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INTRODUCTION

ECKERD REVIEW HAS FOR YEARS HIGHLIGHTED THE OUTSTANDING
artistic accomplishments of Eckerd College, celebrating the talented
writers and artists who present their best poetry, fiction, creative non-
fiction, and visual artwork within its pages. Eckerd has a rich tradition
of developing the many disciplines of art, and as a liberal arts institu-
tion, the College encourages the pursuit of craft by the many students
and affiliates who make our school great. This year, it brings us utmost
pleasure to publish a collection of works that represents the best of our
Eckerd community and continues to illustrate the dazzling achievements
of Eckerd College.

We are grateful for not only the many who submitted their
work, but also all of those who devote their time and effort to help the
magazine thrive, especially our readers.

We would like to thank President Donald Eastman, Dean of
Faculty Betty Stewart, and Dean of Students James Annarelli, whose
continued support has enabled our magazine to flourish; and also Lova
Patterson and the Eckerd College Organization of Students, whose fi-
nancial aid allows our efforts to be successful. We give a special thanks to
the Director of the Eckerd College Writing Workshop, Sterling Watson,
and also to Professor of Literature and Creative Writing Scott Ward, who
have both encouraged the development of our many talented writers
and recommended some of the work that appears in this anthology. We
send much gratitude, as well, to Professor of Visual Arts Arthur Skin-
ner, who has always given us crucial assistance in seeing and selecting
some of the exceptional pieces of visual art that appear in our magazine.
And finally, we extend our deepest appreciation to Helen Wallace, our
dedicated Faculty Advisor, whose steadfast guidance has been invalu-
able in helping the Editorial Board produce this magazine. She and her
husband, Peter Wallace, make our mission possible.

With great pleasure and pride, we present the 2011 edition of
the Eckerd Review to be enjoyed for years to come. Happy reading!

— Eckerd Review Team

For more information abour Eckerd Review, please visit our website:
ECKERD.EDU/ECKERDREVIEW
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ASCENSION ON THE FOURTH,
Andy Stevens

That year they launched them from the football field
at the school on the bottom of the hill,

across the river from the hospital

where they passed out snap-n-glow rings, and wheeled

the children up the parking ramp to watch.
Vapors gusted in from the Delaware,
fireflies congregated in the clear

and my parents, drained at eight o’clock,

smooth as river water. A murmur grew
from the concrete bleachers, fades and buzz cuts,
scrunched pony tails and mesh-backed baseball caps;

shoulders and whirlers were a sea of small moons.

Then the conductor stood, raised his baton,
and quiet as a nun the embers rose,
a deep brassy note thrummed. Crack! the light broke

in a thunder of jewels, the piccolos of dawn,

tambourines and tubas burst from the air
like bombs. Fathers danced their boys down the track
and they reached out, jaw-dropped and doubling back,

because even then the stars were almost theirs.

But the palm shells were willows at the crest,
the kamuros blown back into horsetails,

and a single blunt piano note sailed,

arced, dropped into the band like Icarus
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and exploded. The stands surged into motion

and shrieked with the danger, almost laughed from fear,
leaping, electric, giddy in their blear—

and I thought about the other children

across the river in duress, our mouths
twisted and silent, as if we would die.
Because from afar it looked like we might,
and I prayed that they could hear us shout

for blood, for health, for our thickening skin,
that we were antelopes then, quick as gazelles,
our feet deep in rivers, rushing from the shells

when I looked through the smoke and held the cherubim,

smiling from the rooftop, decked-out in white,
their small heads adorned with snap-n-glow rings.
When you're young and time bounds by on springs
it’s heaven just to run for your life.
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Trembling Light Is Mine — Estathea Lyons
silver print



APPLE
Justin Walker

Imagine a computer that reads, reviews, and writes poems.
Everything is reduced to formulas and computations.

The perfect word is picked, the perfect punctuation fits.

It hums and clicks iambic—every word from every tongue—
and knows each verse from Petrarch to Pinsky. It proctors

the Turing Test for Artificial Intelligence, smug as a tenured
professor. This isn't Morpheus asking What is real, offering
the red or blue pill. This is a machine composing a sonnet
about the night Christine and I were wearing blue jeans
because we couldn’t have sex and she pushed me off—No,

1 want it to be real. 've seen websites translate languages,
almost giving the computer a pulse but I can’t think of anything
more disheartening than computers, cold plastic and copper
wires, producing art bereft of experience. And yet, it’s the un-
consummate nights that leave impressions, ending in poems.

IS



ODE TO MICHAEL COLLINS
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John C. Carter

—the Apollo 11 astronaut whose function
was to remain in the orbiting “Command
Module” while his fellow astronauts de-
scended in the “Lunar Module” (the Eagle)
to become the first men on the Moon.

In the void

I drift,

looking down upon lost glory

while Buzz and Neil leap for Mankind,
their footprints as autographs

on the silent gray surface.

In darkness,

I float,

between the Cape of Canaveral

and the Sea of Tranquility,

while the Eagle stands triumphantly,

its cold metal talons in firm grasp of its prey.

In the expanse,

I wait,

designated driver

to ferry my intoxicated companions home,
drunk with the realization of dreams

and stories to tell their children’s children.

In memory,

I fade.

Moon dust forgotten in the wind
of time sailing ever onward.

One small step for a man,
forever out of reach for me.



REMEMBERING
Lloyd Chapin

HE UNLOCKED THE DOOR TO HIS OFFICE FOR WHAT HE KNEW WOULD
be the last time, walked in, sat down behind the desk in the
semi-darkness, and remembered.

It had begun with a telephone call from the courtly history
professor and founding faculty member who chaired the search com-
mittee asking him if he would be interested in applying for the posi-
tion of vice president for academic affairs and dean of faculty. During
an interview with the faculty, which was a part of the process, someone
asked what he dreamed about. “Oh, if I answered that I'm afraid I
might get arrested.” His statement was greeted with laughter, but af-
terwards he worried that such a flip answer had probably cost him the
job. Later, when he got to know the college ethos better, he concluded
that the offbeat response had probably mitigated the impression of an
aspiring bureaucrat in a dark suit.

His previous experience had been in older, more traditional
institutions, but also church related and serious about the liberal arts
and sciences. In fact, the college’s founding dean and recruiter of its
first faculty members had been recruited from the current dean’s col-
lege while the latter had been a student there. He was well aware of the
rapid rise of the young college’s reputation for excellence and innova-
tion. He had already been a department chair, assistant and associate
dean, and hoped he was now ready to be what the trade called a chief
academic officer. The college, still less than twenty years old, offered an
exciting opportunity. Even more important, for whatever reasons, the
college had decided it wanted him.

He spent the first month of the new job living with his fourteen-
year-old son in the home of a generous faculty couple who were away
(and who were to become good friends). Meanwhile his wife, Louise,
and their three daughters had remained in Atlanta preparing for the
move south.

Walking the campus in the heat of that first July thirty years ago
to get acquainted with individual faculty in their offices had been in
large part a trek over sand and stubble. By the time he got back to his
own office, his socks and pant legs would be speckled with cockleburs
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LLOYD CHAPIN

and sandspurs. But now he thought, thanks to presidential vision and
recycled water, grass covers most of the sand and oak trees line the
roads. The campus is greener and more beautiful—an oasis with a
coastline.

He was not well positioned to generalize about the students.
Most of the ones he had encountered directly were the eighteen- to
twenty-two-year-olds in the residential college and came from either
end of a spectrum—those who were having enough academic difficulty
to meet with the academic dean or those outstanding enough to be
recognized for academic honors. What they shared, aside from their
youth and the coastal Florida tendency to dress down, was a certain
adventurousness and a willingness to accept, even embrace, nonconfor-
mity. He had appreciated their lack of interest in social hierarchies or
cliques or competing against one another, their cheerful acceptance of
diversity, and their mutual support.

Most of his time with students had been spent with the Ford
Apprentice Scholars, a group of twenty rising juniors chosen each year
for their academic achievements and interest in exploring the pos-
sibility of becoming professors themselves. His one regular teaching
responsibility had been to lead their senior seminar where they shared
progress reports on research projects and listened to faculty members
share their own experiences as teachers and scholars. Those sessions
had helped to sustain his faith in the value of the college’s academic
program. One year at commencement, the graduating Fords, as they
crossed the stage, had each placed a coaster, with a message, on the
lectern in front of him. The coasters were a response to his frequent
warnings in class not to place soda cans unprotected on the seminar
table. One coaster read, “You will not be forgotten.” He knew that was
an overstatement, but he had saved those coasters.

He recalled his first commencement. In those early years the
ceremony was normally outdoors in the academic quadrangle under a
blazing May sun that grew hotter as the morning progressed, but his
first year it had rained hard and the ceremony was moved to the gym.
It was crowded and humid, but the size of the graduating class and
audience was small enough to fit. Commencement was a festive affair.
Students of different collegia wore different-colored gowns, smuggled
in beach balls and pets, and some faculty members decorated their
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caps. It was certainly different from the more traditional graduation
ceremonies he had known. His role as dean was to read aloud the
names of graduates as they crossed the stage to receive their diplomas
from the president. The moment he would never forget came when

a student, waiting in line to have his name called, suddenly sailed a
Frisbee across the room, which a dog raced forward to catch in midair.
The dean was mesmerized until he heard the president say impatiently,
“Read the name!”

The size of the audience needing to be accommodated at
graduation increased as the college grew. Now, the ceremony was held
under a huge, open-sided, white tent capped with teal banners set up
on the college waterfront. Students themselves had chosen to replace
the colored gowns with more traditional black, but even though there
were no more dogs chasing Frisbees, the ceremony had retained its
festive air. Surely, it was the most unusual and beautiful setting for a
commencement in American higher education.

Carl Sandburg titled his autobiography Always the Young
Strangers after a line from one of his poems, “All I can give you now
is broken-face gargoyles / ... and ... the young strangers, coming,
coming, always coming.” He thought this fitted him and his academic
colleagues. Their lives were always being challenged, changed, and
nourished by the arrival of young strangers. This meant, especially for
him, not only new students, but new faculty.

He remembered the many hours he had spent interviewing
candidates for faculty positions—usually three candidates for each
of several openings every year. Over time, the faculty had doubled in
size, and the proportion of women and minorities had increased. He
was glad of that. Some of the interviews had been memorable. He
had been surprised and amused by the candidate who had somehow
learned that he liked Gilbert and Sullivan and at the end of the in-
terview had suddenly burst into singing, “I'm poor little Buttercup.”
Another took his breath away by describing a personal religious pil-
grimage from Southern Baptist to Presbyterian to Roman Catholic to
Buddhist to Wicca.

Perhaps the most sensitive stage in these hiring interviews came
when he would try to explain what it meant to work in a church-
related college that respected academic freedom but sought faculty
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members who could engage in thoughtful education about values.
The wall between his office and his executive assistant’s was not
soundproof, and in the early years he had inwardly held his breath
at this point in the interview because sometimes she could be heard
declaring to a faculty member in her sharp Brooklyn accent, “Jesus
Christ, you've got a Ph.D.! Can’t you read?” At that point, he would
move on quickly to ask candidates about their research.

Her style had not been his style, but he loved her just the
same. He soon concluded that such a vigorous protector was useful,
especially one who had, in reality, a heart of gold. He had been hon-
ored to conduct her memorial service in the college chapel and had
delivered her eulogy.

Hiring new faculty members was just the beginning of his
work with them. Every year, following a review of their files by a com-
mittee of senior colleagues, he met individually with those pursuing
tenure, to review their professional performance.

Tenured faculty were also reviewed every third year. He soon
realized that one critical comment would vastly outweigh a host of
commendations. He tried to couch concerns in encouraging terms,
but sometimes he had to be clear there was a problem. He recalled
having sympathy for one particular instructor, but telling him that
it simply would not do to stamp on student papers, “Beam me up,
Scotty. There’s no intelligent life down here.”

His admiration for faculty members only increased over the
years. As he had heard them talk earnestly about how to be more
effective in the classroom, and how to balance the demands of teach-
ing and mentoring with maintaining a program of research or artistic
creativity, his awareness grew of how complex and demanding the
academic profession really was. Some seemed to have a natural gift for
communicating with students. Others had struggled, in the words of
one seasoned reviewer, to break the Eckerd code. But many of the lat-
ter had gone on to become superb classroom instructors. He liked to
think that the professoriate was more than a job, it was a calling, but
he had learned that it was a calling that was not easy.

College students, he had come to realize, look to teachers to
be bearers of meaning, to provide coherence in the face of uncertainty
and confusion, insight in the presences of ignorance and anxiety. But
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good teachers are expected to be more than sources of information
or even wisdom. They are also expected to have the ability to inspire
students to change and grow. He had closed a brief speech on the oc-
casion of the college’s fiftieth anniversary by saying:

As we celebrate the vision of our founders, the generous sup-

port of so many, and the achievements of our graduates, we

also celebrate the quiet heroism of those who in Chaucer’s

immortal words, gladly learn and gladly teach,’ those who

day in and day out, year in and year out, in good times and

bad, in classrooms and laboratories, studios and rehearsal

halls, and in the quiet of their offices serve as the meaning

bearers and motivators, the enlighteners and inspirers—the

Jaculty, the heart of the college.

One particular responsibility he had as dean about which he
had mixed feelings was communicating decisions about tenure and
promotion. His custom from the beginning had been to go to faculty
offices to inform them personally. Those walks each spring had over
time become well known on campus. One student had described
them as “dean man walking.” When the message was positive—“May
I have a minute? I have some good news for you”—it was joyous—a
firm handshake, sometimes a hug. When the message was nega-
tive—“I'm afraid I have some disappointing news”—it was painful.
Negative decisions about tenure were the worst, because they meant a
career at Eckerd was coming to an end. At least the chance for pro-
motion would come again.

He thought about the negative recommendations for tenure
he had communicated over the years—fortunately relatively few—Dbut
when one added the number of students officially dismissed for
academic reasons and the handful of staff terminations in the aca-
demic division, he wondered if, in fact, he had informed more people
of their dismissal than anyone else in Eckerd history. It was a grim
thought, and not a record to be proud of, but he also knew it went
with the territory. On the other hand, if you counted all the favorable
tenure decisions, promotions, faculty and staff hires, and thousands of
students he had recommended for degrees on behalf of the faculty, he
had had the privilege of announcing a lot of good news too.

Another task he had often performed was to introduce guest
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speakers, including former presidents Ford, Carter, and George
Herbert Bush; Nobel Prize winner Elie Wiesel; Beverly Sills; and Jane
Goodall, who during her lecture had demonstrated a chimpanzee
behavior by pinching him on the cheek. By far the most memorable
of these occasions occurred when he was to introduce Jesse Jackson,
when the Rev. Jackson was running for President. The college had
invited all the candidates, but only Jackson responded. The gym,
crowded that night to capacity, was already rocking to the songs of a
gospel choir. The candidate ran late, and a local politician kept things
going with an impassioned speech. Finally, the Rev. Jackson arrived
and mounted the platform. The speaker, catching sight of him, sud-
denly concluded his remarks by announcing, “I give you the next
President of the United States!” Jackson’s campaign manager, seated
next to the dean, whispered, “You're up!” The dean whispered back,
“But, did you hear what he said?” “It doesn’t matter,” she said, “you’re
up.” So up stepped the dean to the empty lectern. The crowd roared
with laughter. He hadn’t minded. At least he could tell his grandchil-
dren he had once been introduced as the next President of the United
States.

The point in these guest lectures that had always made him
feel apprehensive was the time for questions. One never knew what
might transpire. He remembered the night the Nobel Prize-winning
poet Joseph Brodsky read poetry, then paused for questions. As usual,
there was a momentary hush, then one hand went up. Unfortunately,
he couldn’t recall the question, but he had never forgotten Brodsky’s
answer delivered in his rich Russian accent and deep voice, “That is
the dumbest question I have ever heard! I wouldn’t ask my mother
that question!” The dean remembered wincing, but a hundred hands
shot up. Oh, to be chastised in public by Joseph Brodsky!

A staple of commencement speakers was a warning to gradu-
ates not to find at the end of their careers that they had spent their
lives in committee meetings. Well, he thought, much of his career as
dean had been spent in committee meetings, and he felt no regrets.
The Academic Standards Committee, Faculty Coordinating Commit-
tee, College Council, Educational Policy and Programs, Enrollment
Management, Administrative Software Implementation, Executive
Staff, faculty meetings, trustee committee meetings, budget
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meetings, task forces, and ad hoc committees—these were the arenas
where many of the decisions that shaped the college were hammered
out. He had chaired or staffed most of these gatherings at one time
or another, and while the request of one colleague going on leave that
faculty meetings be taped so he could fast forward what he had heard
before served as a warning, most of the time he himself enjoyed the
play of ideas, the verbal duels, the search for resolution.

Reflecting on his work with committees led him to reflect on
the other members of the current administration. He felt a sense of
profound gratitude when he thought of the president, vice presidents,
deans, associate deans, directors, coordinators, and support staff that
would continue to manage college operations. When he contemplated
them as a group or individually, along with past and present faculty,
and the steady stream of students at commencement—now no longer
strangers, but entering in words he treasured, “the company of educat-
ed men and women”—he was reminded, as he often had been in these
final days, of the words from the Bible: “Now let your servant depart
in peace.”

He stood up. Louise, his beloved companion and wisest coun-
selor for more than fifty years, would be wondering where he was. He
looked around the darkened room. The bookshelves along the walls
that had held his books were now as empty as the day he first entered.
It was time to go. He gave the place one final wave, walked out, and
gently closed the door.
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SILENCE
C. Scott Adams

I stand upon the mountain peak, sleeping in awe.

After comma, before opinion,
made of efficiency.

Sown beneath the foot of an ant,

I hide under discarded leaves, dining with clouds,
lounging between thought,

elegant. The grand pause of an orchestra.
Noticed by eyes, mourned by ears,

canvas of an undeveloped idea.

Ever I stand upon the mountain peak, waiting, to be broken.
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Carnival Whirlwind — Maximillian Grabenkort
digital photograph
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THE CAVE
Chelsea Singer

Against our better judgment, we went into

it, and into it, and did not hesitate

and did not hold back. We let it take over,

even though we were far beyond what we knew.
The steam off our joined skin, the water dripping
from above, the oils from our bodies leaking
onto the stalagmites rising around us,
permanently changing what’s hidden beneath
the scalloped edges of our flashing lights,

the twist and turns of our bodies working
around the topography of unknown
territories—beautiful and delicate.

The love we share is a vein of abiding

mineral only now being discovered,

and we come to the foreign natural world

of our ecstasy even though it is a place

from which no one has ever come back.



GARAGE SALE

Erick Sumner

ON A SPRING SATURDAY MORNING, LISA’S FATHER ANNOUNCED THEY
were going on a walk. She brushed her teeth in silence, spit the
bublegum-flavored goop into the sink, and rinsed with a vaguely
purple mouthwash that tasted like cotton candy. She stared at the
bottle as she tossed the fluid around in her mouth. A cartoon princess
gleamed her teeth from the window of a castle.

I'm not a child, Lisa thought.

She went into her bedroom and pulled on jeans, training bra, a
white long-sleeved shirt, and tennis shoes. From the living room she
could hear the hungry, wet sound of Malcolm sucking on a bottle.
She stuck her head around the corner and stared at the baby. He sat
on the floor in front of the television, and as she watched he finished
drinking. He shook the empty bottle, burped, then dropped it. He
looked up and saw her. She ducked back around the corner.

The baby made a squeal. Lisa closed her eyes and leaned her
head back against the wall. She listened as Malcolm’s determined
hands and knees slapped the carpet. A moment later she felt his hands
on her shins. I don’t want to pick him up, she thought. I'm not going
to pick him up.

He laughed the first syllable of her name, burped, and laughed
again. She clamped her mouth and picked him up. “Fine,” she said,
“fine. You're fat, you know that?”

She carried him into the living room and called out to her
father. She didn’t hear a response, so she sat on the couch and put
Malcolm on the floor. He immediately climbed back onto her shins.
He stared at her and grinned. His head was almost perfectly round.
“How did this happen?” she asked him. “You got blond hair and blue
eyes. How, huh?”

“Enough, Lisa,” her father said as he entered the kitchen from
the garage. “He doesn’t understand the words you're saying, but he
understands how you're saying them. We talked about this,” he said,
as if that settled it. She could see light coming from behind him; the
garage door was open. He grabbed a baby bag off the counter and
called out the contents, “Diapers, wipes, bottle, pacifier,” checking
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each one off on his fingers. "What am I forgetting?”

She sank into the back of the couch and tried to ignore him.

“All right, let’s go,” her father said. “Get Malcolm.”

She grabbed the baby and stood up. She tried to raise one
eyebrow the way her mother used to, but she could feel both of them
moving. “Where are we going? That’s a lot of stuff.”

“Just down to the end of the street and back.” He walked over
to her and traded the bag for Malcolm. “You might be warm in long
pants,” he said. Lisa kept her eyebrows raised. He gave her a little
shrug and walked out to the garage. She crossed her arms and
followed.

He pulled Malcolm’s stroller out of the back of the SUV. Lisa
watched as he strapped Malcolm in. The baby giggled and held his
lictle fists tight against his chest. She turned and walked down the
driveway.

Across the street in the conservation, birds clattered for atten-
tion. Lisa hoped to catch sight of one, or a deer, but the sun was in
her eyes. She looked back at the front of the house; at the par three to
her left, hole seven, a golfer lined up his tee shot. Behind the house
on hole six, the long par five, a golf cart drove past. I should be out
there, she thought.

Her father pushed the stroller out of the garage and punched
the code into the security box. Malcolm gave an excited 0ooo as the
door rumbled closed. They came down the driveway to where Lisa
waited. She could hear her therapist’s voice. She breathed in slow and
exhaled long. It’s not their fault, she thought. It’s not anyone’s fault.

“I want to go play,” she said.

Her father looked from her to the golf course. “I don’t feel com-
fortable taking Mal—” “You don’t have to go.” She tried to keep her
voice even. “I can go with a friend.”

“Look, let me ... I'll think about it, all right?”

She swallowed, hard, and turned away. She marched to the “For
Sale” sign in the little strip of grass between the cul-de-sac and the
sidewalk. A moment later her father came up beside her.

“Have you, uh, have you given any thought to basketball? You're
tall, you know. Or tennis? Your mom grew up playing tennis—"

“Info tube’s empty,” she cut him off.
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“Yeah.” Her father looked at it for a moment. “All right. You
want to push Mal?”

Halfway down the street Lisa could feel the sweat crawl-
ing down her back. Her shirt clung like a sponge. She tried pulling
it back and forth to get some air circulating. The motion made her
conscious of her unshaved underarms, and the fact that she hadnt put
on deodorant.

“How long is this street?”

“C’mon.” He looked back at her. “What, half a mile or so?
We're out of the house, though, right?”

“I guess.”

“You guess. Well, that’s something, [—” He turned back to
the stroller too slowly and ran it into the Shavers’ yard. Malcolm
made a happy 0ooo sound. Before her father could pull the stroller
back onto the sidewalk, Mrs. Shaver appeared at the front of the
house.

“lan!” she called. “Ian, dear, how are you?” She hurried from
the porch down the steps.

“Great,” he whispered to Lisa, “looks like we're stuck.” He
spoke up, “Mrs. Shaver, nice to see you again.”

“Oh, you too, dear, you too. And how is little Lisa?”

I’'m not little, she wanted to say. “Fine, thanks,” she said.

“Oh, and this must be little Malcolm!” Mrs. Shaver leaned
down eye to eye with the baby. “Well, isn’t he just precious? He looks
just like you, Ian, although I can see—"

“Mrs. Shaver,” Lisa’s father interrupted, “we’re sort of in the
middle of something. If you don’t mind?”

Mrs. Shaver straightened. “Oh, no problem, Ian, no problem.
I’'m glad to see you out and about, dear; it’s not good for you all to
mope around in that big old house.”

“Well, we're ... we're out for a walk today, Mrs. Shaver.” He
cleared his throat and looked back at Lisa.

“Oh, you don't have a table? I assumed you were going to set

»
up.
“Set up for what?” Lisa said.

“Why, the annual garage sale, dear. Do you have a table?”
“No, we don’t,” her father said. “We didn’t know.”
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When they turned the corner at the end of the street, the first
thing Lisa noticed was the open gate. Cars lined both sides of the road
from the third house in all the way out past the guard house, the gar-
den, and the fountain. People swarmed a row of tables set up on both
sidewalks. Lisa saw entire dish sets, furniture, lawn equipment, clothes,
books; it was like the houses had spit out their unused items. Mr.
Paulson had even pulled his car—a sleek, yellow thing with a name
Lisa thought sounded like phlegm—into his driveway. The top of the
windshield had a small sign with the number one followed by a string
of zeros. Below that was a larger sign that read, “DO NOT TOUCH!”

Next to the Paulson house Lisa caught sight of Michelle
Gardner. The kids in Lisa’s school called her “Widow Gardner,” a
phrase Lisa only recently understood. She wondered what the kids
called her dad, behind her back.

The row of tables lined from the sidewalk up the driveway and
into the Gardner garage. Lisa followed her father up the driveway and
idly ran a hand along a pile of clothes. She spotted a pair of shorts and
turned to him. Before she could say anything, he shook his head no.

“Why not?” she asked. “I'm hot and these shorts are really
cute.”

“First of all, you should have thought of that before you put
on jeans. And secondly, those things look like they came from Saks or
Nordstrom. They’re probably forty dollars on sale.”

Before she could respond, Michelle came out of the garage.
“Hey, I heard that!” she said. “I'll have you know my prices are quite
reasonable.” She put her hands around Lisa’s waist, twisted up her face,
and declared, “Well, she might need a belt.” She gave Lisa a wink,
pulled the shorts off the table, and handed them to her. “Early
Christmas present.”

“Like, eight months early?”

“Well then, smarty pants, late Christmas present. Happy?”
Michelle smiled and turned to Lisa’s dad. She took both his hands in
hers, gave him a half-smile, and squatted to look at Malcolm.

“How old is he now?”

“Nine months,” her dad said. “It’s been nine months.”

Michelle smiled at Malcolm. “Want to go in the garage? Get

out of the sun?”
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Inside the garage Lisa saw three flat-panel televisions, a handful
of laptops, two game consoles, and what felt like forty-five shoppers.
One of the consoles was hooked up to a TV with a guitar game. A line
of kids waited anxiously. Michelle’s son Michael held the guitar. His
hair layered just past his ears and curved upward in a graceful swoop.
His tongue worked purposefully along his upper lip. The song sounded
familiar, and Lisa stared a moment too long; the song ended and
Michael looked up, saw her watching him, grinned, and looked back
at the television.

Lisa’s hair whipped as she turned away. Oh, that’s fantastic,
she thought. Why don’t you just stare at him like an idiot? She tried to
look calm as she leaned down and pulled Malcolm out of the stroller.
She held him in front like a shield.

“Michael, give someone else a chance, okay?” Michelle said.
“And why don’t you go inside and get Mr. Marshall, here, a bottle of
water?”

Michael grunted, pursed his lips, and passed the plastic guitar
to the next person.

“I hope someone buys that damn thing,” she said to Lisa’s
father. “T'll cut the price in half if I have to. He plays it so much I
bought him a real set, electric, something to get him interested. He
doesn’t touch it.” She pointed to the far corner of the garage.

Lisa’s father walked in that direction. “You bought him that?”
he said.

Lisa followed him. The guitar leaned casually in a stand. The
body was a deep maple with a white inset. “It’s pretty,” she said.

“It’s pretty,” her father repeated, monotone. “It’s an Eric
Johnson strat.” He turned to Michelle. “You bought him an Eric John-
son strat?”

“Well,” she shrugged, “I told the guy at the store to get a good
one. Is it a good one?”

He didn’t answer. He followed the cord from the guitar to a
rack of pedals. “These aren’t plugged in right.” He pulled the cables out
and rearranged them.

“I remember now,” Michelle said. “You used to play, right?
Back in the day?” Lisa caught Michelle’s quick wink.

“Back in the day,” he repeated. “Mind if I try it out?”
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“Please do.”

He pulled a stepstool over, sat, and turned on the amplifier.
The system began to hum. He adjusted the knobs on the front of
the guitar and then strummed once. It sounded terrible. Lisa felt
Malcolm’s uncomfortable weight, the stick of his body on hers. She
shifted him to her side and forced a swallow. Her mouth was dry.

Her father played a note on the top string. His right hand
moved up and turned one of the pegs at the top of the guitar. He
played the same note a few more times, let it hang, and then plucked
the next string down. The notes wobbled against each other, wrapped
and twined like the crashing of a waterfall. He turned the peg for the
second string, and the wobble sped up until it disappeared and the two
strings sounded the same. He repeated the procedure for all six strings.
The wobble, the crash, the speed up, and the harmony.

Lisa realized that Michael had appeared next to her. She gave
him a little smile and tried to cover her embarrassment by bouncing
Malcolm. Michael leaned forward and gave a bottle of water to her
dad. “Can you play that thing?” Michael asked.

Her father pulled the cap off the bottle. He took a long drink.
Behind Lisa someone began playing the game. The volume went
up. She looked back and saw a long-haired boy, a little older, maybe
fifteen, holding the plastic guitar. The same familiar song started. She
couldn’t quite remember where she had heard it. It was hard, driving,
loud. The boy slapped the buttons on the neck in time with the music.

“Yeah,” her father said. He leaned over to the amplifier and
rolled the volume knob. “Yeah,” he looked at Michael, “I can play.”

In that moment Lisa’s cheeks flushed and her breath stopped.
Her mouth clamped shut to the vague taste of copper. She felt an im-
pulse, natural and pressing like gravity, to turn away, to drop the baby
in the stroller and run back home. Her father began to play.

Sound bellowed from the amplifier, and instead of a discordant
fight, it matched the song from the game console. Her dad’s was crisp,
clean, original. She turned to focus on the game. It hit her ear like a
cheap copy. The long-haired boy stopped playing. Through the garage,
faces turned to watch her father. Someone muted the television.

Lisa looked back at him. His eyes closed and he pressed one of
the pedals. The tone of the guitar changed, turned hollow and almost

32



ECKERD REVIEW

acoustic. The song slowed, and Lisa saw him inhale and open his
mouth. My God, she thought, is he going to—

His voice came to her and she remembered its deep, full qual-
ity. He sang words she recognized, a verse and chorus of hope, heart-
ache, loss, and love. He was quiet when the chords were loud, strong
when the sound grew soft. The music rose and fell in a pattern Lisa
knew. He used to sing that to me, she thought, when I was little.

The song ended. It seemed to her that she could hear everyone
around her inhale. Her hair tingled and she felt weightless. The sharp
crack of a clap started a chorus of applause. She found herself match-
ing that sound. She looked back at the open mouth of the garage.

It was clogged with people. Malcolm wriggled against her hip. She
smiled down at him.

“That was, wow, that was just incredible!” Michelle said. She
fanned herself. “Hot, huh?”

Lisa’s dad smiled, turned off the amplifier, stood, and handed
the guitar to Michael. “You've got a hell of a setup here. You should
learn to play it.” He winked at Michael and nodded to Michelle.
“Thanks.”

Michelle laughed loud, too loud for Lisa, and put her hand on
his shoulder. “Sure, yeah.” She nodded in the direction of the guitar
game. “I forgot, honest, it wasn't until you started playing—"

“No worries,” he smiled. “I don’t mind playing in public, you
know.”

“Maybe ... maybe you could teach him,” Michelle said.
“C’mon by and give me—I mean Michael!” The loud laugh again. “I
mean give Michael lessons.”

Lisa watched her dad’s Adam’s apple bounce. He looked down
at Michelle’s feet and nodded his head a few times. He looked up. “I'd
love to. I really would, but I don't think ... I don’t think 'm ready to
give lessons just yet.”

“Okay. Yeah, I understand. Well, we'll, uh, we'll keep the guitar

and stuff and ... if you ever want to play it just, you know ...”

“Dad, did you know Michelle?”
“You mean Ms. Gardner?” Lisa heard the laugh in his voice.
She looked back at him and caught his smile. “Hey, pay attention,” he
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taunted, “or you'll push Malcolm onto someone’s lawn.”

She turned in time to remain on the sidewalk. She leaned
around and pulled the stroller’s canopy down to keep the sun out of
his eyes. “Yeah, so, Ms. Gardner. Did you know her? Before ... before
MOM:?” She slowed down so they walked side by side.

“No,” he sighed, “no, I didnt. Why?”

“T dunno,” she lied.

“Ah,” he said.

They walked in silence. In between the houses Lisa could
see the course. She recognized the second sand trap, remembered a
mental note to use a three wood so her tee shot would fall short. She
pictured Michelle, the guitar, her dad’s closed eyes.

“You're really good, Dad,” she said. “Why don’t you play
anymore?”

“Hmm,” he said. She looked up. He stared down the street,
his forehead creased. “You know how your mom and I met, right?”

“It was at a concert. Some hair band or something?”

“Right.”

He didnt seem inclined to say more. I don’t understand, she
thought, why would he—

“Waitaminute,” she said in a rush. “You were in the band!
You weren't just at the show; you were in the band! Mom was your
groupie?” The laugh came from her belly, worked its way up through
her throat, and exploded into the world. She covered her mouth but
it was too late; another one went through the opening the first one
had created. Soon she gasped through tears. “OhmyGod, ohmyGod!”

“Settle down, settle down.” Her dad laughed. “It wasn’t like
that.”

“Then what was it like?”

“Um,” he said. “Yeah. All right, I guess it was sort of like that.”

“So let me get this straight. Is this why you wouldn’t let me go
to the Jonas Brothers concert?”

“Hey, now—"

She noticed Malcolm as he giggled in the stroller. He reached
for her with his little hands. She thought he made a sound like “Up!”
She unstrapped him and pulled him out. “Your daddy was a rock
star,” she laughed. “Wait.” She stood up, serious. “Were you, like, a
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rock star? For real?”

“No.” He shook his head. “I think the proper term is ‘one-hit

wonder.””

“But you could’ve been though, right?”

He drew a deep breath and turned to push the stroller. “Your
mom came to the show,” he began, “and that was it. I don’t even
know how she got backstage. So refined. She oozed class, humor,
intelligence. We got pregnant.” He chuckled. “I guess we weren’t that
smart. But here’s the thing: the only reason anyone joins a band is to
make money and meet girls. Well,” he gave Lisa a wink, “I did a little
of both.”

“I don’t understand. You could’ve been famous; people would
sing your songs and—"

“Your mom was a resident,” he cut her off. “It’s hard enough
making rounds without carrying an infant. I left the tour and we
made a home.” He shrugged.

“Just like that.” Lisa snapped her fingers. “Like it meant
nothing, like it was that easy to give it up?” She thought of Malcolm,
of her mother telling her the risks of getting pregnant after forty.

She remembered her dad singing to her from a beach towel in their
backyard, his wave when he dropped her off at school before she was
old enough to ride the bus, the nights when her mom had to stay all
night at the hospital and her dad would wake her at two in the morn-
ing and share ice cream.

“Golf’s expensive, isn't it, Dad?”

He looked down at her, gave a half-smile, and nodded once.
She hugged him. Malcolm squirmed his way out from in between
them. She clamped her eyes shut. “I know, Dad,” she said. “I know.”

A car drove past them from behind. Lisa watched it turn a
circle in the cul-de-sac and stop at their house. Someone got out of
the passenger side, looked at the sign for a moment, and got back in
the car. Lisa did a half-wave as they drove back. A young couple. She
didn’t see any kids in the backseat.

“I hope it’s someone nice,” she said.

Her dad looked from the house to the car. “Yeah,” he said,

« »
me too.
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PLAN B
Jessica A. Locke

With lines taken from the “Consumer Information”

pamphlet for an emergency contraceptive.

Do not use this medication:

If you are pregnant (because it will not work).
For regular birth control.

If you want to take your chances.

When using this product, you may experience:
menstrual changes, headache, abdominal pain,
tiredness, dizziness, breast pain, guilt,
hesitation, nausea, and vomiting.

When reading this warning:

Do not cry in front of the woman behind the pharmacy counter.
Do not tell your mother she will not be a grandparent.

Do not use if seal is torn or broken.

Begin medication as soon as possible within 72

hours of unprotected sex.

For best results, take the first pill in your car in the CVS parking lot.
Make a note of time in your day planner and set the alarm

on your cell phone for exactly 12 hours later — take second pill.
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Sara Kolodziejski

WHEN YOU ARE PART OF A FAMILY THAT'S BUILT LIKE AN EARTHQUAKE,
and have lived nowhere in your life for more than two years, you'll

try pot the first time it’s offered by some greasy-haired catholic-school
hipster. No one will have to whine your name, Sierra, with pressure.
You will like it, and its pungent odor will soak into your clothes for
years. Pot will lead to your first rush of ecstasy. The bass will live in you
for weeks, and the second you crash, another waitress at that little dive
with the mushrooms painted on the wall will find you hunched over
the bathroom sink and offer you a hit of cocaine off the silver toilet-
paper holder. It zooms up into the pores of your brain. The tingling in
your skin will bring forth memories of life. Suddenly, you no longer
feel the heat radiating from your expensive doc martens, the ones you
bought to cover your self-inflicted scars. After work you’ll go online,
and in a haze you’ll buy a ticket to see Tori Amos on your twenty-fifth
birthday at Madison Square Garden. Your first love, the boyfriend you
left when your parents lost their house, will pick up the phone on the
first ring and offer you a bed to sleep in for the weekend. It will be
your first trip home since October 1, 2001, when you flew home in a
panic because all the lines were down. Powerlessness would never be
comfortable.

Despite the desire for mental clarity when you see the man
you would carry on your back if you had to, rationality will have left
long ago. So when your new girlfriend in Florida, Meg, gives you
tips on how to smuggle drugs up your ass into New York City, you'll
listen. The night you met her, she shuffled through her empty living
room and introduced her half-naked children to you. They sat on a
blue Sponge Bob blanket on the floor, playing a torn board game. She
kicked trash out of your way into her bedroom. You did drugs until
the sun came up, making crushing cockroaches into a self-fulfilling
game.

The flight into the city will go well, despite the delay for the
summer downpour—gray rain in flight. You spend the weekend eating
pizza and hanging out at your old stomping grounds, the park next
to your old high school. Mike, your soul mate, writes songs in the
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grass, looks at the October sunset reflecting in the glitter above your
eyes, and asks you to be his Yoko. You won't understand, but agree.
The goodbye, filled with promises of going on tour with him, seems

to be in slow motion. If you could stay here with him, get your life
back together, you would. In fact, the idea is now an infection in your
brain. The flight back to Tampa will be a dark descent, but Meg will be
waiting at the gate to replenish your drug stash.

You'll move in with Meg after a WWIII-caliber fight erupts in
your parents house on Thanksgiving. It’s the coke that fell out of your
pocket as the stairs had their way with you on your obligatory venture
to the dinner table that did it. Meg’s house is covered in broken straws,
broken glass, and flat bicycle tires. Tim and Kay, her two children,
rarely shower and no one ever notices. Now under a hundred pounds,
after months of starving, Meg will insist on actually selling your doc
martens for cocaine and pot, but never food. Here comes the brilliant
idea.

Before you slide the three pink makeup compacts into your
jeans pocket, you'll find your Xanax prescription at the bottom of the
old green corduroy purse you dug the makeup out of. Four pills lead
to more, and the ground loosens underneath you. As memory fades,
you still remember the way to Walmart. The old man at the door takes
the compacts and places neon green stickers on them. As you shuffle
away, the cameras pick up on you quickly—down action alley right
into the bedding section where you know you can find something
expensive. You gawk at a two-hundred-dollar velvet bedspread you can
only imagine snuggling into, and quickly put a sticker on it. You figure
this will help, and you're right. Follow the tiled path to the service
desk and promptly return the bedding set with the sticker on it. The
woman with red hair gives you a gift certificate that you promptly stuff
into your back pocket. After you've spent two hours selecting groceries,
you pay with your gift card and pop the rest of the pills while inside a
wet bathroom stall. Cops wait at the front door to the parking lot as
you grab a cigarette out of the faded, beat-up pack. This is when the
blackout begins.

You wake up three days later, on March 13, sweating. You are
woken up of course, by what seems to be loud banging on a metal
door. Two deputies stand there, each holding a set of handcuffs.
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Screaming, they’ll order you against the wall, arms above your head.
Crouching down, they’ll grab your ankles and quickly wrap a leg

iron around each one, like strapping something to the roof of a car.
They’ll pull you off your bunk and run out of the tiny cell you are just
now seeing, ordering you not to move. One. Two. Three. Bolts now
separate you from the world. The older deputy then sticks another key
in the door, and a smaller rectangular door in the middle of it falls
open. Stick your arms out. Cuffs go around each one, squeezing into
your pale skin indentations that will last weeks. Looking up at her, her
name tag screams, “Goodman.”

After being pulled by your armpit down a long blue corridor,
lined with carts of lunch bread, getting to sit on cold, wooden, church-
like benches in the courtroom will be a relief.

“You really stirred the community. The media is here and
wants to talk to you. Sit down. Don't ask any questions,” Goodman
will say to you.

At the same time, you notice you're the only one in the room
in shackles. A black-haired, frail inmate, like you, will walk toward
you, look at your answers, and stare.

“Whod you kill?”

Say nothing,.

Walk up to the podium after a man charged with rape is given
bond, and wait. “Sierra Wilderson, you're being charged with two
counts of battery on a law enforcement officer, obstructing an officer
with violence, and petty theft. Get comfortable. Dont answer any
questions.”

The judge won't give you the time of day, since he’s using you
as an example. A month earlier, the jail you now reside in was all over
the news. A warden threw a handicapped man down a flight of stairs
and got sued. All the newspapers screamed police brutality, and they
needed to show just what they go through. But you won't remember
seeing this at Walmart, plastered on every newspaper that stared at you
as you checked out. In fact, you won’t remember anything besides the
breath of fresh air you took with groceries you thought youd now be
eating.

Every drug you have taken in the last month is seeping from
every pore in your body. Nothing will make sense now that you are not
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the musician you want to be, the artist. You wanted to touch people. I
guess that’s exactly how you got into this position.

Jail is not just one big room, it’s like everywhere else. They
categorize you and call these categories pods. You'll live in lockdown,
One Charlie. It's where they put those considered dangerous. Jail is
nothing like the movies. There are no foreboding hallways and no eerie
fluorescent lights that shine poetically into the cells. All night you will
go through the roughest detoxification of your life, not crying only
because you can hear everyone else in their cells sobbing. Somehow,
this helps. Your cell, no bigger than five-by-five, has only a large
concrete slab of a bed with a paper blanket covering it. When a warden
comes to check on you through the tiny square window of your
room, you will throw the blanket over your head each time. A deputy,
younger than you, will sit in the middle of the pod, armed with an
iPod and tiny speakers. She will bop to her hip-hop Top 40 while you
synchronize your vomiting to the beat of her music.

You'll try for days to reach your parents and will get denied
by their cell-phone company on your hour recreation time. When
you finally talk to your father, it will be on a computer screen you
are dragged to by Deputy Goodman. He and your lawyer will come
on the screen and prepare you for your court date in three weeks.
Your lawyer explains that when you got to the jail, an officer asked
you to kick off your shoes. That’s exactly what you did, and you hit
her in the face. When they tackled you, you fought back. They’ll use
your mental-health history and pill abuse to get you help. You hang
on. Meanwhile, you write letters to Mike incessantly and promise
that when it’s all figured out you’ll find him. You try to apologize,
and when he writes back you'll see that he does. He sends drawings
of the two of you together, and you wrap them together in small
strips of your paper blanket. But you will leave the gift-like letters on
the counter when you revive your smelly, filthy clothes upon being
released. Don’t bring anything with you, and if you start reading a
book in jail, always finish it, or you may be sent back just to read it.
Jail karma is strange and detailed, you'll learn.

The first time you see your father since Thanksgiving will be
across the wooden pillars of the courtroom on April third. The tears
running down his face will make you put your head down. When
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the judge finally gets to you and asks your father if he will bring you
back home, he flashes his USMC tattoo. This will get you released on
mental-health charges and into your father’s custody. Your mother will
wait for you on the front porch, under the moonflowers she planted
for your birthday last year upon your return, and quickly bring you
into the bathroom to get rid of the lice obtained while in jail. As the
water runs down your body and hides your tears, your mother scrubs
your head powerfully; you feel her nails scrape over the black, crunchy
bugs. You'll vow to never look back.
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FINDING HAN SOLO
Chris Cox

MY YOUNGEST SON, THOMAS, HAD BEEN PLAYING WITH HIS STAR Wars
people. Setting them at different heights on his bookcase, he'd create
complex laser battles, ambushes, and glorious falls from great heights.
Pve always loved and encouraged this behavior, finding a nearly com-
plete set of Star Wars people at a used-toy store for a very reasonable
price. There were a few flaws—slightly used, none of the guys who
should’ve had guns, had guns; Darth Vader didn't have his light saber
(the built-in red one that slid out of his arm); and Chewbacca, in an
irony not lost on me, had a few marks on him where he'd obviously
been chewed by a family dog. I was also able to purchase (at the same
store!) the Millennium Falcon, a TIE Fighter, and of course the X-
wing (with wings stuck in the open, or attack, position).

So Han Solo, from the scaled equivalent of hundreds of feet,
plunged to what had to have been certain death. The trouble was,
there was no body. He had fallen behind the bookcase, and maybe
into the space between the baseboard heater and the floor. It was per-
fect for a man of his size to slide into. I had taken one of these heaters
off the wall once and discovered a treasury of lost pennies, pens, pen
caps, Q-Tips, and the like. I was pretty sure that this was where Solo
had gone.

Neither Thomas nor I nor Jabba would be satisfied without
a body. And so, hoping against hope and ignoring the odds, my son
and I formed a search party and went looking for our friend.

Moving the bookcase was the toughest part. We unshelved a
decent number of books, trophies, a clown puppet that always sorta
creeped me out, and a few models of different kinds of vehicles—I
think there was a sports car of some kind, a cop car, an ambulance
(invaluable!), and a fighter plane.

So we get the thing all emptied and try to move it. Nothing.
I set my leg against it and do that thing where you get maximum
leverage by planting your foot and pushing with your hip. Nothing.
Thomas tells me it’s bolted to the floor, and the wall. Okay, so we
haven'’t lived here that long.

Apparently, the previous owners had these cats.



And I'm not talkin’ regular cats. These were like carry-off-a-
baby big. So Marley, my wife, tells me that the owners did stuff like
this to keep the shelf from falling when the cats climbed on it. That
little safety feature didn't do much for Han Solo.

He’s out there, in the darkness, waiting for someone to come
for him, maybe with a broken leg, maybe roasting slowly under a
heater as scorching as high noon under the twin suns of Tatooine.

So we unbolt the shelves from the wall, and we get one of the
bolts out of the floor, but the other one strips. So now I can lift up half
the bookcase, but not the other, as it is still connected to the floor. I
can lift the thing, but I can’t hold it long enough to search.

Thomas, hand me that ambulance.

I direct my son, and he hesitantly complies. It looks to be the
sturdiest of the models by far, and I test this suspected strength first
before gently lowering the full weight of one end of the bookcase onto
its plastic roof. It does fine, and I park it in such a way so that the little
sirens don’t get crushed.

We begin our search. The tiny red light on the front of the
X-wing actually works (simulating laser fire), and Thomas uses this as
a flashlight for a minute, until I produce a miniature flashlight on my
keychain, barely bigger than two stacked nickels.

With this, I get my first real look under the heater. A paperclip,
potato chip, endless dust, a pen cap ... no Solo.

And then I hear it.

The click of the thermostat tells the heater the house is too
cold, and the heater responds by saying, Okay, I'll run 220 volts of elec-
tricity through me and make really expensive heat for the owners who keep
me around for such a purpose.

Right in front of my face the heater clicks on. And that’s when
I think to scan the innards of the heater. And I see him, his little black
boots. He’s wedged in the heater itself and it’s turning on. Even if he
survived the fall, there’s slim chance of him making it out of there
without a pretty robust maiming.

Shut it down!

I direct my son, and he rapidly responds by springing to his
feet and frenetically leaping about like a panicked meerkat. He doesn’t
know what to do, but he runs to the hallway.
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The thermostat, turn it down, Thomas! Turn it down to fifty
degrees!

The boy responds brilliantly. Hallway. Thermostat. Click. Heat
off. I pick up a cloth, which happens to be a Cub Scout bandana, and
wipe the perspiration from my forehead. I've never felt this kind of
pressure before.

Extraction.

Solo is wedged in at an odd angle, and neither mine nor
Thomas’s tiny fingers can fit through the protective grate far enough to
retrieve him. The ambulance can’t hold out forever, and although the
sunglassed drivers seem calm, I know it’s a front.

They have wives, kids, maybe even action figures of their own.
They know the risks, and they do it anyway. Day after day, night
after sleepless night, they remain at the ready—alert, aware, the back
bedroom’s first line of defense in any emergency, a rolling miracle.

Thomas breaks first and says he has to go to the bathroom.

I say okay, and when he leaves the room, I take the opportuni-
ty to break a stinger missile off the fighter jet and use it to dig around
in the heater. I think I have Solo’s foot snagged with the stabilizing
wing of the missile, but many of his features are round and organic,
and the harsh lines of the stinger fail to gain good traction. Thomas
returns, and I hide the broken-off missile in my pocket.

Any luck?

No-o-t yet. I can see im though.

What can we use? I look around his room. The sports car is of
no use.

Hey, Thomas, how much do you love this clown pupper? 1 ask,
with a bit of sarcasm attached, but not so much that if he really did
like the clown puppet that it would crush his dreams. I just figured it
was a gift from one of his elderly aunts who has lost touch with young
people and who sadistically thinks that having a diabolical marionette
in your room at night staring at you with eyes that never close might
somehow enhance your childhood. I was thinking that he wasn’t that
attached to the clown, and I wanted to cut the strings holding his
hands and feet.

I didn’t necessarily have those thoughts in that order.

And, for the record, I will admit to being strangely
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apprehensive about a) destroying a gift from a beloved aunt, and b)
activating a curse by cutting the strings, like, symbolically setting free
what in all likelihood was a demonic killing machine or an animated
housing for a tortured soul, long departed. Maybe a murdered clown’s
soul had been imprisoned within the clown doll, and to clip those
strings was to tempt the devil himself ... in clown form.

With these thoughts in mind, I make the cut, because I don’t
feel like looking around for string. Tape would’ve been good, and I
thought about looking for some of that, but, again, too much walking.

So yeah, strings cut, clown demon set free or whatever, but he’s
not moving now, so I figure I'm safe from the curse, but I also silently
promise myself to burn the thing in the woodstove as soon as I'm done
here. And promises driven by fear are the promises we keep.

Thomas, let me show you how to make this knot. This end of the
rope? This is the rabbit, and he comes outta this hole, “cause thats where
rabbits generally live, and goes around this tree and—rthis is the key part
now—over this log here, before returning safe and sound ro the hole.

I show the kid, or try to, but the loop keeps pulling through
because the string is so thin, so Thomas freaks me out by making a
hangman’s noose in about two seconds, which in retrospect was both
efficient and macabre. Chewbacca stands guard now with a dull,
purple crayon, belligerently challenging anyone to step forward and
interfere with the tedious rescue of his friend. Step forward, fool, and
get beaten to death with a purple crayon!

Nobody comes forward.

I knew they wouldn’.

They never do.

I don’t know who smells it first.

Oh my god, do you smell thar?

And to our shared horror, we both do, the whiff, the scent
of burning man. The thermostat! Solo is melting on the heater and
Thomas runs like a deer and I'm screaming, Shuz it down! Shut it down!
And he says it is shut down, it is, it’s at fifty!

But still he’s in there and I pull the grate back a little but it’s
getting hot and right before I let go of the grating, I lock eyes with
Han and I see it ... fear, man—I mean, real fear like you wouldn’t
believe—the kind he never allowed to reach the surface before; an
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unbridled nightmare.

We're able to reposition him slightly with the pen, but mainly
we just try to keep him calm, saying a bunch of crap I don’t believe.

You're gonna be okay, buddy. Hang in there. Everything’s gonna
be all right.

[ feel bad lying to the guy, but what are you gonna do? It’s just
instinct, and this is one situation where telling him the truth is not in
his best interest.

So there he is fryin’ away, and we're fumbling with the pen/
noose combo, and actually getting the noose around his foot isn’t that
hard, but it’s getting the thing tight enough, for which one uses the
pen—not the blunt end of the pen but the ballpoint end, which is
precise enough to push on string. And a couple times we almost have
it, but we pull too early or the pen slips off the noose and knocks
the captain out of position, and it is not lookin’ good man, it is not
lookin’ good at all.

And then I hear the voice, Alec Guinness’s voice as the origi-
nal Ben Kenobi, and it whispers to me, soft and calm,

The force, Luke ...

A comforting dream of a departed mentor in my moment of
crisis.

.. use the force.

It implores me. Even though my name’s not Luke, I know
the voice is talking to me because that’s just how Ben Kenobi’s oth-
erworldly spirit is. And so I close my eyes and focus, and my hand
steadies, and the pen seems to move itself as if by magic, but it’s not
magic at all because Thomas is moving it, and ...

Then.

Finally.

With the ambulance beginning to creak under the pressure ...
I slip the loop around his leg, Thomas tightens the loop with the pen,
and we lift, ever so carefully, our man to safety. Trumpets sound the
Star Wars theme song. Chewie bark-growl-howls his jubilant con-
gratulations.

Thomas actually hugs Han, but I dont want to do it in front
of the guys. I also fear that he might still be a little melty, so I shake
his hand and lift the bookcase end.
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Thomas, pull that ambulance outta there.

I direct my son, and he complies swiftly, inspecting the
ambulance for damage and scanning the crew with concern. When
he’s satisfied, he slips our luckless adventurer into the ambulance and
drives him to safety, over near his desk. I am somewhat encouraged
by the fact that he rides in the front seat of the ambulance, sitting up,
responsive, in a great deal of pain, mind you, but responsive. I lower
the bookcase and sigh heavily.

How is he? 1 ask of my son, dejected and staring at the
ground, tears welling in my eyes lest all of my labors be for nothing.
How is he? 1 ask again with increased urgency, looking over the room,
noticing that Chewie seems to be glaring at the clown with a certain
intensity (/ got your back, Chewie); and Thomas, without the rush that
often accompanies insincerity, examines Han Solo carefully, poses
a handful of whispered questions, and, satisfied with the captain’s
answers, looks back up at me.

Hes gonna be okay.
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FORGET-ME-NOTS

Cynthia Ann Conciatu

I was sitting in a Waflle House

Just outside Peoria

Trying to get some syrup off my elbow
With one of those inadequate tissue napkins
That pop out

None at a time

From a black and silver dispenser

That is invariably jammed

Between salt and pepper shakers and

A crusty catsup bottle

I wish to God Estelle

(her name tag reads)

Would spend more time

Cleaning syrup off the chipped Formica table tops
And less time washing leatherette seats

With a sour-smelling dish rag

That appears to be universally owned

By every Waflle House in the region

Probably has Waffle House — Midwest
Stamped on one smelly corner

And makes the rounds by express truck
Arriving three minutes before I do

At any given location

At least I can depend on a good cup of coffee
And a runny egg

If I want one

Reminds me of my mother’s kitchenette table
With that yellow oilcloth cover
Always slightly damp from a sour dishrag

Frayed some around the edges
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Dotted with small blue lowers
Probably Forget-me-nots
(must be—Dbecause I haven’t)

And cigarette burns on the corner
Where my father used to sit

And fall asleep
Opver his runny eggs

Might as well call the cigarette burns
Forget-me-nots too
Because I haven’t
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ADVICE TO A SON LEAVING

FOR COLLEGE

Donald Eastman

Start with the day:

Admire the quality of light,

The angle of morning sun and shadow,
The promises or forebodings of weather.

Taste the air,

Mull its nip, its moisture, its temperature;
Notice its bouquet

And any signals of delight or distress.

The clouds will declare

Provisional messages,

Temporary tidings of calamity or calm:
Keep them in view.

Enter the forest quickly, unarmed.

Stay downwind;

Listen for news

That nature has survived the night intact.

Step gingerly,
And watch for tigers.
They will be there,

But you must be prepared to see them.

Follow them home; live among them
Learn their ways:
Start with the day. . .



The Elephant — Cuitlin Ferraro
mixed media
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JUST SOWING SEEDS
Betsy Lagana Bluangtook

TopAY I'M SUBSTITUTE TEACHING FOR FIFTEEN EMOTIONALLY
challenged elementary school children.

Like the last time I subbed this class, the girls in low-cut tops
and makeup are shouting, “That’s not how our teacher does it!” “We
don’t have to do this.” “I'm going to the bathroom.” Behind them,
hefty boys are escalating gang slang and sexual comments, as in a
game. They’re not yet using words as weapons, like the putdowns
hurled by many students in the high school classes I sub, where one
girl boasted to the room, “I had anal sex last night.” And these fourth-
graders don't cry, “Way to go!” at news of a school shooting. Nor have
I heard such in high school honors classes, where children with fami-
lies behind them wind up, nor even in the detention academy, where
police cars wait outside.

The day I subbed there, hard-looking boys had started drum-
ming rhythms on their desks. When a supervisor passed the door
and yelled to stop, more boys added counterpoints on their metal
chair arms. I nodded along, then held up the newspaper I'd brought,
read the headlines about a gang shooting, and asked why kids joined
gangs. Several stopped and looked at me and at each other. They
played the question about, then offered: “To have somewhere to
belong.”

But today, in this fourth-grade class, the girls are jumping
about; a boy whose eyes don’t focus tugs my elbow, “Pleeease listen to
me read.” A girl with an orderly desk calls, “Come check my work.”
And the heftiest gang wannabe, all dragging cargo pants and spiked
hair, pauses his in-your-face slouch to smile neighborly when I ask
him to work and stop taunting the pale, shorter boy beside him. The
taunts continue from the back row.

The last time I subbed this class, the reading coach led them
through the modern equivalent of “See Dick run. See Jane run.” The
pale boy had pulled out Harry Potter and whispered, “Could I read
this instead?” At recess that day he had walked beside me, explaining
that the hawk above us sailed an updraft, that he didn’t know why he
was put in our class, that his mom had just left him at his dad’s. I had
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asked if he thought a bored scowl might discourage bullies. Then he
ventured into the playground where the husky, high school oughta-
bes targeted him with the football. I called to the friendly one—could
he teach us to throw? The pale boy watched, then explained the
physics of the spin. They played catch.

Today on the way to recess, the sexpot wannabes walk beside
me. That previous time on the playground, one had pranced around
in her tight jeans and said she couldn’t sit—shed get them dirty. I'd
bent dramatically and brushed off a bench and told her she owed me.
Today she is trying out her putdowns, almost conversationally, not
knife sharp like too many high school kids. “Why,” she says, “when
you sub here, do you always wear the same clothes?”

I look down at my denim shirt. “Guess my daughter’s off to
college and can't tell me what to wear like you can. Besides, I thought
it was one’s smile that makes one pretty.” A happy grin animates her
heavy eye shadow. “Like you,” I add, “you’re beautiful when you
smile.” She smiles again.

After recess the girls walk me back to the classroom, where
the kids act up like a pack of puppies in a tight space. The tiny aide
throws a big voice, “WAIT TILL I TELL YOUR TEACHER.” They
sit. Some work.

The slight, pale boy doesn’t, nor the friendly gang wannabe.

I walk to their station and talk about choices—of my kids working
to succeed in schools like theirs, taking honors classes, getting lots of
money for college, and doing interesting things. I ask where they see
themselves in ten years.

The gang wannabe says, “In jail.”

I ask why he doesn’t choose something more fun.

“Look around you, Miss; everyone goes to jail.”

I search his face. Will the friendliness be gone by high school?

But the pale little boy is mangling a pencil. He keeps his eyes
down, says, “I'm not listening.”

“Yeah, but you’re smart. You can double task. You hear me?” 1
counter.

He’s snapping the shreds into shreds and ignoring the assign-
ment: write what you've learned in school. “Nothing,” he says.

“How about writing what you didn’t learn?”
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I bend to hear his, “T learned about bullies.” Then he cuts
loose, low, scathing: “My step-dad is a bully. He abuses my mom, me.
He died last night. 'm glad.”

I...I... mumble about his anger being justified, but his eyes
rise. Muddy circles surround the burning blue. “And I haven't had
dinner in weeks.”

While the class is at lunch I visit the principal. He affirms the
boy’s story, tired eyes sad, “We're doing what we can.”

The aide leaves just before the final bell. My mind tallies tri-
age: kids aren't trashing the room, punches not serious yet. My yell
buys time. I corner the pale boy. He looks down. I say my husband
listened, talked, to his kids, that he died because people weren’t doing
their jobs. Should I shoot them?

His head shakes a moment. He spits “No” at the floor.

I say anger shouldn’t keep him from doing the work that
would get him the grades that would get him to a life where /e could
be a good father. I say I'd be really happy to find him in Gifted next
year. Would he work for me?

He looks up, meets my eyes, and says, “Yes.”

[ say, “Deal ... shake,” and his little hand takes mine.
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90% OF THE WORLD LIVES OFF A

DOLLAR A DAY

Maddy Wineland

Throw a tantrum at the speck in your glass

or lack of HD channels to calmly

consume what’s left of your lousy half-assed

brain. Turn a blind eye to a begging palm

reaching out, warped like run-down leather.
Between clay houses and black faces smiling,

we complain of our weak water pressure,

and Mac & Cheese 200 cold for our liking.

The summer scorch brings you that desired bronze;
admire your white face in those sleek French doors.
As the sacred screen blares the halftime show

with thin red, white, and blue confetti thrown,

to celebrate the tossing of a ball,

fat linebackers losing brain cells in applause.



Road Worker — Michael Specht
digital photograph
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A WINTER MOON WALKS
Gary Tapp

All of a sudden your world is mined:
Each step you take is wrong,

A rolling catastrophe of various sizes:
Tall, grande, or venti. You would take

A regular-sized disaster if one was offered,
But they are out of regular. Your job
Explodes; your money exits,

Your children self-destruct. You

Ask God where all these mines

Came from. You leave Him a voice-mail.
Darkness stretches over the deep.
Somewhere in the distance you hear

Billie Holiday singing. You consult
The I Ching; you go to see the gypsy;
They both advise you to inhibit

The reuptake of serotonin.

You ask your ancestors. You find
Out they were all blown to
Smithereens, blasted into ashes

Beside the Rappahannock.

You breathe in the dust of a thousand
Splintered souls as a winter moon walks
Across a sky free of clouds. It shines
Down on your brief moment as you



See it cross through the trees,
Through the miles and miles
Of twisted trails as you prepare
Yourself to take the next step.
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Gnaw I — Andrew Boland
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FARMHOUSE ON A DIRT ROAD
John C. Carter

Her ears,

hearing him yell her name again

as she stands there,

half-way between the house and the car.
His voice, hurling obscenities,

making even the dogs hide.

Her hand,

not as convinced as his had been—
falters

in its reach for the gate.

The chair on the porch

rocking idly in the breeze,

content in its journey.

Her eyes,

gazing at the road that used to welcome her,
whether coming or going

but long ago.

How many times

had she used that road to dream,
walking with the smell of wild grass
as twilight became darkness,
forgetting even the sound of crickets
as the moon exploded the horizon,
only wishing for rain

and a chance to erase, erase.

Her feet,

comfortable in their old shoes,
remembering their place,

turned,

led her back up the splintered steps
and waited to carry the pain.
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Triptych — Ben Hamburger
0il on canvas
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IGNES ANDROS
Abby L. Shepherd

I watched as you rolled a half

empty box of matches carelessly
through your fingers. I knew that look.
You had been out igniting revolutions.
Skin stained black, monoxide lips.
Somewhere, something is turning

to dust and the sky rains ash

while the horizon reflects the spark

of your touch.You called it cleansing,.
Something always has to die in order
for something else to be born.

And it was then that I knew

that youd never stop until

all the world had burned for you.
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Disco Chick — Caroline Duvoe
(aka Carol Mlotkowski)



Snowmelt — Donald Ambroziak
digital photograph
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BuT HOME IS NOWHERE

Carmen Palmer

IN THE SUBURB OF ROSEVILLE, NEBRASKA, THERE IS A LITTLE
shopping square, generically named Rosedale Mall. It consists of three
large department stores, a movie theatre, and twenty or so little bou-
tiques that fill the spaces in between. The main entrance, which is also
the closest entrance to the sunken employee parking lot off to the side
of the theatre, is a big pink-glass triangle, with a red-and-green rose
engraved at the top. Beneath the rose, the words “Rosedale Mall” are
written in childish cursive loops.

Giovannie Salley often found herself annoyed with this sign
when she walked into work fifteen minutes after school got out. She
worked every single day of the week, three to close, and weekends
whenever she was needed. Today, however, instead of walking to her
normal spot folding clothes in the Infants’ section on the first floor,
she stepped a shiny black-heeled foot onto the escalator, headed for
the offices on the top level. As the escalator click-click-clicked her
up to the third level, she dug a white slip of paper out of her purse.
At the top, she turned left into the office section of the store, and
scanned the doors for Howard. Jenkins, Appleton, Howard. Number
311. Giovannie smoothed out her white slip of paper and knocked on
the door.

“Come in,” said a deep, raspy voice from behind the doors.
She did. Mr. Howard’s office was big and gray, with a small spattering
of photographs and children’s drawings around his desk at eye-level.

“What can I do for you, young lady?” he asked her.

“My name is Giovannie, and I work downstairs in Children’s
and Infants’.” She held out her white slip of paper. “This is my last
week of school before summer, and I would like to move somewhere
with more available hours, if there are any open positions. This is my
transfer slip from Kristine, my team lead.”

“Yeah, I know Kristine.” Mr. Howard pushed his fingers
through his graying hair. “She used to work with me in Athletics on
level two. Let’s see if there are any open positions for you. What was
the name, again?”

“Giovannie Salley.”
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“Giovannie, Salley? Giovannie being the last name?”

“No, sir, Giovannie with an i-e on the end,” she smiled
shyly. “It’s my first name.”

“What's your employee number? Well, that really is quite
a unique name; what made her think of it?”

“9550098. I saw this episode of King of the Hill once,
where Luanne had a baby and named it Lasagna. I think it was
probably something like that.”

Mr. Howard chuckled, running his hands again through
his surprisingly thick and healthy-looking gray hair, and then
placing them behind his head, surveying the computer screen.

“All right, so how many hours are you looking to work
this summer, on average?”

“As many as you have available.”

“All right. When do you turn eighteen?”

“Next month. July twelfth.”

“All right. Well I won't be able to put you over thirty-five
hours until then, but after your birthday would you be looking to
work more than that?”

“If more than thirty-five hours are available, sir.”

“All right. For now, we’ll move you to Jen’s section in
Bedding and Linens ...” He paused, his lovely green eyes met
Giovannie’s, and she wondered what he had looked like at twenty.
Even at what she guessed was probably late forties, he was not an
unattractive man. “Will that work for you? You can be getting
around twenty-five hours a week to start out with.”

“I do really want to work as much as possible,” she said.

“Well ... I do have a position in my department for full
time, but I can cut it to exactly thirty-five hours for you until July,
if you would like.”

“If that’s all right with you, that would be great.”
Giovannie didn’t meet his beautiful green eyes this time, but
looked at a crayoned picture of a hippo on the wall behind Mr.
Howard’s head.

“All right, I'll move you to my section, but I must say I
have some qualms about giving a seventeen-year-old girl all those
hours. It’s not that I don’t think you can do the work. It’s pretty
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comparable to your job before, but ...”

“But what? If there is a problem, I can ...” Giovannie sat
up straighter and smoothed her skirt around her knees, just in
case his eyes happened to be there.

“No, by all means, if you want the position it’s yours. All
right. I'll run this through the department; come by tomorrow
and pick up your new schedule.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Call me Dave.”

Giovannie imagined that he winked one of those icy green
eyes at her.

She walked back toward the escalators, through the still-
ness of the offices, with only another four hours left until she
could go home.

Giovannie’s new job in Athletics was considerably easier
than her old one in Children’s. The pregnant mothers and the
middle-aged baby-shower guests who shopped in Children’s never
really knew what they were looking for. The Athletic Depart-
ment’s twenty-something clientele rarely needed help, however,
and actually got annoyed when she offered too much advice. Mr.
Howard was often busy, constantly doing inventories of sizes and
rearranging racks of track pants, but Giovannie and the other five
or so department associates spent most of their time sitting on a
bench at the fitting-room doors, or leaning over the marble-
patterned checkout counter. She often imagined, as Mr. Howard
ran from rack to rack, that he was letting those soft, married eyes
slide up her skirt or down her cleavage, that he would take her
home and yell commanding, frightening things at anyone who
would try to come take her away.

Today, there was even less to do than on most days. The
weather outside was lovely, and anyone who had not taken the
weekend trip to their cabin was spending their Saturday on a
lake or in the park. Even Mr. Howard was still standing behind
the marble-counter with Giovannie and two other associates, a
middle-aged motherly-looking woman and a peak-nosed, uptight-
looking lady who may have passed for a young librarian.

“Mine is drowning,” said the librarian-lady, glancing
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around at her coworkers. “My husband and I have a boat on Lake
McConaughy, but I can’t go out on that thing without being ter-
rified. I have to sit as close to the center as possible, and I never
let him drive too fast.”

Giovannie wondered why any man would marry a woman
who wouldn’t let him drive fast.

“What about you, honey?” The librarian looked at
Giovannie. “What's your biggest fear?”

“I thought we were doing worst way to die?”

“Well, same thing,” the mom-lady said.

Not really, thought Giovannie.

“Planes,” she said. “I'm terrified of planes.”

“Me too,” said Mr. Howard.

They all nodded, solemnly watching bored airplanes crash
into the tiles of the floor and bored speedboats sink into the glass
of the counter.

Giovannie, much to her pleasure, ran into Mr. Howard
on her way out of the breakroom after lunch that afternoon.

“Oh, I'm sorry!” he said, jumping back a little too quickly.
Giovannie was not sorry. She had been right about his thick-
muscled stomach, always hidden underneath button-up shirts.
The quick, breath-knocking force of it gave her a cold rush, and
she wished Mr. Howard were twenty-five years younger.

“It’s all right, it was my fault,” she said, stepping back so
he could reach the door without any more discomfort. He paused
before opening the door. “So,” he gave her a playful smile, and
those green eyes hit her before she could look away. “You're scared
of flying, t00?”

“No,” she replied, smiling playfully back. “It was just the
first thing that came to my mind.”

“So what are you really afraid of?”

“Intimidating bosses,” she replied, for a moment letting
her body relax toward him, “and spiders.”

“Then good thing you're working in Athletics. No scary
bosses, just a boss who will squish a spider if it comes your way.”
He laughed and began turning the knob to his office.

“Have a good lunch break, Mr. Howard.”
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“See you in a little bit.”

On most evenings at eight, the employees of the Athletic
Department usually stop what they are doing and clean up the
store for the night. However, considering that there had been a
total of about fifteen customers all day long, Mr. Howard told
the employees that they didn’t have to do anything, as long as
someone swept the floor at closing. Giovannie was leaning over
the marble counter, peering through the display glass to the little
boxes of chocolates at the counter.

“I love my husband,” the librarian was saying, “but what
you want in a guy changes over the years. He was perfect when we
got married, but you know, people change and grow apart. I guess
it can’t be helped ... Sometimes I wonder if I should have waited
until I knew what I really wanted. Although, I guess I'm still not
too sure.”

Giovannie was not paying much attention. She was won-
dering if she could tell Mr. Howard what she was really afraid of.
She wanted him to keep asking. She wanted him to drag it out of
her like an Amazonian parasite worm, squirming under her skin
and every now and then poking a new hole in her. She could feel
its ebbing tide, as though it were a big, dark lake lapping at the
edges of her mind. It was always going, its beat never changing,
and no matter how far away from it she was physically, the knowl-
edge that it existed somewhere made her shiver and tremble.

“You remember that, honey.” The mom-lady was look-
ing intently at Giovannie. “What you want changes. Give it five
years of marriage, and it’s like you never knew the person in the
first place. You spend years and years trying to find someone you
can truly be comfortable with. Comfort, though, is what really
destroys marriages. You don’t forget that, sweetie.”

Giovannie assured her that she would not, and even more
vehemently assured her that she was not going to be married for a
long, long time.

“Keeping in mind that these things change, drastically,”
the librarian-lady told her, “what are you looking for in a guy? I
mean, what’s your type?”

Giovannie was still looking into the glass of the counter,
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throwing things desperately into the big, dark, swelling lake, begging
the water to splash up on contact.

“Like ... do you like bad boys? Or charmers? Or ...”

“What 'm looking for in a guy, or in anybody, is stillness.”
Giovannie leveled her eyes to those of her coworker.

“Stillness?”

“Yeah, you know. Someone who can be still.”

The other two women nodded silently, watching angry, run-
ning, talking, moving, working, jumping husbands scatter the floor
tiles, which had been so clean and empty before.

Giovannie stood at the big, black, rotating doors of the store
at ten o'clock, an hour after closing and about forty minutes after the
end of her shift. Mr. Howard walked up as she snapped her phone
closed, clinking his big, brassy key ring at her playfully.

“Is someone picking you up tonight?” he asked, slipping a key
into the first of the three rotating doors.

“I thought so,” Giovannie replied, lighting up her phone to
see if she had forgotten to turn the volume back up after work. “My
sister needed my car.”

“Well, I'm about ready to go home after I lock up, but you
know I can't leave with an underage employee still here. Liabilities.”

“Wouldn't want to get in the way of your career, sir.”
Giovannie smiled playfully back.

“Ha! Career.” Mr. Howard slid his key into the last door. “No,
this is a job.”

Giovannie didn’t know what to say. Trying to mend the pride
of any man is never a good idea, it only makes him feel patronized
and he becomes annoyed. Annoyance, that mosquito-bite mix be-
tween apathy and distaste, is absolutely the worst emotion one can
stir up in the opposite sex.

“Well, I need to get back. My wife is waiting. I can give you a
ride if you want; otherwise, do you know how long it’s going to be?”

“My parents aren’t picking me up.”

“Where do you live?”

“Here, in Roseville.”

“Well, I can drive you, if you want.”
“If that’s okay. Sorry, I really thought someone was coming to
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get me.”

“No, I have to go that way anyway. It’s fine.”

Giovannie breathed deeply when she got into his silver Honda.
It smelled like cigarette smoke and air freshener and female. He must
share this car with his wife. The little pine-tree air fresheners that
smokers like to put in their Hondas always gave her a headache, but
tonight she felt special, breathing the same mixed air that his wife
breathed, maybe right after they had made love. She wondered if they
had ever done it in this car.

“No spiders in this car, just a scary boss,” he said, grimacing
playfully.

“I'm not scared of anything,” she said, smiling back.

“You're a liar! You told me earlier, spiders and me.”

“Did I? No I didnt.”

“Yes you did!”

“Well, the spider part is true. I never used to mind them, but
[ have this huge, black, hairy one who made a web across my bedroom
window outside. I see him eating flies and ladybugs sometimes. I'm
always worried he’ll find a way into my room.”

“Why don’t you squish him?” Mr. Howard asked. “Or is your
window too high to reach?”

“No, it’s on the first floor,” Giovannie said, “but I'm too scared
to go near it.”

“Aw, just get some cute football player to come do it for you.”

She laughed, then, with a quiet smile and without moving her
eyes. “Do you think maybe you could do it when you drop me off?”

There was an uncomfortable silence.

“Well ...” he said, “I really do have to get home to my wife.”

WIFE, thought Giovannie, / already knew you were married.
You don’t have to WIFE me.

“It’s not in my house, it’s outside. But you don’t have to if you
don’t want to. It’s up to you.”

“Do I get off here?”

“Yeah, I live on Fifth Street. It’s the third left.”

“All right,” he said uneasily, “I mean ... no one else will do it
for you? Your parents, maybe?”

“No, sorry, I feel bad for asking. 'm sure one of them would if
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I asked.”

“No ... It’s fine. I will. I have to be fast though. My wife
is really waiting.”

“This is my house,” Giovannie said.

When Giovannie got out of the car, Mr. Howard followed
her, and as she walked up the sidewalk to her house, she imagined
that his hand brushed her back, maybe by accident, but probably
to protect her from what she was about to show him. She shivered
with fear and anticipation as they walked to the side of her house.
Mr. Howard was starting to look nervous.

“Are your parents home?” he asked her, nervously looking
at the windows as they walked by.

“Probably not, they would have picked up the phone if
they were home.”

He didn’t get less nervous.

“It’s right there,” she said, pointing a trembling finger at a
doghouse-sized hole in the ground.

“What—I thought the spider was on your window.”

Giovannie said nothing. Mr. Howard stepped closer to
the hole. She resisted the urge to hold him back.

“Why are you showing me a hole?” Mr. Howard asked.
“What’s in there?”

“No, there is nothing in there. I mean nozhing. It looks
like it is just a hole, but it doesn’t have sides or a bottom, and
when I throw rocks into it, I don't hear anything, because they
turn into nothing, too. Everything that goes in that hole turns
into nothing. It gets a little bigger every day. I've been watching it
for a few months now.”

Mr. Howard stared into the hole. Giovannie did, too.

“It gets bigger?” He didnt understand.

“You can't see it right now because it’s dark out, but the
color of it on the inside is the same color as when you close your
eyes. ’'m not lying. It gets bigger every day, and eventually it is
going to touch my house and then my house will be nothing. 'm
scared that maybe it will speed up while I sleep and I'll fall in, and
I’'m scared of the air above it, because what is the cut-off point
between air and nothing?”
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Mr. Howard laughed, then stopped and asked hesitantly, “Is
this some kind of prank, Giovannie?”

“No, it’s really not. It got a little bigger, even since we got
here. If you don’t believe me, come back during the day and look at
1t.

Something made a noise inside of Giovannie’s house.

“Shit!” Mr. Howard hissed, trying to be quiet but still yell-
ing. “Shit, I have a wife and a career and I could lose both of them if
anyone caught me poking around in the backyard with you!”

Giovannie reached to him in protest, as Mr. Howard backed
up and began to shuffle toward his car, making more noise than ever
now that he was trying to walk quietly. “Stay!” she whispered
urgently.

“Did you make this crazy thing up to mess around with me?
Did you let me drive you home because you thought I'd come inside
with you? I'm not blind or oblivious, Giovannie.”

He was almost to the street by now. She was never going to
ask him to come inside. If he had asked, she would have more than
gladly let him stay, but no, she never would have posed the invitation.
She wasn't going to chase after him, either. She dropped to her knees
and stared into the nothing. Mr. Howard’s car started and the head-
lights dimly illuminated the grass.

If Mr. Howard had only stopped yelling and listened, if he
had only sat sz/l for a moment, he could have heard the lapping of
the nothing, taking away a little bit of her yard, of the grass and the
sticks and the rocks, with every thrust of its tide. She picked up a
handful of the pebbled dirt and let it sprinkle from her fist into the
hole, praying that she would hear the clink of the rocks hitting the
bottom. But there was no sound. She could only hear the swirling
waves of nothing, perhaps even louder in protest of her prayer to hear
something, to hear stillness.

Giovannie felt a cold pity in her chest at the sight of three
little rocks, clinging precariously to the edge of the hole, rocks that
almost certainly would not be here tomorrow. Right now there were
three, but there had most definitely been four when she'd first sat
down.
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WIDOW OF THE SOUTH
Millie Chapman

She longs for the smell of diesel

and barbecue, how it would float

into the night filling the air
like dew, while she lay in the beds

of big Ford trucks beneath stadium lights
burning the night, attracting bugs.

She misses stars that spied
from velvet southern skies,

watching over her—the sweet Christian

belle—her empty dip cans

and flasks of Jim Beam her momma said

take people to Hell.

Tired of brunches and debutant balls,
tired of where her life began—

groomed to make the perfect wife,

she dropped her perfect life and ran.
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HENHOUSE
Sally Burnette

MY MAMA ALWAYS TOLD ME NOT TO CALL HER MAMA.

“Susan,” she would say. “Call me Susan.”

She said “Mama” made her sound old and also only hicks
called their mothers such things and how would I like it if she
called me “Child,” but all my friends at school called their mamas
“Mama,” and she wouldn’t know if I did it too. So I call her Susan
at home.

One time, I came home, and Susazn wasn’t there. The
door was locked, and I had already walked a million miles from
school, and wasn’t going to walk a half a million more to Aunt
Martha’s house to get the key, so I set down on the stoop in front
of our house and waited. I could feel the brick sneaking up under
my dark green skirt, making my legs all itchy, so I stood up and
smoothed it down, brushing the little granules of brick that got
caught up in that weird pattern my skin made from setting too
long.

In the distance, I heard all this bok-bok-bacock-ing from
the hens, so I decided to go see what was wrong and maybe
mess with them some. I love those hens. As I walked, the grass
brushed against my legs and all these goshforsaken mosquitoes
flew around me getting in my face. One time, one of Susan’s
man-friends told me how to make them explode by flexing your
muscles when they bite you. I don’t know if I believe it.

The henhouse is a big grayish wooden shack that used to
be some place where Negroes lived. Mama said I shouldn’t call
them Negroes—how would I like it if they called me Whitey, but
I said they do call me Whitey and some other things and every-
one else says Negro or worse, so I don't care. The roof is peely and
a pinky-red. Inside, there’s an old stove I sit in sometimes with
Nelly, my favorite hen. I talk to her about my day and she growls
softly as I pet her and ruffle her shiny, black feathers. Sometimes
when she’s broody, she’ll nest in my lap and it’s the best thing
ever.

Anyway, so I was walking through the tall, dry grass



toward the hollering of the hens, and I saw someone outside the
coop. It was a man, tall with a black suit on that was too big, like

he was playing dress-up in some fatter, taller, more important man’s
clothes. His greasy hair peeped out of the sides and back of his black
hat, and his acne-covered face shone in the sunlight. He was lean-

ing on the wall, getting splinters and dust all over him, facing me. I
decided to sneak up on him, so I squatted down and went around to
the side catty-corner to him to watch. His face was real nasty-looking.
A lumpy scar went from his left nostril to the bottom of his top lip. It
looked like he used to be harelipped, but then he got surgery to fix it,
but it didn’t work out too well.

“Hey!” I called out, revealing myself from my grassy hiding.

The man looked startled and I saw the shine of a gun as he
put his hand into his floppy jacket pocket, looking around all crazy-
like with his big dumb eyes searching for the voice. I walked a little
toward him, and he saw me. Looking relieved, he slumped back to his
splintery wall and forced a smile, showing a hint of a gold tooth or
two.

“Well, heeeey there, sweetie!” he said in that terrible voice
adults use to talk to kids. “What're you doing out here all by your-
self?”

“I live here, sir, and I am just waiting for my mama to get
back, so don’t try anything funny.”

He laughed, a low, liquidy laugh.

“Well, 'm sure your mama will be back soon. Why don’t you
just run along and wait?”

“Why don’t you just leave?”

“What is it, Harry?” another man, peeping out from inside
the coop, said to the skinny one.

“Nothing, Ernest, just this little sassy angel out here, trying to
stir up trouble.”

They looked at each other and smiled at me. “Well, now,
what’s your name, precious?” the new man asked.

He was much fatter than the first one, and didn’t seem like he
even tried to look good. His hair looked like a squirrel had wrapped
around the back of his head and died. His sac-like jowls hung down
almost to the neckline of his faded red t-shirt. I couldn’t see his pants,
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but I'm sure they werent much to look at.

“My name’s Beatrice Emerson Holladay, and it’s not pre-
cious, or angel, or sweetheart, or whatever other stupid baby stuff
youve come up with. I am serious, and I want you to leave!” I put
my hands on my hips for effect.

The two laughed even more, and the tall one reached out
for my hand. I snapped it back real quick. I heard a car grumbling
up the driveway, so I loped back through the grass to the porch.
My mama’s car was there, and I banged on it all I could. She
whipped her head around and opened the door with this evil look
on her face. A middle-aged man sat in the passenger seat with a
green pocket-square in his tweed jacket.

“Beatrice! What on God’s earth do you think you're
doing?”

“Mama! There’s people out at the henhouse! There’s bad
people!”

“Honey, you do not interrupt your mother when she’s
with her friends and you definitely do not scream!”

“For real! There’s people back there, I swear!”

She huffed and opened up the door, leaning back into the
car, whispering something to the man. Finally, she stood up and
straightened out the straps on her dress. The man got out and
nodded at me as he walked to his car. My mama ran her hand
through her long, brown hair and waved as we watched his blue
Chevrolet Kingswood hobble down our gravel driveway. She
turned to me.

“Okay, where are they?”

I grabbed the waist of her dress, and half-dragged her to
where they were. They were still there, and the hens were still
squawking. The fat one was carrying two of those big black gar-
bage bags. They were writhing and I could see tears in them from
claws. I ran from my mama and yelled at the man to put them
down, and he just stood there and watched me rip the bags open
like a madwoman and free my little hens. If I were him, I would
have been scared.

My mama fast-walked up behind me, as running is not
feminine or proper, and pulled me back. I was crying and holler-
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ing something fierce. She shushed me and said it was okay, that they
wouldn’t hurt the hens, and told me to run off and play with the hens
to be sure they were all there. I got Nelly and set her in my lap.

“Hello, Harry,” Susan said.

How did she know him? Gross.

“Hey, Susan. I see she’s just like you: crazy about them chick-
ens. And wild, too.”

“What in the hell are you doing here? I thought we agreed to
stay away from each other. Besides, didn’t you move up North?”

“I did. Spent most my time in Philadelphia, but word gets
around, and when my friend Ernest here came up and told me about
your ten-year-old daughter, I knew I had to come check this out.”

“You're disgusting, you know that? You get out of here. Now.”

“That girl’s mine, Susan.”

My mama took a deep breath, and looked at me. She saw I
was watching her. “Harry, that’s impossible,” she said a little softer.

“As far as I know, it aint. Wasn't it about ten years ago that
you and me ...” He had this weird look on his face that my mama was
supposed to understand, but not me.

“No, Harry. She is not your child.”

“I don’t know why you're so against this. I mean, you never
wanted any kids. And I've got some friends who ... love them, if you
know what I mean. Just give her to me, and we'll go.”

“What were you doing with the hens?”

“Well, me and Ernest figured you would be like this. You
wouldn’t take too kindly to me having that girl. We thought if we
took what you loved ...”

“You thought I'd give you my daughter in place of some
chickens!”

“Well, it wouldn’t be the first time your priorities were
screwed up.”

“You bastard,” she said in a lower tone. “Get out.”

The dumb, smug look on the tall man’s face vanished. He
turned to me.

“Hey, little girl, ’'m your father. 'm half of you, and your
mama hid you from me. But it’s okay, because now we can be

together and happy.”
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There was no way that greasebag could be related to me.

He walked toward me in a slightly crouched-down way
with his hands on his knees, trying to look inviting, like people
do to skittish dogs. I put Nelly on the ground beside me and
stood up. My mama screamed at him to get away from me, and
he told me not to be afraid, and that fat man was touching my
hens, and I didn’t know what to do. He came closer to me, so
close I could see his sagging eyelids and his pufly scar throbbing.
I closed my eyes and when I opened them, he was still there, so I
spat in his face. The fake kindness left him, and he grabbed me.

My mama screamed. The tall man stood up and whirled
me around.

“You little bitch! Don’t you spit at your father! You can’t
spit at your fucking father, you bitch!”

His grip on me tightened, and I was too scared to even
wriggle or yell. My mama was leaned up against the side of the
henhouse, looking white and shook up. Her eyes were open wide
and she looked like if you touched her, she would either break or
bust out crying. She didn’t do anything, didn’t even move.

It was hot in the tall man’s grip. His black, scratchy suit
made my neck itch, and I was soaking my clothes through with
sweat.

“All right, Ernest. Let’s do this.”

The fat man waddled over to us, and reached his plump,
red fingers into the tall man’s pocket and pulled out the gun. My
mama was still against the henhouse, trying to decide what to
do. As soon as she saw the fat man’s gun, she sprung up and ran
away toward the house. Not two seconds went by before she went
face-forward into the tall grass, the red flowers on her white dress
closing up together into just one big red blob on her back.

I knew she was dead. The hens were clucking like crazy
and running around. I bit the tall man, hard, on the tip of his fin-
ger that was over my mouth. I bit him again and kicked until I hit
between his legs and suddenly he let me loose. I ran to my mama.
I screamed for God or someone to help, but there was no one but
the hens. Her blood got on my shirt and my hands, and I tried to
brush it off, because she didn’t like stains, but I couldn’t, because
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the fat man’s porky fingers came around my face and squished it, and
then he pulled me up against him, and there was blood everywhere.

The tall man stumbled to the front of the henhouse and
snatched up one of those big black trash bags. He looked up at me
and smirked, but this time it wasn’t like he thought he was funny. He
saw my face and saw that I couldn’t do anything anymore, and so he
grabbed the nearest hen and walked toward us with her scrambling
under his arm. It was Nelly. My throat all but closed up, and my eyes
were beyond crying. I started wheezing and the tall man told the fat
man to hold my eyes open.

Fatty pulled the skin of my forehead taut as the tall man
brought Nelly up to my face, and petted her perfect black feathers
with his red, oily hands. She made one of those cute not-quite-cluck-
not-quite-peep noises, and I looked into her eyes as the tall man
brought a small pocketknife out of his pants. He flipped out the blade
and brought it to Nelly’s sweet, purring throat. He sliced. And again.
And a third time. She squealed and thrashed in his arms, and her
blood splattered my cheek.

The fat man let go of my eyelids. The tall man slapped me
across my face, smearing Nelly’s blood onto my nose, and then
jammed me into the trash bag.

“You belong to us now, little bitch.”

I couldn’t see anything but the tall grass through the rips
in the bag. I heard the beep of my mama’s car being unlocked, and
then they threw me into complete darkness. I flailed, stretching the
holes in the bag. Some of those little fuzzies mixed with hair from the
carpet of the trunk stuck to my mama’s blood that was still wet on
my hands and clothes. I stopped for a second to breathe. The blood
smelled like pennies. There was this coat jammed in the corner. I
grabbed it, and pulled it close to my face, inhaling the old Carolina
Herrera perfume my mama used for special occasions. As the engine
started up, and the gravel rubbed against itself under the wheels, I
hugged that itchy coat, and I cried.
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CHAPTERS

Cynthia Ann Conciatu

I searched her room

With gathering intensity

For the card from Hospice

The one with the green lettering
The one with the priest’s name on it

Instead I found

Notes from her sisters

Books

Crochet hooks

Empty sugar packets

And things that speak of an altered life

I listened for her labored breaths
Between my rustlings of her belongings
As I searched for the card

The one with the priest’s name on it

An aide appeared like a premature angel
Swathed in white in the dim light

To give me a reassuring hug

She had the number

She would call

And I could attend to my mother

And stop searching for the card

The one with the priest’s name on it

Next morning

Like the three Biblical Marys

My sisters and I returned to her room
To gather up things no longer required
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Notes from her sisters

Books

Crochet hooks

Empty sugar packets

And things that speak of an altered life

It was then that I found it

As if to stay one chapter ahead

Of the inevitable

She had used the card

The one from Hospice

The one with the Priest’s name on it

As a bookmark

She was stubbornly successful
At inserting her own agenda

All the way to page forty-seven
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THE SEWER
Liz Argento

They high-fived as they shut the metal lid

above your fingers. I thought you looked so small,
your knees against the mossy grass-stamped wall
below us, where the murky water slid—

nobody jumped in after the uncool kid

who went to fetch their rolling basketball

and slunk down dusted concrete, watched it fall

in darkness, all around you—brother, I did

nothing, I know. At six I could not say

it, could not stop it. My knees went weak
and shook, would not stand to let you see
my nervous love. Instead I rushed away

past laughter and taunts—the nerd, the freak

big brother, who always took care of me.
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BECOMING

Angela Masterson Jones

Many things can put youth in perspective . . .
time, distance, experience . . . and sometimes
we just have ro finish becoming.

UNCLE LYNN CUPPED HIS HAND OVER MY BOWL OF CORN POPS WHEN
no one was in the room but us. A glint of gold caught my eye. I
thought it was the diamond ring Grandma Georgia had promised in
her last letter to me, a month before she had died. When he straight-
ened his fingers, I saw it wasn't the diamond but something just as
precious.

“She was forty-four when she graduated,” he said. He didn’t
have to say more. I knew. She had become a teacher late in life, but
first she'd had to finish school herself.

The gleaming “R,” where a jewel could have been, overlaid
an etched pillar in white gold with a small “H” and “S” at its base.
Rochester High School was a small-town school in rural Indiana, and
Grandma had been a poor town girl—a divorcée—when she'd bought
this class ring. The gold band was inscribed 1957, five years after my
father, her oldest son, had graduated from the same school. Grandma
must not have fit in there at all.

Her ring slid easily onto my finger. Over the next few days,

I habitually centered the heavy “R” each time it drifted toward my
palm. That Saturday, as I prepared for my class reunion, I decided to
wear her ring. It wouldn’t clash with my black cocktail dress, but it
wouldn’t exactly complement it either.

I'd never been to a reunion before. The timing had never been
right. But today my best friend, Kim, was driving from Ohio to join
me on this walk back in time. We would stay at the Marriott without
our husbands, two out-of-state working moms in a fairy tale that
for one night didn’t need a prince. We would have each other, and a
friendship stretching back to second grade.

Rapt in conversation over hot-tub bubbles at our hotel, we
missed the reunion’s cocktail hour altogether. Back in our room, we
flipped through family photo albums, studied names in our senior



yearbook, and then dressed for the big party. An hour later, our high
heels clicked across wet macadam in the graying light of Fort Wayne.

“Let’s hit the restroom before we go in,” I said, wanting to
check my hair. My mom had braided it wet that morning into five
bundles that were awkward but hopeful. After they had dried, I freed
the braids into blonde rivulets that frizzled down my back and over
my tan shoulders. But I needed to see again, in a mirror, that I wasnt
still that gawky girl from Elmhurst High.

It wasn’t that I had never fit in. I wasn’t sure I'd ever tried. My
big regret about high school was that I hadn’t experienced more. I had
been shy around boys, didn’t dance or party. I teamed with the clique
in after-school sports, but when our games were over, I went home. I
had been a puzzle piece with no smooth edge, pushed aside until my
space appeared.

The elevator doors opened into the Memorial Coliseum
Lounge, and into the reunion. So much for checking my hair. A for-
mer classmate pulled us to a table covered in nametags. The laminated
faces from our senior pictures smiled back at us, then we pinned them
over our hearts for friends to recognize.

Through the next four hours, our heaped dinner plates were
the only things ignored in that big, noisy room. Twenty years ago,
three hundred seventy-one of us in papery garnet gowns had been
handed diplomas in this same stone building. Tonight a fourth of us
were here, half with spouses.

Leaning into old classmates over live music became a game of
sudden recall. Instead of, “What do you want to be when you grow
up?” it was, “Where do you live? What do you do? How many chil-
dren do you have?” (What have you become?)

There had been divorces among us, lost jobs, crushed dreams.
At least three of us had not lived to see this night, but no one spoke
much about failures or disappointments. We focused on what was
good tonight. We had lived longer apart than together now, but the
years together had dragged with the feet of youth.

I nervously centered my grandma’s ring on my finger as I
picked through the crowd. Each time someone familiar approached, 1
prepared to reintroduce myself. This time Kelly, a former cheerleader,
exclaimed, “Angie Masterson! I'd know that face anywhere.”
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Without my braces, eyeglasses, and short, styleless hair, she
still knew me. And I knew her too. We had walked the same hallways
for six years, learned from the same books. Even though we'd never
been in each other’s home, we had carved a notch into each other’s
past. I realized I didn’t need a mirror after all, not when I had the
reflective eyes of old friends.

I soon found Kim huddled in a slow dance with her high
school sweetheart, whom she hadn’t seen since their college breakup.
We circulated through clouds of mutual girlfriends and reminisced
with old tennis partners, marching-band mates, and secret crushes. I
shot a roll of film of faces I wanted to remember anew. Toward mid-
night, we joined the stragglers leaving the party and agreed to take the
party with us to the Marriott, where we could keep dancing . . . and
talking . . . and being young.

We streamed into the elevator: the student council members
who had coordinated the reunion, the ever-effervescent cheerleaders,
a homecoming queen, and members of the prom court—The Clique.

“What's the capacity?” somebody asked.

“Twenty-five hundred pounds,” I read from a plate on the
elevator wall.

The gunmetal doors began to slide shut, and our distorted
faces smiled back in reflection. Shrill from above, an alarm sounded
then mingled with our laughter. We were too many. No one offered
to get out. We just bunched tighter, shoulder to arm to neck, and
descended to ground level. If only I'd known, all those years ago, how
simple it could be to fit in.



ORPHEUS TODAY
Gregory Byrd

I go down into that world once again,

but the shadows here are not the filmy shades you hear of.
And the netherworld is entered not from a hole in the ground
but from pictures in obituaries, small notes

of death, disease and madness.

I wade into the sound of locomotives hauling down the grade,
horns blaring toward the finally quiet body

lying on the rails that go somewhere.

I wander among these who have lost

the gift of life and swallow pills they mistake for gods.

They drift neither up nor down but pixelate

their souls into emptiness they embrace.

I am there with the soldier whose civilian world

grew too small, who tests the automatic

in a quiet pillow before mating it to his close-cropped head.
Here are the shades among our lives

and they come to me unbidden, haul me

from light.

But I walk out of this world again and again
as if poetry makes me immune to death.
These lines I chant, sing out like psalms,
Buddhist breaths, while shades swirl

all around my cloaked form.

I walk through bitter air

without looking back.
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THE BLUE NOTE
Rachel A. Chamberlin

IT’s STRANGE TO THINK HOW MUCH HAS CHANGED SINCE THE DAY |
stood in the alley at the back of The Blue Note twelve years ago. The
same shards of broken green glass had sparkled around the rubber
soles of my little, pink sneakers like emerald razors. They were just
one part of a playground that I wasn’t allowed to visit. That alley had
been the transition between my world and the outside. People only
came out there to empty the trash or to make a quick escape. In my
father’s case, it had been the latter.

We had come to The Blue Note after my mom died. My
dad had moved us into the only place that would take him, a jazz
club. We lived in a room above the club, sharing the floor with other
musicians who came to life every night under those haunting blue
lights on stage. Nighttime was our day. There was new life in my
world when the sun set. That’s when the people came, wrapped in
glamour and coiling smoke. The union of their quiet laughter and
a Blue Note melody created a hypnotic hum in the air. It was what
we lived for, our escape and our solace from the harsh realities of
daylight. The music became just as much a part of me as the people
who worked there. The ghosts of music’s greatest heroes were the
regulars I knew best. Dizzy Gillespie and Freddie Hubbard drifted in
and out on the echoes of a favorite melody. The music was my most
loyal companion—always there when loneliness came looking for me.
Perhaps that was why people came to The Blue Note. They were in
search of the escape provided by an old friend.

But music wasn't enough for my father. He left me in the alley
just before my ninth birthday. I stood in the alley, pale from seeing
too many nights and not enough days. I held Bugsy, the teddy bear
who was the only one my age I talked to. My father seemed so tall
as he stood by the cab, staring down at us. I suppose most little girls
remember their fathers that way—as the trees in whose boughs they
are supposed to find comfort. But he wasn’t my tree, or my pillar,
or my safety. He was just a man like any other with concerns and
passions that eclipsed his responsibilities to someone so small.

“You have to find a life outside of The Blue Note,” he'd said to



me. “You'll understand someday.”

Bugsy and I watched him climb into a freshly waxed cab with
his sax. It only took a few seconds for the world outside to swallow
him. It would be twelve years before I understood why he slid into
the back seat of that taxi, or before I understood the dark turn my life
had already taken before his departure. All I knew was that he would
never come back to The Blue Note and that I was determined to stay.

Trip and the better half of The Blue Note’s staff gathered that
afternoon at the other end of the bar. They periodically looked up at
me—anxious eyes and forced smiles on all of their faces. I pretended
not to notice. Carmela had switched to rapid Spanish, which was
never a good sign. She pulled at her pearls, threatening to break the
chord that held the plastic beads together.

Trip seemed to be the only calm one. While he ran The
Blue Note, he was also the most responsible person in my father’s
repertoire of friends. It seemed only natural that he would be the one
to pick up where my father had shakily left off. It was decided the
moment he looked up at me from the end of the bar that afternoon.
While I was far from the average regular with my teddy bear and legs
that dangled several feet above the floor, The Blue Note was where my
father had brought me and it was where I'd stay.

Not long after that meeting, Bugsy and I moved into Trip’s
apartment over the club. We had our own room that hed tried to
decorate with everything a normal nine-year-old would want. It had
been hastily painted pink, complete with a crumpled Barbie poster
taped to the wall and a faded unicorn rug. Secondhand crayons
and half-used coloring books lay on a wobbly table with Sweet’ N
Low packets jammed under its leg. I remember stepping into my
new home clutching Bugsy. Trip had looked at me expectantly as he
opened the door.

“Do you like it?” he asked, fidgeting with a crooked
lampshade.

I had nodded trying to muster a smile. I could tell he was
disappointed with my lack of enthusiasm. In truth, he had tried
harder than my father ever had. It would certainly be less lonely than
living in my father’s empty room. The gaps he had been leaving for
months had already begun to be filled by a jazz club. The people who

95



RACHEL A. CHAMBERLIN

96

had always taken care of me since my arrival were still there, pooling
limited parenting skills into a hodgepodge idea of what a nine-year-
old ought to do. Carmela had even tried to give me a bedtime from
the beginning. She doubled her efforts on school nights or when
there were especially drunk customers. She complained that I stayed
up too late. I needed to rest to become a doctor or an engineer or

a teacher. Every night it was some new scheme she invented. But I
wasn't the slightest bit interested in any of them. My dreams were of
a different kind. I thought about my father’s sax—his connection to
a world I could never follow him into. It was his friend, his partner,
and my nemesis. I'd thought about breaking it once. I wanted to
dent that perfectly shined golden bell, to twist it and crush it beyond
recognition. One night I came close to succeeding. I waited until my
father finished his set and sat at the bar. I remember picking it up.

I gripped it by the neck as if to strangle it. I slowly raised it higher,
contemplating maximum damage. I was seconds away from smashing
it when Ivan Agron, the owner of The Blue Note, appeared.

“It won’t change anything,” he said.

[ stared back at him, clutching the instrument that was almost
as tall as I was. He looked at the bar and then back at me, frowning.
I had seen this imposing man before. He towered over everyone,
especially me. Ice blue eyes, framed by dark brows furrowed in a
mixture of disapproval and curiosity, that froze me to the spot. I
tightened my grip on the sax, hugging it to my chest.

“How about a trade?”

He produced a little umbrella from his pocket—the kind you
find in drinks named after beaches and famous people. He passed it
to me, lifting the sax out of my hands and placing it on its stand. A
new set was starting—Latin jazz. Ivan sat down in the closest booth
and motioned for me to join him. I sat next to him and twirled
my umbrella like a new-found flower, my father’s sax forgotten. I
remained at Ivan’s side until I couldn’t fight my drooping eyelids any
longer, and he let Carmela carry me to bed. That was the night I fell
in love with The Blue Note and the jazz that brought it to life. Until
then, it had only been what took my father away. But that night it
gave me a new family, a new father. I had discovered the refuge of the

night life—the place my father escaped to when he played. I finally
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knew the sweetness of its darkness.

It wasn't long before The Blue Note and the man I had come
to know as Uncle Ivan became the center of my universe. When
Uncle Ivan came on Friday nights, I had a special place at his side.
He would fold his arm around me and we would listen to the music.
When I was with him, I felt like royalty, somehow separated from the
rest of the regulars. People talked to me differently, even looked at
me differently. Uncle Ivan was king of The Blue Note and I had been
touched by his favor. He had emerged like a guardian angel as my
father retreated farther and farther into darkness. To this day, the sad
sounds of Charlie Parker and Lester Young remind me of Ivan.

To outsiders, life in The Blue Note must have seemed like an
adventure. My companions were more complicated and colorful than
those of any of my peers. I knew people name Trixy, Dee Lite, and
Jinx. No one I knew went to church, paid taxes, or had houses with
picket fences. Everyone had a hustle, and the beauty of our family
was making sure everyone got a piece of the pie. Even the regulars
looked after me in their own disjointed way. But no one seemed
more interested in my life at The Blue Note than Ivan. He was what
brought all of us together, the man who seemed to have everything.

While Ivan and The Blue Note staff did their best to make
up for what my father had left undone, I was still the stray kid
who lived upstairs, and paychecks and tips only went so far. The
cook sometimes bought me sweet rolls or a pumpkin to carve on
Halloween. The hostesses let me have their costume jewelry or would
paint my nails and let me wear their perfume. They all mothered me
in their own way, but Carmela was my favorite.

Carmela was the oldest hostess. Past her shelf life, some
customers said. But she could still sing like no one I had ever heard.
I would listen to her up in my room, her warm, husky voice rising
through the floorboards before closing. She finished the last set,
sending the customers home with the familiar words, “Good night,
New York.” That’s when the dream ended, when the customers left
my world and returned to their own. I tried to avoid that moment,
the awkward shuffle out the door as they left me behind. After all, I
wasn't their responsibility; I was a painful reminder that life wasn't
perfect, even in the dreamy gauze of a jazz club. This was true with
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one exception—Ivan. He was a family man, a bigger family than I'd
imagined. I had become part of his when he seated me at his right
hand at my first “family” dinner not long after my father vanished.

“This is your seat now,” he said, patting the chair stacked with
a telephone book to raise me to the level of the other guests. In time
I would come to recognize most of them. He had ensured that they
would all recognize me. I had become an heiress, but to what I could
never have imagined. All I knew was that Ivan made me visible in
a way no one else did. He bought me dolls and dresses, new shoes,
and even my braces. Sometimes he brought me to the opera or fancy
restaurants, parading about with me in tow. I pretended he was my
real father; the man who had left me on the stoop was just a faded
memory that I folded up and put away.

After I graduated, Ivan suggested I work for him. He had
other clubs, and I knew the business better than anyone. This had
been my path since he'd handed me that umbrella. I had already
become assistant manager to Trip at Ivan’s request. I managed
shipping, and payroll and booking gigs here and there. I knew how
to get the liquor cheap and keep the law out the door. I could spot
the liars and play a mean game of cards. I knew the crooked cops
from the good ones and what they all liked to drink. I knew who Ivan
trusted and who he wanted watched. I wanted to make Uncle Ivan
proud, and I worked tirelessly for his approval.

It wasn't long before I charmed and spied on customers for
him. I had become his most devoted apprentice and he was my
guardian in everything but law. Trip had refused to give up that right.
It was the only argument I had ever heard him have with Ivan. I had
been grabbing wine from the basement when I heard Trip’s low voice
coming from the cellar.

“She has no idea the risks you are asking her to take. She’s
gambling a future she doesn't even know she has.”

“She would have a support system, a family, and a future. I
would give her something to build a life on. What will she do when
she is grown? Stay here and become like her father?”

“Knowing you certainly didn’t keep him safer.”
The stairs creaked under my feet and the two men fell silent.
I didn’t wait for Ivan’s retort. I skipped up the stairs trying to be
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absorbed by the crush of mingling customers as quickly as possible. It
wasn't until later that I realized I had forgotten the wine entirely.

At the time, I didn't know what the argument meant. I didn’t
want to know. Trip grew increasingly protective and worried when
Ivan arrived, and I resented Trip for not appreciating Ivan as much as
I did. They were the two men who had given me everything. Ivan had
spoiled me when no one else could. Trip had given me a home and an
extended family. It was because of him that I knew everything about
jazz and clubs. He used to quiz me on the history of jazz—Blue Note
Trivia he called it.

“Where was Max Roach born?”

“I don’t know,” I mumbled, sullen from covering a shift for a
clumsy waitress.

“Come on. You know this one.”

“I don’t know,” I answered more emphatically.

Blue Note Trivia was Trip’s way of distracting me from the
sticky job of mopping the floors at the end of the night. To his credit,
it usually worked. But when I didn’t play, he just took the mop from
me, pushing it across the floor himself. I remember lying in my bed
listening to him stacking chairs and scrubbing floors late into the
night. I tried not to complain after that.

Ivan had decided my time of mopping floors and waitressing
was over. He gave me a different kind of present after my graduation:
management of my own club. It was time, he'd said. He smiled,
waiting for me to accept. I had been cornered by the ultimate hunter.

“You will take it then?” he said.

“I can’t, Ivan. I already have work at The Blue Note and
that’s where I'd like to stay.” I passed him the offer. He ignored my
outstretched hand. He didn’t seem surprised.

“Then you will manage The Blue Note.”

“And Trip?”

“Trip can be moved to a new venue.”

I thought of the day Trip had welcomed me in, of the Barbie
poster I had taken down but could never bring myself to throw
away. If The Blue Note belonged to anyone, it belonged to Trip. Ivan
looked at me, already knowing what my choice would be, what it had
to be. I took the first job at The Sunset Club, knowing Ivan would
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have his way.

Suddenly the experience I had spent years building worked
against me as Sunset eclipsed my old life. Fast-paced nights full of
swirling lights and glittering dancers filled my eyes and stained my
brain. Chatty coeds and wannabe players fell all over each other
across the floor. This was nothing like The Blue Note. Sure, we'd had
hookers and dealers and every other kind of hustler. But our crew
had some class and character. We had rules. We had structure. We
had loyalty. All I saw at Sunset were people who didnt know what
else to do with their lives. Rich kids threw their money away buying
expensive drinks, dances, and drugs. Ivan moved cocaine through
these clubs. “Party favors,” he called them, but I was under strict
orders not to touch the stuff and to stay away from suppliers. I was
there to protect Ivan’s business, and businesswomen needed clear
heads. But coke wasn’t the only thing moving through these dark
corridors. Pale-faced women wearing dark liner that framed haunted
eyes floated like wraiths into the club every night. Always flanked by
bodyguards, they were taken to the back ... the same place Ivan’s best
business partners went soon after. Were these women party favors
t00? I asked Ivan who they were and hed told me not to worry about
it. My concerns were to be on the floor. Closed doors were closed for
a reason.

“Not everyone makes the best choices,” he said. “Not
everyone has a father to look out for them.” He cupped my cheek and
gave me a smile.

“What makes them different from me then?” I'd asked.

“You have me,” he answered, handing me his empty glass.

I watched him walk to the back to the waiting men—his
men. I didn’t breathe until the doors closed behind them. I imagined
them, like wolves descending upon the frail frames of Ivan’s women.
I recognized all of them. I had seen those men many times before.
They did things for Ivan and he rewarded them. I didn’t know their
names, just their faces. Even /7 was being kept in the dark. Too many
questions could get anyone into trouble; there was no exception to
that rule.

Clubs like Sunset were where Ivan’s money came from, the
money he'd used to buy me nice things and take me to the opera. He
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had given me a place beyond the anonymity my father had vanished
into. But now, he owned me like he owned those women; my cage
was just bigger. “They are paid what they’re owed,” he'd told me.
What did I owe him? My allegiance? My silence?

Even though I had been put in charge of Sunset, I spent as
many evenings as I could at The Blue Note. I didn't talk to anyone;

I didn’t chat up customers or exchange music picks with Mickey. I
didn’t even speak to Trip. I just sat at the smallest table with glasses
of oily gin trying to get lost in the music. I knew what it looked like.
I had seen it a hundred times before. People came here to escape, to
pretend they were something they weren't. I was trying to reclaim the
dream. But I had left The Blue Note, and now, no matter how hard

I tried or how many drinks I emptied, I couldn’t come back. It had
become a strange place, a sad place. I heard the same songs I'd heard
a thousand times before, but now they sounded out of tune. Carmela
still sang at closing and Mickey still ripped down the keyboard at
unfathomable speed. But I couldn’t fall down the rabbit hole and
hide from the world anymore. I couldn’t be a part of the dream. This
was the day I had grown up and inherited Ivan’s vision for my life, a
life I didn’t recognize or want. The world had come for me and I had
woken up.

Somehow I had become like my father: The club and the
music were all I had to my name. What did I know about life, or the
world, or even the ten blocks outside the building? Nothing. Before
Sunset, my whole life had been at The Blue Note. I had cared about
nothing else. I hadn’t made friends or studied hard. I had assumed I'd
be here forever in the indigo lights and smoke and music. We would
all be immortal, drinking Yorsh and making music forever. The music
continued, customers came and went, and cocaine trickled through
Sunset like sand through an hourglass. But I starting slipping and
everyone knew it. Ivan grew impatient with my mistakes. I hadn’t
made mistakes before, not like this. I showed up for work and I drank
through my shift, eyeing Ivan’s business partners with growing hatred.
[ let fights break out, secretly hoping the whole club would collapse
into a sinkhole. Would his partners fall straight to hell if it did? I
hoped so. But more than them, I hated myself. I had seen enough to
know what was behind Ivan’s curtain, and yet I was still sitting in his
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clubs, hosting his parties, and serving women to his business partners.
I couldn’t meet those haunted eyes and pale faces night after night
wondering why my fate was different. I knew I had to leave Ivan and
all that he owned behind. This wasn't my life anymore; this wasn’t my
home or my world. But I couldn’t betray The Blue Note or the man
who I had pretended was my father night after night in those plush
leather booths. I had nothing else, no friends, no family, no future in
the light of day. I didn’t know that world. No one I knew did.

I began to spend my nights in the pursuit of escape. If I wasnt
numb, I was doing my best to be. I took a new interest in Ivan’s
dealers. Names like Angel Dust and Ecstasy came with the promise
to induce the relief that was always just out of reach. That was how I
found myself sitting across from one of Ivan’s suppliers. He pawed at
the girl in his lap the way a cat plays with its prey until it gives up or
dies.

“Hey, go easy,” I'd said.

“She’s paid for,” he snapped tugging on her hem.

He turned back to her, laughing when she offered a grimace
for a smile. I couldn’t see straight, couldn’t think straight. The smoke
and the lights didn’t help either. I wanted to stop him—to just stop
one of them. The word “enough” barely made it out of my mouth.
My tongue was tangled in my teeth, suddenly too relaxed to be
useful. Sounds and images collided like a train wreck in my head. The
dealer stood up and looked down at me. I sat there unresponsive. I
was too busy trying to get the world to stop moving.

“What a mess. Just wait until you owe Ivan money. He'll have
you taken out just like your old man. Favorite or no favorite, you'll
outlive your usefulness. By the look of it, you already have.”

He snapped his fingers inches from my face. He looked back
to the hooker, who gave a sad smile that barely touched her mouth.
The trick pitied me. I snatched his hand from the air, feeling the
joints pop in his fingers as they twisted at unnatural angles. I yanked
them down with as much force as I could muster, causing him to lose
his balance. I still remember the crunch his face made as it connected
with the table. It wasn’t long before reinforcements for both of us
jumped in—becoming a full-blown brawl. I didn't feel a single blow

until the high wore off.
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Hours later, I sat outside Ivan’s office surveying my
handiwork. Expensive liquor bit into my split lip, causing a new
wave of pain to course through my head. I sat quietly, swirling the
ice around the bottom of my glass. I watched the cubes spin, feeling
the music in the half-empty club. Cops were never good for business.
All the better, I thought. The police had been called by frightened
customers. Ivan had pulled me off the floor before his fixers arrived
to meet the barrage of police. The whole club had become a crime
scene. The sinkhole I had prayed for had finally arrived. NYPD in
fresh blue now surrounded the women who had been walked into
the back every night. One way or another, we were both freed from
Sunset. The brawl with the supplier had exposed Ivan’s operation, an
operation I had been expected to protect. Ivan would have no choice
but to break ties with me. I would disappear, if he'd let me. He would
weather the storm the way he always had, and Trip and The Blue
Note would be fine. I would be the only collateral damage.

I could hear Trip and Ivan yelling in his office. I picked up my
coat. I would get as far away as I could before Ivan caught up. Maybe
I would make it out the door, or back to The Blue Note for one last
serenade. Maybe I would even make it to another state. But I had to
get out of Sunset, to get out of the darkness.

I paused at the doorway to look back at Ivan. He leaned on
his desk, shaking his head at Trip. For a moment he was the Ivan I
remembered, the man who shared M&M’S with me in the movies
and let me sip his drinks. But Latin jazz was no longer playing in the
background and he was not my guardian. His tired eyes met mine
through bulletproof glass. He knew I didn’t belong there anymore,
maybe I never had. He saw my coat, the finality in my eyes. He
nodded. It was too late for explanations or gallant rescues. The
decision had already been made. He would let me go.

That was the last gift Ivan Agron gave me—my freedom.
Some say Ivan had killed my father and that’s why he let me go.
Others say Ivan let him go in exchange for me, realizing too late that I
couldn’t be the one to inherit his legacy. It’s hard to know what’s true
after awhile. We all had made our choices, and when I looked back, I
saw years of choices that Ivan had made on my behalf. Ivan would let
me go with the promise of no interference. I knew I would never see
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him again, although he would watch over me, ensuring that in time I
would be forgotten.

It had been twelve years since my father left me in that
alley, and a new day had finally dawned. The morning sun squeezed
through the gaps of tall buildings, warming the cold street outside of
The Blue Note. Shopkeepers were raising the blinds, turning “Closed”
signs over to “Open.” The smell of coffee and exhaust announced
the morning. The lingering sound of a sax came from the corner; the
brass shone like the morning sun in the hands of a street musician.
Haunting notes, a melody I recognized well, mingled with traffic and
the murmur of pedestrians.

I turned my head to look back at the club one last time.
Daylight dimmed The Blue Note’s sign. It would be switched off
soon. I felt the same sweet sadness I felt as a child when Trip read the
last book in a favorite bedtime series. “The end” meant I had to leave
behind the characters I had come to know and care about and move
on to the next adventure where the outcomes were unknown and
undecided. Yet, there was a nagging feeling that the characters secretly
carried on when the cover was closed, weaving stories that were not
for me to know. The Blue Note would carry on, of course, and while
it wasn’t my whole world anymore, it would never be just a jazz club
either, not to me.

The sound of the sax faded into the traffic as I walked past
rows of yellow cabs waiting to launch into rush hour. Soon they
would vanish down crowded streets. The world outside would finally
swallow me too. For one moment I was back in the alley, the echo
of my father’s words still as clear as they had been twelve years ago:
“You have to find a life outside of The Blue Note. You'll understand
someday.”

I saw his face, the sax, the cab, and the lonely girl with a
teddy bear standing at the back entrance of a nightclub. And then it
was gone. It was finally gone.



THE MAGNOLIA BAR
Abby L. Shepherd

Midnight marauder

of sundresses

and loose curls

watching her shoot whiskey
for every pang of longing
She’s preoccupied with
whether he sees that she
did her hair or faked
enticing conversation
with strangers

an illusion of nonchalance

Midnight marauder

Her eyes are swimming

in a placebo numbness

She is a fruit soaked in a neon light sun,
ripe for the picking

Her lips complain of her desire

for stillness

and sleeping herself into a pissed off
sober mo(u)rning

Boys rile her passion in a way that
always left her head

pulsating more than her heart

It was this very routine she was looking forward to
but you

Midnight marauder

deferred her private wound licking
and dreamless slumber

for magnolias

torn petal for petal

so that she would be

flowerless
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SKIPPING STONES
Peter Meinke

for Pete

Skip

ping stones

seems natur

al and it is

but the angle from

hand to water must be

acute the tip of the stone

tilted up just so and the speed

proportional to the stone’s weight the

most pleasing results being widely spaced

hops of five or more and though this may be low
on the scale of mortal triumphs I have seen on

a Provincetown beach thirteen skips make a grown man cry
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Sailboat & Bench — Jeanne Clark Meinke
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He lives in Brooklyn, New York, with partner Sarah Gerard.

Carmen Palmer ’12 is a Creative Writing and Literature major from
St. Paul, Minnesota. After finishing her education at Eckerd, she
hopes to build a career as an author or filmmaker.

Abby L. Shepherd ’12 is a Creative Writing major/Art History
minor at Eckerd. She has been active in the slam/spoken-word scene
throughout the Midwest since age 17. She’s been inspired by poets
such as Hart Crane, Gregory Corso, and Saul Williams.

Chelsea Singer ’11 is originally from Michigan and is majoring in
Human Development. Her love for poetry has grown significantly
during her time at Eckerd and will continue to grow as she moves on.

Arthur Skinner 72 has a B.A. in Visual Arts from Florida Presbyte-
rian (now Eckerd) College. He studied at the Santa Reparata Graphic
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Arts Centre in Florence, Italy, in 1972-73 and earned a Master of
Visual Arts in Printmaking at Georgia State University in 1976. Ar-
thur has taught at Eckerd College since September 1976.

Michael Specht ’11 is a Visual Arts major and an award-winning
photographer whose work has previously appeared in Eckerd Review
and Atlanta Journal-Constitution. He recently had two images selected
for publication in the 2011 Graphis Annual New Talent competition
and has landed a job with Apple starting in June.

Andy Stevens 10 hails from New Jersey. He previously has
published work in Eckerd Review.

Erick Sumner ’11 is a Creative Writing major at Eckerd College.
He lives in Lutz, Florida, with his beautiful wife and two wonderful

daughters.

Gary Tapp ’69 received a Ph.D. in Literature and Religion from
Emory University in 1975. His poems have appeared in Cimarron
Review, Daimon, The Georgia State Review, Penny Dreadful, and the
Anthology of Georgia Poets. He is currently Director of Economic Edu-
cation at the Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta.

Justin Walker ’09 has been previously published in Eckerd Review
and is an alumnus of the Eckerd College Writers’ Conference: Writers

in Paradise. Most nights he goes to sleep listening to a reading of “The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.”

Maddy Wineland ’13 is a Communication and Creative Writing
double major. She recently returned from a Winter Term trip to
Tanzania, Africa, where she gets most of her ideas for poems now.
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