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Reel Mower
by Timothy DeLizza
I don’t know how to say “love” to my father,
and so I mow the lawn.
My father doesn’t know how to say “love” to me,
and so he lets me mow the lawn.
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Turf War
Eric Chiles

His barefoot son came in from the yard
crying with red spots across his foot.
That’s how the invasion was discovered.
The boy had stepped on an anthill near the swings.
Such an incursion couldn’t be tolerated.
Ants have their place but not where kids play.
But should he carpet bomb the colony
with boiling water or be more diplomatic?
Children need safety, but ants help nurture
the soil and attack other insect pests,
so the enemy of those enemies wasn’t his
son’s worst enemy, but an ally worth keeping.
Just not by the swings. But how to persuade
the singular mentality of the colony to move?
Cold—not hot—war! He uncoiled the hose
and began flooding out the red ants.
Drowned workers—necessary collateral damage
floated among the blades of grass. But others
appeared carrying the white pupae of the next
generation. When the large queen appeared,
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he scooped her up and carried her to the far border
of the vegetable garden, then watched the workers
porter the larvae single-file across the lawn.
Within two days, a new, friendlier anthill arose.

3

Jam Time
Eric Chiles

Somewhere between beating
the birds to the raspberry bushes
along the alley behind the house
and morning coffee, I remember
Grammy Concilio’s grape arbor.
Concords. Chewy skins in her jam.
I didn’t trust anything homemade
as a child after Granddad scared
me away from tapioca pudding
when he told me it was made from
a root whose bark was poisonous.
Only five, my bowl unfinished forever.
If food was in a can or a box or wrapped
on a store shelf, it must be safe
little me reasoned. I wouldn’t eat
Mom’s gooey chocolate gobs because
she beat in duck eggs Dad plucked
from Monocacy Creek’s cold waters.
But I have two cups of fresh raspberries—
and scratches on my knuckles—
to add to the two I picked yesterday,
and these scarlet gems spoil
almost as quickly as dew dries.
Time to cook the season’s first batch.
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Tomorrow morning I’ll paint
a toasted English muffin red
with fresh raspberry jam, enjoying
it with my coffee, watching the sun
through the window trace their
faces across the tablecloth.
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Stuck in Traffic
Eric Chiles

The turtle got to the double yellow lines
before a mail truck blocked its way.
To me, driving in the other lane, it looked like
a black lump of roadkill, but its head
turned toward me as I neared, woods on
my side, the truck, a trailer, and pond on the other.
The truck pulled away, and I almost kept going.
But I backed up to the turtle, and it stared at me.
I got out, picked it up—an orange-skinned wood turtle,
yellow eyes blinking at me—and placed it in the grass
on the pond side of the road as a shirtless,
skinny guy from the trailer checked his mail.
A little farther on, traffic crawled as a road crew
patched potholes. Smiling, the flag man
in a fluorescent yellow vest pointed at me
and waved me through to the other side.
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Accident

Francine Witte
Stella was in the driver’s seat when the car just took over. She
tried with all her strength to turn left, to avoid the parked red
Chevy, but the car turned right and slammed into it.
Of course, Stella thought of the Twilight Zone. Of course, she
smelled her own breath.
But she was sober, and this was real, real life.
She left a note on the windshield. My car and I are sorry.
Later that day, the car drove her straight to the mall, where she
was planning to go, but not just yet. In the parking lot, she had a
second accident, car pulling out and Stella speeding up at just
that moment.
The driver got out, a pin-cushion of a man with hairs sticking out
every which way. “What are you blind?” the man screamed.
Stella checked her eyeballs. Held her hand right in front and sure
enough, she could see. Again, she apologized for her car, which
was getting quite annoying.
After shopping, Stella headed home. Or tried to. But the car had
its own ideas. Headed Stella over to Rolly’s house. She had
promised not to do this. She had promised to give him space.
But there in the driveway was Sandra’s car, pulled up nice and
tight behind Rolly’s. Stella waited for her car to speed up and
rear end Sandra’s car. But it didn’t.
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Had Stella imagined the other two accidents? Had Stella lost her
mind? She remembered her high school science teacher saying
that if you have to ask if you’re crazy, then you must be sane.
With that, Stella felt much, much better and stepped full-force
on the gas.
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Prelude to a Butterfly
Raymond Cummings

Cracked open, this new day spills
quartz teeth, Cadbury yolks, light.
Jujubes, grapefruit for breakfast;
Calypso orchards bow in mock
shame. This was shot second-unit:
tree swifts bombing Steadicams.
Draped from third-story boughs,
caterpillars contemplate spasms
of riotous color, of pure premise.
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Birding for Amateurs
Raymond Cummings

Dim all volumes, settle your blood; be still.
Now, imagine mumbling deeper
into concentric circles, while
one solitary Blue Jay
loiters in the same
null moment,
clutching
a branch,
pretending its
beak is a comb. Birding
isn’t this, though. Amateurs
see chase scenes in every glance
Heavenward, spy portents in stray feathers.
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Pyramid Paperweight

a thing poem for my younger self

Jacob Butlett
On the paperwork the paperweight’s
Your brain in a desert of fire.
Those times you find yourself in tears:
You’re not funny, you’re not smart,
You’re not attractive, you’re not happy,
You’re not talented, you’re not even focused.
The present’s like your turn in chess.
Make a move.
Cry later.
Pick up the paperweight.
It means something, transparent like tears
In your cupped hands.
On its walls
Your fingerprints are labyrinths.
Scores of tiny, plastic
Beads collect at the bottom:
White, fuchsia, silver, navy blue, gold, emerald.
Shiny sides, iridescent corners, edges in clear oil.
Turn it over, see it differently.
The paperweight’s
Never-ending tunnel
Overflows with freefalling beads.
Your reflection on each gold bead.
(Just imagine how much you’ll grow!)
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In the dark
It’s a sharp knife
On the carpet.
In the light
It’s a shimmer of rain
Hushing your desert of fire.
Put it back.
Let it keep the paperwork
Down.
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Winter Grave
Jacob Butlett

The final red leaves of dusk
Devour the garden, where I stoop
Like a white willow shivering.
The ground has hardened.
But I manage to dig a hole,
Finger deep, with a rusty trowel,
A hole where I can sow in my misery,
The memory of a friend, of a confidante,
Of a lover who died last week.
If a tree can shower its seeds
In shade, in sun, in wayward wind,
Why can’t I place pieces of me in dirt
And watch the pain grow
Into something harmless, into something useful,
Like a bramble, like a vine, like a sapling?
His soul would become a tree, his flesh
Stretched tight like an embrace,
His red leaves like fingers pushing winter away.
Winter hardens like dirt.
Winter’s taut skin over taut bones
Begin to crumble with the memory,
The memory of his life, of his passing.
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I don’t want to touch the dirt,
I want to feel the dirt, be the dirt.
Eat me, crush me, hold me
Like a grave, loving mudslide.
I stick my thumb into the hole,
Push down, down, down,
Offer the world my sorrow
In exchange for what I can
No longer touch: his copper beard,
His bony arms, his hairless legs.
I release my thumb and wonder,
Can this hole, this grave, help me?
No, I realize. It can’t. It can’t . . .
At the kitchen sink, as I scrub my thumb
Under lukewarm water, my fingernail
Begins to shine like a clean, cracked seed.
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Let Me Tell You a Story
Laurel Radzieski

It is all about six people
who fall in love,
all with each other
and at the same time.
There are bones involved,
marigolds and fat.
By now, three have gotten
thinner, though they hide it
well. One of the others
has invested in a bell.
Another collects rope.
The tallest is the first
to develop fear.
One of the men
turns out not to be.
Two of the women
shave their arms.
None of the six know hunger,
yet.
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Old Maid

Laurel Radzieski
When I was a kid, I would call my mother twenty-seven when
she wasn’t. She was twenty-four, and I was eight, and twentyseven was a faraway age that seemed far too old for my young
mother, who had me young, meaning she was young when she
had me. I was also young after she had me. Some would say I am
still young. I am not yet twenty-seven.
I will always be considered young when compared to my onceyoung mother, despite the fact that she had me when she herself
was young. I am still younger and she is no longer what she was.
I always think of her as young, even when she is not. Now my
mother is older than twenty-seven. Now she is ancient.
Next year, when I am twenty-seven, I will become an old maid,
just like the card game. I will look at all of the paired-up
ballerinas and firefighters of the world and feel alone. Only now
does the deck I had as a child seem progressive. The artists and
teachers, even the astronauts paired up in twos of the same
gender. All same-sex couples, and all better off than the old
maid, who always ended up alone.
Old maid offers an explanation of old age to children, while
stressing the importance of dating your type. When I am twentyseven and an old maid, I will say it is because I did not learn from
the card game. As the old maid, I will lose at life because I won’t
end up with someone the same as I am. Everyone else will be
happy and compatibly matched. Then I will be older than
everyone, even my mother.
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Consequences of Detachment
K. G. Newman

Dinos didn’t read,
and now they’re extinct.
Imagine yourself as
the Bachelor, stoned
the entire show.
The inability to speak,
text or even email
has a tendency to
build upon itself:
soon among beautiful women
you’ll forget what T-Rex stands for
or how to process
the extinction of yourself.
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Dinosaur Pants
William Doreski

Put on these pants, run your hands
down your thighs. Like the scales?
Wearing dinosaur pants honors
the common pool of DNA
from which all poetics derive.
You wonder what dinosaurs left
inscribed or impressed in mud
besides their notorious pawprints.
Sometimes prowling riverbeds
in search of polished garden stones
I find in the sandstone ledge
runic scrawls a reptile claw
might have penned in a moment
of reflection on the forthcoming
and predictable mass extinction.
Although I can’t read these marks
by touching them I feel a throb
in my brain that corresponds
to the ache for mutual expression
that binds us to trees and mice.
You know that feeling: a whisk
of fibers across tingling nerves,
a pleasure rooted too deeply
to betray its source. Wearing
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dinosaur pants in public
proclaims your allegiance to facts
that foil the religious fools
who rely too much on one brave book
to shield them from the distance
that pours like milk through us all.
You look good in that tight fabric,
the green-gray scales flattering
your gunpowder complexion,
and your confident stride folding
and unfolding dinosaur-thoughts
that never go out of fashion.
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Wrack and Ruin
William Doreski

Huge container ships, long black geometries, wash up in my
backyard. I’m forty miles inland, so this storm must have been
the Big One. The captains of these ships demand that I write out
receipts for their cargo, but I don’t know what’s inside those
brooding containers. May I look? If I break the seals, the captains
agree, the cargo is my responsibility. But you can’t offload it
here. No cranes, no longshoremen. I don’t belong to the union,
so I can’t help. The crews stare down from the prows of their
ruined ships. The government will have them broken up and
scrapped. Unusable parts will end up in our local landfill, at the
taxpayers’ expense. I don’t want to seem crass, though. This is a
tragedy for these seamen. They’ve devoted their lives to the free
movement of consumer goods and look at what has happened. I
prop a ladder against the nearest hull and climb aboard. With
cutting pliers, I break a seal and open the creaking container.
Boxes of plastic toys, crated toilets, a case of expensive digital
cameras, and several palette-loads of extra-large bras. I hope this
merchandise reaches the public in time to save it from creeping
angst. But I don’t see how I can help. The storm has long passed,
leaving a hint of ozone in the air. As dusk falls the captains
descend from their ships and gather around the bonfire I’ve built
to offer a note of welcome.
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Cathedral

Harold Jenkins
The way I see it, I’m not stealing. These people are old, dying.
Nobody loves them, or cares enough to come and see them.
The nurses at the hospice think I’m an angel, volunteering to
spend time with them three nights a week, three hours a night.
Sit with them, talk to them, pretend to understand their garbled
moans. What I’m taking from them, they don’t want anyway. No
one in their right mind would want this stuff.
It’s hard to describe how I see someone else’s memories, but
here’s the best image I can come up with: imagine a building
crammed with bookshelves, like a library. Sometimes it’s a
mansion, sometimes a modest house, sometimes a broken-down
shack. Many of the books are out of reach, or have no titles on
the spines, or the pages are stuck together, or faded, or
unreadable. Most of the contents of the books are stupid and
dull. Some are disgustingly sweet, or just the usual happy crap
common to most people, the stuff we take for granted because
we think it’s routine, even though it isn’t. But that stuff doesn’t
interest me. For me, the best memories are the nasty bits. The
trauma, the pain, the horrible things that happened to you, the
rotten, unforgivable things you did to others without thinking.
The stuff you really don’t want to remember. I love it.
The Alzheimer’s patients are the worst. Their libraries look
beautiful from the outside, but inside, the shelves are a mess.
Worm-eaten pages from one book lead directly to crumbling
pages from another. Whole shelves are empty, or connect to
shelves in another room. What’s left, though...wisps of joy,
fleeting moments of family and friends that flutter away before
you can really grasp them, and the sharp, sharp scraps of pain
and guilt and regret.
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I take their memories. It’s my gift, my talent. Maybe I’m the only
one who can do it, I don’t know. I rip those pages out of their
books, stuff them into my pockets, and get the hell out of there.
I don’t take everything, just the really bad memories. Who could
object to me taking that from them? They’re going to be dead in
a few days, or weeks, or months. And then all this stuff will be
lost. That would be the real crime.
Granted, they seem to want to hold onto their bad memories.
Maybe the act of dredging this stuff up, extracting it, and ripping
it out causes them to relive the trauma. Maybe when I take the
worst moments of their lives from them, they get to experience
them all over again.
It doesn’t matter. I guess those days are over.
Maybe I should have read up a bit more on the new resident
before I sat with him. Albert Gustavus Goodson. Ninety-three
years old. Served in WWII, Korea, and Vietnam. Widower twice
over. No children. Wealthy recluse. No friends - at least, none
who could be bothered to check up on him. Outlived all his
family. Had a massive stroke, didn’t get to the hospital before
permanent paralysis set in on much of his body and robbed him
of the ability to speak. My kind of guy.
I suppose if I’d done some reading I would have found out about
the strange case of A.G., the man with the perfect memory.
Perfect. Absolute recall of everything that had ever happened to
him. Everything he had ever seen, everything he had ever done,
everything anybody around him had done. Two wives, seven
cats, three wars, four writeups in books about psychology.
Countless loves, countless deaths.
No, not countless. Not countless at all.
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His memory is . . . let’s say it’s like a crystal cathedral. Not like
the one that TV preacher built. Bigger, way bigger. A mile high,
massive, wide, and sparkling like the diamond in your mother’s
wedding ring. Thousands of floors, hundreds of thousands of
shelves, millions of books, everything gleaming, mirrored and
transparent at the same time. Every page crisp and clean, full of
sharp text and vivid illustrations. Amazing. Like nothing I’ve ever
encountered before. I could spend so much time here,
wandering the shelves, climbing the stairs from floor to floor,
searching for perfect memories of pain and loss.
And so much else. Perfect memories of banality. Breakfasts and
trips to the bathroom. Thirty-seven years of commuting. Every
church sermon, every magazine article, every commercial jingle.
All of it.
I don’t know how long I spent with him that first night,
wandering in the maze of library stacks in his cathedral of
memory. I think it was a lot longer than my usual three-hour
session. Maybe they left me with him all night. It was a while
before I realized I was lost. I couldn’t remember how to get out,
how to get back to me. I wasn’t sure I wanted to. And then I
couldn’t.
I don’t know what happened. Maybe he died and transferred his
memories to me. Maybe I died and got stuck inside him. Maybe
he vacated his body and left me alone in here. Maybe he
somehow swapped our bodies and walked out of the hospice in
a young, healthy body, never to return. I don’t know.
I know his memories are intact. Every one of them. Every girl
who broke his heart. Every man he lost in the jungles and
mountains. Every time he burned his bacon. Every time he fed
his cat, or left his umbrella in a cab, or bought stamps, or
stubbed his toe, or washed his socks.
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I want to leave, but I can’t. I can’t stop rummaging through his
memories. Room to room, floor to floor. I haven’t even put a
dent in what he remembered. Every time I try to find the way
out, I get distracted by something else, some other pain or
trauma or whatever. There’s so much in here. So much more
than I’ve ever encountered in one place before. Too much. Too
much.
I have no idea how long I’ve been here, or how much longer I’ll
be here. Maybe someday somebody else will come to me,
somebody with the same gift I have. Maybe they’ll look on this
cathedral of memory with a jealous eye and decide they want it
for themself. Maybe someday somebody will come and take all
this away from me.
God, I hope so.
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Some Thoughts on Turning Fifty
Harold Jenkins

When you hit the half-century mark, you have to consider
that maybe you’re not exactly “young” anymore.
Perhaps you’re not really an adult, but it’s possible you might be
something approaching middle age.
You tend to think of the past in terms of decades, not years.
You look at old films and TV shows and think about how young
the actors were.
Carroll O’Connor was forty-seven when he began playing
Archie Bunker on “All in the Family.”
I told that to some of my friends at work and we all had a
good laugh.
I told another friend and she looked at me and said,
“I have no idea who either of those people are,”
and now I feel really old.
You begin to wonder if you’ll be able to retire at sixty-five
or sixty-seven
or seventy
or if maybe the best plan will be to die in harness.
You think about the things you planned to do
and the things you have actually done
and try to decide which is the better list.
You wonder how much time you have left to accomplish
a few more things.
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When I was a kid, light bulbs would last
six months, maybe a year.
Compact fluorescent bulbs pushed that to five years.
Now I’m waiting for those to burn out so I can
replace them with
warm white LED bulbs that could last up to twenty years.
Each time I put one in, I think
“That might be the last time I ever change this bulb.”
What will I do if it burns out when I’m seventy?
Will I even remember how to change it?
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The Janitor’s Manners
Danny Barbare

Even when given the cold shoulder
be kind
says the janitor
as that is how we are looked
up to
and that is not a hard labor
dustpan and broom
but an answer like a feather
to tickle
you, now that is muscle for manners.
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The Candle

Danny Barbare
Today, I’m tired. Melted wax in
a holder
wanting to sleep.
Oh, says the candle, how I wish
to be lit at the wick.
Now after
dipped in the tallow and cooled
I’m awoke, by a matchstick.
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Keys

Rachel Nardozzi
I can’t find my keys. I start work in three minutes and I can’t find
them anywhere. I have retraced all of my steps. I even looked
inside the ignition of my car. I have run back and forth up the
stairs at least six times. I have opened drawers, and purses, and
coat pockets more times than I can count, even coats I haven’t
worn in months. They are nowhere to be found. “Maybe
someone stole them.” I think to myself. But that doesn’t make
much sense, because who would want my keys and not my car?
“Maybe I left them at work yesterday.” I think to myself. But that
doesn’t make sense either, because then how would I have
gotten home?
It has gotten to the point where I am officially defeated by my
keys and terrible memory. I plop onto my couch and run my
fingers through my hair. Defeated. By a small metal stick-thing
that controls basically my whole entire life. I’m probably going to
get fired. I take no responsibility, I blame this solely on my keys.
Obviously, they are inanimate objects, with no thoughts, or
feelings, or plans of walking out of my house. But who knows,
maybe they did. It is the 21st century and robots are becoming
citizens in other countries, so maybe this is possible too. These
are the thoughts that are going through my head as I sit and
ponder what to do from here.
“Well I guess I can Uber,” I think. But then that costs money.
And to have money, I need to go to work. And I can’t go to
work, because I don’t have my keys. Keys. They are ruining my
life.
I lost my keys this morning and it ruined my whole entire day.
Isn’t that funny? That you can wake up in the best mood and on
the right side of the bed with plans to conquer the day with
nothing but grace and confidence. And then . . . you lose your
29

keys. And that all goes out the window. And your hair becomes
a mess from all of the times you tried to pull it out during your
search. And your clothes are wrinkled because you have crawled
into extremely tight spaces (like under your couch) looking for
these damned keys. And you’re sweating from how many times
you ran up and down the stairs. And your whole day is ruined.
It’s actually not that funny once you think about it.
I’m stressed.
“I think I need a shot,” I say to my cat.
I open my freezer to grab the bottle.
And what’s looking me dead in the eye?
My keys.
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Mother Tongue
Lisa McMonagle

I climbed the maple tree,
pretended it was another country,
whispered foreign words
over and over, rolled syllables
in my mouth like jawbreakers,
silently at first, then out loud,
savoring the sound.
Words like cul-de-sac,
a French word that makes
dead end sound palatable,
meringue to the mashed potatoes of
the Appalachian dialect
I spoke as a child
and abandoned as a teenager
for sharply enunciated
vowels and consonants,
honed my tongue on the whetstone of elocution
to pare away the slack in my words
“crick to creek
critter to creature”
until each string of phonemes
stood up straight and alert,
vigilant against elision,
my words no longer
held hands like a string of cut-out
paper dolls creased into accordion folds
like the hills and hollows of home.
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Black Tulip

Lisa McMonagle
The summer after Mother’s
cancer came, I stayed home;
we picked strawberries, raspberries
and sour cherries; kneaded whole
wheat bread dough from scratch.
Beside the French Lilac she planted
asparagus, a vegetable foreign
to her table, surveyed the soil
daily for signs of its spears
piercing the earth.
At the end of Indian Summer
she planted a new tulip—
not red, or orange, or yellow—
but a purple so dark
it appeared glossy black,
even in sunshine, a flower
in mourning that grew back
every spring like cancer.
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Etiquette of Watermelon
Lisa McMonagle

Grip the rind
like a steering wheel,
firmly with both hands.
Guide its dependable, red
ripeness to your lips,
careful not to drop
the wedge through fingers
wet with slick juice
trickling in tributaries
down both arms
to the cataracts of elbows
dripping sticky, sweetness
to the ground
like leaky faucets.
Pucker up and spit
mottled, black seeds
slippery as pond salamanders
squirming out of your grasp.
Launch the seeds
as far as you can
propel them.
Aim for fertile ground.
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Fruitless

Gabriel Welsch
Dawn arrives drawing shadow
back into the plants, the roots,
as the maple draws water to its trunk,
having released it the night before—
and see the pillbugs and dew as evidence
of breathing stoma, the ascent of spiders
and the turn and splay of buds.
The living is so obvious in the spiky grass,
so tense in the peony heads, vivid
in the dogwood branch. To step out
mornings and wonder when to divide,
to clip, to compost, casts a life against
its opposite. Brood as a diffident
and minor god, working against a world
over which you have lost control,
or reminds you you never had it,
you just fuss and poke, chase beauty.
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An Infinity of Birds
Gabriel Welsch

The single intense note
shrills from a bird each dawn
clear and cold as the winter
ice that I fear has killed
the grasses, the rugosa—
their song of green not yet
a sliver stretching for sun
nor a bud break in the branch,
thorned and dark against the air.
The only scent so far
tells of worms, new turf, new
resin of the herbs turning out
square-stemmed and hirsute,
their sound a faint brushing
against this determined wind
that carries back to us the birds.
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A Shape We Like to Think is a Circle
Gabriel Welsch

The ground tufted and stubbled,
I smell again earth’s intimation
of summer’s soggy rot in the warm,
still-leafless new spring.
After a long winter, the deer
have yet nothing of green,
so their teeth steal from the woods
to graze the lilies, the iris, the spiderwort.
Time spent amid the new buds
and spearing grasses completes
a shape we like to think
is a circle, even though the spring
is always shortest, the fall dullest,
the winter longer than all of it,
so that our garden cycles its elliptical
time not unlike a planet, thrown
from the sun to where it grows
most cold, before its return
tentative as a night creature
at dawn, nosing back toward
what it thinks it knows.
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Force Fed

Christine Stoddard
Dear sister,
The crack and pop of grease on a pan was our morning
soundtrack. You woke up to a horror movie, while I tried to
turn our household drama into experimental cinema. Mom
never made breakfast like the other moms did. Her meals were
too elaborate. Often, they didn’t make much sense for breakfast,
either. Who eats stir-fry at 7 a.m.? We did. I pretended we were
eating pancakes or waffles instead of double cheeseburgers with
hand-cut sweet potato fries or lamb gyros with white sauce.
Mom said good food was rich.
“God didn’t put us on this earth to eat bland food,” she’d croon
while tossing salad or stirring a stubborn stew. Once you told
me that you wish God hadn’t put us on this earth at all, but I
didn’t think about why. I thought you were being glib. You were
always such a smart aleck.
Mom pulled her recipes from cookbooks and TV shows, but she
improvised, too. She’d sprinkle Old Bay on a tuna salad or top a
sandwich with a fried tomato just because.
The first time I whined about wanting cereal, Mom slammed a
frying pan down on the stove and said, “You girls have no idea
how great of a chef I am.”
I didn’t speak for the rest of the morning. I knew better than to
test Mom’s temper. Mom had fingers like knives. It wasn’t just
her nails that were sharp; it was her actual fingers. They were
long, bony, and angular, with the skin stretched so tight that they
could’ve been snakes on the verge of shedding. Those were the
same fingers that wrapped around your neck when you refused
to eat. I saw. I’m telling you now that I saw. I saw you. I’m
writing to apologize, just like you knew I would. I should’ve
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opened this letter with my apology, but I couldn’t. I had to put
myself back in that smoky kitchen with the blasting radio and
you, only one year younger than me, sitting across the table. I
had to put myself there to find the confidence to say it wasn’t a
dream. It wasn’t even a nightmare. It was the cruel fact of our
daily lives. Mom berated me, but she strangled you, tied you up,
spat in your tiny face, and made you eat.
“You girls have no idea how lucky you are.”
I still hear Mom’s gravelly voice, the kind of voice that only
chain-smokers who are also hard drinkers have. In Mom’s case,
an ex-chain-smoker who was also a hard drinker. She was so
proud of being sober, but her addiction simply found another
home. Though she tried to mask the past with food, her voice
would always betray her past. That was the voice that called me
an ungrateful little bitch for complaining that I was full, that you
didn’t want to throw up at school. That was the same voice that
told you death awaited you if you didn’t finish every last bite.
Mom gave you more than her mean voice. She gave you the
back of her hand, the sole of her shoe, the heaviest buckle on
any of her belts.
I am so, so sorry I never stood up for you. Please remember
that I was five years old.
That is all I can write for now. I will send another letter.
Love,
Your sister
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Mestiza Girl

Christine Stoddard
I was not the blood clot
in the gurgling toilet
that my mother mistook
for a miscarriage.
I am the tangle of tissue
a woman star in the
constellation of humanity.
Mother had lived 40 years
on this planet
when I became the
miracle in her womb.
When the quickening came
on Columbia’s campus,
she dropped her books
and prayed for my health
and joy as much as she prayed
for my beauty to take after
my father’s blond locks
and bright alabaster skin,
a beauty drained of color.
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Cinderella

Kirsty A. Niven
I am an exact fit. There is no leeway.
Perfect and predetermined, I wait for the right foot.
They can cut off a toe or even a heel
all they want, I’m either theirs or not.
Reflecting faces in my pointed toes,
showing glittering complex possibilities.
The clock ticks and ticks, racing towards midnight,
persecuting heroines in this pantomime.
Eyes pecked out by doves before they can see.
I am a jack-o-lantern, concealed in the carriage.
The woman hollows me until I am ready.
She places in me a candle, so gently,
hand-sculpted with love and care.
I hold its fairy light within me.
Not pearls or diamonds, or even furs;
but infinitely more precious than anything.
I feel its warm glow within my belly,
and think to myself, so this is love.
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he chose to
John Yamrus
he chose to
do
his suffering
in
grand style...
starting off with
beer in the morning,
then
the good wine
as the afternoon and
the memories kicked in.
toward evening
he
switched
to Grey Goose
and
finished the night
with his old friend, tequila.
it
wasn’t much,
but it was all he had...
besides,
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when
the checks came,
they
covered the rent,
and
the Goose and
every now and then,
even
the food.
the
poems
he wrote got
worse and worse...
eventually,
the mail stopped coming
and
there was
absolutely nothing
on t.v.
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she said:

John Yamrus
she said:
no
matter
how hard
you try,
things will change.
they
just do.
now,
what’ll it be?
bacon
and eggs...
or,
toast?
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Borderline
Jenica Lodde

Is a lot less like
Glenn Close in the movie Fatal Attraction
And a lot more like going inward
Over and over again
And coming up with nothing
Like finally arriving
At a safe shore
And realizing you’re too shell-shocked to walk
Like
Spending the time after birth
Learning to move
Bravely along the crooked mile
And up the crooked stairs
In the crooked house.
Like you used up all of your strength
Just getting out.
Like the one thing you want is to fit yourself in
But no one gave you the code
Like those dreams
Of trying to count and never getting it right
Or punching your fingers on the keys
Over and over
And still hitting
All of the wrong numbers.
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Moth

Jenica Lodde
I want wings stacked with scales.
I want a body light enough to carry
from open cup to open cup.
I want to live a short, powerful life
away from the murmur of the summer party.
And when the moon shines white as mica
I want to rise with the
earth-warmed air
ascending from the grass.
And when I fold myself up under a branch at sundown
I want the rain to finger the bark
like an acoustic guitar
and send out a thrum that kicks up the dust
in my dreams.
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Tires and Tumors
C. S. Fuqua

One has her conversation
on speaker phone,
voice louder
than the clanking
of work-bay tire irons.
The woman she’s talking to mustn’t realize
she’s telling the entire waiting room
how she called a colleague a witch and worse.
But I just can’t handle working
with her anymore,
and I know God understands.
The woman seated beside me
isn’t sharing her phone conversation
with the room,
but I hear her softly say,
Thank god, thank god,
and wonder what terror
the person on the other end
has escaped.
And I . . .
I count the seconds
to when I can return home
to pass the hours
to the next procedure
that will further define
the time-bomb in my wife’s body,
wishing solutions were as simple
as changing tires.
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Snarling how
the shop’s inconvenienced her,
the woman on speaker phone groans
when the shop manager motions
my job complete.
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Tirhal

K. Eltinaé
There was a time before
borders and stamps decided
where we came from.
We welcomed births and grievances over teas,
measured departures with stories and dust
that followed us everywhere.
Voices rose and scattered people
like an earthquake,
before prayer in the hearts of men and women
disappeared like bread and water.
On the morning a traveler set out,
he left two footprints behind,
One that faced the path he was taking,
Another that gave him one last glimpse
of home before it changed forever.
There are boundless events,
which precede that first cry,
before a new life bursts forth
and the cord is slashed.
Before first steps and comparisons
to dead and living relatives are made,
our futures shift re-calibrating destiny.
We were born to chase our truths in transit.

*Tirhal is an Arabic word for travelling in the Bedouin, nomadic sense

from place to place
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Dust

K. Eltinaé
How far is the truth by now?
When you dial that number,
wait for voices
you turned off the last time
but thought about every day.
There is something damning
about those tears that come,
how their light spills
into apologies and sweat
you can never take back.
I carry your names
as far as the river,
wrap my wings under stars that hum;
wake up wondering everyday
where the dust comes from.
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