Editors Note

The Dream of Home

It is a recurring daydream.  From the street I walk up the narrow concrete steps and down the walk to the door of a one-story, small, white house.  A faded blue, Ford Fairlane wagon is in the gravel drive, a red tricycle on its side in the tiny front yard.  There’s my friend Georgie’s house where I once threw a rock through the window, a big oak tree shading the front lawn.  And over there, the Marshes, the Jones, and. . . well, whatever their names were.  I put my hand on the screen door knob, pull it open, squeeze the handle to the front door, and push it open (it sticks a bit).  I look around. 

This is the living room.  Brown shag carpet.  Old black and white TV in a cabinet. Beyond this are a small dining room and the kitchen door.  To the right, down the hall, I pass the family pictures on the wall.  That room on the left with the bunk beds is my older sisters’; the one straight-ahead, with the flowered bedspread, my parents.  I turn slowly to the right, to my room, and open the door, but always there is nothing there.  I stare at it until I wake up.

These days I find myself thinking a lot about the home I once knew as a very young child, where life began, as well as the home I long to see at the end of my life.  The more I read poetry and stories, and really, the more I listen to people, the more I believe that the longing for home is at the heart of human existence, in both the tragedy and joy of life.  Writer Frederick Buechner says that “what we long for most in the home we knew is the peace and charity that, if we were lucky, we first came to experience there, and . . . it is that same peace and charity we dream of finding once again in the home the tide of time draws us toward.”  And if we aren’t lucky?  Then we know what the poet felt when he sang  “How does it feel?/ How does it feel?/ To be on your own/ To be all alone/ With no direction home.”  If we are honest, then we all know both homelessness and homecoming, estrangement and belonging, both what it is to be an alien and stranger on earth and to be found, to be saved from a life with only ourselves.

Even beneath our cultural and visceral preoccupation with sex, that longing “to possess and be possessed by the beauty of another sexually,” Buechner says, “there lies the longing to know and be known by another fully and humanly, and. . .beneath that. . . a longing, closer to the heart of the matter still, which is the longing to be at long last where you fully belong.”  Is this not at the heart of our discontent? Where do we belong?

The writing you find right here in Procreation testifies to this deep human need to find the place where we each belong: A young girl with a home meets a homeless man.  An elderly couple dance, oblivious to the onlookers, at home with each other.  On the rocky cliffs of Maine, a woman “scrounges for a bit of purpose,” wanting desperately to be found, to be saved.  There is the home where color didn’t matter.  There is Al’s cousin who thinks he’s found his calling when he arrives in Disneyland and tries on Goofy’s Head.  There is Harry, who doesn’t want to be a Young Bolshevist Pioneer, thank you very much, but just a normal, Jewish, Brooklyn boy.  Immigrants, the terminally ill, a woman dreaming of her freedom --- all bound for where?  Home.  Well, just read on, you’ll see what I mean.  Meet your fellow sojourners.

As for me, I’ll keep returning, no doubt, to that childhood home, the cookie-cutter house, to my youngish mother making biscuits in the kitchen, the old photos, Grandpa’s clock, and the door to my room, which I dream I’ll open one day not on a nameless void but on something like the surreal scene of. . .

Bob Dylan sipping coffee served by Mother Theresa in a diner run by Leroy Williams, the kindly janitor in my elementary school, while Flossie, the buxom black lady that used to do my Momma’s ironing belts out a Mahalia Jackson tune that segued into “When the Roll is Called Up Yonder.”  Long about twilight, we’ll all go out and play a game or two or three of Capture the Flag (and for once, I’ll get it) until, dog tired, we go home for dinner and reruns of Howdy-Doody, Astro-Boy and then play music until the crack of dawn.  It’s all that is good and true, only more, much more real.  Well, that’s just my dream of Home.

You really can go home, you know.  I hope we all get there.

The Editor
· This Winter/Spring issue features many good writers, most appearing here for the first time.  We hope you enjoy it.  Take this opportunity to give a gift subscription to a friend or relative for the Holidays and to renew your own.  Send us $11.95 for each subscription or renewal, and for the gifts we will send a gift card announcing your subscription.  Or call us toll-free at 800-807-1047 and use your credit card.  For each subscription, we will send a gift copy of “Aliens and Strangers”, a 17 song collection of independent folk music artists from Silent Planet Records (www.silentplanetrecords.com).

· We also need to announce our upcoming Year 2000 Writers’ Contest.  Check out the guidelines that you received with this issue.

· If you’re wondering why you continue to receive ProCreation when you are not subscribing, it’s because we want to convince you that this endeavor is worth your support.  But perseverance has its limits.  Please subscribe!

· Finally, but not least, we extend to you Christmas greetings as well as our deep appreciation for your support of ProCreation.  Drop us a line or e-mail sometime and let us know what you think.  

Advent

Through the needle’s eye
the rich man came

squeezing through stars

of razor light

that pared his body

down to thread.

Gravity crushed his heart’s chime

and his breath that breathed

out worlds

now flattened as by fire

between walls.

The impossible slit

stripped him,

admitting him

to stitch the human breach.

     Suzanne U. Clark 

 Between Us

Robin stood beside the table in the examination room so that her grandmother could hold her hand while they waited for the doctor.  She stared out the window at the rain, so heavy now that it was difficult to see the trees on the far side of the parking lot.  Her children would have to walk home from school in the rain.


"I won't take off my clothes," her grandmother said.


Robin kept looking out the window.  


"I don't think he'll ask you to," Robin said.  Rain beat against the window now; the wind must have picked up.  The children would be soaked, and it would make the drive home even worse than the ride over.


"Well, I won't do it."


Her grandmother's hand shook.  Robin turned away from the window and looked at her grandmother.  She was an old woman with a shell of baby fine hair framing her gaunt face.  Her chin was stuck out in a pose of defiance but Robin knew her grandmother would do whatever she asked her to.  She patted her grandmother's hand, and her grandmother squeezed Robin's hand in response.  Don't let go, the squeeze said.  This was the second time to see this doctor, the latest in a string of doctors when you counted the three in Florida that her grandmother had seen before coming North with Robin.


"Never sick a day in my life," her grandmother muttered.  It wasn't exactly true -- but it nearly was, and it was her grandmother's way of complaining about the indignities of being poked by probing fingers and stuck with needles, of being required to smear feces on test strips and pee into cups.  It was her way of vaguely accusing the medical profession of causing her sickness and her way of denying that it was her sickness that had brought her to the doctors in the first place.


A light rap on the door and the doctor walked in.  Robin's grandmother squeezed her hand tighter.


"Hello, ladies."  The doctor smiled briefly, then looked down at the papers he held in one hand.  Though his face was youthful, he looked old with his head tipped and his bald scalp exposed.  He looked back up and winked at Robin, as though they were in on something together.  She resented it and felt indignant for her grandmother.  What did he mean by the wink?  I'll humor the old girl for you?  


"Well, Betty should be feeling better now," he said, and then looked back down at the papers.


The statement confused Robin.  It wasn't a question; he hadn't asked her grandmother if she was feeling better.   He was talking about her grandmother, as though she wasn't sitting on the examination table in front of him.


Robin looked at her grandmother, who was looking at her.   Robin shrugged her shoulders, then dropped her eyes.  She saw that her grandmother's shirt was buttoned wrong.  In the rush to get out the door and to the appointment on time, she hadn't noticed.  Now, she didn't want to embarrass her grandmother by telling about the buttons.  Even if

the doctor weren't there, her grandmother would be horrified to know that she had gone out in public with her clothes on wrong.  She would hold it against herself, see it as evidence that she was hopelessly slipping.  She saw everything that way these days.  Every stumble, every forgotten word, every mistake in a card game -- they were all mounting evidence to her grandmother.


The doctor continued to flip through the papers, but said nothing more.  


"Well, she's not," Robin blurted out.  


The doctor rolled his eyes to look at her without moving his head.


"Pardon?"


"She's not feeling better.  Are you, Grandma?"


Her grandmother said nothing, but she squeezed Robin's hand again.  She had a lot to say, Robin thought, when the doctor wasn't around.  At home, Robin had to listen to accusations about doctors' bills, complaints about tests and endless laments about dizziness and sleeplessness.  Now, in front of the doctor, her grandmother was struck mute.  She expected Robin to communicate for her.


"She's still dizzy," Robin said.  "I have to help her walk.  And she can't sleep.  Didn't you say you hardly slept last night, Grandma?"


Her grandmother nodded.


"Ah hah," the doctor said.  "Insomnia.  Dizzy spells.  Anything else?"


"And her cough," Robin added.  She had told him all of this before.  "And her appetite."


"Her appetite?"


"I told you last time about this.  She doesn't ever want to eat. Obviously, that's not healthy."


"Did she have a good appetite before this episode?"


Robin looked at her grandmother, hoping that she would answer for herself.


"She ate fine," Robin finally said.  "Not a lot.  But enough. Certainly more than she eats now."


As soon as she had spoken, Robin realized that the doctor couldn't know how her grandmother had changed.  He couldn't know that a year ago her skin hadn't hung in folds when she lifted her arms.  He couldn't know that the bones in her face didn't always show like this and that her pants hadn't needed safety pin tucks to hold them up.  It was as though she was dissolving in front of Robin's eyes.  Because her grandmother didn't believe she was going to get better, her body was fading away.


"Here's what we'll do," said the doctor.  "I have a colleague --"


"No," her grandmother said.  " No more doctors." 


Robin and the doctor stared at her in surprise.


"You take care of me," said her grandmother.


The doctor stuttered, then stopped without speaking.  He looked back down at the papers in front of him, then shook his head.


"The truth, Mrs. Riley," he said and looked straight at Robin's grandmother, "is that I don't know how to help you at this point.  I've run tests and I've eliminated everything that I could think of."


Robin watched her grandmother, who nodded the entire time that the doctor spoke.


"I see," she said when he had finished.  "Well, thank you, Doctor."


"So, I'll refer you to Dr. Planter.  He's excellent-"


"That won't be necessary.  Robin, help me down."


Robin put out her arm and stepped closer to her grandmother.  


"Grandma," she said quietly.  "You're still sick."


Her grandmother put one arm on Robin's and used the other to push herself off the examination table.  She grunted from the exertion.


"Grandma," Robin said.


Her grandmother held tight to Robin's arm and pushed away from the table.


"Take me home," she said, leaning heavily on Robin's arm. 

            "Look," the doctor said.  "I won't charge for this visit.  How about you take your grandmother home and you talk about this?"

            "Fine," Robin said.  She supposed that he expected her to thank him for not charging, but the truth was that he had already charged a few hundred dollars for tests and he had absolutely nothing to tell them. 

            "You take care, Mrs. Riley," the doctor said in his patronizing voice. 

"And you," he turned to speak to Robin, "call me if I can help."

            It was all some bad joke.  Robin shook her head.  She'd had to fight to take half a day off from school to be here, and now all he could tell her was that she could call him.  What would be the point in calling?  He had admitted himself that he was useless and, besides that, his staff would never let her through to him.  She'd already found that out the two times she called to ask him a question.  She watched the doctor tap

his pen on the papers in his hand, as though he was waiting for her to

say something.  She stared at him without speaking and, finally, he

turned and walked out of the room.  

            Her grandmother clutched her purse to her chest and smiled one of her

fake smiles at Robin.  Let's pretend this never happened was what the

smile said.

            "Grandma, you're still sick.  We can't just ignore this."

            "Let's go home.  The children will be waiting."

            "Grandma --" 

            "Robin," her grandmother said sharply,  "you heard what the doctor said.  I think that this is between me and my God now."


Robin had never heard her grandmother invoke God.  No one in her family talked about God -- not even when Robin's father had died.  They went to church most Sundays, but they'd never been a family that prayed together or even spoke about what they believed. 


Her grandmother told her to zip up her jacket.  Robin had never taken it off while they were at the office because it would have been just one more thing to keep track of.  She was hot but she zipped her coat anyway, then helped her grandmother get her jacket on and helped her fish a rain bonnet out of the big, white purse that her grandmother

carried everywhere.  The purse was filled with bonnets for rain and scarves for wind, bus money and cough lozenges, insurance I.D.s and eyeglasses.  A cure for every problem.


Her mother called while Robin was fixing dinner.  The children were in the family room with their great-grandmother, watching a game show and playing cards during the commercials.  Robin's son, her daughter and her grandmother had each picked out a contestant to root for.  She could hear them arguing about whose contestant knew the answer to the bonus question.


"Ted will be there no later than noon," her mother said on the phone.


"What?"  Robin put down the knife she was using on the cutting board. "What did you say?"


"Ted will be there by noon," her mother repeated, saying the words slowly and loudly as though there was some problem with Robin's hearing.


"Ted will be where by noon?"


"At your house."  Her mother sounded exasperated.  "To see Mother."


"When?"


"Tomorrow."


"I don't know anything about this," Robin said.  Her brother only lived a few hours away, in the next state, but he rarely called and only occasionally visited Robin and her family when he came home to visit their mother.  "He never called me."


"Well, he called me, and I'm calling you now."


"But what if that's not good for us?"  Robin tried to think of what they had planned for the next day, a Saturday.  There probably wasn't anything special going on, but that was beside the point.  "What if we're busy tomorrow?"


"He's not coming to see you.  He's coming to see Mother."


"But what if I have to take her somewhere?"


"Do you?"


"I don't know.  That's my point.  Why didn't Ted check to see what would be a good day to visit?"


"He's staying with me and he's visiting your grandmother.  It's not as though he's asking you to do anything."


Robin couldn't think of what she wanted to say.  The conversation was absurd.  Ted was unreasonable -- expecting people to drop what they were doing at a moment's notice to suit his schedule.  Their mother was unreasonable, expecting Robin to accommodate Ted on top of everything else she had to do.  And Robin herself was being difficult on purpose, without understanding why she was fighting.


Robin heard her mother clear her throat, one of the audible signals she used to convey displeasure.  Her mother had an entire vocabulary of sounds -- breaths, sighs, throat clearings -- that allowed her to remain polite in the middle of even the most heated of discussions.


"Are you saying," her mother began, "that Ted has to ask your permission to see his Grandmother?"  Her mother pronounced each word crisply.


"I'm saying," Robin mimicked her mother's voice, "that people usually call before they visit someone who's sick.  Ted didn't even call Grandma to see how she was doing or to tell her that he wanted to visit."


Her mother sighed loudly.


"Robin, would you please put Mother on the phone?"


Robin looked down the stairs into the family room.  Her grandmother was sitting on the sofa with a great-grandchild on either side of her.  She looked comfortable and happy -- a moment's respite from aches and coughs and dizzy spells.  Robin's mother discounted all these symptoms; she implied without any subtlety that any discomfort was the result of too many sweets and too little activity.  Robin's grandmother ended up defending her illness each time she spoke to her daughter.  Talking to Robin's mother now would drag her back into the world of being sick.


"She can't come to the phone right now," Robin said.


"Oh?"


"She's in the bathroom," Robin lied.  "She hasn't been feeling well today."


"Susan Whiting said she saw you and Mother walking into the medical building today and she said that Mother looked quite well."


Robin's mother preferred to believe that her mother was merely visiting and that she was staying with Robin because her family had a large home with a guestroom.  It was her mother's contention that there were doctors aplenty in Florida should there be a need for one and that the entire trip North was both foolish and unnecessary.


"Well, she puts on a good front," Robin said.  "She can hardly walk."

            "Hmmm," Robin's mother said, making clear her skepticism.

            "You know that she's not well," Robin said, "and I'm not going to argue with you about this.  If she weren’t sick, she wouldn't be here.  I'll tell her that you called."


"Tell her to call me.  I'll be expecting her call tonight."


After she had hung up the phone, Robin turned back to the cutting board, but she was too angry to fix dinner.  Ted should have called, but the truth was that she didn't want Ted to come; it wouldn't have mattered if he had called a day or a week ahead.  Ted would waltz in and make a big show of his concern, then he'd head back home and she would have to listen to everyone talk about how wonderful it was that he'd come.  Robin didn't know why it upset her so much.  Maybe it was because she was tired.  Maybe she just felt sorry for herself.  Maybe she wanted to keep her grandmother to herself -- but maybe she had earned that. Robin opened the kitchen door and stood in the cold, watching the rain. Somewhere out there her husband was riding home on a bus.  Her students were doing their homework.  Her mother was talking to Ted on the phone.  It seemed that every one else knew where they needed to go and what they needed to do, and it was only Robin who was lost.


 At noon Ted called to say that he had been "unavoidably delayed."  He wouldn't be there until two.


Mike, Robin's husband, spoke to him on the phone, and when he relayed the conversation to Robin, she stomped out of their room and into the kitchen.  She didn't usually go to any trouble at lunchtime but she had spent the morning running out to the store and fixing fruit salad and a plate of sandwiches because Ted was supposed to be arriving at lunchtime.  Robin pulled open a drawer, took the plastic wrap out and

slammed it on the counter.  When Mike came in, she was shoving covered dishes into the refrigerator.


"Let me help," Mike said.


Robin didn't look at him.  To her embarrassment, she was crying.


"I know you don't want to hear this," Mike began.


"Then don't say it," Robin said.  She slapped the refrigerator door shut.


"You set yourself up to feel this way.  No one ever said anything about Ted coming to lunch."


She knew that he was right, but she didn't have to admit it.  She was as guilty as anyone was of making a fuss about Ted.  Maybe he'd come to expect special treatment because he always got it.  Robin looked down at the floor and noticed again that it needed to be cleaned.


"Besides," Mike walked across the kitchen and lifted Robin's chin, "the

rest of us still need to eat.  Why don't we take the food downstairs?  We can all nag Grandma to eat."


He kissed Robin lightly on the forehead.


They brought the food downstairs.  Mike filled a plate with salad and half a sandwich and carried it to Robin's grandmother.


"We're not waiting for Ted?" her grandmother asked.


"He's late," Robin said.


"Oh," her Grandmother said, disappointment obvious in her voice.


"He's still coming to see you, Grandma," Robin said.  "He'll probably get here in a couple hours."


They ate the sandwiches and, after a while, Mike pulled out the deck of cards and they cleared away the dishes to play.  They talked about the weather; would it ever stop raining?  Robin's grandmother told them about the time when she was a girl and she was caught out in a terrible rain storm with her cousin who lived on the tip of Long Island near where all the rich people from the city had their summer homes. The cousin had just taught Robin's grandmother to ride a bicycle and they were pushing their bikes home in the rain when a man called to them from one of the mansions and invited them in to wait out the storm.  The man and his wife who lived there had three-foot high candles burning in silver candelabras for light and they gave the wet children plush robes to put over their shoulders while they drank cocoa and waited out the storm. 


"You couldn't help wondering what it would be like living like that," her grandmother told them, "but it was funny how I knew at the same time that I wouldn't trade my life for theirs.  There was something missing between them.  You could feel it."


Robin listened to the story and drew cards and discarded, without paying much attention.  So, she was surprised a few minutes later when she saw that she had drawn the last card she needed.  


"Gin rummy," she said and spread her cards on the table.  Her grandmother patted Robin on the shoulder and she felt ridiculously proud about winning.


Robin's son jumped up and ran to his bedroom.  In a minute he came back

with a handful of nickels.  He liked to play cards for money, a habit her grandmother had passed on to him.


"Oh, no," her grandmother said.  "I'll have to pass.  Can you help me to my room?"


"Are you all right?" Robin took her grandmother's cards from her outstretched hand and tossed them on the table.


"I need to rest," she said.  "Before Ted gets here."


Robin stood and helped her grandmother to her feet.  Her grandmother clung to her arm and took tiny steps towards the bedroom.  


"Are you dizzy?"


Her grandmother nodded.


"I'll get the medicine," Robin said.  Among the row of medicine bottles in the bathroom cabinet was a prescription for vertigo from one of the Florida doctors.


"Forget the medicine," her grandmother said.


"But, Grandma --"


"I just need to sleep.  Don't you worry."


They reached the room and Robin walked her grandmother over to the bed.  Robin bent over and flipped down the covers.  She helped her grandmother lower herself to the bed and then she bent down to take off her grandmother's slippers and she slid them under the bed in the spot where her grandmother would look for them when she woke.  


"I'll wake you at one-thirty," Robin said.  "Then you'll have time to get ready before he gets here."


Her grandmother nodded.  She lay down on her side and Robin pulled the blanket over her.  Her grandmother looked so small, so frail.  Was she going to die?  Did people know, Robin wondered, when their life was fading?  Is that what her Grandmother was trying to tell her all this time?  But who could expect you to listen, to accept something like that?


"Robin?" her grandmother said, her eyes already closed and her voice sleepy.


"Yes, Grandma,"


"I know who takes care of me," her grandmother said. 


With a clap of thunder, lightening flashed and the house shook.  It must have hit right outside the house.  The lights flickered off, but came back on in a moment.  Robin's grandmother didn't open her eyes, as though she hadn't heard the crash of the thunder and, for a second, Robin was afraid that she was dead.


"Grandma," she said and put her hand on the old woman's arm.


The old woman opened her eyes and looked at Robin.


"I just wanted you to know that," her Grandmother said.  She closed her eyes and, with a tired sigh, she rolled over, pulling the blanket with her.


"I love you," Robin whispered as she leaned down to rub her grandmother's back.  "Sweet dreams."


Robin walked across the room and switched off the light.  Lightening flashed and, a second later, thunder followed.  Perhaps the worst of the storm was already moving away, but the rain continued to pelt the windows and the wind sent branches smacking against the side of the house.  Somewhere down the highway, Ted was driving through the storm.  


Let Ted make it safely through the storm, Robin thought.  She meant it as a prayer -- part of a larger prayer.  She touched the door to her grandmother's door.  She looked down the hallway at her husband and her children, their backs turned to her as they stood by the window, watching the storm.  Robin wasn't accustomed to praying and she felt the

prayer more than she said it.  But after a moment, words formed inside her head and she whispered them aloud.


"What we have between us," she heard herself saying, but she didn't know if the words were part of her prayer or some sort of response.


Robin shut the door to her grandmother's room and walked back to the table where they had been playing cards.  Her daughter trotted over and sat on her lap.


"I'm scared," she said, but she was laughing as she twined her arms around Robin.


When the phone rang, it was Ted saying that he'd had to turn back; the storm had made the road impassable.  


"I'm really sorry," he said and sounded as though he meant it.  "Will you tell her that?"


"I'll tell her," Robin said.  "As soon as she's awake."


Robin hung up the phone.  Her husband turned to look at her and she smiled; he turned back to look out the window at the storm.  Lightening flashed and lit up the yard, then  Robin heard the crack of thunder. Her daughter let out a mock cry of alarm and buried her face in Robin's chest as she began to laugh.  Robin hoped that her grandmother was sleeping despite the storm.  Perhaps her grandmother was dreaming of a time before her body had grown old, a time when she laughed at the rain and rode a borrowed bike beside her cousin -- and knew that she had everything she needed.

Jody Brady

 Mary of Magdala's Good News

The Magdalene's seven 

demons were tiny, 

snivelling, persistent

as unpaid bills, toys

left in the driveway,

dirty dishes.

Loving particularity,

the different shading

of a top and underleaf,

the grain of a wood table,

she was most susceptible

to those voices that whimper

of things undone,

cracks in the plaster,

dust on the baseboards,

the refusal of a lived-in house

to be shaped, trimmed

like a work of art.

When the rich thunder

of that singular voice 

caught and held the whiners 

cowering on the threshold,

then she despised all feasts

of cleanliness and order,

labored over 

like a Thanksgiving dinner.

She would have nothing

but picnics on the grass.

Fretfulness returned

to cloud her choices.

She learned how grace

comes only for the day,

what huge portions 

she needed to resist

the yapping at her heels.

At last she saw her weakness, 

discovered forgiveness 

includes permission to refuse 

the demons' terms, abandon

a battle she could not win.

She went to live in a cave,

not for penance, as

the French tale has it,

but for simplicity: cracks 

in its wall are creases

round a loved one's eyes

in which she delights.

Ellen Roberts Young
Wasn’t Meant to Be a Human Being 

I should have been born a tree instead

standing in one place all my life

swaying with the elements that enfold

my arms the habitat of birds and squirrels.

I nod, force an embarrassed smile

then hide behind leaves that continually drop

and tumble off into areas

I never meant to intrude upon.

Seasons keep changing unexpectedly.

I should know these things by now

but never cease to be astounded

to find myself withering

at the mere scent of another fall.

I should have known this would happen:

that as soon as I had gathered

the dreams that crept in over night

I'd have to helplessly stand and watch

while wind scatters them away.  I should

have taken being human being more seriously.

I should have found my way through

the deceptions and the tricks, and learned

what it means to stalk amid the shadows.

James Miller Robinson
View Beyond the Pane

Like my cat,

morosely minding the view beyond the pane,

I lurk near the window

hungering for landscapes

that occasional slivers of sight have contained.

I crouch, impatient, waiting

for a door,

left cracked by forgetful mistress,

to allow my passage

to the lawn beyond the glass

where tree shadows lay down

cool ribbons to wrap in.

Like my cat,

enticed by vistas outside the window's edge;

by sidewalks, rooftops,

alleys and gardens to be explored,

I race through,

plunging forward,

believing this time I will learn

to ignore the fear-filled

voice of my mistress

entreating me to return

to the safe

but narrow world

behind the door.

Marla Schoen

Excarnation Refused

A lyric in the atmosphere

resists my desire to be inspired,

hovers beyond my breath

like a skittish hummingbird.

It is flesh refusing to become word.

I know it's somewhere near,

evading me to tease.

Luminescent colors fade to

sun-bleached hues as I presume

to net gentle sounds around them.

Inconstant as the muse,

it shapeshifts to confuse. Was it

a redheaded woodpecker that tapped

the morning into wakefulness;

the clover blossoms that I picked

to brew in tea;

the man whose kiss

missed my lips with wedded

nonchalance as he left to walk

haunted timber before dawn,

mysteries strong-boxed in century-old tombstones,

their barely-legible epitaphs of sing-song rhyme

concealed by the grass that waltzes

with the east wind on the hill?

Yesterday it was the child who

told me of her lightening bug,

and before that a will to hear the sound

of passing time.  Maybe

it's this hunter instinct that warns

me of its nearness, drives me to pursue it,

stalking like the hounds their prey.

Today I cannot get it in my sights.

It is some proud and independent flesh --

which flesh I cannot say --

rebelling against its destiny

and mine, defying sky,

unwilling to become the word.

Maureen Flannery

Another Perfect Beginning

Awake at dawn,

gold highlights need no encouragement,

tread lightly on the wishes

at the tips of my eyes.

Every morning, I put trust back together,

glue it with sun,

with the rubbing of my eyes,

the taste of breath.

As the day wears on,

people will pick it apart,

the words spoken and those unspoken,

things done and undone,

taking turns at the unraveling.

But here in the chaos of  blankets,

in the clatter of senses

reasserting themselves,

it is as whole as it ever gets.

I waken in a place where

nothing is soured,

is spoiled,

where the cursory addenda

"as yet"

still wallows in

yesterday's hindsight.

John Grey

I Am Faith and I Am Dying

in memory of F. M., d. 11/2/95

I am Faith

and I am dying.

My lungs ache, but I think my heart aches

more, breaking.

I can’t leave

when the leaves

are this gold, falling in heaps like treasure.

I can’t leave

when the sky

is this blue, as blue

as the hinderparts of God that made Moses’

face shine;

when the air

is this cool, sharp

with the approach of winter, sweet

with decay.

I am afraid

and I am crying,

though crying is Gethsamene for me,

great drops

of blood.  Oxygen

hisses like a snake

when I breathe.  My father prays, commanding

disease to leave,

rebuking black

demons of death that unravel

the delicate lace of my lungs, shorten

my breath.

My father prays

for a miracle, his anxious

tongues rising in the room like smoke.

He appropriates

angels and I think

sometimes I see

them, but my skin only pales to the gray

translucence

of their wings.  Oh,

I don’t want to die!

To leave my baby boy on the foot of the bed

drinking milk,

his older brother,

brown eyes

bewildered.  They don’t know how much

I love them, won’t

remember me.

I can’t let go of the pain

of leaving; my husband’s face is despair.

But my father:

he will die if God

doesn’t answer, die

with me at Jesus’ feet where he has

carried me to live.

Linda Malnack

Gate to Paradise*

Every time I drive that mountain road

past the dam, along the Nisqually River,

I pass the cabin of what might have been

and realize I may not be in this car

with my stable, engineering husband;

three lively, lovely children; and a picnic.

When I reach the southwest entrance --

gate to Paradise -- and drive through again,

I know that it wasn’t you saying no to me

or angels saying no to devils or even us

saying no to the river-rock hearth we

could have kindled a blaze in, the two neat

beds we could have pushed together,

the braided rug we could have flung

our clothes on.  It was fate, a gate, the great

oiled hinge of circumstance our lives

suddenly, totally turned on.  Your refusal

in the face of my longing, your longing

in the face of temptation.  Our drawing

toward one another -- electric, synaptic --

in that damp mountain air between us.

It just wasn’t meant to be, the ruination

of all our years of friendship.  We ran

our hands over the wool spreads

instead of each other, took one last

look at the mounds the pillows made,

and walked out into sweet-scented

shade under Douglas firs.  We didn’t even

hold hands.  We gave back the keys,

turned around, drove down to the valley.

Linda Malnack

*Southwestern entrance to Mt. Rainier National Park 

Dress Rehearsal

Before departing, I gathered bread

and wine, and other staples

organized them into meaning

to be consumed by my family.

I made all beds

(not neglecting cat and bird)

closed all doors

left only a small pile

of laundry.

The sun touches my left cheek;

driving south, Pachelbel's canon lifts

tires above the earth

and we sail across sandhills

like cows over moons.

Turning west now, all gold on blue

pines submit in unison

to a kite-less March wind

pointing the way into dazzling bright.

A perfect moment

suspends in mid-air,

riding breathless on the crest

of a baroque melody.

If you looked back now

you would see a well-spring of life

cascading, crystal clear

down the highway.

My hands stretch

to the light, brilliant

and silent

calling my bones.

Linda Vigen Phillips

A Limited Hosanna

Guilt waters neglect:

plants droop in a month-long

indoor dry spell

The pernacity of green --

shoots of new growth leave out

in hope of nourishment;

thirsty for the sun,

roots thrust deep

in search of moisture.

Terra cotta potted limits.

Interdependence.

Long-suffering, forgiving.

Grateful for a splash of care:

broad leaves lift up toward a savior,

wave in relief from despair.

Darlene Moore Berg

"first"

Someone once said, I'm sure,

"to be a poet -- one must first
live."

And they, whoever they were,

were right, of course.

Words ungrounded in life

tend to float,

almost ethereal --

luminescent, fragile,

do not dare brush up

against the corporeal,

have no matter

to those who plod

the earthly sphere,

offer no footholds

for others to clamber up

them

for a different

view of sod

or to experience

a whisper touch

from God.

Darlene Moore Berg

Dusk

Perched on the far branch

of the dogwood, delicate and

eager with bloom, 

the cardinal, vested

in crimson waits,

watchful for his mate.

Burnt sun slips

into an ashen sky.

Into the darkness

the dogwood disappears.

From within the stillness

the cardinal tilts his head listening 

for wings familiar, fluttering homeward.

The neighbor's cat stretches, 

its tiny claws caught in the moonlight.

Evelina Moulder

Waiting for a Sign (Shrove Tuesday, 1998)

We wait,

longing for a sign

among the stacks of pancakes

and sausage links of

Shrove Tuesday. Amid

savoring, swallowing, and sighs.

Full with emptiness, sighs

are offered up like incense while we wait.

Hunger, rage, and lust lurking amid

longing for a sign

of the Holy One. That is what we seek, we of

devotion, on Fat Tuesday, eating pancakes.

We of plump and fluffy pancakes,

stacked high, stifling telltale sighs.

There are paper crowns, confetti, strands of

beads and chains of sausages, while the U.N. waits

and Clinton searches for papers to sign,

and young Israelis wearing gas masks go dancing in bars amid

mock scud missiles, silencing fear with laughter amid

anthrax warnings. We pour golden syrup on golden pancakes

and miss the Holy One flashing the peace sign,

while a foot-tapping soldier beside a bomber sighs.

Alert, eager, he waits

for orders, for relief, for any hint of

attack, or retreat, or rounds of

ammunition, or bombs exploding. Amid

the cries of children, we wait.

Cleaning up the parish hall, tossing untouched pancakes,

planning Lenten deprivations while the Holy One sighs,

waiting for a sign.

Waiting for a sign 

from the faithful of

Christendom, the Holy One sighs

while a young warrior frets amid

runways and munitions, longing for pancakes 

and orders to go home. He waits.

Evelina Moulder

Maggie Valley: August

On Campbell Creek Road

black butterflies catapult

from wild clover to Queen Anne's lace.

The dusk purple and dawn red flowers 

in the field between mountains

are their see-saws.

From high dives off black-eyed Susans

they spin across meadows

where lambs bleat.

We stub our toes on the gravel

from fixing our eyes on this dream.

People who live in cabins here,

stove warm in winter, mist cool in summer,

still rock in the lap of a wholeness

born from the land and their labor

and not yet dispelled by our image

on Campbell Creek Road.

Evelyn Mattern

Storm

Unlike Lear

I crouch indoors

beside my dog

whose ears feel first 

the pressure of each roar.

As dark as 

before the finding of fire,

the night draws down sound.

Lightning punctures the sky.

Now a gust 

may replace my breath.

Now a single falling tree 

may thrust a rafter 

through my heart. 

Evelyn Mattern

Shore Leave

That night the ocean purred like a sleepy kitten.

Salted by easy winds, we strolled the shore,

gazed at the sea, a rippling sheet of satin

pulsing in a purple, lace-edged blur,

passed wordlessly by castles surf had flattened,

ignored the distant thunder's muzzled roar,

carefully avoided occasional crabs

scuttling sideways just beyond our feet

(going about their random crabby jobs

as fast as stiffly-jointed claws permit),

and driftwood jutting in great broken slabs --

mementos of some long-forgotten fleet.

When the moon finally peered between feathered clouds,

we pointed.  Words were too risky.  Words might shatter

the fragile spell woven by moon and water,

translate our silence, break our careful codes,

and cast us once again into the clutter

of land-locked living, where, in accustomed places,

we might catch a sudden glimpse of each other's faces.

Sally Buckner

Why They Weep

Behind James Boyd's welcoming house,

thirteen cherry trees publish spring:

from fifty feet into warming air,

chains of blushing blossoms, pale, demure,

dangle like a dancer's seven veils

(but here, seventy times seven hundred!),

undulating in the breath of March.

Bees, summoned from their seasonal retreats,

weave among the boughs; butterflies,

fresh from cocoons, flutter through pink clusters,

teeter on silk petals.  A mockingbird,

throned on a barren branch of maple,

chimes approval of the pirouetting.

The bloom is brief -- a few sweet days

till limbs shed showers of unsalty tears,

pink and delicate, tears like those we weep

as bride and groom,  radiant at altar,

vow eternal faith in that swift moment

when beauty, love, and hope are utterly perfect.

Sally Buckner

Adagio penitento

In these slow weeks of Lent

we fast & wait for spring.

Snow falls slushy, sliding

over our windows. We look in.

Our souls starve

under the oppression of seven

deadly pharaohs. At our feet, a rod

begins to hiss & writhe; the river

flows red. Soon we will eat

together, weeping, as death

passes over like a cloud.

Soon, dear. Till then, live slow

& hungry, tend your fires & take note

of every sudden shining sign.

Ruth Goring

Holy is a verb

Holy is the One

who came down from heaven,

Verbo Divino, Divine Verb.

Spirit climbed down Jacob's ladder

singing holy into Mary, letting

her kiss eternity. Everything

changed in that night's

multiplication of cells. Holy

began to bleed.

God holies flesh

& cockroaches & pebbles.

That is why Jeff

plucked a beetle from Margaret's carpet

& carried it to the wet balcony.

Jeff holies bugs

& Margaret holies Jeff.

God sings Holy into my shoes

& fingertips & hair. Sun holies

into my squinted eyes. Bless the Lord

O winds & angels, you who do his bidding,

you who desire: you too

can holy God, unnecessarily,

out of your needing.

Leap, insects & awkward

human verbs, into syntax

of glory. Holy swings low like a rope

ladder, a lasso, coming

for to carry us home.

Ruth Goring

A Gift of Oranges

A red mesh bag filled with a half-bushel

of oranges -- my father brought them for me 

after his winter in Florida.  It's 

May; these are not the grocer's beautiful

cosmetic oranges -- these are late juicers,

patchy mixed earth tones -- mostly brown -- mottling

and scarring the usual red-gold skin.

These are the oranges of a man committed 

to the curative powers of fresh-squeezed.  

Look inside, they say -- that's where the glory

is.  But the thin, tough, formidable rind

is quite a deterrent; these oranges

do not yield at first request.  They must be 

wooed and won, worked carefully to remove

the acid peel shielding the small treasure 

within, the message of light, health, and hope.

I cannot eat all these oranges, but I

am the only one in my family willing

to take on the discipline of the peel.

I eat one or two a day, give some away, 

and finally begin to reduce that pile

of sunshine.  I am winning.  After supper

I have an orange for dessert, working 

the peel off, taking the stab of tart juice 

in a hangnail.  The orange is good.  Then 

Judith asks me to peel one for her --

peeling citrus at its best is hard for her,

and these oranges require diligence,

determination, devotion.  I peel one, 

not happily but carefully, to avoid

poking holes.  I am so careful -- I strip 

off the off-white undergarments, then 

present her her orange.  She eats.

The next day I peel a lunchtime orange 

and take in the battered beauty, 

a gift from father to son, 

from man to woman, 

from life to holy life.

Jim Ferris

Amor Interruptus

If I'm really lucky, my brother will say, "Yeah, she looks good," especially if he's had a couple of drinks and is feeling kind of expansive.  My sister-in-law, on the other hand, will level it off. She'll say, "We're all getting older, Rick."

     
As if he doesn't already know that.

    
That's in spite of my telling them -- on purpose -- how slim I am with aerobics and body sculpture twice a week and walking to work every day so that when my high school sweetheart  shows up at their house in Naples -- Florida, that is -- for their long post high school reunion and he asks about me, one of them might just say something else besides: "We're all getting older, Rick."

    
That's the way my family is -- they understate things.  I always keep a couple of friends on hand that remind me of my family and they'd probably say  the same thing.  As if, after thirty years since he sent me that Dear John letter -- or whatever it's called when it's the soldier sending it to the girl back home -- Rick doesn't already know we're all getting a little older. Except for me of course.  I don't want him to think I am.  I want it to be as if nothing about me has changed that much in all these years. I also don't want him to know I'm feeling palpitations as if it were only yesterday that he left.

    
Of course it's not like I've been thinking of him each and every day of my life this thirty-five years.  Not until my brother mentioned him.  Not at all. I'm not exactly Granny Weatherall.  It's just that Rick kind of started me off.  Before Rick, I never knew a man could love me. Or anybody outside the family where they have to love you.  I hadn't mastered all those techniques my parents and everyone else tried to teach me. Like:

    
"Don't frown so much, Jean.  It makes you look surly and you're going to get permanent frown lines between your eyes." (My mother.)  Or,

    
"Try to keep your mouth shut a little more."  (My brother.)

     
Then there was Seventeen Magazine which I started reading cover to cover at age eleven, when Rick moved in around the corner, and by fourteen I was bored with.

    
Rick was a city kid. That's what we called boys like him who moved to Little Falls from the city.  He was five years ahead of me in school and played football with my brother.  And, he knew I had a crush on him. 

           On Halloween I dressed up like a gypsy and, thinking I looked beautiful, went trick or treating with my best friend to Rick's house.  The door opened  very slowly, and Rick, hair slicked back in a D.A. and wearing pegged pants, jumped out from behind the door, shouting, "Boo!"  When he saw  who it was, he said, "Well, look who's here, the kid sister.  You know I'm waiting for you to grow up and be my girl."

    
My skin was prickly for the rest of the day and I stopped trick or treating for the rest of my life.  

    
Rick talked really fast, telling jokes and saying things I wasn't used to people saying out loud. Not in my family, anyway. 

    
"The old fart got his bowels in an uproar, today," he said about the football coach as he and my brother were walking into the house.  My mother, standing in the kitchen, ironing, looked over at me and raised her eyebrows.

    
"Yeah, well, we shouldn't have been fooling around,"  my brother answered, embarrassed we were there.

    
As I said, Rick was not a man of a few words like my brother who still hands the telephone to his wife when I call him in Florida. 

    
Rick and my brother both joined the Air Force.  That's what guys did when they were at loose ends in those days.  That's the way they got straightened out.  Straightened out if they didn't get killed, that is.  Rick came home on leave and decided I had grown up enough.  He had his mom's car and picked me up at the candy store where I hung out with my friends after school. Smoking. 

    
"Hi beautiful," he said, all smiles.  Just that, but it bowled me over. 

    
All my father ever said was "Pretty is as pretty does,"  because  a girl might get a big head if you were too complimentary.  Pretty does never interested me. 

     
Rick could say things like "Hi beautiful" with all my friends looking on.  I thought that was pretty manly, not shy the way it seemed like my brother and all the other guys were around girls except if they'd had a few beers. 

     
That was before being called beautiful in public by a guy made you a sex object.  I had never heard of such a thing, then.  At sixteen, I liked it.

    
I liked it that he took me dancing, the way guys did in those days, and I thought he was the best dancer on the floor.  My brother taught me how to dance and he was good, too, in a cool way.  He'd stand there, quietly beating time with his foot, maybe chewing gum, and put his hand out for you once in a while.  But Rick would move his whole body, Elvis Presley-style, and nobody in Little Falls was doing that yet.

     
Rick took me into the city to a French restaurant and a Broadway show.   I wore a black suit and French heels and a jersey skull cap I made myself which was very sophisticated for Little Falls High School and exactly what I wanted to be.  We both ordered boeuf  Bourguignonne which was about as far as my high school French went with a real French menu.   C'etait delicieux.

    
Best of all,  he respected me,  as my mother would have put it, if she had believed he did.  But she didn't -- because he was a city boy and she knew about city boys.  We did come pretty close to doing it,  too.  Those were the days when pretty close was really nice. 

    
Rick didn't want me to go off to college.  "Don't you want a house with a white picket fence, a couple of kids and a dog?" he asked.

    
I actually hadn't thought about it.

    
"Just think about what beautiful kids we'll have," he went on.  The part of him saying that, which meant we'd be having a lot of sex, was very exciting.  For the other part, the kids, I was in no hurry.

    
"Can't we do it all when I finish college?" I asked.

    
"You're going to turn into an intellectual snob," he answered.

    
He gave me a gold charm bracelet with a heart and a diamond chip that said, "Love Rick," and I gave him a silver identification bracelet that he had soldered closed on his wrist.  Then, after we both promised to wear our bracelets forever,  he put on his uniform and flew away.  It wasn't more than a few months later when I got the letter.  I had graduated -- Rick even sent me a beautiful card and a graduation charm, a tiny gold mortarboard.  I was getting ready to go away to college in the Fall.  It was a short letter,  very few words for Rick:

Dear Jean,

I've met a girl here on the base. Her father's an officer. She's not as pretty or as smart as you are but I love her and we're getting married. You're going away to college and you'll forget  about me anyway.

            

Love,   Rick

    
I spent the rest of the summer in tears.

    
Not taking any chances,  I married the next man that came along.  He was more like what I was used to: he never said I was beautiful.  I hid the gold heart under the paper liner in my bureau drawer and it disappeared.  For all I know, my husband found it and had it melted down for a tooth filling because he wasn't one to waste a gram of gold and couldn't understand pouring half a bottle of good burgundy into the beef stew. He wasn't Rick. 

    
Maybe he was jealous, jealous of my past life, which is not the same thing as being jealous of what's going on now.  That was about the time when we outlawed jealousy for a while because no one can hang out with just one person all their life -- like thirty  years.  Hanging out, of course, is a euphemism. In essence, it meant about the same thing as what my mother called respect. 

     
Anyway, I left that husband so I don't know about any thirty years together. Maybe if I'd have married Rick who was flying a bomber plane over the same country I was protesting the war in, I'd know about things like that for sure.  I often think about that.  I often think if I'd have married him, I might have stayed put. I don't know what I would have done about the war, though. 

    
And if the reunion weren't all the way across the country in Naples while I'm here in the city working out and walking to work, I could just saunter into my brother's house, even though I wasn't invited anyway, being behind them in school, and I could ask Rick how he ever got that soldered on bracelet off his wrist.  With a hacksaw?

    
Rick asked about me, my brother says.

    
He said, "I was in love with your sister," which surprised my brother a lot, of course, and then he wanted to know how I look now.

    
"I told him you cut your hair short and you're not blonde anymore."

    
"Thanks."  That's just about what I expect my brother to say.

    
"He's married," he goes on to tell me, not still married, but married again. "Three times."  It makes me wonder where we would be, now, if we had ever married.  I'd have been the first, maybe, but not the last.  Or would I have been the one and only?

    
I wonder if I have become an intellectual snob.  

          
"Still talks as much as ever and he's put on weight," my brother continues with his nifty knack for description. Then he hands the telephone to his wife.

    
"None of us are getting any younger," she says.

Joan Acari

What If

that homeless man in New York City

back in 1967, when I was eight

and walked with my mother in the Christmas crowd,

as we stood waiting to cross 6th Avenue,

as I looked up from my own mary-janed feet,

my mother's hand firmly around mine,

our two fists like one shared heart,

when I looked up into the disaster of his face,

the ruined moon of it,

when I heard him croak, "Merry Christmas, girlie,"

the words a gray shape in the cold,

and he smiled, tooth-scarce,

and the dry riverbeds of his skin shifted

like fault-lines,

and I said, tugging, "Mommy, that man..."

and she shot him a look, said

nothing but "Let's go,"

and I looked back to find him as we

crossed the avenue,

looked back at the crowd, the women in fur,

the packages, the lights blinking in windows --

what if

he was the angel in beggar's cloth,

the kind you should entertain unaware?

What if God had dropped him just there,

his tattered outline, his dished face,

just for me?

It might be so.

Christ in an overcoat,

he might have been, standing in my dreams now,

had I been able to make her see,

but

I suppose my mother feared she knew

what might come next and

suddenly, there was nothing extraordinary,

just her hand tightening around mine.

Melissa Montimurro

Drafts from Maine

This morning, there is a mist,

like a sheer curtain,

that hangs in the harbor.

Drawn by the sun,

the fog

in the bay

evaporates before 10 a.m.

In the head,

it clears by 11.

In this heart,

it does not dissipate.

     --------     --------     --------

By the boathouse by the beach,

    
people poke around for starfish and crustaceans,

    
treasures washed up like Jonah.

They search for signs of ocean particles on the soggy shore

    
that sinks a little as they walk

like I scrounge for bits of purpose

    
that only sink a little further the more I step.

    --------    ---------    --------

In Maine,

    
morning breaks by five,

    
you must brake for moose,

    
and the joke is "I brake for lobster."

I brake

    
for bridges and the mountain's precipice;

    
not for better views

    
but for fear of falling,

    
yielding to beauty eternal.

    --------      ---------    --------

In the land where the summer sun starts at 4:43

I see the beach looks like terrazzo tile with puddles.

I see a man in a cap walks there, then stops

    
to pick up a souvenir the tide deposited overnight.

I see the sea's veneer,

    
waves rippled like petticoats,

                   
far more kind today,

For even these obey Him who hears our cries.

    ---------      ---------      ---------

A sink, a bed, a bath.

A sigh.

A wooden door creaks and slams.

A picnic table in the grass.

A green canvas chair I carry down at low tide

with my coffee and my book.

Today recall God's right hand. 

Jane E. Griffioen

Communion

She swoops in from the South

expectant and expecting.

She brings seeds and berries,

fruits freshly plucked,

if not necessarily ripe.

Excited by the harvest

she dances her dance -- 

old steps and new -- 

brighten our nest like sunlight 

rising through the winter's gloom.

She gathers with her friends. 

They come and go and somehow know 

this is no longer their home.

When they will leave they will go

to that new place 

they already call their own.

             -------------

Life here goes on, but the house is quiet. 

In the silence she leaves behind, we read.

At dinner we talk of her in reverent tones

say grace, give thanks.

Even in its thinness, the air is full.

Remembrance is weighty.

The future is weighty.

Of this we take and eat.

Michael S. Glaser

A Fact

Science isn't the only reason why the earth

   is trying to get our attention.

Centuries after Newton discovered the laws

   of gravitation,

Apples continue to fall

As though there were something else about them

   to be discovered.

Jene Erick Beardsley

Promise

We have made our bed

under a window

of frosted glass

so we can't see out.

I hear you

telling me to rest

precisely

on the edge.

We will be like

all other 

cliches

of impermanence:

a wave, a rose, 

a moonbeam, 

this red clay

streaking

my fingertips.

My saved life

hangs 

by its thread.  You 

sharpen the blade.

Elisabeth Murawski
Walking Meditation

My heel kisses dirt.

I breathe with my toes. 

You spring up and multiply

exponentially.

You are the branch

peering out 

over water, 

the fire 

that never goes out. 

How could I not 

see it?  

Your devotion.

The field we made 

brilliant 

with wildflowers.

My fists full of violets.

Elisabeth Murawski

Before They Were Saints

At sight of him

did her dark eyes brighten, 

did a blush

ripen her cheek?

Did she prick her finger

at the frame

stitching the name of God 

with silk thread?

And did she remember this, 

baring her neck 

to the shears as he gave 

her shoes away?

The mound of golden hair

cooled on the floor.

What star

was he reaching for?

He willed himself numb.

Threw his burning body

on the snow.  Dumb,

it held him like an angel. 

Elisabeth Murawski

Winter Dancers

Their steps were less graceful 

when they were young and just learning to dance.  

Tonight, her golden shoes capture light

and taffeta sweeps in limits far beyond her body, 

folding in only for him.  For no one else 

comes near them on this dance floor.

The red dress would seem almost tawdry

if it weren’t fluid and full of her movements:  

fox trot, strokes of tango, legs wrap like vines, 

her feet glancing where his just vanished from

light staccato of his heels, then hers, 

their eyes communicating the rhythm.

They have never left this city, 

but only witnessed its change around them, 

as they re-traced the movements they had perfected, 

improvising only when it added dimension.

Never for invention’s sake.

At times they felt like aging wind-up dolls 

performing at apathetic weddings  

and anniversary parties as the young looked on 

muffling laughter in cocktail napkins.

After years, they stopped considering the audience.

Now, each step is a tone -- G-sharp, B-sharp, C;

an arpeggio-filled rhythm filling them with music 

they know the young will never experience,

in lonely bodies brought close prematurely, 

crudely without the art of ritual 

and intimate knowledge of the partner.

Marcella Wolfe

Pawn Shop Christmas

     For Amy 

      Flying Pig Pawn

      Aberdeen, Maryland

Amidst the pieces of broken lives:

pawned engagement rings,

diamond-studded sweetheart pins,

clarinets through which no breath 

has blown for years, and

violins left unstrung,

the fret boards frayed and cracking,

one is reminded of how objects endure

as harsh reminders


of what needs forgetting.

When he left you the shop,

your father taught you

you were not in business 

to teach hard lessons

to those with the least to lose,

but if a customer wanted his t.v. back,

maybe he'd learn 

to have a few less whiskies

on a Friday night, 

waste less time at the track

betting on slow horses.

He warned you of the women

who came in with babies 

to sell the plastic Timex 

off a thin wrist

for ten dollars they'd take to a bar first 

on the way home.

He taught you how an honest hunter 

could wait until the season started

for his gun license to clear,

but a jealous man never could.

He warned you, 

but you weren't prepared 

for the Christmas the plant closed

in town and a line of our neighbors

wound down the block,

their breath and car exhaust embodied clearly in air.

Rubbing icy hands, 

they stood in line

like angels or wise men bearing gifts:  

silver candlesticks,

a great-grandmother's broach,

a  gold locket 

holding aged and brittle strands

of a young child's hair.

He didn't prepare you  

for the stories you'd hear,

for this pawn shop becoming a mirror 

you held up by a cracked mother of pearl handle

for the whole town to witness 

its fading image. 

Marcella Wolfe

Storm Crossing

It was the Marine Flasher
on her last voyage home

to the New York docks.

The swells sucked her hard,

her sea-snout down and out

a two-ton wave shifting 

its sides like a hip in heat

and opening into 

the whirl of spoondrift

on a plain full of scuds

that swiveled without a center. 

And even my nine-year-old body,

unused to disbelief,

strained at the wobble of weight,

feeling the frames sliver

into scoops of dark sea. 

My father said:

Don’t be afraid.

Your mother and I are here --

God, too.
We were alone in the cabin,

bobbing dots, unhomed and fortuneless,

thrust in a foreign tongue

and bound for a country

of vast hope.

I believed him.

Askold Skalsky

Equality

      for my father

I was erudite.

Rich mingles of thought

swelled the mind's pocket,

and the blade of logicity

cut between

the is and ought

of any poor day.

Then he overtook me.

With one quick leap

on an evening

that began simply

over the pale leaves

he surpassed me 

by dying.

Askold Skalsky

Eggshell

Sometimes

life is like

an egg

that breaks

open into

fragments

fragile, sharp

to the touch,

yet held

together

by the

quivering

connective

tissue of 

hope.

Jeanne Martin

Through the Dark Night

There was a time when I wrote the same way I lived -- breathlessly, as though I had to fill each page in order to find out what happened next.  Stories came to me like dreams, unreeling themselves into my consciousness.  In fifth grade, Mrs. Russo passed out thin composition books with flimsy blue paper covers; she laid two sharpened pencils

carefully at each desk.  This was a writing assessment.  We had forty minutes to demonstrate our skills (to the Tarrytown school board?  to the state of New York?) by either addressing the prescribed subject ("How I spend my spare time") or a topic of our choice.  It was one of those rare moments in my public education where paper and time were provided to do with what I willed.  Mrs. Russo set a cooking timer ticking on her desk.  Heads bent, pencils began their scratching, and overhead the fluorescent

lights emitted a high-pitched buzz.  

I don't remember diving into my short story, surrounding myself with its watery, shifting hues and mediaeval narrative.  Nor do I remember the character I became, nor how she carried herself through the labyrinth of my imagination.  All I remember is the sound of her footsteps echoing off the walls of a marble-pillared hall.  She approached and mounted a dais.  The air was dim; there was the swish of heavy fabric.  

A sharp "ping!" from Mrs. Russo's timer woke me.  I came up for air, bewildered by the classroom's brightness.  Sure enough, forty minutes had passed.  My stomach grumbled.  When Mrs. Russo came around to collect our composition books, I was certain that mine was cloaked in an aura of mystery.  All it would take to return to that mythical place was to fold back its blue cover and follow the loops and dives of my childish handwriting.  Unlike the fantasies that spun themselves out for the duration of long car trips, here was a world to which I might return, which others could inhabit as well.  My body felt light.  Something had shifted; something in me had moved from there to here.  A sharpened pencil over an empty page would never feel the same.

There are moments when another story, rife with symbolism, superimposes itself upon the ordinary story of my day.  Only with hindsight do I recognize it:  my heart, quickened in its ribcage; fragments of unidentifiable colors swiftly fading; the heady aftertaste of heightened perspective.  Sometimes it comes as a dream, its meandering plot and quirky architecture giving sudden dimension to what I didn't know was shallow.  When I was a child, a story descended on me in the form of fantasy spun out on the page, or in spontaneous make-believe.  Yesterday, picking chunks of sod from a freshly tilled garden plot, I saw, for less than a second, my life not as a struggle to eke out a  meaningful living, but as the unrestrained adventure of a soul -- a soft shadow fluttering in the mulberry tree.  Then that story was gone.  My back hurt from bending over, and my arms smelled of acrid sweat. 

Today, a low-lying morning with damp air chilling the house, story arrives in the form of depression.  

A shrieking wind woke me at 5 a.m.  The house's timbers creaked like bones.  I kept waiting for the morning to grow light, but it didn't and I had to rouse myself anyhow.  Now, hours later, it's so dark outside that the streetlights are still on.  Swift changes in air pressure rattle my attic door in its frame.  The house is cold.  I can't muster the strength to pull my spirits above the mournful mood of the weather.

Our fifth grade class never got those compositions back.  Some careless assessor (a New York regents officer?  the superintendent?  Mrs. Russo herself, with her piercing black eyes?) dumped the stack of composition books into a wastebasket and returned to us instead a roster of numbers.  "Elizabeth," Mrs. Russo called me to her huge, meticulously neat desk; "You got a hundred.  Excellent work."  

I looked across the empty wooden surface hoping for some sign of my writing.  My heart sank.  The story had vanished just as my fantasies did, the same way dreams dissipate into the shadowed corners of a bright day.  I walked back to my desk feeling hollow and strangely determined. 

When I think of it now, a pattern emerges: the relentless pull onto the open page balanced by its subsequent loss; the rapture of creation balanced by its end and a journey inward.  As a ten-year-old, that journey came as scowling moods and flashes of anger.  Now it is the dark night of the soul.  If sadness is a story, then I write to discover what

it is about.

This melancholy arrived five months ago, at the end of October on a rainy day just like today.  I had spent the afternoon teaching in another part of the city.  By the time I pulled my car in front of the house, the air was so cold and penetrating, I decided that I needed to drag my winter coat down from the attic.  I walked around a puddle on the sidewalk.  First I noticed that the string of bells that usually hangs from the screen door was sprawled across the top step.  I hung it back up, wondering if the wind had been strong enough to lift the bells off their hook.  But then I saw the storm window leaned against the porch wall and glass shattered everywhere.  The computer at my writing desk inside was gone.

Even before the shock of violation hit me (a hole punched into my house!), a familiar ache returned to the pit of my stomach: my writing, gone again.  I had been working on an essay about how fantasy can pull us forward into expansive lives, but my memory of its wandering content suddenly vanished.  The police arrived, swinging their wide hips up my front walk, brushing sticky finger-printing powder over the storm window and making confident pronouncements:  “Ninety-five percent chance it was a neighbor kid.  Offer a reward.  Put the word out around the block.”  When they heard that I was a writer, the round officer shook a fat finger at me:  “Think carefully about who might want what was in that computer.”  I watched a gripping mystery novel unfold in his eyes.  Young author unknowingly discloses Mafia secrets.  Writing prodigy strikes envy in the heart of other Minneapolis authors, resulting in criminal acts.  I'm flattered.

No, my writing is always the casualty of wanton lawlessness.  Some stranger craves my hardware, the megabytes of memory and the crawling insect screen-saver that entertained my cat for hours.  The half-written essay, backed up on the disk still inside the computer; the latest edition of my column; lesson plans, inquiry letters, résumé -- all are airy and valueless compared with the keyboard-and-screen substance of a thousand dollar computer.  Surely I've got my priorities wrong.  Words are a risky investment.  If they're not first lost, most often they yield a poor return.  

Depression arrived; its low-hanging clouds pulled me like a dead-weight into the murky depths of a lake.  Every loss brings with it memories of all other losses, unfairly multiplying grief.  And then it's no longer the loss itself but long untouched hurts, now on the surface, that call up the tears.  

From the midst of it, depression is as indescribable as a moment of ecstasy.  It is deep in the body, moving like slow wisps of silt.  Our language makes depression into a bad mood, sunken spirits or a hormonal swing, when in fact it is an illness, beginning as the flu begins, with a dull ache in the muscles and sweeping waves of nausea.  Unwelcomed, speechless, still, it takes up residence.  

But from the edges of depression (now mellowed down to a mild melancholy, five months after the break-in), the dark night seems more like my fifth grade writing sample:  just a story, albeit a hard one.  It emerges from between the lines of my ordinary life until it dominates even the smallest details.  The surface narrative resonates with the undercurrent complexity of the human psyche.  What I mean is that depression fills your body like a forest, all textured and terrifying, and you grope your way through.  Work, play, relationships, exercise, prayer, all are small pebbles underfoot.  Your life is about making it past these looming shadows which you can't even name.

When you enter the woods of a fairy tale and it is night, the trees tower on either side of the path.  They loom large because everything in the world of fairy tales is blown out of proportion.  If the owl shouts, the otherwise deathly silence magnifies its call.  The tasks you are given to do (by the witch, by the stepmother, by the wise old woman) are

Insurmountable -- pull a single hair from the crescent moon bear's throat; separate a bowl's worth of poppy seeds from a pile of dirt.  It seems the forest will never end.  But when you do reach the daylight, triumphantly carrying the single hair or having outwitted the wolf; when the owl is once again a shy bird and the trees only a lush canopy filtering the sun, the world is forever changed for your having seen it otherwise.  From now on, when you come upon darkness, you'll know it has dimension.  You'll know how closely poppy seeds and dirt resemble one another.  The forest will be just another story which has absorbed you, taken you through its paces but then cast you out again to your home with its rattling windows and empty refrigerator-to your meager livelihood, which demands, inevitably, that you write about it.

When I was in seventh grade, Mr. Pollice assigned his classes to write autobiographies.  “In five pages,” my favorite English teacher commissioned us, “tell your life's story.”  I began tentatively, penning my earliest memories, chronicling years of Valentine's Day birthday parties, my line-up of best friends, the fire my family had witnessed in the San Gabriel mountains of California, the helium balloon with my name

and address dangling from the string that I'd released in Tarrytown and that landed in Long Island. . . . What started as an assignment soon became a mission.  I was twelve; I saw my early childhood memories endangered by the encroaching onslaught of adolescence.  If I could capture them now in writing, they'd survive.  My enthusiasm was dauntless.  I wanted in my adult years to look back on my twelve-year-old self with gratitude and awe:  what foresight to have preserved these fragile memories!  When I

turned over to Mr. Pollice the rough draft and final copy in my best handwriting, the manuscript was forty pages long.  

At that point I was head over heals in love with Mr. Pollice.  He towered over us from the front of the classroom, his thick eyebrows furrowed as he introduced us to "theme" and "metaphor" and "lyric."  What a novelty in a teacher -- he was passionate about poetry!  He understood the meanings behind things!  Literature and life first became rife with symbolism when we read Kurt Vonnegut's "Harrison Berglaron" and were prodded by Mr. Pollice's leading questions.  In Harrison's futuristic world, people were equalized by handicaps and weights; Harrison alone could envision the wonder of individuality.  Perhaps our culture (or even the social pressure at this junior high) weighs us down in the same way, I speculated.  How can we shed our weights and dance more freely?  The story alone released me -- there was so much more in the world than appeared on the surface.  When Mr. Pollice looked across the classroom at me and winked, I was sure we had shared something precious:  the deep insides of ourselves.

Two weeks after we handed in our autobiographies, Mr. Pollice turned to the class with a long face.  "I have terrible news for you," he told us slowly.  The gravity of his voice made my gut sink.  What if Mr. Pollice had cancer?  I couldn't bear to lose this man who revealed to me how life has layers of meaning.  

He continued solemnly.  "I had your autobiographies with me when I stopped at the Paramus mall to run errands.  Someone broke into my car. They took a bag of clothes that I was going to drop off at the Good Will, a jar of change, and your stack of papers.  I don't know why they took the papers.  They probably just dumped them.  It's not fair.  I'm really sorry this happened."

I was in shock.  Hours and hours of work, gone?  For months afterward, I was sure this stranger -- a poor soul who needed clothes and a few pennies -- would finally read through the stack of our stories and have pity on us by putting them in the mail.  He or she would read mine and realize, Here is a piece that matters to its author; it ought to return home.  I tried to recall the anecdotes I'd labored over, the events which had composed my life which I then had composed into my first memoir.  But they were irretrievable.  The memories had been stolen from me as completely as the pages themselves.  

Outside my writing window, the sky has turned a mean shade of grey.  One of my porch screens isn't latched properly; the wind sucks its frame out of place and it falls into the yard.  The windchime outside my front door is incessant.  It's a spring rain; the grass glows an unearthly green against all this darkness.  Stepping outside to fix the screen, I see that the worms have slithered from their muddy hiding places and sprawled themselves across the sidewalk, flushed out for the first time this season.  They smell fresh, like the center of the earth or like a baby right out of the womb.

If the ego's interests are preservation, perfection, accomplishment and product, then writing is an act of ego.  I write in desperation, holding on to what might better be lost, naming what might better be left unnamed.  Ego precedes me onto the page.  Hand over hand, dragging my heavy body behind me, I'm drawn to the shimmering illusion of writing's permanence.  I thirst for that completed story, for the artistic presence which will somehow represent me to the world.  I write to discover what in me is lasting.

But time after time the page disappears, along with all that I've made of it.  The computer crashes, taking with it the carefully crafted sentences which were me in the process of becoming someone new.  Or one computer's life ends, and the language in which the old machine recorded my creations is untranslatable by the latest contraption.  Writing gets sacrificed to the anachronism of technology, a scrambled chaos of zeroes

and ones, or to a careless education system, or to fire.  A stranger smashes the window of my writing desk and pulls out my laptop, its brain stuffed with stories.  Inevitably, the written word is a mirage, as fickle as thought and as fleeting.

Sometimes I see myself shedding; my life peels away from me like scales made of paper, whole skins I've unwillingly left behind.  If the soul's interests are letting go, descent, quietude, connection and inward treasure, then writing is an act of soul.  I reach into the netherworld of words to bring their numinous second selves into the light.  Product is the joy of ego, and process is the joy of soul.  When I lose my writing, all that is left is who I am becoming.  

Years later, when I was in college, Mr. Pollice did get cancer -- a brain tumor which killed him four months after the diagnosis.  He was in his early forties, married, with a five-year old daughter named Beth.  I had been in high school when she was born, and dropped by the junior high to congratulate him.  "I named her after you," he told me, winking.  Without any explanation, I took in his meaning.  You are important to me, he was saying.  I hope my daughter grows up to be like you.  During a lonely time, Mr. Pollice gave me a great deal of hope.

I was at a neighborhood garden party when I heard he had died, and was so

grief-stricken I had to leave.  It had happened suddenly, mid-summer.  Hardly anyone had been notified, and, as a result, no students attended his funeral.  A much beloved teacher, a remarkable, calm man, had been snuffed out without tribute.

Mr. Pollice had a long, bearded face, a lanky body, feet of intimidating length and hands so broad that he fumbled with stubs of chalk at the blackboard.  Between classes, he stood just outside his classroom door tossing his keys from one hand to the other and greeting each of us by name as we entered.  The few times I was brave enough to look directly into Mr. Pollice's brown eyes, they encompassed an intimate place in me, making my face turn red.  After all, he was the first to read my poetry.  The aching verses I wrote for the school contest brought his eyebrows up in a surprised arch.  I won that contest --poet laureate of Washington Irving Junior High in 1983.  But my only copy of the poem was never returned.  It didn't occur to me that it should have been otherwise.

Underneath most depression is grief and unexpressed or ill-expressed anger.  Each memory I've forgotten, each story I've lost, is a life taken prematurely.  Only now, after months of heaviness, do I demand to know why.

"You've entered the dark woods," my spiritual director says when I talk with her, in tears yet again.  God is no comfort here, and of little relevance.  I can see no end to my heaviness.  She adds, "But you're halfway through."

"What makes you say that?" I ask.

"If you were near either end, you'd see some light."  Her words aren't any comfort either.  "That's one of the biggest criticisms of Christianity," she continues.  "God didn't show up at the crucifixion when Jesus needed him most.  Jesus dies first, painfully, and then is resurrected."  

What the hell kind of religion is that?  Perhaps at the other end of this forest, I'll be stronger or wiser; perhaps the dark night of the soul comes bearing gifts.  God, it's often said, works in our vulnerable moments -- that our times of greatest hurt or grief or despair are also when we're most open to transformation.  But from the midst of it, that

information doesn't help much.  It makes depression a blessing in sinister disguise, or a manipulative test of character designed for our betterment, or God's harsh tune-up of our shortcomings.  It means God abandons us in our most difficult moments, only to swoop down deus ex machina when the pain is over.  I can't believe in a creator like that.  If God is a player in the passion drama, then God missed his cue.

In 1995, I moved out to the country in order to write.  It was a huge step, away from a tenured public school job into an artist's unreliable income.  I pared down my possessions to a minimum, selling textbooks and giving away clothes in an effort to simplify my life.  Friends helped me transport all my worldly possessions in a caravan of a few cars and a pickup.  We stored the furniture, the bike, the boxes of books, journals

and photographs in a garage until the apartment I was to move into was vacated.  

But then, the night before my final move, a car with a faulty ignition caught itself on fire after its owner pulled in for the evening.  Flames ripped through the wooden barn, leaping from one bay to the next until the area with my belongings was a fiery furnace.  Every poem, every piece of fiction, every one of nineteen years of personal journals all went up in flame.  Even if I had possessed the short story I wrote for Mrs. Russo or my autobiography or prize-winning poem, they'd all have been burned anyhow.  Computer disks of drafts, of aborted ideas and polished, published pieces, melted; reams of unorganized papers, notebooks, index cards, margin-scrawled books, all burned.  I stood outside the circle of heat, too stunned to feel the extent of my loss.  

The fire heaved itself sideways in huge waves, and then shot skyward, sending sparks out to the stars.  Its beauty absorbed me.  A five-stall garage, workshop, two years worth of firewood, and six century-old Norway pines burned.  The light was blinding, the roar volcanic.  Even forty feet away, we felt its heat lapping at us.  At the white center of the fire was a glimpse of the sun's surface (a molten, slow-motion fever), and at the top, fingers of flame whipped themselves accusingly at the night sky.

The fire burned for three days until just red coals remained, the rain spitting and sizzling on their open wounds.  Finally it sunk in:  I had lost all of my writing.  The firemen were able to drag out a few boxes of books with their covers melted together and pages soaked from the hoses, and one box of my journals, the script washed clean, the bindings charred.  My life's story had been obliterated.  I climbed through the ruins moving beams and bicycle frames with a pitchfork until the soles of my sneakers were soft from the heat.  Underneath was nothing but ash.

When I was little, I had a dream where I was to be put to death.   I chose fire as the means.  A small closet off to the side of a room was filled with slips of white paper.  I walked into the closet.  The air was poignant, tinged with. . . meaning?  sorrow?   Then somebody calmly lit a match.

A bit of what I lost in the fire I remember vaguely -- a blue and white, cloth-covered journal I kept on our first family vacation in Europe when I was twelve; a love story inspired by a crush on my fencing instructor my freshman year at college; free verse exploring fresh images of God that I had composed as part of an independent study with a liberation theologian.  But I have no idea what was on most of those pages.  Often people ask me, "Were you able to recover any of your writing?"  Do they mean piece the ashes back together?  The words are no longer inside of me, nor their form, nor their intent.  I've heard of families (Salvador Dali's was one) who lose a child, then name the next child after the first.  It's a pretense; that second child will never be the first, and

will never erase the first child's memory.  I've written other stories since the fire, but no -- I have recovered nothing. 

If writing can die so completely, martyred by circumstance, and its loss cause this much grief, then surely it has a life of its own and an indomitable spirit.  Burned or stolen or published or tucked in a file drawer, every piece I've written slips between the cracks of my memory and sinks into my bloodstream.  Half of who I am today is the stories I've written, only they've worked themselves into muscle and bone marrow.  They've become the electrical charges between neuron synapses in the brain.  Their spirit inhabits my breath.  In the beginning they are words, but the words become flesh and dwell within me.

Love is never wasted, and neither is a story.  Whether or not its external life is cut short, a story works on the inner realms, shifting molecules, moving memories.  The changes are so subtle they appear only in dreams:  I no longer swim to school holding my pencils and pens above the water.  Or the changes float like a speck on the iris, my normal sight interrupted momentarily by a meandering bit of life.  I'm confused; the foreground is suddenly too near.  Stories have a spirit that can't be obliterated, even when their lives are.  They make a difference.  They dwell among us.

"The universe is made of stories, not atoms," Muriel Rukyeser wrote, and the universe is expanding.  Who is to say that all that interplanetary dust isn't really ashes of narrative, sent heavenward in a raging fire?  Or that dark matter isn't poetry, formed, finished and forgotten, somehow laden on the void?

And the story of the soul's night isn't wasted either.  Depression is a wilderness we walk through, leaving behind us a meager trail of bread crumbs.  We can't retrace our steps to get out.  We can only forge ahead, be taken in by the witch, outwit her when we can, grab her jewels and run.  If we make it to the other end, the father who abandoned us is still our father.  The evil stepmother is gone; we don't know why, but we suspect that she'd still be there if we hadn't come this far. 

God, it turns out, isn't a character in the story after all.  Nor is he the story's author, scribbling away our fates from that great desk in the sky.  God is more the unrolling story itself -- the narrative drive, the thread of purpose, the essence which transforms the story into something to live by and which gives it endurance.  Nothing is so horrific that it can't be contained in a story, or at least in the silences between words. Sometimes the story gives meaning or context to suffering, and sometimes it simply holds it.  When hardship strikes, the story digs down and touches metal.  

My writing crawls out like infant sea turtles from a hole in the sand.  It's a long journey to the water's edge.  There's poachers and predators and violent weather.  Perhaps one turtle in twelve arrive.  It is a tremendous waste of life.  

But then there's that one that makes it, that marches right into the salt water, ducks his head under and finds he's in his natural element -- he can breathe, he can flip his fins and swim.  The water is black.  Up through its surface he can see a white moon.  Without a thought for his dead brothers and sisters, he kicks, thrusting his shelled torso into the

depths.  

Where does hope come from?  I write this and every piece, cracking a silent egg open to the harsh world.  Really it's not my writing at all but rather my life that I'm rooting for.  In the end, I am the one who wants to dive under the salt water.  I want to come into my element.  I want to arrive at that place where I know I am home.

Elizabeth Andrew

In Print

That's my retrospective

on the remainder table

at the Pickwick bookstore.

Just my left eye and part

of the roman nose

on the glossy cover,

slanted, real grainy

and arty for attention.

Blurb inside says,

“Painstakingly researched

and documented from

the early days in Detroit,

with full page photos,

some in color, some

recently found of the

house on Burns Avenue

and the saloon at Forest

and Duboise where he

was born, and interviews

with important people

in his life along the way,

like Archie the boatkeeper

at Lake Saint Clair, who

couldn't exactly remember

him." Published originally

at $39.95. Marked down

to $1.98, and still with

more copies in my stack

than any of the others,

but what the hell, at

least it got published

and is still in print.

Anselm Brocki

Miscarriage

Opening my hands

I let fall the thread

of names I have woven.

My fingers touch

only air.

I drink from a cup

of silence,

the quiet white

of no thoughts.

The heavy sleep

of the innocent.

I wake after no dreams

in the light of

so much freedom,

forgetting where I am

or why.

A string of tears

is placed around my neck.

The empty cup

pried from my fingers,

smashes into pieces

beyond counting.

Cindy Pinkston

Artist

   For Patty

Lead me into your studio

and set up the easel.

Show me the path that transforms

empty canvas.

Place the brush in my palm

and teach my awkward flesh

the rhythms of colors.

Pour rivers through my fingertips,

a violet sky, the foam of the sea.

Show my hands how to speak

the language without words:

the flutter of an angel’s wings,

the song of bells in the air.

Cindy Pinkston

Stroke

Somehow you are smaller, as if you were sinking

into another, deeper world, slowly crushed by the weight

of the world above you.  I think I am prepared for the change,

until I see the crudely lettered sign by your head:

“I can understand simple sentences.”

Who are they to pretend they know what you think?

I will not speak to you as if you were the dog,

as if you were someone else.  Now I have lost my own voice.

Your eyes are still brilliant blue.  If only I could speak

of what has not changed.

These days you live in the muted light of a nursing home.

Bits of you have been stolen, pawned, resold.

First memory, then concentration.  Now your voice.

You will be a silent actor.  Now my lines will change

to speak for us both.

Cindy Pinkston

Goofy’s Head


I drive up to Disneyworld with my cousin Al on my one day off from the fish market.  He picks me up in Oakland Park by the market.  Six days a week I work.  I need the break.  I'm a fish cutter.  You name it, I fillet it.  Name an eel, I've skinned it.  Ask me about golden crabs, or hog snapper.  How many oysters have I shucked?  Ask me.  Stone crabs.  You bet.  Ask me about Pumpkin swordfish.  OK, the meat is pumpkin colored.  One in five hundred fish.  Can't tell until you cut it open.  If you don't buy it when 

you see it, it's gone.


Anyway, Al has discount tickets, a quart of Cuerva Gold and a six pack of 

Corona.  We sit in the Disneyworld parking lot and have a couple of short 

pops.


In we go.  Now if it wasn't for my cousin Al, I wouldn't go.  Ever since my 

grandfather told me about me Krushchev going to Disneyland in L.A., I decided I wouldn't be seen dead going in Disneyworld with the Russians.  But I go in.  I let Al go in first just in case.


Unbelievable.  Wicked giant mice and what ducks!  The best ducks. Rides I've never seen before.  And dwarfs and Snow White who talks to kids.  She even talks to a woman standing next to me, who asks how she got the job being Snow White.  She said she won the Snow White look-a-like Contest.  I should know right away I'm in trouble.  But it's so incredible.  I'm floating right along with the castles and the boat rides and the water slides.


The whole thing reminds me of the picture of the great Zucchini Brothers getting shot out of the cannon, which I saw next to the real cannon of the Zucchini Brothers at the Ringling Museum over in Sarasota the day after the Fourth of July when I went for Amish breakfast and a bike ride to Longboat Key, which after an Amish breakfast is Burp City.  I recommend you stick with the fish.


So we're walking around Main Street, Disneyworld, which I want to suddenly live on, like forever, and I leave Al by the taffy shop because I got to use the facilities, which they tell me are easy to find, but which I can't find, but do find, after I ask one of the guys with the little brooms and the dustpan with the stick so they don't have to bend over.  I hop in there and it's cleaner than my kitchen.  Cleaner than the fish sink.  Anyway, I'm 

washing my hands when I spot this head sitting there on the floor by the stalls.  Not a real head.  No, it's Goofy's head.


Don't laugh.  What would you do?  I look around and I see some feet under a 

stall, which I don't think belong to Goofy, so I slip on old Goofy's head.  You don't exactly slip on Goofy's head, you kind of climb in, or under.  I step up to the mirror and I'm a litte top heavy, but I look pretty good.  I've never seen Goofy in red shorts and a Planet Hollywood teeshirt.


So I zip outside and whammy, it's hot in that head.  This is no ordinary head.  I'm sweating peanuts, but I hear the music somewhere.  That's it.  I run outside.  I start dancing around.  I kick up my heels which makes it hard with a Goofy head on, to keep from falling over.  I'm having a great old time. I'm doing twists and turns and and shaking hands with little kids and all that good stuff.  And I know they're gonna hire me the minute they see me.  I know it.  I feel it.  I realize this is my big chance.  It's better than skinning fish, Pumpkin swordfish or not, thank you very much.  I figure the worst that can happen is they'll give me a free pass for being such a help.  At one point I got this whole string of kids following me.  Man, it was cool.  I mean really cool.


Then the security grabs me.  They arrest me.  They put me in Disneyworld Jail.  Then they put me in real jail.  No fireworks.  No parade.  Thirty days suspended and probation for drunk and disorderly and stealing Goofy's head, which I did not do really, on the condition, I go to the one-day Misdemeanor Workshop in Broward which costs fifty bucks.  Fifty bucks for wearing Goofy's head.  .And to top it off my cousin Al just left me there.  I had to take the bus back.


So I gotta go to the all day Misdemeanor School with this social worker, or shrink who has us close our eyes and do CHEE, which she says is spelled with a Q, which is some kind of relaxing.  This Afro-American guy, he starts yelling she's doing subversive cult stuff and he has some place to go at five.  She just starts drawing on the board with colored chalk, all these ladders, or steps, or whatever, with seeds on the bottom that become plants, or trees on top, if you make plans and read the book.  Stuff like that.  Then she got into how we have to watch our anger.  The hot emotion, she calls it.  She says even Jesus was a violent person who threw out the moneychangers, which I could have told her from catechism, right?  She says we need to work on short-term goals like not smoking a joint at lunch.  Safe sex and deferred gratification.  Like I need to know about that.  Most of this ain't in the book they give us.  Half the time I can't understand the book, period, the end.  It's got words what aren't spelled right.  Even I can see that.  But I have to shell out fifty bucks.  For what?  For wearing Goofy's head?


But this is not the end.  I'm standing in line in this classroom out in the boonies, I swear, it's the Everglades, at five in the afternoon on a Saturday when I'm supposed to be cutting fish.  I have to stand in line to get into Disneyworld.  I have to stand in line to get out of Disneyworld.  I'm getting my certificate for the Misdemeanor Class, so in case I get stopped they know I didn't violate probation, when this red headed guy with a big jaw standing behind me in line, who's kind of pushing, starts grinning like he won the lottery.


Aren't you the guy on TV he says?  And I say what guy on the TV?  The guy that broke into the Butterfly World, he says.  Didn't they arrest you for trying to let the butterflies out at Butterfly World?  Yeah.  You're famous.  I saw you on the six o’clock news.  Ecology Freak Destroys Butterfly Cages.  Bruises Owl Butterflies.  Something like that.


I stare the guy down.  He's got wet blue eyes.  "I'm a fish cutter," I say.  "Do I look like I abuse butterflies?  Never mind an Owl butterfly, whatever that is.  You're talking about somebody else."


The shrink hands me my certificate and says thank you for being here.  

Thank you, I say.


"Are you sure you're not the butterfly guy?" the red head says.  He's still shoving even though now he's first.


"What's with you," I say?   "Are you one of those guys that stalks celebrities?  Is that why you're here?  I said, NO butterflies.  No way.  I'm the guy that makes kids laugh.  I was better than Snow White.  I'm the guy with Goofy's head.  Remember that!"


So I'm out of there.  Back to six days a week.  Where do I go on my next day off?  Hard to tell.  Me and Al, we'll have to talk about it.

David Plumb

The Color That Counts                                                                                                                                           

The family who lived down the road a piece

Was black, and like us, 

Trying to survive 

On two-thirds of four acres of tobacco.

We'd swap work:  Monday at their place. 

Thursday at ours.

We'd start at sunrise

And when that black gum started sticking,

Matting arm hairs and dragging 

Across apron fronts and bib overalls,

And when the morning dew and sweat mingled,

Streaking the black dirt

That settled into and onto everything,

You didn't think about color.

At ten o'clock, when somebody'd go to the store

For Pepsis and square nabs

And those fat chocolate moon pies,

And we'd take a break, worn slap out,

The grownups sitting on emptied tobacco trucks,

The teenagers out of sight 

In the barn door around on the other side,

And we young'uns sprawled on piled-up tobacco sticks,

You didn't think about color.

At day's end, energy gone,

And God pushing dark 

Faster than you could hustle

Those loaded sticks into the barn, 

To be poked by muscled arms

To the limbered studs straddling the tier poles,

You didn't think about color.

The only color that counted

Was the color of leaves cropped --

Not green but ripe --

That would cure to a gleaming gold

And lay proud in a basket 

On some warehouse floor.

Nancy King

B Side

'Tis the season to be

home for the holidays.

Media ads confirm it.

Fragrance of frazier fur soaks the house -- 

wreath dons the door, red ribbon smiling -- 

friends and family, fabulous food, 

the best songs are sung.  

Children's laughter affirm everything

is as it should be.  

      I enjoy rising early, 

seizing that jump on any day.  

And I recall 

        a morning in February --

snow on the ground, rabbit tracks leading

from shrub to tree.  

       Lavender rain 

one spring morning covered my road

under starlight just before dawn.  

Summer arrived and melted

          into autumn

when I watched leaves swell with color, 

then splatter in the rain.

Whenever I crave a holiday, 

an occasion for the record,

I can kiss my sleeping child, 

without festive cloaks. 

  Listen 

to new sun,  

        let the breeze have its say, 

locate the thread of new morning. 

Chalk up which prayers where right: 

find celebration where it lays, where it plays, 

where it was born, where it invites me 

every dawn.

Sam Barbee

Bread

    
Mama makes bread when Daddy makes trouble. I sit in the corner and watch when the sheriff brings Daddy home from old Joe’s poker house.  He’s drunk again and Mama thanks the sheriff kindly before closing the door on the night outside.  Mama says "Go to bed, Luci" and Daddy says "Come here, baby" but most times, I go to bed cause I know that’s what’s best by the look in Mama’s brown eyes.  Daddy says "Come here, baby" over and over again until I am at the top of the stairs and Mama’s voice is a hiss far away as the spit of the stove.  I get in bed with my yellow quilt and picture all the bread we’ll have for breakfast.  They’re yelling by then and I can tell when Daddy’s losing cause he changes "Come here, baby" to "Aw, Honey" and I know Mama’s pulling dough in her hands, flour scattered white, powdering the breadboard.  I try to stay awake but the smell of fresh bread wafts around me warm and slow and when my eyes close, I dream of the seeds in blackberry jam getting stuck in my teeth and my fingers slipping on the slick buttery crust of braided bread.  In the morning, I never ask where Daddy is.  I don’t want to know if Mama let him sleep here or made him go down the road to Uncle Ray’s.  I just slide my chair in close to the table, remember not to spread crumbs around, and use my napkin to wipe jam from the corners of my mouth.  The bread is French this time, long even loaves lined on the counter and Mama lets me climb in a chair beside her while she slices it in thick spongy pieces.  "Good girl" is what she says cause I’m careful to stand in the middle of the chair.  Mama’s hair is soft and dark when it spills against my arm as she kneads and kneads some more.  The air is warm around us with the smell of yeast bubbling, sun rising.

Mary Carroll-Hackett

Hospital Visit

At first I hardly knew you –

no make-up, a drab nightgown,

bed-weary hair, a tube in one nostril,

wired-patches taped to each foot pressing

at intervals to stimulate circulation.

The sheets covered a mountain

of equipment at your mid-section.

You looked sound asleep.

I stared at the patient 

in the other bed. . . another

white-haired woman dozing

short, compared to you.

Seeing a hospital worker in the hall,

I approached her with my flowers.

“I’m afraid I came too soon after

her operation; she’s in deep sleep.”

“I’ll get a vase for your flowers.”

Your voice called, “Sophie, is that you?”

I returned bed-side, “You recognized

my voice.  You’re awake.”

We chatted, and I could see

your strength of spirit and sharp mind

wholly escaped the surgeon’s knife.

Sophie Hughes

For the Price of a Two Pound Brisket

My old man could do anything with his hands: fix cars, elevators, even telephones.  He always made a living but suddenly was confronted with a depression and all the jobs dried up.  Go on a bread line, sell apples on the street?  Nah, that wasn’t for my old man.  He had time to read now and as my mother later said, “it poisoned his brain.”  As a result of his reading he became a 100% communist and made a big decision.  He was taking his family to Russia and we were all going to live on a commune.

Every night he read to us from the Daily Worker and drove us nuts.  I was lucky though, my mother was on my side.  In no way was she leaving America!  Even though she was crazy about the guy.  She also knew how to needle him for self-preservation.

“Hey Al,” she’d counter attack, “don’t forget about how the Cossacks busted our Jewish heads!  That’s why we came here.  Remember?”

“Aah, that was in the old Russia,” he’d answer back.  “The Cossacks are finished and so is anti-Semitism.  Not like here in the USA, understand?”

“There’s prosperity in the Soviet Union?” she’d snap back.  “They love Jews now?  We’re gonna get pie in the sky on a collective in central Asia?  Who you kiddin’ Al?”

So Pop went back to reading his Red Manifesto and each night came home from the library with a bundle of new ideas.  Fixing railroads in Australia, patching up airplanes in Central America. . . . anything to put his anxious hands back to work.

One summer night in 1933 when I was eleven he sprang a new surprise on us.

“I got a big announcement to make,” he said.

I thought his news was aimed at me so I answered quickly.

“Pa, I don’t wanna be a Young Bolshevik Pioneer, I just wanna be a Boy Scout.”

“Nah, this isn’t about the Pioneers, Harry.  We’re going to the Shady Pines Hotel.”

Mom raised an eyebrow.  This was a lot better than the news about the commune.

“Whatta you mean Al?” she asked.

“I won a raffle for a weekend at a hotel in the Catskills and everything is free from Friday until Sunday.”

“How much was the raffle Al?”

“That’s the good part, only half a buck.”

“That’s the good part, huh?  You blow the price of a two pound brisket on a raffle and we’re broke.”

“Whatta you talking about briskets for?  At Shady Pines you’ll be eating steaks and roast beef three times a day.”

I was thrilled.  No lecture on communism tonight and a chance to see the country for the first time in my life.  It was settled.  Ma agreed to the vacation and Pop stopped pushing me to join the Young Bolsheviks. . . temporarily.

In the morning I got into our old Nash sedan and held the throttle down and the spark up as Pop cranked with all his might.  Self-starters hadn’t been invented yet, so you had to hand crank the engine to start up.  He cranked his arms off but couldn’t get a peep out of the Nash.

I watched as his face turned a deep purple.  Boy!  Was he mad!  Suddenly he started to curse in Yiddish. . . &%$&*&%$%, and then in English.  I don’t know my old man knew so many dirty words.

Mom walked over to calm him down.  She held his cranking arm in her hands and whispered softly.

“Al, take it easy, you’re working on a heart attack.”

That seemed to do the trick.  The purple drained from his face and he gripped Mom’s waist with a powerful hug and kissed her on the lips.  He picked up the crank handle and with a slow back swing and fluid follow through started the Nash in seconds.

We were traveling up Route 9W and I could feel Pop’s nervousness as we drove through the small mountain towns.  The speed limit was forty but his foot didn’t budge off thirty.

He turned to me for a second and said, “We’re coming to the town of Tuxedo Park, Harry.”

“So what, Pa?”

“So what?  Those momser [bastard] Cossack cops hate Jews and give everyone from Brooklyn a ticket!  Thanks to Stalin we don’t have that in Russia anymore!”

Mom was laughing in the back seat.  “Who you kiddin’, Al?”  He didn’t answer her.

“How do they know we’re Jewish, Pa?”

“They got us by the license plates, kid.  Brooklyn plates have only “K”s and “L”s.  The rest of New York has the whole alphabet.”

“Ma, is Pop kiddin’?”

“Harry,” she said, “look out the window, see all those signs on the front lawns of the hotels and rooming houses?  It’s that way all the way up.”

I could see big lettered signs with just one word. . . RESTRICTED!

“What’s that mean, Ma?”

“It means we’re not wanted, like we had diptheria or leprosy.”

We almost made it through the town of Tuxedo Park but a few blocks before town’s end a cop pulled us over.  The charge: going too slow.  The “K” in our plates did us in.

Five bucks later we pulled into the Shady Pines Hotel.  But at thirty miles an hour we came too late for lunch.  It was over.  Poor Mom, that five-dollar fine ruined her budget for the month.  She even had maps out on the front seat looking for another way home.

At 6:00 p.m. we were the first in the dining room, and Pop wasn’t kidding about the food. Soups, salads, steaks, chicken, veal, and desserts that knocked your socks off.  After dinner Mom went to the social hall and Pop meandered into the casino where they had slot machines.  It as 1933 and New York State permitted one-armed bandits in hotels.

He took to the slots like a May Day parade in Moscow.  He loved them both.  My father, the working class proletarian, was tossing dough into a hungry gambling machine.  He needed three fruits of a kind to win, but all he got was a mixture of fruit salad, lemons, plums, and cherries that didn’t pay off.  Fortunately for him Mom had no idea what kind of dough Pop was running through.  His whole life now was centered on six bandits who had never heard of Lenin, Stalin, or Marx.  He even kept company with them during the day.  While we were having fun at the lake poor Al was going broke and spraining his cranking arm.  How would we ever get home?

On Saturday night he took me into his confidence.

“Harry,” he said, “the machines are killing me and if Mom finds out I’ll have trouble for the rest of my life.”

“So quit, Pa!”

“Nah, I’ll get it back tonight, or else.”

“Or else what, Pa?”

He didn’t answer me, just walked into the casino and started to pump bandits.  It wasn’t long until we heard a familiar voice coming from the gambling den.  It was Pop.  He had a monkey wrench and pliers in his hands and had stripped the slot machine apart.  Wheels and springs were everywhere and the floor was littered with nickels, dimes, and quarters.

“Facist bastards, Ku Klux Klanners!  You steal everyone’s money, you sonovabitches!” he yelled.

Ma grabbed his cranking arm and I held him by the waist.  The rest of him was being held by two big guys from the management.

What a night!  What a disaster, until Mr. Shady Pines, the owner himself, negotiated a settlement with Mom.  I thought she’d have a heart attack peeling off her savings, thirty bucks to bring the one-armed bandit back to life.

In the morning Pa went with us to the lake and never left Mom’s sight.  But after a few hours he pleaded for a bathroom break and she let him go.  I joined him and he immediately swore me to secrecy.  I was so proud that he trusted me.

“Harry,” he said, “all I got left are my four lucky quarters and I’m gonna play the Golden slot machine!  You gotta keep an eye out for your mother.”

“You’re playing the Golden Slot?  Pa, you need four of a kind to win and all ya got is the quarters.”

“I know, Harry, but Manny our waiter tipped me off.  Once a month they let some cherries and lemons come in and once in six months there’s a winner on the Golden Slot.  Tonight’s the night, kid.”

“Is he sure, Pa?”  I wanted him to win so badly.

Yeah, Harry, and if I win, you got my word, I’ll cancel the trip to Russia.  OK with you, kid?"”


And how was it OK.  I took my position at the casino entrance and kept one eye out for Mom and the other for Pop and his bankroll of quarters.  He used the same slow back swing that started the Nash and his follow through was as smooth as silk.  In later years people spoke with reverence of Al’s beautiful swing on that fateful night.

I couldn’t see what the golden wheels had spun but suddenly all hell broke loose.  There were screams, shrieks!  People were shoving, pushing just to get a glimpse.

Jackpot!  Jackpot!  Al just got four black sevens on the Golden Slot!

You could hear the uproar all over the hotel!

Pa leaned against his wondrous bandit, kissing the golden arm and clutching the machine to his chest.  Just about then Mr Shady Pines came dashing into the casino and turned white when he saw the four miracle sevens.

“How’d that happen?” he gasped.  “That machine only comes up with three lemons.”

“And how much do the lemons pay?” Pa asked.

“Five hundred dollars.”

“And four black sevens?”

Shady Pines whipped out a handkerchief and mopped his sweating brow.  By now Mom had arrived and asked with a trembling voice, “How much does Al win?”

Shady gulped and answered, “Two thousand dollars!”

Can you imagine what it’s like to win that kind of dough in the bankrupt world of 1933?  Pop was in shock and Mom the saver, the worrier, was delirious with joy.  For the first time in three years she wouldn’t have to pinch pennies to survive.

We left Shady Pines like Rockefellers.  Why Mom even threw away her new routing as we zipped down 9W going over forty miles an hour.

“To hell with the cops, Al,” she said.  “Let’s go home.”

“And the hell with Russia too.  That’s what I promised Harry just before I hit the sevens!”

He stepped on the gas a little harder as we flew through Tuxedo Park.  Why not?  He was a capitalist now and couldn’t care less about cops on that wonderful Sunday afternoon.

A final note on that weekend in the Catskill mountains.

Many years later we read about the Bierabjian commune that Pop had signed us up for.  Every living soul was slaughtered there by the Gestapo when the Nazis stormed through Russia in 1941.  But for the price of a two pound brisket I’m still alive to tell this tale.

Mike Lipscomb

Burning Brush in Texoma

She loved the smell of cedar

when they'd clear the paths

from the winter's fall.

The brush, piled higher than her head,

would gasp as the flicker touched to its base 

Fire howls, a brilliant topaz tongue

Laps at the moon .

She'd stand there,

Burning her face, and freezing her back

With curling toes inside her boots

like the smoke that rose 

above the clearing's crown.

His hands rested lightly

on the shoulder of her

frayed plaid coat while

Sparks climbed the night

gibbering and babbling

on the ascent of the tower

to the gods.

Under the pale November moon

She kissed him, tasted the smoke, 

that lingered on his skin.  Whispered, 

I love you, too.

In the morning, she awoke

to find ashes in her mouth.

Dawn Lee

Letter to Miranda

My tender shoot,

you have grown in the dark

and been pulled into the sun 

by red rope braids 

that slash the shoulders of your  jumper.

You stand rigid by my side, 

unaware of lies that furrow in the ground.

Your mother is drawn 

by childish hands in crude sticks.

Let me crayon her for you 

with broad green strokes

that would give you her eyes

and her blue wit that sharpened edges

against a smooth grey stone.

I want you to see 

the corners of her  mouth

rise like red smoke

in a private joke

that only she will know.

I'd like to give you more

than a shoebox of her things -- 

She was more than

snapshots, skateboard wax, antique earrings

tossed with bright plastic beads 

we caught at Mardi Gras. 

But what I have to give you

is a pocket full of poems

I have written in her name.

Dawn Lee

Carpet Sale

We spoke of India

With an old man

Who had flown there twice,

Our conversation absorbed

By numerous oriental rugs

Beneath our feet.

Said he wouldn't go back-

The water was terrible,

Their rituals wild without reason

And besides, the carpets

Could be sent by ship cheaper now.

The most simple design

Was The Family Prayer: $1019.00.

Thin 7 year old hands cramped,

Weaving black & blue with fervor,

Backache and hunger swelling.

Eight months,

$1.35

for a 12 hour day.

And he tells us

To walk right on them.

Corrine De Winter

In the World To Come

you will see the heron landing time and again

with its great fringed wings holding up the sky.

You will see a sprig of hair from your scrapbook

loosed in blooms around your sister’s face.

You will hear your name called, a leaf aloft,

and voices of rain speaking joy.

You will drink your whole life, 

with the bitterness aged as heavy, sweet wine.

The bales of dreams will open and you will truly fly

or be invisible and poems will sprout from your mouth,

you will breathe water, you will know what the owl knows

and the Maker of Owls.

Suzanne U. Clark

