ house, which occupied the back half of a
long, narrow city lot. My parents’ house claimed the front half of the lot, but to me, the house in
back seemed a world away. My grandmother doted on me. My brother, a year older than me,
held title as the first grandchild, but I remained my grandmother’s favorite. She loved to indulge
me every chance she got.

Every Saturday evening, while my grandparents watched TV, I watched the clock,
wondering when the time would arrive for my grandmother and me to walk to the cigar store to
purchase the Sunday papers: the Chicago Tribune and the Daily News. Knowing the treats that
awaited me, I cheerily skipped along the sidewalk and obediently held hands with grandma as we
crossed the street. Although the shop sold much more than just newspapers, cigars and candy,
my sights were set on the sweets. Cigar-smoking identical twin brothers owned the
establishment, whose interior never seemed to change. Enormous, shelved oak units dominated
the back wall. Counter-high display cases cut the room in half and held many heavenly
treasures. Brightly printed paper boxes of penny candy, their top flaps folded and tucked into
themselves, neatly lined the bottom shelves of the cases. The top shelf was reserved for the
high-end merchandise: full size chocolate bars costing fifteen cents each. As I peered through
the cases at the candy and pointed to my choices, one of the twins would dutifully fill a small
paper sack with my favorites.
Although I had met them many times before, my grandmother reintroduced me to the twin
owners every Saturday evening when we entered the store. The same occurred at every store we
frequented. Grandma would seek out her old friends and colleagues and re-introduce me again
and again. I thought, “She must be very forgetful,” but I played along and smiled and nodded at
every old face. I enjoyed the walk to the corner store to purchase the papers and candy, but the
trips we took downtown really made me happy.
Marshall Fields, the pièce de résistance, the king of department stores on State Street,
epitomized shopping. My grandmother worked there, but not at the main store. She worked at
the warehouse and proudly talked of her work in the shipping department. She could wrap a
package like no one else. A less proud subject, her inability to hear, never crossed her lips.
Grandma’s hearing, deficient at an early age because of a birth defect, was problematic. She
stubbornly refused to acknowledge her loss, which also affected her speech. She uttered loud,
broken sentences. Her Chicago dialect and outspoken nature placed a comical spin on it all. I
compensated by using exaggerated facial expressions and wild gestures.
Our pre-arranged jaunts downtown enliven the otherwise uneventful days we spend
together. On Sunday morning, grandma wakes early and rouses me from my peaceful slumber.
We quietly tiptoe around, careful not to awaken grandpa, and dress quickly. A steaming bowl of
farina topped by a pool of liquefied butter waits on the table for me. The familiarity of the hot
cereal warms my stomach as my grandmother sips a cup of hot coffee and munches buttered
white toast. While I finish, grandma pats a layer of pressed powder over her face, pencils on
high arched eyebrows over her horned-rimmed glasses and punctuates her lips in bright scarlet.
We quickly exit before grandpa stirs, and hurry to catch the bus.
We always take the same route on our trip downtown, Halsted Street bus to Cermak Road
and Cermak Road to the el. The name of the el, or elevated train, belies the route it takes.
Although most of the cars lumber and rock along above-ground tracks, the Green Line twists
through a subterranean passage. The labyrinth of darkened tunnels, stairs, escalators and
platforms snakes under popular stores and streets. The rhythmic rocking of the cars and
exaggerated motions of the passengers, as we wheel through the turns, pull at the anticipation
growing in my stomach. The blue-and-white-tiled stations flashing before me resemble images
in a dream.
The conductor’s penetrating voice crackles over the speaker, “Next stop, Randolph.”
“Nex one,” whispers my grandmother.
“Now?” I ask, ready to bound from my seat and take my queue at the doors.

“No, nod yed.”
The el screeches and shakes at every turn. The brakes squeal. We lurch forward as the lights
of the Randolph Street station appear in the distance.
“OK,” prods my grandmother.
We stand up and brace ourselves with the shiny steel poles. We steady our legs and make
our way to the doors. An elongated green sign, with short blocky letters spelling Randolph
Street stares at us.
“Randolph Street! Randolph!” bellows the conductor.
The doors pop open and we step across the threshold.
“Dis way.”
Like a carriage delivering a princess to her castle, the el carries us directly to the portal of our
beloved Marshall Fields. A grandiose placard of gold letters on a dimpled black background
resides to the right of revolving doors. Our feet shuffle on the terrazzo floor as the leaves of the
door propel us forward.
The entrance from the subway opens into the basement: the bargain basement. Wooden
tables piled high with ladies’ hosiery, linens, and remnants of recent holidays intersperse with
racks of last season’s fashions. Bargain hunters pluck at the wares, tuck an occasional item
under their arms, and toss the unwanted back. The orderly assemblage quickly turns into a
disorderly confusion.
My grandmother knows every turn in the store. We ride the escalator to the first floor,
cautiously timing our steps as the moving stairway emerges rapidly in front of us. The grandeur
slowly appears as we ascend. Octagonal showcases encompass the main level and flaunt the
finery within them. Exquisite jewels, gold and diamonds glitter in their well-guarded cabinets.
Fine millinery, leather goods, and silk and cashmere scarves beg to be fingered. Bouquets of
floral notes tickle our noses as we stroll past curvaceous decanters of amber colored delights.
All of these tease us with the pleasures to come.
A row of art-deco-influenced golden doors lines one wall and waits to shuttle us to our next
destination. As one of the doors glides open, a little woman with white-gloved hands beckons us
forth. She looks like a magician as she manipulates the security gates. Like magic, a new scene
appears each time she opens the elevator doors.
My grandmother sounds off, “Nine, pleese.”
“Ninth floor,” the little magician chirps.
The ninth floor is reserved for employees only. The large room consists of a marble wall and
counter, topped by fancy ironwork. Three tellers man the space. My grandmother directs me to
a large chair as she bellies up to the counter. She deposits her paycheck into the employee credit
union and quickly completes her transaction. With her business taken care of, we hurry toward
our main objective.
We step onto the elevator containing the little lady with the magic hands. The doors spring
open at the fifth floor and we step out into the world of my dreams: the toy department. The
click-click-click of my patent leather shoes on the floor breaks the eerie silence. An unnatural
absence of customers and sales people intensifies the aura surrounding everything. Click-clickclick. We don’t dally in the outer rooms on this floor. Click-click-click. I advance toward my
destination with tenacity until the lights in the showcase cast a blue beam at my feet. I kneel in
front of the captives encased in the glass.
“Beautiefoe dows, beautiefoe,” my grandmother recites.

My trance intensifies. I pay homage to each heavenly idol standing before me. The self-talk
in my head swirls around like a whirlpool. Oh, you are so pretty. I love your dress. Look at
those curls. I would take such good care of you. You have blue eyes like me. That one is a
baby. I like the big girls. Oh, I’d take you all home with me if I could.
A saleslady mysteriously appears.
“Can I help you with something?”
“My grandauda likes lookin ad da priddy dows.”
I shuffle my knees sideways and press closer to the glass to examine a divine young lady
dressed in a white fur jacket and hat and white leather go-go boots. Blonde ringlets embrace her
rouged and dimpled cheeks. Her dowry, displayed in a shiny red steamer trunk, is exhibited
behind her. Glorious taffeta party dresses, and lacey silk unmentionables crowd each other.
Leather shoes and a pair of feathered slippers line the bottom.
“I dink da liddle girl likes dat one,” my grandmother boasts.
“That one is very nice,” admits the finely suited saleslady.
Nice? my head screams. She’s the one! This is the quintessential doll: a lonely little rich girl
begging for adoption by a well-mannered child like myself.
“How mush?”
She’s asking the price. That’s a good sign, I think to myself.
I hold my breath. The door rolls open on ball bearings. A slender manicured hand swoops in
and fumbles at the string tag attached to the white, plastic handle on the steamer trunk.
“This doll is nine-hundred and ninety-nine dollars.”
Stunned, I look up at my grandmother. Her mouth is agape and her eyes bulge out. Her lips
and tongue form the numbers in an exaggerated fashion but she emits no sounds. Frightened to
say the words, she only pantomimes the numbers.
“Well, her coat and hat are ermine and she wears a diamond ring on her hand,” the saleslady
assures us.
“Oh, a reo diamon,” my grandmother reflects, as if that makes all the difference. “Dank
you,” she tones graciously.
The seasoned saleslady dismisses herself from the failed transaction.
My grandmother shakes her head and apologetically declares, “Dat dolly cost too mush
money.”
“I know,” I happily agree, trying not to let my disappointment show. That doll might as well
have cost a million dollars.
“I wanna gid some ham an coeslaw. We betta hurry up or grampa is gunna wonda where we
went.”
“OK,” I humbly reply.
“You like dat dow?” Grandmother implores, half question, half statement.
I wrinkle my nose and shrug one shoulder. “She’s OK.”
The little doll’s smile turns to one of sadness as her arm reaches out to me longingly. I
telepathically send her an “I really do like you, but I can’t take you home” and stand up and dust
the knees of my white tights. My grandmother takes my hand and we turn and walk away. My
stomach wrenches as I am overcome with a deep mourning for my little blonde dolly.
“Wave bye-bye to da dows,” my grandmother insists.
I turn my head and innocently wave. I keep waving until the dolls are out of sight.
“Can you belief dat a dow can cost nine hunred and ninedy-nine dollar?” my grandmother
asks, astonished.

“No.” I shake my head and muster all the amazement I can. We leave the deserted place and
ride the elevator to the seventh floor.
Our mood enlivens as we step onto seven, heaven on seven. The place is alive with happy
chatter and the bustle of determined shoppers. The seventh floor comprises everything edible:
the esteemed Walnut Room, the Cafeteria, the Bakery, the Winery, the Deli, and the
Confectionery. My grandmother stretches her arm through the people three deep at the deli
counter and returns with a paper number clutched in her fingers.
“Dirdy-fife,” grandma affirms.
We watch the numbers overhead as they flip, 28, 29. We squeeze in close to the case and my
grandmother excitedly points to the imported baked ham and looks for my approval. I rub my
stomach and smile and nod.
“Thirty-five,” a hair-netted lady calls.
“OK,” my grandmother yells, waving the number above her head.
“What can I get for you today?”
“Two poun bake ham pleese.”
“Anything else?”
“One bick coeslaw.”
“This one?” The lady holds a clear plastic container up in the air.
“Bicker, bicker.”
“This one?” Now a container twice the size is hoisted in the air.
“Dat’s it! Can you gif me a choppin back?”
“Sure,” the hair-netted lady happily grins.
She packages our perishables in an insulated emerald green shopping bag for the trip home.
“Now we git da onion bread an go home.”
“OK.”
We descend back to the first floor and exit the doors introducing Washington Street. We zigzag through the hoards of people pounding the pavement. Across the street, Davidson’s
Bakery’s neon sign glows orange and pink. We enter the small storefront and our senses are
bombarded with tempting, sweet and yeasty delicacies. Glazed and fruited danish, salted and
seeded rolls, and strudels and tortes pile the shelves.
“What would you like ma’am?” spouts a large, aproned woman.
“One roun onion bread. Slize id pleese,” requests my grandmother.
I linger over the whipped cream birthday cakes in the cooler. The transaction completed, my
grandmother opens the door.
“Les go.”
The el and bus ride home go by in a flash. Before long, I am racing down the gangway to my
grandparents’ house. I pound the brown wooden storm door, eternally latched at the top w’ith a
hook, until my grandfather’s tall, lean figure appears at the door.
“Open up!” I yell impatiently.
“Hold on, hold on,” my grandfather calls from behind the locked door.
I plop into an orange and chrome chair that surrounds the kitchen table as my grandmother
unloads the bounty.
“Where did you go?” my grandfather asks sternly.
“Da liddle girl wanded to go downtown Grampa.”
“That’s right,” I grin matter-of-factly.

My grandmother unwraps the ham, opens the bag of bread, and plunks a large spoon into the
container of coleslaw. My grandfather sets three small plates around the table and retrieves the
jars of mayonnaise and mustard from the refrigerator. I obtain my china mug from the pantry
and fill it with milk. At my grandmother’s urging, we help ourselves to the impromptu picnic.
“Ead, ead,” my grandmother demands.
“I’m full,” I groan.
“Wassa madda, you don’d like my food?”
“I like it.”
“Id’s good, huh?”
It is good. The sweetness of the onions in the bread and the honeyed baked ham are the
perfect counterpart to the tangy coleslaw.
With a melodic ringing my grandmother chimes, “Grampa, the liddle girl saw a dow ad
Marshall Fields dat she wands.”
“Oh, yeah,” my grandfather eyes me suspiciously.
I sit there motionless.
“You know how mush?” she questions him.
“Twenty-five dollars,” he guesses.
“No higha.” My grandmother eggs him on.
“Fifty dollars?” he looks at me puzzled.
I slowly shake my head.
“No, higha, higha,” she urges him.
“More?”
My grandmother cocks her thumb and points upward. I mimic her. Then she lets out the
secret in the same way she pantomimed in the store.
“Nine hundred and ninety-nine dollars, one thousand dollars for a doll! What are you,
crazy?” grandpa shouts.
My grandmother throws her head back, laughs, and snorts. She enjoys getting a rise out of
my grandfather with nonsensical talk. I play along.
“But Grampa, you should have seen her,” I insist. “She had a fur coat and a diamond ring,
and everything.”
“For a doll?” He shakes his head in disbelief.
I let out a giggle and then a roar of laughter. My grandfather laughs too.
My grandmother gazes at me wistfully and admits quietly, “Dat was a nice dow.”
I nod my head in agreement and smile. “Yes she was,” I reminisce.
We continued to visit the exquisite little doll, dressed in fur, until about six months after we
first laid eyes on her. One sad day, the place where she stood was empty. Some unfortunate
young girl, I pondered, probably received her as a gift.

The Irma M. Duwa Award for Poetry
The Irma M. Duwa Poetry Award is given each year to the author of the best undergraduate
poem in Outlet. The 2005 recipient of the award is Barbara Simon, an English: Creative Writing
major from Dubuque, Iowa. Barbara earns the award for “February,” featured on the following
page.
Our poetry contest judge, Heather Swan Rosenthal, writes:

From the opening image to the last line, the poem “February” offers the reader not
only an attentiveness to detail and an acute sensitivity to season, but also a quiet
philosophy. The starkness of a winter landscape is painted beautifully in the image of
loose and textural trees against a white backdrop. The sun’s presence does little to warm,
and winter “hangs” in the air. There is a sense of the dragging on and exhaustion late
winter instills in the speaker—with the words “lean,” “rest,” “sleepy,” “tired,” and even
the audible yawn in “crayon” underscoring a lack of motivation.
But interestingly, a second message can be gleaned from the language. The speaker
seems not to be overly burdened by this drudgery, but instead almost amusedly hopeful.
The first line sets the tone with its mention of children’s scribbles, an image which
embodies newness, energy and freedom. Then come the delicately whimsical notions that
trees can rest their heads on pillows, the sun can be sleepy and winter tired of itself. Also,
in a poem of this length one cannot ignore words like “rise” and “glow” which in this
context convey a subtle optimism. And finally the poet ends with “until spring” which
brings a calm certainty—a knowledge of the inevitable transience of winter. If this poem
is read as a metaphor for the spirit, it is by no means for a spirit who is doomed by or
trapped in the winter of life, but instead one who is acknowledging with a lovely
reverence the season of stillness that precedes rebirth.
__________
Heather Swan Rosenthal’s poems have appeared in Iris, The Cream City Review, Mothering
Magazine, The Comstock Review, Outlet, and others. In 2001, she was awarded an Illinois Arts
Council Fellowship Finalist Award. In 2005-06 she will be the recipient of the Marsha Meyer
Renk Fellowship at the University of Wisconsin, where she is entering the M.F.A. program.
Heather holds an M.A. in English from Loras College (’98).

February
Barbara Simon
Like children’s scribbles in black crayon
on canvas,
the trees rise from the snow,
and lean against the white morning sky,
to rest their heads on the clouds
like pillows.
The sun, too sleepy to muster much color,
throws only a faint glow
morning’s way.
Tired of itself, winter hangs in the air
and collects days until spring.

Daphne on the Stairs
Alison Brogan
Coming down the carpeted stairs from her bedroom to the kitchen
her hands tighten around her empty plate,
the glass she doesn’t want to break.
She remembers a cold hard thing:
a different stairway, tiled floors and lockers,
a strange boy’s face, rough hands
against her.
Standing now on the padded step,
she digs her toes into the fibers,
searching for the wood beneath,
remembering how she welcomed it.

The Lesson of the Body
Robert Beck
The body has to touch
to be the body. The spirit
knows beyond the presence
but the body knows nothing
that is not slap and poke,
pinch and caress, nothing
that is not thing. The
spirit views from supraorbital
heights the terrains of the
body, its temporal swoops
upon a tiled chessboard charted
with equations of the spirit’s
difficult conciliations. But
the body has to touch
to know the concessions of
fidelity, the texture, the weight
of betrayal, the bleakest
night of the accusing spirit;
the body is its own sentinel
and knows the meaning of the

green-eyed sidelong glance.
But the body has to touch.
The eggshell-bone brow
knows the ring of thorns
along with the anointing thumb,
when the last light purples
into an equinoctial dusk on a
Saturday shore among
circuits of swallows weaving
deeper into the evening. The
wrap embraces fully with its
signified warmth that blue
immobile length: the ardent
spirit knows, but the body
is entirely required to touch.

Magdalene
Alison Brogan
but I think it’s okay, well
I know it’s okay because
after I couldn’t breathe
and after I couldn’t see
after I broke down and screamed
and after I cracked the wine glass in my hand
after I ran outside and fell
and my hair whipped my cheeks and my eyes
that were already red and wet and pouring
I heard a sound so loud and distant like angels
the wind was playing the railing of the stairs like a harp

Midnight Dawn Song
Alison Brogan
A melodic night sound falls
into my open window,
and fills my ears with strange bird calls.

In this mystical night you bellow familiar
yellow songs that belong to the dawn.
Why do you sing, so ignorant, in the shadows?
I picture you dancing there on the lawn,
jet-lagged from your early spring flight,
confused and calling to me in a morning that hasn’t come.
I long to make my own bemused song in the night,
but, soaked in merlot, instead I dream
drunk, awake and dancing in the lamp light.

Exodus
William Cozzie
Something
Is blistering the skin around my skull,
Creating a halo.
Something
Is swinging through the tunnels of my ears,
Screeching and howling.
The Somethings
Are pawing and clawing,
They are flapping at my head
Trying to get in,
Underneath,
Something is responding
Like a ghost to a tipped over headstone
A beggar to an apple dropped from a cart
Or a madman to an unlocked cell,
Digging, scratching, crawling out.
Could it just want to escape the torment?
No.
It’s hungry.

Haiku
Amber Gille
Gripping the rosary,
my grandmother
rubs out her fears.

Father’s Day.
We pick out the last card
the day before you die.

Months later,
your empty shaving cabinet
still smelling of aftershave.

Folding the eulogy,
I slip a copy
into your casket.

The autumn leaves
melting orange
into my hair.

Three Songs of Eternity
William Cozzie
I.
The Silence
(After Federico Garcia Lorca)
The emptiness of silence
meditates in between the hills.
…
From the cave’s mouth,
nothing till smoky dawn.
…
Like a violin with a missing bow,
the silence holds itself,
resting and lonely.
…
(Then the birds finally awaken
and inhale the silence into their lungs.)
II.
The Dark

Only you exist without origin.
Only you live without sustenance.
Only you grow in the absence of light.
You ease our sleep.
You let us see the stars.
And we hate you.
III.
Death
Waiting, for you, longer than
anything else.
(Death)
Let us have fun,
splashing in rivers.
(Death)
We’ll smile in the end,
just like the skull on the catacomb shelf.
(Death)
Just one more breath.

Lamb Sale
Gary Gildner
Right after lunch the lambs
came out, one by one,
led by their young shepherds.
Tessica’s Grand Champion
came first and a John Deere
dealer in crisp cowboy whites
coughed up a whopping
eight dollars for every pound
she dropped to her knees to wrap
her arms around, smiling,
when told, into the county
reporter’s camera. Kendra’s
Reserve Champion followed,
fetching only pocket change
less, the auctioneer stressed,

and she too smiled for the record
but stayed standing up
beside the timber company rep
who purchased her prize.
Bids on the other lambs, 67
altogether, brought forth by Autumn
and Amanda, by Tara and Rachel and Beth
(some of these entered the ring
crying and could not stop),
were much lower, and no photos.
From the crowd a grandmother
now and then bid to bring
a girl’s lamb back home. Almost
all the shepherds were girls
showing how good they had been
grooming and feeding and
training their lambs to fare
well at the fair this year.
__________
Gary Gildner is a recipient of the Iowa Poetry Prize, and the William Carlos Williams and
Theodore Roethke poetry prizes, among other awards. His poetry collections include: Blue Like
the Heavens and The Bunker in the Parsley Fields. He has also published fiction and nonfiction,
including his most recent book of short stories, Somewhere Geese Are Flying. Gildner, who
lives in Idaho, visited Loras College to read from his work and met with a writing class in
October 2004. He contributed the poem on the previous page to Outlet 2005.

Where I’m From
(after George Ella Lyons’ poem “Where I’m From”)
Amber Gille
I’m from a tan house on Iowa Street
where the sidewalks are swept every morning,
the grass is mowed on Thursday afternoons,
and on some summer Saturday evenings
wiffleball games are played with a plastic red bat.
I’m from Shepherd’s Pie,
hamburgers on the grill,
warm banana cake,
meat, potato, vegetable and
saying grace before we eat and
“if you don’t finish your milk
you’ll sit at the table until you do.”
I’m from playing basketball

in Badger Park until the street lights came on,
with cussing boys and scraped knees,
and “20 pushups for every missed lay-up,”
from my last basketball game
to a wall full of plaques that
collect the dust of my memories.
I’m from being the only child,
the good life,
to being the older sister
the better life,
from “I hate you’s” and “I told you so’s”
to calling home and not recognizing one brother’s voice
because puberty stole it while I was away in college,
and being the little brother’s favorite valentine
only this year because next year he might have a new one.
I am from family get-togethers,
back road drives to our place on Lake Wisconsin,
scorching like lobsters inside an old tractor-tire frying pan,
spreads of food that stretch for tables on end and
“there’s more in the house if you’re hungry” and
“no one’s even touched my seven-layer salad yet,”
and outdoor fireworks on the end of the dock that
always get someone’s finger burned but
after they eat a s’more by the fire they’re ok.
I’m from parents with goals,
dreams of an Alaskan cruise and a two-car garage,
though health insurance premiums and mortgage payments
hold them back from going out to dinner on Friday nights,
and vacations farther than South Dakota,
they build their dreams for their kids on a solid meal at night
and college degrees that they never had,
although they harbor more knowledge and skills
than my expensive education could ever buy.
I’m from their dreams.

Highway 63
Alissa Kocer
Driving from Rochester
Toward Lake City, Minnesota,
On Highway 63,

I see the cold, blue-gray haze
Mesh with the barren countryside.
The Highway is dusted
With a light coating of snow.
As the headlights pass by,
I see the snowflakes
Fall diagonally,
I watch the clouds
Break up and vanish.
The moon appears
And reflects the snow.
The stars are masked by the brightness
Of the moon.
Instead of city lights and smog,
I see the trees frosted white
And the farm lights in the distance.
I listen to the soothing melody
Of “Billy Breathes” playing in the background
And Mom and Tina talking
Mother-daughter talk.
I feel like I’m in a vast nothingness.
I can’t tell where
The sky meets the farmland.
Then I see the cell-phone towers
And golf courses.
Why is it that the closer
To home we get,
The more the fields rise into
Rocky bluffs
Filled with empty trees?

day off
at mount greenwood park
Tom McNamara
our skates sliced through
thin layers of white
on the clear ice
and scores of laughing
catholic schoolchildren

flooded the rink gate
at three o’clock
mothers smelling of coffee steaming
from cups clasped in their hands
chased children with mittens and hats
and warnings to keep warm
the sun whelmed in the west
and the grey clouds
quickly filled with black
and the tall-standing lights
flickered on around the rink
and the cars on 111th street
whisked past in black slush
and we still are slicing through
thin layers of white
on the clear ice

Mother and Daughter
(After William Heyen)
Amanda Oostendorp
The sun ascends over the hilltop.
My backyard used to be happy
in the morning. The birds still chirp,
the sun still rises, the flowers still bloom.
My mother still sits in our yard
every morning, older than I ever knew her.
She refuses to look toward me.
I fear her tears that are sure to fall.
I have quit fearing for me, I have
moved past that. I am afraid for her.
What will happen to her after I am like the
flowers in our yard frozen during the winter?
This is up to her.
I took off my blonde wig and looked into the mirror last night.
My mother’s image gazed back at me.
I started to cry, not for my life, but for hers.
She has put so much of her life into mine.
What will she do when I am gone? Will she continue to
live? I pray she can find solace in my peace.

I cannot speak to her there
where the grass glitters with dew and her eyes glaze over.
The lilacs are blooming and their stench is overwhelming
as I choke back my own tears.
She cannot see me cry. I will die before her,
but she will search for me and find me
among the lilacs and the morning dew. She sees me now
and knows that is where I will be waiting.

Invitation
Kelli Schubert
Meet me in a secret place,
without words, but a devious smile.
Our subtle moans will go unnoticed.
Let us consider lust a while.
Your wanting look will send me off
to that place I long to go,
where heavy breath is sticky sweet,
and kisses are long and slow:
an empty stair or shadowy hall,
where we can run to without shame.
Our fingertips like tiny torches set
our minds and bodies all aflame.

Indian Summer
Barbara Simon
Burnt by sun and stung by frost,
the summer trees exchange their faded clothes
for blazing cloaks of gold and crimson,
and nameless colors so striking
they aren’t seen so much as inhaled,
and settled in my memory with the smell of leaves aging to soil
kicked up by my feet; my soul drowned in their crackle,
their raspy music of autumn
carried through the air on the Indian Summer breeze,
against a sky that summons all the blue it possesses
to revel in itself while it can.

Oh, And By The Way….
(After William Carlos Williams’ “This is Just to Say”)
Quentin Smith
I have devoured
the flower
that was in
your vase
and which
you were probably
saving
for marriage.
Forgive me
you were delicious
so tempting
and so final.

Become Me
James Stence
Looking out from a mirror above a grimy faucet,
I see him sitting with his back to me.
I catch a glimpse of his eye in a porcelain lamp.
He’s wringing his hands.
Every morning I see this face peering into my own.
Every morning he seems not to recognize me.
He turns his back on me as usual,
but a sigh escapes his lips like a fog.
One day soon I will realize who I am.

Post Phone-Call Mania
James Stence
I find a small clearing overlooking the Iowa River.
The moon stares at me from its reflection near the dock,
bright, white, full, and dead.
A lonesome eye gazing at me without a blink
to bat its infinite stare.
I can see ripples forming in the river

which cast an aged wrinkle on the eye of the moon.
Is it sad, perhaps full of bitter contempt? What does it want?
I need peace but all my river gives me
is a watchful parental stare, as if my face were sliding off the bridge of my nose,
to a fleshy landfill of skin below.
The moon is horrified, and so am I.
It knows I am thinking this.

Paranoia
Amanda Vanni
Flickers of light across my face,
Holograms of faces peering at me
Through the glass of the windows.
I feel your eyes search me up and down.
Dark shapes quickly run across the wall
A quick snap of the neck to the left.
No one is there.
I peer into my coffee
And I notice it is the same color
As your eyes:
Deep, mysterious, untrustworthy brown.
It sits in stillness and
I can see the kitchen light in the middle of the cup
And it looks as though you’re staring straight at me
Glaring into my face
Into my eyes
Criticizing
Every smile I fake,
Making my head snap around again
And again to find you.
Stop chasing me, haunting me.
I should be able to control you
But I surrendered a long time ago,
My conscience, my enemy

Ani’s Canvas
Abbey Wallig
The armoire is swirled and speckled,
carvings cover the bookshelf,
pottery lines the kitchen shelf,

bedrooms are bordered with collage.
Even the lampshade is machéed.
Outside there are chalk marks on the sidewalk.
I detailed my red Volkswagen with stripes.
I’m tagging on painted portraits of the nude.
Blackie’s portrait is one of my projects.
Her curves remind me of our fragile femininity.
She’s a hard ass with dimples on top.
Her body tells me what to do.
Knowing who she really is
allows me to accent the boyish blues,
velvet greens, and rash reds,
in just the right places.
A red phoenix across her milky chest suggests
that if she burned herself,
she would recreate herself from the ashes.
Around her mid-section a garden scene,
ultra feminine tangles of overgrowth.
Up her belly,
yin and yang.
It shows Blackie’s balance with white.
She once said if she were to be married
the ring would be a tattoo,
so I paint her hands
with Indian Henna patterns.
My brush strokes smear liquid,
melting her body onto the page.

Camden Town West London
Abbey Wallig
Minding the gap, I exited the subway.
Surfacing from the underground
reminded me of the Misfits tune
London Dungeon.
Escalators wound up like castle steps.
The outside air circulated the flavor of
stale-cider-soaked smoked rollies.

High Street was burgeoning with bohemians.
High fashion jolted me:
I watched a man in an Armani suit,
sporting a tattooed cranium, rush into
a cultivation store.
I followed.
They sold mushrooms from Hawaii and Thailand.
I ate some Philosopher’s Stones.
They looked more like buds than caps.
Neon colors started to traverse from signs
onto fish-netted legs, fem mullets, cross-dressers,
heroin eyes, goth body paint, spikes.
I sat on a stool at the Elephant’s Head pub
and watched a round man mix old rockabilly 45’s.
Instead of headphones he used a telephone.
During Hunk of Burning Love
I stumbled out of the pub,
street performers doing burlesque.
An Indian vendor begged me to try takari.
It wasn’t veggie, so I chose a samosa.
Vintage booths dotted the market,
I tried on a black jumpsuit with a red scarf
wound around my neck,
slipped into some tap shoes,
perused some used books.
I sat on a bench among the mosaic of people,
staring into the murky canal.
Coming down from the high on High street,
I gulped fresh squeezed orange juice.
I had to write to take it all in
and let it all out.

Open the Window to the Possibility
Abbey Wallig
Awake to the fact that I am dreaming,
I jump like a sorceress
into my paralyzed body.
A sarong of sheets wrapped around me.
Behind the sheer white drapes
a black silhouette manifests outside my window.
Flat on my back, I can’t mumble or rustle.

The mysterious image allures me.
I begin projecting the possibilities.
It could be a man
wearing a boiler suit with a pink Mohawk.
He could have a glass eye or be a guy in a business suit.
Maybe he was an old friend, a pretend friend,
a married man, an old man?
Maybe he was wanted, on the run, carrying a gun.
It could be a woman
wearing a pleated mini with moccasins.
She could have cat eyes, or be a girl in a gold evening gown.
Maybe she was a playmate, an old classmate,
a wise woman, an angry woman?
Maybe she was being pursued, stalked, running away from a gun.
In any form you could fit next to me.
I could harbor you here,
even if the gun went off.
Instead of a sarong we could create a body knot.
I wait in the shadows.
I want you to distract me.
I swear to keep off all the lights.
My window is open every night.

Forever a Farmer
Zach Bader
No matter where I go, I’m never too far from home. Time changes people and places, but it
can never erase memories of early years on my family’s farm in rural Eastern Iowa. As the early
years of my childhood slip further away, I have gained a greater appreciation for the environment
in which I was raised. Throughout my youth, I planned to become a professional baseball player,
regularly informing my parents of my intentions. I’d ramble on and on about the millions of
dollars I would earn some day as a member of the Minnesota Twins. “Almost as good as
farming,” my dad would always jokingly reply. Now those days on the farm are gone, and I
wonder if he was right.
Teeth and Tails
One of my earliest childhood memories is clipping the teeth and tails of young pigs with my
brother and dad. As a five-year old, I would follow my dad and my younger brother Ben out to
the farrowing A-huts in the weeded pasture beyond our barn, where a group of sows had recently
given birth to a new litter of piglets. The task at hand involved clipping the teeth and tails of the

young piglets in order to prevent injury to their mothers when they nursed and to discourage tail
biting, which could lead to permanent tissue damage and infection later in the pigs’ lives.
The A-huts were small, A-shaped tin shacks with low ceilings, designed to keep the mother
sow close to her piglets. The huts were ideal for trapping body heat and ensuring that the piglets
had access to their mothers, but their small dimensions made them difficult for human adults to
enter. Dad needed Ben and me to climb inside each of the 60 huts, snatch each of the two- to
three-day-old pigs, and hand the piglets to him so he could vaccinate them and clip their teeth
and tails.
After Dad moved each sow into a small gated area outside her hut, Ben and I would duck
inside the four-foot entrance of each A-hut. With their mother gone, eight to twelve piglets
squealed, scurried, and stumbled across the straw-covered wooden floor. The excitement only
intensified as Ben and I began chasing these squealing little pigs around their small tin
confinement. Picking up the piglets by their hind legs, Ben and I handed them to Dad, who
quickly clipped their teeth and tails and returned them to their homes. Alerted by the ruckus, the
nearby mother responded by grunting and ramming her skull against the plywood panel that
separated her from the ongoing struggle. Through a small opening in the panel, I was able to
observe the furious mother as she chomped, foamed, and butted her head against the rickety
plywood.
In order to avoid causing any unnecessary stress or pain to the piglets and their mothers, my
dad, my brother, and I worked quickly and efficiently. Within minutes, we finished each
individual hut, leaving the exhausted piglets and their mothers together to rest peacefully. After
about two hours, Ben and I would emerge from the final A-hut, sweaty, poopy, and dusty, but
pleased to be done with a morning’s worth of work.
Ben and I took pride knowing that we played a crucial role on the farm. “Just think, now you
can become professional pig-grabbers if you want,” Dad used to joke. Even then, we knew he
was joking, but still the words held meaning. We were useful. We were important. We were
farmers.

Rock Farm
I used to believe that someone, at some point in time, had scattered rocks throughout Dad’s
corn and soybean fields. While my theory wasn’t technically accurate, it didn’t seem far from the
truth when my family and I picked up thousands of rocks from our fields each spring. We spent
hours walking through fields, looking for rocks that would cause damage to a planter or
combine, hours of mind-numbing walking, kicking, and picking, all because an ancient glacier
had once passed over our ground, leaving fertile soil and layers of rocks in its wake. Every
spring, the thawing earth and raking plow tested our patience and commitment to the land by
bringing a new layer of rocks to the surface.
I learned to discern a rock from a dirt clot, even from a distance, and I learned to oversee
twelve rows of corn if the plants were short. I learned to throw rocks into the tractor bucket from
a distance, without having them bounce out, and I learned to dislodge rocks with the side of my
shoe rather than the toe. “I’m really doing you a favor,” Dad used to joke. “You can pick up
rocks for living.” I never took him seriously, but I took pride in my role on the farm. If the fields
are rocky, someone reliable has to pick up the rocks. Neglecting to pick up a rock can result in
damaging valuable equipment. No one enjoys picking up rocks, but every farmer learns to do it
diligently because it needs to be done.

Cleaning Up
By age nine, I was a seasoned veteran of farm work and was introduced to the farm’s
pressure washer, a high-powered water gun that shot scalding water. My task: Clean up months
worth of crap and old damp feed left behind by each hog building’s previous inhabitants, which
had recently been sold to the local meat packing plant. Finally the pigs would have their revenge.
Maybe this new job wouldn’t be so bad. I could pretend I was in the movie Ghostbusters,
using my high-powered gun to destroy ghosts. That fantasy ended rather abruptly the first time I
sprayed a large pile of manure that had accumulated in the corner of one of the pig pens. In an
instant, my face was covered in crap, and I was looking for backup.
Needless to say, I learned rather quickly to obey the laws of physics and geometry when
washing hog buildings. As I grew older, I managed to spray less of the manure on me and more
into the pit below. I don’t like to brag, but I can wash shit with the best of ‘em. Dad always
jokes, “You boys do a great job pressure washing. You can always pressure wash hog buildings
for a living.” I know better than to take him seriously, but it makes me proud to receive such a
high compliment from a man who works harder than anyone I know.
Every day, beginning before dawn and often ending after dusk, my dad works on the farm.
His effort is persistent as he works to provide a comfortable life for his family. He has no time
for excuses or complaining. Instead he does what needs to be done and expects the same focus
and consistency out of the workers he employs. I learned a lot from my dad, and, over time,
earned his respect as a worker. I may not have the desire to pursue farming as an occupation, but
I’ll always have the approval of one farmer.
Now, I’ve left the farm for the world of higher education. As in my early years on the farm, I
have to learn how to work again. The pigs, rocks, and dirty pens have turned into essays, tests,
and projects. This harvest season, while I was riding the combine through fields of golden corn
with my dad, he commented, “The work you’re doing in college is going to set you up for a good
job in the future.” “I hope so,” I replied. He’s not joking; neither am I.
I’ve always sought to follow the model of diligent work my parents set before me, and I feel that
I’ve achieved success, at least to a small extent. I derive a great deal of satisfaction knowing that
I am an integral part of something greater than myself. I’m proud of the work I have done, and I
believe that the work ethic that has been instilled in me has and will continue to benefit me
throughout my life. I’ve learned to work hard, no matter which field I find myself in. Everything
I’ve learned about hard work on the farm has become part of me and can only make me stronger.
No matter where I go in life, I’ll always hold onto the memories that keep me close to home.
Though I may pursue a different occupation and live far from a farm setting in the future, I will
always be a farmer.

Talks of Heaven
Amy Brueggemann
My grandfather had tubes in his nose. I cannot remember a time during his life when he did
not. Long, thin clear strands of tubing going up into his nose, and I could never figure out where
they ended. Maybe they just kept going up, up into his brain, sucking what life he had left out of
him. Not a pleasant thought in retrospect, but for a young and curious child the tubes were the

fascinating part. His face was worn, similar to the tattered brown recliner in which he seemed to
spend his days living. Placed in the corner of the room, he would sit in this recliner day after
day, leaving in it his body’s mark – a large mark at that – and looking out the vast living room
window at the busy street below.
My grandparents lived on the edge of a thick wood – part of Highland Park in St. Paul,
Minnesota – behind a golf course, and with a thick mass of trees extending into the view behind
their quaint, green home. My brothers and sisters and I took adventures into this forest,
exploring every corner and taking turns finding one another. Sometimes we tripped over tree
roots or rolled down the sliding hills. My dad grew up in the same house and I imagined him as
a kid, running through these same woods. I wonder if he laughed like me as I plopped through
the mud, splashing one of my sisters.
Across the street from my grandparents’ home, angled up on a steep hill, were a baseball
field and a park with swing sets, a slide, and a jungle gym. My grandfather would watch people
across the street run in the park, or partake in a baseball game, or he would watch the children
play (often times us), hanging from the jungle gym to see who could stay on the longest. He
could do none of these things. My grandfather could barely breathe, and so he sat in his familiar
recliner waiting for us to come visit him. At the time, I did not understand the whole picture of
my grandfather’s illness, but I knew the tubes helped him breathe.
My sisters and I used to fiddle with the tubes, gawk at them, trip over them, for they snaked
through the entire house. My grandmother did not like this side to our horseplay – she would
scold at us – but my grandfather only laughed. As a child, you do not realize that maybe the
sensation of yanking on a tube connected to your nose is not the most comfortable of feelings.
My grandfather took our horseplay quite well and then asked for one of us to bring him his
comb. Every time we paid a visit, the request for the comb always remained in the air. Which
one of us would he ask? Then, the chosen one excitedly sprinted to the bathroom and grabbed
the plain, black comb. We combed his sparse gray hairs, which encircled his mostly bald head.
Combing an elderly man’s hair may not seem thrilling to most people, but for us it was an honor.
He made us feel important enough for this crucial task, and at this time he often told his stories.
I remember combing his itchy scalp and staring at the creased dent on his forehead.
“Grammpa? Why do you have that dent? Did you fall off the bed?” I would ask him.
He then explained the war, as best he could to an eight-year-old. In the war he drove a tank,
and one day his tank was hit. Hit by what, I never fully comprehended – but I knew it was
dangerous. My grandfather, one of the tank’s survivors, left that day with an imprint in the form
of a sunken scar on his forehead. I imagined my grandfather driving his elephant-like tank in a
foreign country, powerful and fearless. I could visualize some sort of bomb hitting the tank,
debris and smoke everywhere, and my grandfather courageously escaping what might have been
sudden death. The thought made me proud.
My grandfather knew everything. I remember one time he told me about heaven.
Grandparents seem to always be talking about heaven or God, bringing it up out of nowhere –
even when within the last second you were arguing about something as trivial as which one of
your brothers or sisters farted.
“However good you live your life on earth, that is your place next to God in heaven,” he
would tell me, in his slow, wheezing tone. “So if you are bad, you cannot see Jesus as well as
others can, and that means you are at the end of the line.”

I hated this idea as I remembered recently clobbering my brother in the face, knocking out
his two front teeth, or snapping back at my mom for not letting me watch R-rated movies when
my friends were allowed to by their parents. I did not want to be at the end of any line! It was
not fair! It made me mad, – furious, and I did not question him although I thought it was quite a
stupid idea. But I loved my grandfather. That had to count for something. He always went to
church, even if only watching it from his chair on television. My grandfather noticed my
apprehension, and laughed hoarsely as if he knew something I did not.
By the time I was in sixth grade, a confident 12 years old, my grandfather’s condition
worsened. I had grown accustomed to his struggling to breathe, and there were a series of
frequent hospitalizations he made when I was much younger, but he always survived them. He
was strong and he fought his disease, which I finally discovered had a name – emphysema. He
fought the disease hard. His hospitalizations were usually brief and then he returned back at the
old green house, his blue eyes beaming down at us as he sat upright in his old chair.
In the spring of that year, 1996, my grandfather was again hospitalized, this time for what
looked to be a longer period of time. We would go to visit him at the Veterans Hospital in
Minneapolis, and I remember the pain of seeing him lying in a strange bed instead of sitting in
his recliner at home. He looked as if someone were slowly strangling him, and it instilled within
me a fear I still have not overcome. His blue eyes, no longer beaming, were scattering around
the room, looking from one of us to the other – assuring him of our presence. My mom told me
to pray for him every day, as she usually asked, but I assumed he would be okay. He always had
been before. I continued to pray and visit him with my family. I hated those hospital visits, not
for the usual reasons (the smell, the eeriness, the people), but because my grandfather seemed so
out of place there. He did not belong lying down in a bed, shut up in a tiny hospital room with
only a pathetic excuse for a window. He needed to go home. I was confident he would soon be
able to and so I did not think too much about it. I worried instead about getting time to spend
with my friends, homework, boys, and picking on my siblings. Dark thoughts only lurked in the
back of my mind.
June 6, 1996. The date meant the arrival of my last day of school in sixth grade. D-Day. I
remember that day I was excited because my friend Clare was coming home after school. It was
always a treat to have a friend over, having someone new to hang out with besides my brothers
or sisters. The school day seemed to go on forever, each tick of the clock taking on what seemed
an extra second, but finally the bell rang. Clare and I decided to go to Burger King because it
was just up the street from our school, where we munched on our French fries and laughed at
some silliness or another. Then Clare took a leap and decided to ask about my grandfather.
“He is still in the hospital, but I think he will be coming home soon. They just want to make
sure he will be okay. It’s a routine thing,” I replied meekly, casting my eyes down towards my
food. The truth was I was starting to fear the worst, and thoughts of death were starting to seep
in, but I continued to ignore them. Who wants to think about that stuff anyways?
“I’m sure he will be fine. Hey! Let’s go watch a movie when we get to your house and
make brownies,” Clare enthused, trying to get my mind off my grandfather.
I agreed, and we rushed back to my house, a mere four blocks of walking, where we started
our movie and brownie-making. Out of nowhere Clare suggested we rollerblade through the
house, something that is definitely forbidden by my mom, but I agreed anyways. Clare and I

always knew how to have fun, and she was one of those people you could completely embarrass
yourself in front of and know that she’d only like you more for it.
I didn’t know where my brothers and sisters were that day, which did not seem strange at
the moment, so I figured it was safe to take a risk. As I rollerbladed through the kitchen,
laughing at our pie-shaped brownies (we had no clean square pans) and teasing Clare for
choosing “It Takes Two,” (starring the Olsen twins) as our movie-pick – the phone rang. I
rollerbladed across the kitchen and grabbed it off the hook.
“Hello?” I grinned into the phone and started making faces at Clare. My mom was on the
other end, probably calling from work to check up on me.
“Amy? This is Mom. I’m at the hospital. I’m so sorry…but Amy…Grandpa died this
afternoon.” The words echoed, ringing in my ear, and I could not believe my mom just said it
out in the open that way. No beating around the bush – just ‘Grandpa died this afternoon.’
Immediately after I comprehended what had happened, I burst into tears. I didn’t even know
where they came from, but they poured out of me as if I had been saving them up just for this
purpose. No one close to me had ever died before, but the tears came freely as if a reflex beyond
my control.
Clare stopped rollerblading dead in her tracks and immediately skated over to me, hugging
me as I clutched the phone. My mom continued to talk but I really was not listening anymore.
Looking at my grandfather, cold and still in his casket a week later, I was lost. Why did
people have to die? Why did my grandfather have to suffer so much during his life? I looked at
my grandmother, who seemed to be sad – yet she also seemed more dignified. She hugged each
and every one of her children and grandchildren, and talked of my grandfather as if he were still
beside her. I thought maybe she was confused, that maybe it had not sunk in for her that he
would not be coming back. When she came to me, she smiled and told me that my grandfather
loved me and that now he would watch me and take care of me from heaven. Again, talking
about heaven! Somehow as I looked at my now tubeless grandfather, in his powder blue suit
with his hair combed neatly and face painted up, I did not see how this could be true. He was
gone. But I hugged my grandmother anyway.
After my grandfather’s death, I would come to what was now just my grandmother’s house and
immediately glance to the recliner by the window. That old, crappy recliner that had survived all
these years. I could still see the imprint of life left upon it, but that’s all I could see. It was
missing what mattered most. Sometimes I would go over and sit in it, smell it, breathe it in, and
then I would look out the living room window at the busy street below.

Lyrics of the Land: A Nature Essay on the Mines of Spain
Liz Elsbernd
I close my eyes, waiting for my body to adjust to the change in tempo. My mind, weary from
a long day of classes, eagerly guzzles the initial silence surrounding Catfish Creek, until the
stillness is swallowed by a more perceptive ear. The faint euphony of chirping crickets, flipping
fish, and scrambling squirrels is complemented by the harmony of a blue jay’s improvised solo.
While the trees wave their limbs as expressively as those belonging to a conductor of a renowned

orchestra, the sibilant whisper of the leaves accompanies the ever-changing melody of nature’s
song.
I cringe. The hum of a lawnmower and the distant murmur of traffic join the symphony of
subtle sounds, terribly out of tune. As I walk from my car toward the canoe landing on the creek,
it becomes obvious to me that the rhythm of this place has not been left undisturbed.
* * *
Catfish Creek, now located within the Mines of Spain region in Dubuque, Iowa, has
witnessed dynamic changes throughout its existence. Catfish Creek itself deviated from its
original path into the Mississippi River due to the erosion of surrounding bluffs. Because what is
now Eastern Iowa was not glaciated along with the other areas in the state, regions in the vicinity
of Catfish Creek are composed of a medley of geological features, including both high bluffs and
entrenched valleys. Seventy percent of Iowa was originally covered by prairies. However, as
Ben Horstmann, a DNR employee of the Mines of Spain Recreational Area, pointed out, “the
Mines of Spain region naturally had a slightly smaller percentage of prairies than the rest of the
state due to this area’s varied geography. There was a greater fraction of forests here—oak,
hickory, and shagbark—than in other areas of what is now Iowa.” Much of the original timber in
the Catfish Creek area was logged off between 1865 and 1880 due to steamboat travel along the
Mississippi River, but several areas were left unscathed by the double-edged sword of industrial
progress. Today, the leaves of two-hundred-and-fifty-year-old burr oak trees still bustle in the
breeze, singing their familiar refrain.
Although the Paleo-Indians were in this vicinity around 12,000 years ago, evidence attesting
to the existence of prehistoric Native Americans in the Catfish Creek area, such as stone
scrapers, village sites, and rock shelters, dates back only about 8,000 years. The Woodland
Indians, present here around 3,000 years ago, left behind pottery, cultivated plants, and burial
mounds. Fur-trading with the Sauk and Fox (Mesquakie) Indians was the primary reason behind
the arrival of Europeans to this territory, but it was the region’s abundant lead deposits that drew
international attention. Mines of this area appeared on maps in France and Britain as early as
1697, but the Mesquakie worked the mines for their own profit and refused to let EuropeanAmericans access the mines until the early nineteenth century. Between 1800 and 1830, the
Mesquakie encountered a significant transformation of culture as European miners and farmers
began to inhabit the region.
In 1788, the lead was what eventually lured Julien Dubuque to settle and live among the
Mesquakie on the banks of Catfish Creek for twenty-two years. After holding a council with the
Fox chiefs in Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin, Dubuque made a treaty with the Indians which
allowed him to lease the lead-rich land. A typical white, exploring pioneer, Dubuque felt the
need to know who “owned” the land; certainly it couldn’t belong to the Native Americans who
had lived there for years!
So he requested and received a land grant in 1797 from the
Governor-General of Spain, Baron de Carondelet. The grant authorized Dubuque to work an
area of land twenty-one miles along the Mississippi River and nine miles inland, west of the
river. It was to be called the “Mines of Spain.”
* * *
As I near the canoe landing, I notice that the creek, too, has changed tempo since Saturday
when I’d been here last. A few days ago, the water had been stagnant, held under the fermata of
dense duckweed. As smooth and still as a giant pool table, a velvety green carpet had covered the
majority of the wedge of creek within my line of vision, causing me to question whether or not
there really was water underneath the lush swathe of moss-like muck. I had slung my backpack

off my shoulder, hunkered down with my toes sticking over the edge of the landing, and peered
intensely into the green thickness. I had been amazed to see that the luscious rug I was
examining was actually made up of tiny bead-like plants. They had circled in perpetual orbit
about one another, continuously conforming, fitting together perfectly like pieces of a jigsaw
puzzle. Each miniscule plant was instrumental in the arrangement of the others, much like the
small, seemingly insignificant happenings in history made this place what it is today. Trying to
maintain my balance as I had leaned even further over the wobbly dock, I finally saw an
indication of the water moving sluggishly beneath the duckweed.
Sometime between Saturday and now, a significant accelerando had taken place. Today the
creek is clear of anything that could impede its motion, and the wind now blows at a forte,
consistent with the increase in tempo. The random cadence of the leaves drumming the water
now seems more pronounced than before; autumn, too, has picked up the pace.
As I scan the sky, noting the monotonous expanse of gray, my eyes linger on the sun
shrouded in a veil of lacy haze. While nearly everything else around me has transposed with
time, the sun is one of the only things that has remained a constant throughout history. Not even
the shape of the land, edited by erosion, escaped revision. The sun, though only a fair-weather
fan member of the earth’s audience, observed as wilderness in this area disappeared with the
inhabitance of Native Americans and Europeans. He also watched as lumbering altered the
natural system of plant succession and as farming generated permanent changes in native
vegetation and wildlife.
I push myself up out of my squatting position along the landing’s ledge, and watch as a
million tiny insects skate in different directions across the surface of the water. Seeing the
frantic flight of these frightened creatures reminds me of how other native animals of this area
must have felt when they experienced the reverberation of human footsteps. After all, the
buffalo was nonexistent in this region after 1838, and the elk was gone by 1855. Even animals
still found in this area, such as deer, beavers, and otters, were severely endangered by the late
nineteenth century, until the Upper Mississippi Wildlife and Fish Refuge Act was passed by
Congress in 1924. While many species recovered, some, like the wolf, elk, and buffalo, never
returned to the region.
The fiery torches of the trees setting the bleak sky ablaze burn a gorgeous image in my mind,
but it is the ground covered in leaf potpourri that kindles a sensation of awe within me. I was
traipsing through the same land that had harbored the Mesquakie village more than a hundred
and fifty years ago. This was the general area that French fur traders had lived in close
proximity with the Indians, creating a substantial half-breed population. And before that,
thousands of years ago, this was the region on which the nomadic Woodland Indians had
roamed. Thinking about the millions of years that this place was not even occupied by human
inhabitants baffles me; my mind cannot even come close to grasping the rich history woven into
this soil.
Tottering along the bank of the creek, I can’t help but notice how my footsteps seem terribly
out of rhythm with the sounds around me. I feel like a child clapping along to a song, always a
split second off the beat. I gingerly step over a tree stooped precariously in a deep bow to the
water, its finger-like roots desperately clutching the soil. As I glance back at the water, I
remember the story I heard about how Julien Dubuque solved the problem of the Indians’
occasional disobedience. He ordered one of his men to pour oil upstream in Catfish Creek and
proceeded to light the creek on fire, threatening to dry up all the creeks and rivers, even the

Mississippi, if the Mesquakie didn’t obey him. Except for this atypical occurrence, Dubuque and
the Native Americans lived in harmony and mutual dependence with each other.
The wind crescendos as I begin to plod up the path leading to the Julien Dubuque Monument.
I spot a massive, uprooted tree whose roots still clasped a heap of soil, leaving a gaping hole in
the earth. Then I stop. The vibrato of a train’s whistle sounds shrill to my ears, shattering the
relative stillness . . . reminding me of the fast tempo that awaits me when I leave this place.
Entering the finale of my visit, I finally find myself at the Julien Dubuque Monument,
located on of a bluff overlooking the Mississippi River. The Mesquakie, demonstrating their
profound respect for Dubuque, had buried him here in 1810 with tribal honors and marked his
grave with a wooden structure. Dedicated in 1897, the stone monument that stands here now
was built as part of a movement that was meant to attract newcomers by celebrating the past of
the area’s people.
Turning south to gaze down the Mississippi, I soak in the vibrant colors exuding from the
trees on the surrounding bluffs. As I stand there motionless, listening to the dissonance of a
squirrel gnawing on an acorn, I finally feel like I’m not in constant syncopation with the world.
Time, although it had sung the lyrics of this land, seemed so insignificant here. Then I pivot
northward to study the buildings lining the shore of the Mississippi and the steady flow of traffic
crossing the bridge. Soon I would enter the accelerando that would get me back into the rhythm
of such a fast tempo, but for now I am content to listen to the lullaby of leaves whispering in the
wind.
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Just Call Me Chef Boyardee or Should I Call Chef Boyardee?
Amber Gille
While I was sitting in class the other day, one of my writing professors handed out a list of
journal prompts. One of the questions asked was what would one room in the house “speak” to
you when everything else is quiet? One might think that the bedroom holds some sentimental or
intimate value. Or maybe it’s the sunroom in their parents’ house where as a child they would
curl up on the couch and sleep in the sun like their cat taught them. Not me, though. I
immediately think of the last place that holds sentimental value to me: the last place I would find

myself in my house – the place where I’m deemed a failure. It taunts me in a wicked way and
that’s why it speaks to me the loudest.
The kitchen – the place to cook, eat, wash dishes, and the place where I spend the least
amount of time and the least amount of energy. I wish that this would change, though. One time I
forgot to add flour to my chocolate chip cookies, and the first batch came out like thin, brown
pancakes. I could hardly scrape them off of the cookie sheet into the garbage. They were so thin,
they were almost liquefied mulch. This type of screw-up is standard for most of my disasters in
the kitchen. I just wasn’t born with the genes. Since I was a kid, my mom could always make
these wonderful, tasty delicacies – no wait, delicacies sounds too fancy – how about wonderful,
tasty everythings from a pinch of this and a dash of that. The same held true for her sisters, her
mother and her mother’s mother before, all the way through to the beginning of time. And then
there’s me.
I burn my grilled cheeses and have trouble making boxed brownies when all you have to do
is add water to the pre-assembled mix and bake. Something always happens after I pour in the
milk, or is it supposed to be vegetable oil? My cooking “problem” didn’t bother me so much
when I was younger because I didn’t have to cook. I relied on everyone else in my family to do
that for me. I just indulged in their craftsmanship.
But when I went to college, things became a little different. I was forced to fend for myself.
My first two years weren’t so bad; I went to the cafeteria to eat, and in my room I could only
make small, microwavable entrees. My crutches were that my dorm didn’t come equipped with a
kitchen, and my refrigerator was only big enough to hold the basic necessities: milk, frozen
foods, and beer.
This year, I moved into an apartment, complete with my own little sunflower- decorated
kitchen. I relished in finding all of the necessities that I would need to fill up my little kitchen –
muffin tins, measuring cups, silverware, even a potato masher. I don’t know when I would use a
potato masher, because that would require buying a bag of potatoes, and that was something I
had never done before. But of course I would need it all. I was going to cook, and cook a lot! I
had a new apartment, a new kitchen, and a hungry boyfriend who laughed when I said I was
going to cook dinner. I envisioned lemon-herbed pork chops with twice-baked potatoes. Kris
envisioned smoke in my kitchen and driving to my parents’ house for an edible meal. Who was I
kidding? I was the black sheep of a family of Emeril Lagasse’s.
I don’t think that my cousin Heather’s cooking success helped my cuisine-creating mentality.
She was in her second year of school at the Culinary Institute of America (CIA) in New York
City. Oh yes, she started off once like me – a small town girl, who played Ghosts in the
Graveyard and grass-stained her jeans. I can’t remember when she stopped coming outside, but
before I knew it she was cooking with my grandmother, preparing huge spreads of food for
Christmas dinner. Next thing I know she’s living in New York City as the youngest member in
her class at the CIA.
Heather would come home with asparagus tar tars topped with small bits of unique herbs
only found in Malaysia. She was a wine connoisseur and as I sipped on my Coca-Cola, I couldn’t
help but feel a little inadequate. I’d tell her stories of my all-night college weekends with my
friends, and she’d tell me how last weekend she stayed up all night making “Artichoke Bottoms
with Foie Gras and Truffle” over and over again because she couldn’t get it right.
So as my mother, aunts, grandmother, and female cousins sit in the kitchen and rave with
pride over Heather’s latest gastronomical achievement, I sit quietly in a living room lined with
the testosterones, lazily watching the Sunday game and reading People Magazine in the recliner

as the afternoon sun peels away at my feminine energy. When my mother calls, I slowly rise in
systematic fashion to do my normal meal chore – setting the table. At least I could handle that.
Last January, Heather was in France at the Bocuse d’Or World Cuisine Contest. I can’t say it
either, so don’t even bother trying to pronounce it. She spent three weeks in France with Chef
Hartmut Handke (I can’t say his name either) competing against other international chefs and
their apprentices. Basically, it’s the World Cup of Cooking. They ended up placing 6th in the
world after they made many meals, one of which being “Braised Oxtail with Kentucky Bourbon
BBQ Sauce.” I can’t even imagine what that would look like, let alone how you would make it.
Heather ended up experiencing the chance of a lifetime. Besides being one of the youngest in
her class at the CIA and one of the few women on campus, she ended up working with Chef
Handke during an internship experience and cooked so well, she ended up in France. She even
had a feature spot on the Food Network with the Chef. One night while she was in France and I
was in Iowa eating Papa John’s pepperoni pizza on the floor of my dorm room, she called and
told me about the “Timbale of Tomato Confit” they were going to practice preparing for the
competition the following week. I couldn’t help but laugh at the sheer irony of the moment as I
wiped the tomato sauce from the pizza off of my face.
I think my cynicism comes off the wrong way sometimes. I am proud of Heather for her
accomplishments and all of her travels. She has done more at the age of 21 then I’ll do in a
lifetime. Plus, she’s opened my taste buds up to a world beyond soft shell tacos and stir fry.
Please pass me another one of those asparagus tar thingys.
* * *
Birthday cakes – who makes them? Who buys them? My mom always made mine. Who
made hers? Certainly not me. I can remember one birthday when she made her own and my
grandma yelled at me for not making her one. I was 16; I didn’t give a crap about baking. All I
cared about was my friend Spalding. This year, though, I made her one. Thanks to Duncan Hines
and their team of exquisite chefs, I made a confetti cake with confetti frosting, and I even bought
the birthday candles. I took it home in my cake pan, complete with lid.
By now, you’re probably wondering (I’m also wondering) what will happen when I get
married. I’m going to need to become domesticated, especially if I become a mother someday.
My family is going to need to eat, and someone will have to provide solid, healthy meals for us
to live on. Because I’m sure if I ask my future husband what he wants for dinner, he certainly
won’t say Easy Mac. Quite honestly, I can’t exactly say what will happen; I’m hoping that
domestication automatically comes with the wedding ring. One morning I’ll be eating Frosted
Flakes out of a plastic bowl. Bam! Next morning, it will be eggs Benedict with a side of smoked
Canadian bacon and a crystal flute filled with mimosa.
Society isn’t making it any easier for me to learn how to cook either. I’m not the only one to
blame. They have pre-made meals for everything now– stir fry, lasagna, rack of lamb – and they
even have sandwiches called Uncrustables that are filled with peanut butter and jelly and are
predisposed of their crusts. There’s a saying about taking things one step at a time. So that’s
what I’m doing. These types of pre-made processed foods are equivalent to my baby steps. I buy
them, make them, and they taste pretty good for the most part. My confidence boosts a little bit
when I’m through, a small battle won but not the war. I recommend Chef Boyardee’s Deep Dish
Meals; the Cheese Lover’s Lasagna is to die for.
I’m not expecting to blow people’s minds with tricky and fabulous foods in my lifetime. I’ll
leave that to the rest of my family, especially Heather. She can bring the pork tenderloin braised
in herbed swelee sauce to the family get-togethers. I’ll bring the swirly cheesecake ala cherry and

if someone happens to compliment me on it, I’ll smile and silently thank JELL-O for creating the
boxed cheesecake that I whipped together real quick that morning. Maybe someday my genes
will shine through and I’ll be able to follow in the footsteps of the women before me in my
family. My kitchen will stop taunting me, and I will finally rest. Until then, I’ll just keep yelling
back as I fan the smoke out the open windows.

Reversal on Ice
Anne Goedken
“I’m telling you. We can not go ice skating today. I didn’t wear the right jeans. They’re too
long. They’ll get stuck in the blades and I’ll fall and land on some kid. Is that what you want?”
My attempt to convince my boyfriend Matt gets desperate now. I had become queasy at the first
mention of ice skating over lunch at Chili’s. In theory, the idea of holding hands on the skating
rink followed, of course, with hot chocolate, seems like the perfect romantic winter activity. We
had even talked about it as a great date idea months earlier. But the reality of possible
humiliation hits me in the parking lot.
Any romantic ideals I have quickly fade upon walking into the airy, bright atrium of the
Coral Ridge Mall. The rink is packed. Little tables around the oval attraction are full of weary
shoppers with Whitey’s ice cream cones pointing and laughing at the poor souls skating
awkwardly below them. But the most threatening sight is in the center of the ice. A girl,
probably about eight, practices the spin move that ends every Olympic figure skater’s program.
She has her back arched, head thrown back, left skate positioned perfectly at her right knee, arms
gracefully stretched towards the skylights, skirt flowing as she spins around and around, her left
skate lowering with every turn until it meets the right one on the ground for a triumphant finish.
Even though her speed is considerably less than the skaters featured on television, I am already
defeated. There is an eight-year-old on the rink whom I will have to look up at every time I
clumsily hit the cold ice.
“I know how graceful you are. This should be right up your alley.” Matt’s voice sounds
thick with sarcasm. The running joke for the past five months involves my gracefulness, or lack
thereof. I sometimes try to convince him that I really can dance and do other graceful-looking
things, but then I run right into a wall and the conversation ends with his playful, taunting
laughter. “I’ve only been skating twice, so I’m not that good either,” he assures me. “You’ll be
fine. It’s just kinda embarrassing when some six-year-old kid flies by you.”
We stand on the ramp sloping down to the rink’s entrance now. I stare at the sign posting
admission prices like it is the most profound thing I have ever seen. I am stalling at every
possible opportunity to prolong the inevitable. He’s not actually going to make me do this, I’m
thinking. He’s just trying to scare me before we head over to the theatre, visible even from here,
to watch the Johnny Depp movie we discussed earlier, a much safer activity. I take a sideways
glance at the rink again. All I see are obstacles, countless bodies that are land mines I will have
to somehow avoid. I only spot one other adult couple on skates, holding hands, both wearing
grimaces.
“Look! They have open skate Monday nights. Let’s do that sometime. It won’t be as
crowded. And I’ll be wearing different jeans.” My reasoning is beyond flawed now. I grasp at
anything I can to reverse our direction.

“You’re never here on Monday nights. Come on.” Matt grabs my arm and I can’t plant my
stiletto heels into the outdoor green carpeting fast enough as he drags me down the ramp to the
ticket counter. “Figure skates or hockey skates?” the high school kid at the next stop asks. I
collect my size nine flesh-colored figure skates and walk dejectedly towards the benches in the
preparation area where the massive crowd leaves us without a place to sit. Matt produces a
folding chair and leaves me with explicit instructions on how to lace up ice skates as he leaves to
find the restroom. “Tie them as tight as possible. I like to feel like they’re part of my foot. It
just feels much safer that way.” His directions suggest he does this on a regular basis, as
opposed to his two past attempts. But that’s just his personality, always an expert on everything.
Standing up with skates on for the first time gives me a lesson in balance, and I’m surprised
when I don’t immediately crash to the wet carpet. We cautiously head for the entrance to the
slippery death trap, lifting each skate and setting it back down gingerly as not to disturb the
fragile equilibrium we have achieved. I grasp the doorframe with one hand and Matt’s arm with
the other as I step up onto the ice. Somewhere in the background, Matt’s voice tells me to hold
on to the wall the first time around. However, his message gets lost in the echoing chorus of
voices bombarding me as I officially enter their world. As people speed past, I hear words and
phrases of their conversations. Children’s nervous giggles and excited screams hang in the air.
In such a large place the sound has nowhere to go except to linger.
After ten feet of skating along the wall, I am confronted with a casualty of the ice before me.
A small boy is having trouble removing himself from the cold surface as if he is frozen there.
His mother, also struggling to stay on her feet, tries to pry him up from his captor. Weighing my
limited options, I know I have to let go of the wall. With a small push off, I am suddenly
independent. My knees wobble a little as I grow accustomed to the lack of my balance aid. I
didn’t expect the roughness of the ice, as though someone has used a knife to cut tracks into the
rink. I am now all too aware of the hazardous, sharp objects currently adorning my feet and what
they are capable of.
One time around the track finds me still standing upright and the knot in my stomach
loosening. I think Matt is quietly impressed, although it’s difficult to tell since he’s focusing
intently on his own skating, his stare not breaking from his feet. “It’s like rollerblading, only
slipperier,” I proclaim, passing the spot where I first separated myself from my security blanket,
the wall. “Did I ever tell you I used to rollerblade all the time? I’d spend hours and hours in the
summer going around and around the beltline. I think it was the summer after eighth grade.” I
ramble on nonchalantly, like we’re on a leisurely stroll as opposed to steadying ourselves on
apparatuses less than a quarter inch thick. Matt isn’t making much of an effort to join in the
conversation I’m having with myself. I think maybe he’s nervous about falling in front of me.
With my newfound confidence, I scan the mob of my fellow skaters. The future Olympian is
still practicing in the middle but now her coach and sister, costumed identically, accompany her.
Her coach is the very epitome of what one would imagine an ice skating coach to look like. Tall,
flamboyant, and topped off with crazy blond hair, he grabs his ankle, extending his leg straight
out in a demonstration for the girls. I wonder what private lessons cost; probably outrageous but
worth every penny for some pushy parents who think their children will end up on Disney on Ice
with Michelle Kwan after they collect their gold medals. A classical piece blares from the foursided scoreboard and sound system overhead. One of the girls quickly strikes a pose for the
beginning of her program. I wonder if they compete somewhere.
I’m consistently skating in front of Matt. Only his tortoise-like speed and nervous energy
prevent me from discovering how far I can push myself into the experience. I love the power of

conquering what seemed an impossible endeavor. I’ve entered my own nirvana at the mall ice
skating rink. The chorus of voices are now only background noise as I glide through clumps of
people, around fallen children, and effortlessly over the treacherous grooves that only a few
minutes ago were obstacles. Without realizing it, I have distanced myself too far ahead of Matt
for us to enjoy this supposed romantic activity together. I’m not certain how to stop in my skates
so I pull out an old rollerblading move that consists of placing my heels together and turning 180
degrees to come to a stop facing Matt. He nearly crashes into me.
“How’s that for graceful?” I ask triumphantly.
“What the…” I can’t believe the sight I encounter shortly after turning around. A three-yearold boy in a faded green winter jacket is sprawled out on the most traveled part of the circle with
his face resting on the ice. He is creating a pile of ice shavings from the marred tracks and using
his mitten-clad little hand to shovel them into his mouth. I look around for nearby parents to bolt
onto the ice to scold him. After they fail to come I imagine that if they are watching him they’re
probably happy he’s filling up on free ice rather than them having to shell out $3.50 for the blue
raspberry flavored stuff in the food court.
Although I could keep going for hours, Matt complains of sore muscles. We carefully take
the next exit into the visitors’ box and collapse onto the bench (it’s much harder than you think
to sit down in ice skates). Following us in is a girl of about six or seven dressed in a black pea
coat and rainbow-striped scarf with her mother. I nudge Matt. This is the little girl whom we
have seen fall at least a half dozen times but who has not once cried or even pouted. Her mother
keeps helping her back to her wobbly feet and the little girl keeps going, her focus only on the
task ahead. My heart aches for her, yet she has no concept of what embarrassment means. At
her age, hell, even as a teenager, I would have given up and struggled back to the outskirts in
tears. But she knows no fear and her resolve strikes me.
“You’re doing a great job out there,” Matt encourages. A smile barely passes her lips as she
sits down and smoothes her coat like a little lady, staring straight ahead. Not for a second does
she believe his words convey anything but the truth. Her poise dwarfs us, on and off the ice.
Our resting time is up and we are just becoming reacquainted with the ice when a bellowing
voice from the scoreboard rudely interrupts us, instructing all skaters to exit the ice. Seeing my
confusion, Matt says it must be time for the Zamboni. “It’s incredible,” he explains, “it’s like
you’re the first person to ever skate on the ice when it’s done.” I decide we have to stay just to
skate around a few times on the new ice, even though Matt thinks now is the perfect time to stop.
By the time we vacate the rink, little faces line the plexi glass hoping to sneak the first glance at
the ice machine. We’re lucky to find a space on the perimeter to get the best view of the action
alongside a table of hyper boys and their fathers. The boys argue obnoxiously about who was
the first one to actually see the Zamboni come out of the garage, but once the skilled driver starts
his circle around the outside of the track, they are in silent awe. I hear one of the fathers whisper
to the other, “This is just the best thing ever to them.” I silently agree.
The crowd begins to push towards the rink’s lone entrance on the Zamboni’s final rotation,
all eager to be the first ones to skate on the virginal ice. I find myself wanting to move to the
front of the crowd, like a child who hungers to be the first one in the pool after ten excruciatingly
long minutes of adult swim. But I don’t dare get too close. These people have the same look in
their eyes bargain shoppers get the day after Thanksgiving as the Wal-Mart doors open.
“Just a few more times around, okay?” Matt affirms as we cross the threshold and onto the
pristine ice. I soak up everything I can – the sheen of the new ice, the chlorine scent of fresh
chemicals. The ice eater is back in the same spot again, but this time he can’t collect many

shavings since the new ice hasn’t been disfigured yet. I cringe at the thought of all the chemicals
he must be ingesting. Aware that my time is quickly melting with the top layer of the ice, I
convince Matt to do the cute couple thing by holding hands for our final few laps. The
experience transports me to the roller skating rink of my youth when holding hands while
“Hungry Eyes” played was the equivalent of going out together. The difference is that back
then, no one wanted to skate with me and now I find myself whirling around the rink with
someone who wants nothing more than to make me happy, even if he has to recreate childhood
memories for me. Like an adolescent girl, I can’t hide the goofy grin the emotions bring to my
face.
“What do you think? Hot chocolate?” Matt asks as we’re leaving the ice for the final time.
“Nah. Let’s go get a beer.” It’s a funny switch. I thought I was the one who wanted hot
chocolate.

Finding Beauty in Boring Places
Alissa Kocer
How did they trick me into getting back into that godforsaken car? I had just wasted seven
hours of my life the day before getting to Lincoln from my home in Minnesota. I thought I was
done traveling, but no, we had to drive two hours further into Nebraska because there was so
much more to do outside of the city, like look at cornfields. My sister, Tina, and my mom
promised me this would be worth it. So far, it has not been.
I sat in the backseat of my mom’s car while she and Tina sat up front talking. My sister was
living in Lincoln and working towards her Master’s Degree in wildlife ecology at the University
of Nebraska-Lincoln. Her advisor had told her the Greater Sandhill Cranes would be migrating
to the Platte River and it was quite the sight to see. So Tina decided that would be a great thing
for Mom, her, and me to do over spring break. I sat and thought to myself “Wow. It’s spring
break of my senior year and I am trapped in Nebraska, and we are going to look at birds. Why
couldn’t we look at birds in Florida or Mexico or California? Why Nebraska?”
While listening to Mom and Tina’s conversation, I learned that every spring, between
Valentine’s Day and the Middle of April, about five hundred thousand Greater Sandhill Cranes
migrate to Nebraska, more specifically, the Platte River. This is a stop in their path from the
southern states like Texas, to Canada and other northern states. They stop in the river to regain
some of their energy.
Two hours later, we stopped at a gift shop on some random farm. I didn’t know that farms
had gift shops, but nevertheless, I am thrilled about the idea of getting out of the car. The store
had a wide variety of shirts and pictures of the Greater Sandhill Cranes. I guess in Nebraska
seeing a big bird is pretty exciting. What else is there to do? We wandered around for a minute,
but Tina, not wanting to miss any of the excitement, pulled Mom and me out of the store. So we
walked outside and headed toward the Platte River.
On the way, we passed a pen filled with cows. I really like cows, especially calves. I had to
stop and look at the “baby cows.” I love looking into their big brown eyes and watch them try to
run around the pen with their wobbly knees. I could have stood watching the calves awkwardly
run around their pen all day, but I was again summoned. My family could not figure out why I
would want to stand in mud and watch cows when birds are coming, so they pulled me away.

I walked with my mom and sister to the riverside eyeing the surprisingly pretty river and the
perfectly clear late afternoon sky. It was late March, but to my surprise, the sun felt hot on my
back. The sun in Minnesota doesn’t start to feel warm again until at least the middle of April, so
this was all pretty foreign to me, but I took full advantage of it. I tied my jacket around my waist
and admired the unexpectedly large river. I expected it to be only a couple feet across, but I
couldn’t even throw a rock across it. The water looked like glass, and I could see all the rocks
lying at the bottom. We all stood on a rickety old dock that I was certain was going to collapse
just to spite me. I rode in a car for nine hours in two days to drown. I could have done that at
home.
My impatient disposition started to set in. “Where are these birds?” The sky was completely
empty, quiet, and peaceful. Besides the chattering of my family and the mooing of the cows, it
was silent. Not long after I had convinced myself that I wasn’t going to drown by sitting on the
dock, Tina decided we should go explore more. We walked up a narrow path through little,
flimsy, and budding trees and grass that went up to our knees, and we discovered a little marsh. I
wanted to explore. The water was green from the algae, and every once in a while a little fish
popped his head out to say hello. It reminded me of home, and of all the time I spent wandering
in the woods behind my house. I used to follow the trail that led to the creek. I was told the sand
at the bottom of the creek was quicksand and if I fell in I would slowly sink until I died. It
always made me nervous. This marsh gave me a different feeling, though. I wasn’t afraid of any
quicksand swallowing me whole. I could see the highway through the trees, unlike at home
where the woods went on forever. It reminded me how close I was to the road, even though I felt
isolated from the world. I wanted to find a tree to climb and sit in it until nightfall.
Mom and Tina decided it was time to move on. It was getting closer to sunset, and we still
needed to find a good spot to watch the cranes fly in. They forced me back into the car. I was
really starting to hate that car. We only drove for a half an hour, but it felt like forever. We got
off the highway and turned down a country road because Tina said she knew where we were and
she thought she knew a good place to take us. The narrow road made me begin to doubt her
navigational skills, but no one paid any attention to me. Oh well, at least there were a couple of
trees to stare at for a change. Soon after, we drove over a bridge and noticed people standing by
the side of the road with big cameras sitting on tripods, so we decided to turn around and find a
place to park. I guess Tina was right.
Mostly, the people we ran into were retired folk. They struck up conversations with us, and
talked about how amazing the Sandhill Cranes are when they come flocking in. I never knew
what to say because I had yet to see a single crane, but my sister and mother kept the
conversation going. Unfortunately, I couldn’t keep my attention span going, so I gracefully
snuck out of the conversation and wandered about the new area.
I liked the second site better than the first. There were boulders I could sit on by the river,
the smell of manure no longer filled the air, and I saw playground equipment. I really wanted to
go swing for a bit, but regretfully decided against it. Instead, I just sat and stared at it.
I found a comfortable rock to sit on, and began to ponder life, and why I agreed to come to
Nebraska for spring break. This whole idea of watching the Sandhill Cranes flock in started to
seem like a hoax, and the sun continued to set faster and faster. A chill darted through my body.
The heat from the sun started to fade. I put my jacket back on and watched the sky quickly turn
to a bright golden glow as the sun started to dip behind the trees. The yellow/orange sky
reflected on the calm and still water, leaving me completely surrounded by the setting sun.

Suddenly, I heard a peculiar noise. It sounded like a cross between a dolphin and a
woodpecker, and it left me very confused. I had never heard a sound like that before. Then I
heard, “Alissa! Look up! Over there!” from my mom. I did as she said and saw a lone bird
flying in the air. It had a long, slender beak and neck, and really long legs hanging down. It was
what we came for. It was a Greater Sandhill Crane. Even though it looked pretty cool, I was still
irritated about driving for forever to see one lonely bird.
I sat with my family on a bench close to my rock. We watched the sun set faster. The sky
turned deep orange and red. We started hearing more cranes coming in, but I did not look up
right away because I figured it was probably only two or three more. Then we heard one of the
older people say, “A whole bunch are coming in!” Before I knew it, crane upon crane flew all
around us, and looked so majestic and graceful in their flight. Others stopped in the shallow
water. They stood tall and proud, and shined in the light from the setting sun. The other people
around started taking pictures with their fancy cameras, and I started to understand why Mom
and Tina wanted to come out here.
The sky and river continued to fill up with large cranes. Instead of seeing a crane in the
sunset, it was more like seeing the sunset through the cranes. There must have been five hundred
cranes migrating to the Platte River that day.
The air was getting colder. It started to feel more like early spring again instead of early
summer, but I did not care. I sat in complete admiration of the cranes. The more I watched them
fly, the more magnificent they looked. They flew with such grace. They didn’t form the V
formation, like geese, they just flew, not even noticing the hundreds of other cranes around them.
When they flew into the distance, their multicolored feathers got darker and darker until they
were just a black spectacle in the evening sky.
The cranes stopping in the river were like models on the runway, posing for the dozens of
cameras being pointed at them. They spread out their wings and the last bit of bright light from
the sun reflected the blue, gray, and red hues of their feathers. Their black, stick-like legs danced
and splashed in the serene river until they decided their break from flight was over. Then they
pushed their heads forward, picked up their feet and flapped their wings. When they first took
off, you could sometimes see the bright red, heart-shaped spot on the tops of their heads. It did
not take them too long to fly off into the setting sun.
I started talking to some of the people I had neglected before. I now knew what to say.
Many of them had been out watching the Sandhill Cranes for years. One person told me this
wasn’t even a big showing. “It’s even better at sunrise,” she said. I couldn’t believe it. That
was the biggest showing of birds I had ever seen!
Since I knew I would never get up in time to get out here and see the cranes fly by during
sunrise, I wanted to set up camp. This was something I needed to see. Unfortunately, my family
didn’t see it that way. After a while, the sky grew darker and the winds grew colder. I had to
face reality. I was not camping out. The majority of the cranes had already made their way out,
and before I knew it, I was back in that car.
The car ride back to Tina’s apartment went better. My face was glued to the window looking
for any straggling cranes. Every once in a while, I saw a couple cranes hanging out in the
cornfields. They were getting pretty hard to see, though, because the sun was well past set. The
stars began to shine brighter and the light of day faded to nothing.
Spring break in Nebraska turned out to be quite the enjoyable trip. My first doubting thoughts
were replaced by the images of majestic birds flying overhead. It was an amazing experience.
Last spring, my mom went back down to Lincoln to see Tina and to watch the cranes again. I

was pretty jealous because I was stuck in school. The Sandhill Cranes migrate to the same areas
of the Platte River every year. Hopefully I will be able to migrate back there again soon, too.
Maybe I will even be able to bring someone with the same attitude I had in the beginning and
watch them change their mind about the whole experience, like I did.

The Saturday Ritual
Jake Schisler
One sweltering summer day my dad took my brother and me to my great-grandma’s house
for our Saturday ritual, doughnuts and chocolate milk. My great-grandma Genny was the most
vibrant 80-year-old I had ever encountered. She did not look her age; her hair was a beautiful,
silky white color that she often pulled back in a ponytail to ensure that it didn’t get in her way
when she worked around the house. Her face had wrinkled noticeably and she had bags under
her eyes that attempted to give away her age, but once you looked into her hazel eyes, you got
the image of a much younger woman. She was incredibly independent in every aspect of her life.
Crossword puzzles and daily Jeopardy helped keep her mind sharp, and she was an avid sports
fan. While at her house every Saturday, we would watch every sporting event we could find on
television. She taught me so much about sports and instilled in me a great interest in being an
athlete. Most 80-year-old women are not capable of telling you what they ate for breakfast, let
alone how many points Michael Jordan scored last game or how many gold medals the United
States won in the last Winter Olympics. Any time I became sick, I was dropped off at Grandma’s
house and she would nurse me back to health with a hearty dose of her home-made chicken
noodle soup. Grandma was always there for me, for all of us.
The only thing Grandma Genny needed help with was managing her finances, the main
reason we made the short 15-minute journey to her house every Saturday. We often stayed at her
house the entire morning and into the afternoon. We talked to my grandma about anything and
everything. She was so intelligent and funny that the time just flew. Towards the end of our
Saturday ritual, my dad would talk over finances with my grandma. He mainly focused on what
she wanted done with each of her checking and savings accounts, but he also worked with her
stocks and bonds. My dad always left it up to her, but she trusted my dad more than anyone else
in the world, so usually she just ended up telling him to do whatever he felt would get the best
return. My dad managed her money for over eight years, which was quite an accomplishment
considering he was an insurance man by trade. He never accepted even a penny for his services,
but he did charge a hug and a kiss every Saturday. Grandma Genny would always oblige, but
you could tell she would much rather pay him money.
One memorable Saturday started out the same as all the others. We arrived at her house and
we all ate donuts until we about burst. We told her about our week and she, in turn, told us about
hers. Then, once the morning turned into early afternoon, my brother and I left the room so that
my dad and Grandma Genny could talk alone about her finances. I decided to grab myself a pop,
so I stopped in the kitchen to grab one out of the fridge. I couldn’t help but notice my grandma
talking to my dad.
“Steve, you don’t need to worry about managing my money anymore.”
“You know I don’t mind doing it. It’s not a big deal. I would do anything for you. You know
that.”

“Yes, I know, but I talked to John and he said he wanted to do it from now on. So I won’t
trouble you with it anymore.”
I closed the fridge so that I could see my dad’s reaction. He tried not to appear hurt, but he
looked like my grandma had just stabbed him with her silver letter opener.
“Who is this John, Grandma?”
“He is a friendly man down at the bank. He said he could handle everything.”
My dad was getting very suspicious about this John character. He thought he might be a con
artist trying to pose as a banker. His care for my grandma really started to show now.
“Well, the bank closed about an hour ago, so how about we go see this John next Saturday
together.”
“Ok. He wanted to meet you anyhow.”
“Great! It’s a date!”
That next Saturday my dad took my grandma down to the bank. She told him that John said
they should all meet at 11:00 a.m. right inside the front door. They waited for 45 minutes before
my dad became impatient and realized that his suspicions had been confirmed. This John
character must be a con, but just to make sure, he went to one of the tellers and asked to speak to
John. She confirmed that no John worked at the bank. Alarmed, my dad went back over to
Grandma Genny to break the news to her that she had almost been conned and that John
probably wasn’t even a banker.
A couple of weeks later, my brother and I were dropped off at my grandma’s house after
school. She made us dinner—at 5 in the afternoon, this is the only stereotype my grandma
actually fell into, older people eating at ridiculously early times! After dinner, my brother and I
retired to the family room to watch television. We had just turned on the TV when we heard an
incredible roar from the other room.
“Jake! Jordan! Let’s go! We need to get out of here, now!” My great-grandmother’s voice
was deafening as it echoed throughout the quaint little house she occupied alone. Fear instantly
spread throughout my entire body as I surveyed the room for my brother. Was the entire house
engulfed in flames? Did an intruder break into the house? The only certainty was that there was
something very wrong because my grandma never yelled. My eyes caught my brother’s from
across the room and we made a mad dash for the door. We sped through the house until we
found Grandma Genny. Her face was clenched up and she appeared to be almost in tears. My
brother and I each grabbed one of her hands and we all scampered out the door across the street
nearly falling twice. Once we were across the street we hid behind a small shed. We got down on
our hands and knees and peered back across the road at the house. My grandma was terrified. My
brother and I were asking her question after question trying to figure out what was going on. Are
you hurt? Was someone in the house? What is going on? My grandma’s eyes just stared straight
ahead, glued to her house like she was waiting for it to explode. I had never seen her so focused
and scared before. After a few silence-filled minutes, my grandma started whispering answers to
our questions, but her eyes maintained their deathly stare across the street.
“They are after us.”
“Who? Who is after us?”
“I saw them go by the house a couple of times. I shut the drapes before they could see us, but
they knew we were in there. I can’t believe we got out of there before they came back for us.”
My jaw dropped and my body numbed. It seemed like I had temporarily lost control of my
limbs, of everything. Every hair on the back of my neck stood up and goose-bumps encompassed
my entire body. I could not believe that anyone would want to hurt my grandma.

“Who are they, Grandma? Who is after us?”
“It’s John. He wants to kill me. He wants my money.”
My first thought once I heard this was that this John character seemed omni-present. His
career had shifted from banker to stalker, and it would only get worse from there. John would
come to play a critical role in my grandma’s life.
We stayed hidden behind that old shed for over two hours until my grandma felt safe again.
Several times I tried to coax her back across the street, but she waited, without emotion, until she
was sure that she was safe from John. Finally, we made our way back to the house and waited
silently, drapes closed, lights out, for my mom to come pick us up.
I felt it necessary to tell my parents of this last episode. It was obvious by this point, even to
me—a ten-year-old boy—that John likely did not exist. We were all very worried for my
grandma, and we wanted to get her help. Both of my aunts, who work at the same local nursing
home, gave her a full check-up. They said that she was as healthy as ever, physically and
mentally. Once again, my grandma was trusted to continue living on her own.
A couple of months later, Grandma Genny was found walking on the shoulder of a busy
highway early one morning. She was over two miles away from her house, and she appeared
visibly shaken to the county sheriff who picked her up. The culprit was the same as last time,
fear of John. A doctor diagnosed her with a fairly advanced case of Alzheimer’s disease, a
disease that causes progressive memory loss and severe dimensia. Against her will, and to some
extent against ours too, we had to put her in a nursing home.
We visited her twice a week in the nursing home, but the woman we visited was not the same
vibrant person we had known. Each week she talked a little bit more to John, and a little bit less
to us. My grandma was quickly turning fragile, not physically, but mentally. The deterioration
seemed to be turning her into a stranger. We still loved her, but it felt as though we were loving a
shell of her.
Although she seemed to be deteriorating quite quickly, there were many times where she
seemed to be perfectly fine. This was both a blessing and a nightmare, because it gave us the
fallacy of false hope. On her good days, she played games with everyone on her floor, and often
helped the registered nurses distribute meals and snacks to the other residents. She touched every
life she came in contact with, and never stopped teaching what she had learned throughout life.
So what if she could no longer recite sports stats with me? Who cares if her Jeopardy skills had
diminished to the point where she could no longer guarantee one correct answer during an entire
episode?
Grandma Genny passed away several years ago, but I still think about her whenever I am
watching sports and every time I see Jeopardy come on. Some Saturdays I journey to the
spacious green landscape where she rests. I no longer bring her donuts or chocolate milk, though,
just flowers. Our Saturday ritual may have changed, but it is still a ritual nonetheless.

Bill Versus Ted
Barbara Simon
When I was thirteen years old, I lived with Ted Nugent. No, not the “Wang Tang Sweet
Poontang,” “Cat Scratch Fever” Ted Nugent, rocking guitarist of the ’70s and ‘80s, but the
“Great White….” German Shepherd.

My cousin Lori’s boyfriend, John, gave him to her as a puppy, which grew into a large,
beautiful golden-white furred dog - and a dog was not needed in a chaotic household of thirteen
people. My uncle Bill and aunt Mary, with their three daughters, took in the seven kids in my
family after our mom died. My mom’s family removed us from our home with our dad, a violent
alcoholic, who could not be trusted with our safety. Bill and Mary also took in another girl from
the neighborhood whose mother had kicked her out. The ages of the “children” who lived there
ranged between three and seventeen – eight of them were teenagers. All of this on the heels of
their losing their youngest daughter, then eight, to a sudden, acute, and unknown illness just a
few years earlier. Maybe they were numb to the chaos.
Ted soon became the neighborhood dog. He went everywhere. He went to the local OkyDoky store whenever one of the eleven kids of the house wanted pop, gum, candy, or cigarettes.
He hung out with the neighborhood senior and junior high school-ers as we congregated at each
other’s houses or grouped together on the street corners. He would ride along in the car to pick
up friends or to take them home.
Everybody loved Ted. Well, not everybody. Bill hated Ted. I’m pretty sure I am safe using
that word. Hated. We lived in a small three-bedroom house and a large dog certainly was
noticeable. Especially a dog that dug holes in the postage-stamp yard and under the redwood
fence surrounding it. A dog that nobody picked up after, which caused the grass to grow in very
green tufts where it hadn’t been ruined by his digging or peeing. A dog that was afflicted with
room-clearing, bring-tears-to-your-eyes flatulence. A dog that was prone to carsickness that
everyone assumed he would outgrow. Bill would have loved to get rid of Ted, but he was outnumbered. Mary liked the dog and we would have made life hell for him if he made Lori get rid
of him. The battles he picked were few, and he knew which ones were futile.
Yes, Bill hated him. Although he spoke to him at times, Bill never called Ted by his proper
name. He would say, “Get the hell out of my way, you dumb son-of-a-bitch,” or “I hope you
choke on that bone, you dumb son-of-a-bitch,” or even, “Go lick your balls somewhere else, you
dumb son-of-a-bitch.” Technically, Bill calling Ted a son-of-a-bitch was proper, but I don’t
think semantics had anything to do with his ‘pet name’ for the dog.
Ted could never do anything right when Bill was around. If he wasn’t lying in the wrong
spot, he was shedding too much, barking too much, or smelling too much. I remember one
particular time that Ted really displeased Bill.
The thirteen members of the household, John, and Ted piled into Bill’s fifteen-passenger
mid-seventies Ford van. The van had originally been a two-tone white over green, but a bad
paint job transformed it into a color somewhere between yellow-green and olive-green. It was
the only one of its kind, I’m sure.
Anyway, we were going to my grandparents’ house for the day. Bill was tired so he had Lori
drive, since my Aunt Mary didn’t like to drive the van. Bill sat on the second bench seat next to
the sliding door and fell asleep shortly after we left Dubuque. It was only a forty-minute trip to
Grandma and Grandpa’s near Worthington, Iowa, about thirty-five miles from Dubuque, and the
ride was uneventful until we were about a mile from their farm.
I was sitting in the back bench seat of the van between John and my younger sister, Jodi.
John was sitting to my right on the aisle side of the seat. Ted lay on the floor next to the sliding
door, just behind Bill. The swaying of the van had finally gotten to be too much for Ted. He sat
up, which got our attention. His back to John and me, he stared at the floor in front of him. “Oh
no!” I thought. This looked familiar. The golden white fur on Ted’s spine raised away from his
body and we could see the muscles on his sides and back contract and roll their way up to his

neck. In one large “bleckh,” Ted threw up a gooey pile of orangish-pink vomit, resembling a
rather large scoop of Ambrosia dessert, on the floor of the van – right next to Bill. John and I
gasped and Ted turned his head toward us, looking as guilty as Judas. John and I, the only ones
aware of this, began to laugh uncontrollably. We did all that we could to muffle our guffaws
because we didn’t want Bill to wake up. The others in the van noticed our commotion and
several asked, “What’s so funny?” Still in fits of side-splitting laughter, I mouthed, “Ted threwup!” Looks of horror spread across their faces and they sniffed the air, their noses confirming
what I had just told them.
It was at this point that Bill snorted himself awake. His chin had been resting on his chest
and I saw his head bob back and shake off the nap he had just taken. The van was just about to
turn into my grandparents’ driveway when Bill glanced down to his right, and noticed the clump
of goo on the floor.
“What the hell is this!” he said, still trying to wake up. As if he was in slow motion, I
watched as he leaned to his right, pointed his right index finger, and poked it into the quivering
warm mass of vomit.
At this point, John and I were leaning on each other, helplessly laughing, tears streaming
down our faces. Others in the van, laughing as well, were trying to get Bill’s attention away
from Ted’s accident, but to no avail. Bill pulled his finger out of the pile and the light bulb
appeared above his head. “Aaaahhhhh – that son-of-a-bitch threw up!” he screamed in a highpitched tone. ”I’m gonna puke! Get me out of this van! I’m gonna puke! Stop this van! Let
me out!”
Having reached Grandma and Grandpa’s, Lori brought the van to rest in the driveway. Bill
threw the sliding door back on its track, jumped from the van, stood along the edge of the
driveway, leaned over, made gagging sounds, and wiped his finger in the grass.
Knowing that this could get ugly, it took all that I had in me to squelch my hysterics. My
sides ached, my cheeks hurt, and I was quite thankful that I hadn’t peed my pants.
“I’m gonna shoot that son-of-a-bitch!” Bill yelled, holding his index finger like the Statue of
Liberty holds her torch.
“Oh you are not,” his daughter, Karen yelled back. “He can’t help it. It’s not like he did it
on purpose, ya know.”
“Lori, get that van cleaned out – he’s your goddamned dog!”
Bill walked to the house, his arm in the air, and all of us kids stood around the van. Lori and
Karen were consoling Ted. We heard the kitchen door slam behind him, looked at one another,
and collapsed into fits of laughter once again.
Bill seemed to hate Ted even more after that incident. Their relationship developed into a
‘get out of my way’ and ‘get me out of here’ living arrangement that went on until Ted
disappeared a year or so later. He was gone one day when we came home from school, and all of
our calls for him were left unanswered. We looked for him everywhere, put up signs, and placed
an ad in the lost and found section of the newspaper. He was a beautiful, friendly dog and we
finally concluded that someone must have taken him. Everyone in the household, except for
Bill, was very upset that he was gone. We missed our companion.
Three or four months following Ted’s disappearance, Lori and John were driving west of
town on Highway 20. Looking out the window and watching the countryside roll by, John
spotted a dog in the field running along the fence line next to the highway. “Stop! Stop!” he
yelled at Lori, who was driving. “I think I saw Ted! Turn around! Lori pulled a U-turn on the
highway and sped back in the direction from which they came. They saw the dog again and

yelled out the windows, “Ted! Ted!” Lori pulled over to the shoulder and parked the car. She
and John jumped out of the car and ran across the highway. By this time the big white dog was
jumping in the air and barking, obviously excited to see them. It was Ted! What were the odds
of finding him?
About three years ago at our annual family canoe trip/camping weekend in Missouri, some of
my brothers and sisters, in-laws, cousins, and aunts and uncles were sitting around on picnic
tables and lawn chairs, drinking some beers and reminiscing about old times. We never seemed
to run out of stories. After having a good laugh over the ‘remember when Ted threw-up in the
van’ story, we found out what had really happened to Ted, twenty-two years earlier.
“I was sick of that son-of-a-bitch,” Bill began. “I borrowed Pat’s (his brother) shot gun and
took a day off of work. It wasn’t easy getting him into my car, but I finally managed to do so. I
drove out to the farm to take care of him. I got out of the car and got the gun out of the trunk. I
opened the car door to let the son-of-a-bitch out and he took off like a bat out of hell. I’m sure
he knew I planned to hurt him. I was so damned pissed he got away but then figured that at least
I was rid of him.”
“So you were going to shoot him! Oh my God!” my brother, Ben laughed. “I’ll bet you
were surprised when you came home and found Ted there a few months later.”
“I was dumbfounded when I saw Ted at the house. I could have just crapped – I couldn’t
believe the dumb son-of-a-bitch was back. He really steered clear of me after that.” Bill shook
his head and chuckled a bit himself. “Jesus, I was pissed.”
After all this time, it was difficult to be angry with Bill for what he wanted to do. Being
adults with families of our own, we recognized the insanity that existed in the make up of that
home, and how his wanting to ‘eliminate’ Ted from the equation may have just been his way of
gaining some control of an uncontrollable situation. Ted ended up living a good life of seven or
eight years. He eventually had to be put down because, later in life, he began to suffer from
frequent and severe epileptic seizures. He’d had a good life, and the last laugh, more or less.
The rest of us were laughing too, at the irony of it all.

Snake Skin
Quentin Smith
My old man was a truck driver, and he was our hero. He brought in a decent 20 G a year and
we never had to want for anything. When me and my younger brothers Jack and Roman were
the ages 6, 5, 4, my dad would take us on cross country trips to Texas and Florida. We would be
in our pajamas and sit in the sleeper, and poke our little peanut heads out and pretend that we
driving. We had transcended what it meant to be 4. When our dad would get out of the truck to
unload his shipment, we would sit in the back and cry, asking each other where he went even
though he probably just told us he would be back in a second. There was Jesus who was our
model for a moral life, and our old man who was our model for everything else.
My old man never sat us around a campfire and imparted wisdom upon us like a boy-scout
dad would. The only thing of meaning we were told were stories of his youthful collision with
authority, which was frequent. Stories of burning things down and beating kids up. He painted
himself as the Huckleberry Finn of the 1970’s, which we had no doubt he was. We would
convene in one of the brothers’ rooms before bed. We would climb on him and ask questions.

Different questions every time, trying to get different angles on his stories. His expression was
alive and adventurous, but with a tone of, “You know, no big deal.” He only told us because of
our reactions. We would giggle with apprehension when he described driving a dirt bike from
the police, and give high fives when he took down the school bully. We would exclaim in
defiance when his principal whooped him with a yard stick in the janitor’s closet. He would put
us to bed, but we would continue talking about it. We would finish painting the picture of his
stories.
Even George Washington had slaves, but no one ever talks about that. Martin Luther King,
Jr., fooled around on his wife, but that is left is unsaid. No hero but Jesus can say they did
nothing wrong. Our old man was our hero, but we sure found out he had his faults through the
years. This harsh reality was as profound as a window blown open in a silent room. Zeus
occasionally went crazy on the mortals. When a hero shows his human side, things change for
those who are closest to them. The reaction to mortals, as I call them, is a shedding of an old
skin, like a snake. The new skin can get stronger, weaker, more sensitive, or rough like leather.
That new skin is never the same as the old.
I could not wait to get home from school that day. My brothers and I had watched
Braveheart the night before, and we planned a reenactment in the basement. I walked out of
school and my favorite teacher was loading kids in the cars. I walked up to her.
“Mrs. Martin, have you ever seen Braveheart?” I asked with excitement.
“Why, yes, I have. It was very powerful,” she said as she loaded a second grader into a car.
“Me and my brothers are going play it when we get home. I’m William Wallace.” I was
excited. I liked telling Mrs. Martin things. She always showed interest.
“Ooo, he’s the best isn’t he?” she asked rhetorically.
“I’m him because he’s just like my dad. My dad has courage.”
“Yes, he does, Max.” I was satisfied with this answer, and waved good by to get on the bus.
The bus ride home had different kids than on the bus to school. These kids were older and
meaner. There was hierarchy on the bus home. The older and tougher kids sat in the back. I sat
near them most of the days so I could hear the action. Derek Wright was the ring leader. He
never sat, he stood. There was a seat all the way in the back, shorter than the rest, that he sat in
alone, to show his independence, his dominance. He was only in sixth grade, but the older kids
respected him because he was already 6’2 and he understood how to throw around power. He
was respectful to the older ones who gave him power, but to the younger he showed no mercy.
He hated me the most. I played football, and he thought that I thought I was tough. He was
nice to me before I signed up in fourth grade. One day I wore a yellow striped shirt to school on
a day we didn’t have to wear uniforms. My mom bought it for me, and to be nice to her I wore
it. Derek and his friends called me faggot whenever they saw me in the halls. My classmates
only looked on my embarrassment with sympathy, but no one said anything. I never wore the
shirt again. I did whatever I could to stay out of his way. I wanted him to like me. I wanted him
to respect me. But any day I could get through the bus ride without him making fun of my shoes,
clothes, or mom I thought was a good day. That day he did not seem to notice me, which gave
me false hopes that maybe he would start liking me.
We did our homework after school, and ate dinner. We went down stairs in the unfinished
basement to set up the battle sight. Dad was not home yet, or we would have showed him
everything. We loved to make him proud. Almost everything was broken. Jack and I broke our
toys, not because we were destructive but because we forced them to function as things they
were not. The shelves that stocked toys were on their sides covered in bed sheets. They were

across from each other, each representing a fort. The shelves were the foundation, while kitchen
sets and toy garages served as turrets and towers, wobbling awkwardly awaiting a devastating
fall. Cardboard building blocks were used for ammo but they were not the only form of artillery.
We threw basket balls and bowling pins and chairs. We threw odd cowboy boots and
xylophones, couch cushions and firewood. It was a war. I commanded one base with Roman on
my side. We were the Scottish rebels. Jack commanded the other side. He was England. Jack
preferred to work alone as the bad guy. He was always the Indians. He was always the Yankees.
Roman and I liked it better that way, since Roman and I both fought with Jack and did not fight
with each other. It made the battle more authentic.
Roman and I picked our uniforms to be a Darth Vader helmet and Davy Crockett coon cap,
and our backs were draped in blankets, with no shirts. Green war paint striped our faces. No
shirts were allowed. We had to show scrapes and scars like William Wallace. Jack wore safety
glasses, a Bears helmet, and wielded a medieval plastic shield. Before we began battle, the
opposite sides ducked down in their holes to put on the final touches on the base and discuss
battle plans.
Roman and I hushed as we heard Jack talking like there was someone in his base, as if he had
secret team members we didn’t know about. We knew he was alone but Jack knew we would
listen and be intimidated by his imagination, and we were, so we decided to cut him short.
“One!.....Two!.....” We got blocks in our hands and crouched, ready to fire… “Three!”
Blocks were thrown first. We aimed for the turrets and towers and knocked them down. The
horrible plastic booms echoed the basement. To make the battle more authentic we made mock
screams and yelled with extra urgency. When the turrets and towers were down and the
cardboard blocks tired, we selected other objects. Bigger and more dangerous balls were thrown
next. The objects conglomerated in the middle of the floors, no man’s land. We got desperate
and started throwing anything. Jack picked apart his fort and heaved the kitchen set. Roman
threw the Light Brite. We prepared for the hand-to-hand combat in the middle, which would tire
then we set up and began the battle again.
Jack had other plans would seal our fate for life. Jack picked up an object that was known
not to be thrown. It was Odysseus’ bow, not to be fired. He had the black Louisville Slugger
and was poised ready to throw. “Jack, no! Put it down!” I yelled, not looking as I covered
myself. Roman had already taken cover on the shelf. Our helmets were no match for the bat,
neither were our teeth. But we all knew he would throw it. Not because he wanted to hit us, but
because he was curious. He wanted to see what we would do. He had the power to make us
surrender. It was his nuclear bomb. The basement was silent like the heart of a hurricane, and in
a moment the light shattered with a pop and Roman and I were covered in glass.
It was not the light that gave me the suffocating feeling that seized my whole head. I didn’t
care about the light, or the glass. It was the noise that was so profound it awoke the gods. I felt
an angry force somewhere in the house. He was coming. It was not a she, it was he. I felt the
physical power of the being come near and His anger awoken.
We watched through the cracks of the stairs as the angry god walked down. We all sensed
something unusual about the walk of this frequently benevolent god. It was faster. The stairs
rattled as he rumbled down in his jeans and his white undershirt that emphasized his muscular
physique. He walked with a purpose, a purpose to divvy his wrath on the young mortals.
The god’s teeth were grinding together, which were causing his temples to pulsate like a V-8
engine. He put out his finger quick and with aggravation, like he was trying to stop his arm from
pointing at us.

It was Dad. There were a stack of bills in his hands. His anger caused him to forget to unclutch his prior work, which we knew made him stressed. Our father was a silent grumpy grizzly
bear when he sat at the kitchen table to pay the bills. The young cubs knew the danger of this
mood. He spoke with a low, dangerous growl like a dog, and pointed to the missing light. “Who
broke this.”
Roman was not perceptive of the gods anger, so he spoke in honest truth. “Jack threw bat
when Max told him not to!” It was the wrong thing to say. The god grew angrier with the fact
that Roman snitched on his brother. The god hated snitches. I tried to put a band-aid on the
situation.
“Dad, we’ll clean it up, I know where the light bulbs are…” But he didn’t hear me. As I
spoke he advanced over to Jack. His body was rigid like the stance of a middle linebacker,
creeping towards Jack like he was going to stunt fire blitz. If there were no walls, we would
have run. But we were bleeding fish in a piranha tank.
The god grabbed the young mortal by his face and latched on at the indents of his cheeks.
Jack let out kind of a low whine, but did not complain. Complaining angered the gods.
“When…are you… going to start paying attention!? All you two do is destroy my shit!
When are you going to learn? Huh? HUH?” It stung our growing male pride. We did not mean
to wreck our dad’s shit, we wanted to show him our respect for it, that we were men, too. And
right when he said “you two” he remembered I was there. He walked over to me, the rabid dog
look never leaving his eyes. He looked me right in the eye for three seconds and yelled,
“HUH!?,” re-emphasizing what he had said to Jack. He pushed me to the floor, and I did not
fight it. He was my dad. He was a god. If he wanted to push me on the ground, he could if he
wanted to.
He picked up the bowling pins that had amassed in the middle of the two forts with the rest
of our artillery. I looked at Jack, and he was staring at the god the same way I was. He was
crying. I was crying. Roman was crying. We were all thinking, “O.K. the worst possible
situation here is if he throws each of those twelve pins at us.”
“When are you gonna start having respect? Stop your damn cryin’! Stop it!” That is when
he fired pin #1 at me, and missed wide right. He fired pin #2 at Todd and connected with his
raised forearm in defense, and deflected off his Bears helmet. He did as best he could not to cry,
trying to stifle every sound that wanted to come out. He fired pin #3 at me and it skipped off the
floor and went through my legs. I almost wanted to get in the way of the pin so it would hit me.
The smart thing would have been to let the pin hit me, to ease his anger. Now he was even
madder that he was a horrible shot.
None of us had seen this from the often benevolent god. He was not just “spanking” us like
other gods. He was not just “grounding” us like the other gods. He was preparing to flat out
kick the shit out of us. Even more than it hurt our tiny bodies, it hurt our feelings that the god
who we wanted to please more than anything in the world was so displeased with us that he was
throwing bowling pins to kill.
After the god was done with the bowling pins, he pointed once again, and he pointed to the
chair. “What is he going to do with the chair?” We both thought through our tears. Roman was
hiding in a shelf.
“I’m tired of fffffartin’ around with you two!” he studdered over Todd, who was cowering
by the pole for protection.
“Father, I’m sorry!” he ridiculously said with his attempt to use formalities of respect to try
to ease my dad.

“No! No! Do….not…. say you are sorry to me!”
He turned to me and said, “Are you sorry too?”
“Yes, Dad.” I hoped that it was over. I didn’t understand.
Still in a voice of frustration and anger, “You know what? No. Sit in the chair.”
“W-What?” I really didn’t understand. Was he going to serve me some tea?
“Sit in the damn chair!” So I sat in the damn chair that sat alone on the 8x8 white carpet. It
was underneath a light. It looked like an electric chair; waiting for someone to sit in him so he
could do the devil’s work.
Right when I sat down, with no time to make myself comfortable, he pushed the chair with
me in it completely over. My body went hurtling across the carpet and rolled up onto the
overturned shelf. I was not hurt. I was humiliated. I was shamed in front of my little brothers.
It was like I was his jester or his little midget slave whose purpose was to be the object of sick
jokes. Even worse, was that He was my own father. I was out of myself. I watched from
somewhere else. I watched myself stand up and prepare for the next torture.
“Get up…….get up!” The god came after me and grabbed my by shirt. “Pick up the chair!
Pick it up!” I picked up the chair. “Sit down!” I sat. He picked up the chair as if I were a
princess in my litter. He suspended the chair in the air, and slammed it down, breaking the back
leg. I fell to the floor, and could not breathe. I choked for breath as I scrambled to my feet.
The god got down and lifted me up by my face so I was looking him in the eyes once again.
I barely recognized him. This benevolent god was now a monster. He shook me back and forth
as hard as he could while saying, “When are you going to have respect?” I didn’t answer. The
question was rhetorical. Harmful rhetoric was a weapon of the gods. He shook me even harder
so my head was flopping around like doll in a dog’s mouth. He stopped and looked at me,
peering though my soul. “When are you going…” He started shaking me more violent, “…to
start having respect for my shit!!”
Throwing my head to the floor, he turned to Jack, who stood by in anxiety. “Sit on the
chair!” He sat on the three-legged chair, and let the chair fall with him in it as if to show the god
there were only three legs, that this chair was no longer useful for torture. “NO! Sit in the chair
and balance it! Balance the god damn chair!” Jack reseated and balanced, leaning forward to
keep the chair in place. The god took Jack by the shoulders and threw him back into the chair,
and let the chair fall. The god picked up the empty chair and heaved it against the wall, where
the chair ceased to exist except for random missing parts.
He knelt on one knee over Jack and picked him up by his face. “HUH! HUHHH!” This is
all he said, as he shook Jack by his face as if trying to shake loose change from his ears. “Some
god damn respect!”
“DAD! STOP!” I did it. I did it out of fear. I could handle the pain myself but I could not
watch Jack go through something worse. The god had only just started the torture. So I played
bait for the big dog. I gave him a new target, to give Jack a break before round three started.
“What? What did you just say to me?” He was pointing again and hooked his hands in my
mouth like I was a prize Walleye.
That is when my mom came down. Athena, the god who sometimes took mercy on the
mortals.
I breathed a sigh of relief, but I did not see why her feminine presence would stop the
almighty god. I could tell she was scared, too. Something in her eyes showed that she had once
been subject to this terror. She knew what was happening. She had the blueprints of the torture
in her heart.

Athena had the phone in her hand. “John, stop it. I am going to call the police,” she said in
the calmest voice she could manage. Now I was really scared. As much as I wanted this to stop,
I did not want the god to go to jail. I just wanted to say, “Lord Almighty! We are sorry! Just
stop so you don’t go to jail!”
Now he was pointing to her with a bowling pin. “Get the hell out of here. Do not tell me
how to handle this!” She made a motion like she was going to dial.
“You know what? Go to your rooms!” And before I could take off, he grabbed me by my
face one more time, and said, “Have some god damned respect!”
I ran upstairs past Mom, who did not look at me, probably keeping a close eye on my dad, so
he did not do anything to Jack. I went to my room which I shared with no one at the time, and
sat in my closet, huddled close to the bag of catcher’s gear and board games. I wanted to hide. I
wanted to get as far away from Dad as could. I wanted to just sit and cry in the safety and
comfort of my closet.
I tried to go to sleep. Instantly my closet door flung open and there was the god, still like a
rabid dog, with my mom standing behind him, still with the phone ready to dial for backup. It
was like a horror movie. The viewers think the monster is dead, but he keeps coming back. He
pointed to me one last time. He said nothing. His words were nothing. He had no use for talk.
He wanted to act; to act and destroy. I stared at him to show he had my complete attention. I
was trying to show the god my respect. He held back, and I don’t know why. He walked out,
and I curled up on my closet floor and went to sleep, feeling too ashamed to sleep in a bed.
I woke up the next morning, and stayed in my closet till minutes before the bus came. My
defenses stayed vigilant the whole night, telling me to get dressed and simply walk outside so I
did not come in contact with any other part of the house. I felt like a soldier running out of the
bunker into no man’s land. I knew there was something to fear, but I did not allow my body to
fully process the danger. I just ran out the door, and onto the bus.
I sat through classes in a daze. I would usually laugh at something stupid with my friends or
tease the girls. I would draw attention to myself in class by farting or purposely falling out of my
chair. That day was different. I sat half asleep as internally watching myself transform out of
some old skin. I felt the metamorphosis make me something strange. With the old skin shed, I
was exposed somehow in this new skin. It was ready to establish itself but didn’t know how.
Mrs. Martin approached me at lunch, “Max, you don’t look well. Is everything all right?
Are you feeling ok?”
“Yeah,” I said, not looking her in the eye.
“Well, you don’t look well. Do you think you’re sick?” The munificence of the woman
could not crack my new skin. She was simply not there to me.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said, and I walked towards the playground.
She seemed offended by the rude remark, but did not pursue it any more. I sat on the bench
where kids in trouble sat. I had never sat there before. I didn’t feel like playing. I didn’t feel
like talking. I just wanted to take my mind into a room where there was only a bed with white
sheets. I would lie in this bed and no one would disturb me. I would lie there and the only thing
I would know was the white sheets and the walls around me.
When it was time to go home, I walked behind Jack to the bus. I wondered what he was
thinking. He usually had a mass of friends at his side, but not today. We were the last ones to
walk to the bus. He caught sight of me once, but only a glance. The sight of me only brought
pain. He was trying to forget, trying to figure out this new skin we shared.

I walked to my seat on the bus. Usually I sat with a girl in my class but she was not there. I
sat and stared out the window. I studied the stained glass window on the Church. It was the
picture of the flood, when the mortals crossed the path of God, and he sent destruction. I could
hear Derek’s banter in the back were he sat in the short seat of dominance. He was making fun
of someone, I could tell from the familiar tone. I could hear he was talking about me. He was
making fun of my haircut, which he had made fun of for the past two weeks. Mrs. Sobey, my
barber, had cropped it a bit short.
“He looks like a fucking injun’!” The three eight graders sitting around him laughed. “Hey,
Barry, are you a queer?” I didn’t know what a queer was. It was bad, I perceived, from the
laughter. They laughed at his creativity, his sheer wit.
He paused to think and then said, “Hey, get me his backpack. Let me see if he carry’s any
tampons in it. That fucking queer.” One of the eighth graders grabbed for my bag, but I tugged
back with silent strength. I looked like a slave oarsman on a Roman ship, silently getting
flogged, knowing there was no way out.
Jack watched all of this. His body faced the front, but his head faced me. He eyes were
battling whether he should be concerned for or concerned for his own feelings. He watched as
they made fun of me and the fat eighth grader yanked at the bag like a lawn mower. Jack turned
around, and looked at the floor.
I stood up as the fat eighth grader yanked and fell back into his seat, letting loose of the bag.
I watched my body walk back to the bus. Derek was smiling menacingly at me, and said
something and I didn’t know what. The eighth graders mock gasped. “What the hell is he doing
back here?” One of them said.
My body took the bag I was dragging behind and threw it in Derek’s face. He caught it like
he didn’t know what to do. My fists punched him in the stomach and he doubled over, and my
body mechanically kneed him in the face. He flung back up and yelled. My body lunged at him
again, and my body planted my forehead on his nose, causing a fierce crack that I had never
heard before. My hands slammed his body into the emergency exit and he collapsed to the
ground in a daze. My fists punched his head that were pressed into the base of the seat, where he
sat trying to protect his face, with blood running from various sources. “HUH! HUHHHH!” I
screamed close to his ear, so everyone could hear, but so he could hear me the loudest.
The bus driver who normally had an expressionless face now had my body by the back of the
collar. I watched his livid face as he dragged my body off the bus. Mrs. Grey was running down
the walk, with a few parents getting out of their cars. The bus driver stood with me on the grass
in front of our church, clutching my collar, holding me up as if his prize hound had just found the
fox. He told Mrs. Grey what happened, as some eighth graders came helping Derek off the bus.
The fat one had his shirt off, which was pressed against Derek’s face. Mrs. Grey and a few
parents ran to assist him. I stood and watched my body that I no longer occupied.
Mrs. Grey came over from Derek and the mothers who were cooing over his wounds. She
started to scream in my face that was staring at my brother Jack, who stared back at me in tears.
I was not paying attention to her.
“Do you understand me?” she concluded, with her beaver teeth bared, and her face
ridiculously close to mine.
I stood silent. She looked deep in my eyes with her head cocked to the side. “You are in
detention for the rest of the week.”
“Good,” I heard myself say.
“What did you just say to me?”

“I said good.”
“I’m going to call your father.” She turned around and walked towards the building. My
face just stared at the blubbering Jack.
My new body sat in the grass. I looked at Jack, listening to the moms give Derek help. I
watched my skin sit there and wait.
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