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Three Poems
Jacob Patchen

The Pistol on My Nightstand
I wake, fist clenched and damp.
The reflection of headlights, like flares
across my room, catch the fading words
of some lost sentence. Such a strange voice,
scared and mean; I haven’t heard its tone in years.
But now, eyes blinking and confused, there is
no sand, no sun, no warm wind stinging at my
cheeks. In the mixed glow of a quarter moon
and red alarm, I search the corners of my room.
But I see no threat, no danger, only a ceiling fan
buzzing low, and sheets, heavy, binding at my ankles.
To my left, mounted to the wall, my gun rack
made of oak and cherry when I was a boy. The
different calibers make shadows, like fingers
reaching out for me.
Under my mattress sticks a blade fixed to a
wooden handle. And at times I test its angle,
try its slicing steel; I feel for it before I sleep.
But on these nights, when thunder creeps in
from the West and shakes these walls, pulling
me from my past, I reach for the pistol on my
nightstand, feel its weight, its power, its comfort.
I pull the slide to the rear, let it go, hear the
clink of metal on brass and chamber a round.
I imagine the cavity in your chest; blood and
flesh burnt; pearl shards of bone; life smoking
from your holes; death; justice.
Then, barefoot and shirtless, I walk this house
armed until the morning sun.
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On Seeing the Ginger from across the
Bar and Hoping that She’s Easy
We’ve all done it, those of us without
reserve. The ones hell bent on giving in,
giving up, giving out. I give temptation
its due, join the night time prowlers slumped
onto bar stools, packed into corner booths,
watching with glowing eyes, eyes looking
for the cat. Chasers. We run in packs, wild
dogs, salivating at the scent of melon shampoo
and Love Kills Slowly perfume; each one waiting
for the herd to thin, for the strong to drive off
to their waiting lovers in waiting beds with
waiting comforters.
It’s the wounded that are weak; the ones with
limping hearts. And we pick them off one by one.
Buy them a lifesaver, an orgasm, sex on the beach,
tell them we want them and then take them home.
There we sink our teeth and down our prey by the jugular;
watch them squirm, twitch, shutter, and stain our sheets;
by morning, there is nothing left.

6

Winter & Spring 2017

Mortar Us
I.
I can’t see you from post three,
this dusty sandbagged bunker,
but I know you’re out there. Hiding
behind your turban wrapped face;
you think you’re a bandit; Ali Baba;
thief; stealing the peace from the night.
II.
The hum of my thermals sucking white
figures from the darkness tickles my nose
and drones out the river’s wind. Though faint
and far away, I can still see the palms sway,
pointing towards the city’s few speckled lights.
The green one, a mosque, flickers on and off;
there must be bombing up North. The power
cuts from the stone houses across the river,
normal, I know, but boredom hopes for more.
More buzzing down past the dunes, past
the groves, another boat spotlighting fish,
fishermen catching trout, or whatever the
native fish is.
It’s been seven hours since the last explosion,
when evening prayer brought out the locals.
And I’ll never get used to those concussions,
but I’ve learned that the whistling means it’ll
land over there.
I pick up the range card, which is permanently
marked on left over MRE cardboard. It’s seven
hundred and fifty meters to the river. I click the
sights on my SAW to a thousand.
Stray dogs, matted, mangy, rabid
cousins of Brewskie back home, bark
at each other in a lust. It perks my eyes
to the East Ridge. It’s all darkness now.
My NVG’s can’t penetrate the distance.
For a moment, I feel less of a killer;
vulnerable; blind. How did Hathcock do
it in the Jungle? I imagine that he slept with
Death, with the Devil, or some wicked charm
on fate. He must have been a smooth talker.
While here, I stutter on the radio.
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III.
The thumps come in threes, sending red
headlamps running from the shitters. The
last one out, still holding to his trousers, is
swallowed up by the smoke. From this shelter,
I watch him die. Shrapnel to the throat, his
blood shinning scarlet in the Corpsman’s
dim light. He couldn’t even gargle his last words.
In sand and dust, you slither away; just like
that viper Phil found and let go at OP Paige;
you disappear into your oasis.
In sweat stained letters back home to Dad,
I tell him and God how much killing you
would make me happy. I wait weeks for
restitution. But it never comes. Dad only
talks of home and God only listens.
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The Old Dark House We Lived In
Nicholas Ozment
A Horror-Movie
Imagination:

When I moved to rural southeast
Minnesota back in the late ‘90s, I
had already seen hundreds of
horror films and read many, many
ghostly tales of terror. My
imagination was ripe for the
influence of the old, dark house we
lived in …

I. Isolation
ot long after we moved to Minnesota, my then-wife Joy and I lived for a while in a
rather interesting old house in the middle of nowhere. I say “interesting.” Some of
you might have used other terms, like creepy, spooky, or f***ed up.
The fact of being out of the way, off the beaten path, and I mean really out in the boonies is
a prerequisite for horror-film settings like The Texas Chainsaw Massacre and The Hills Have Eyes
and The Haunting and any other film where it’s no use running away from the place because
there’s nowhere to run to. So, isolated? Check.
Our decrepit domicile was several miles from the nearest town, which, according to the
bullet-riddled town sign, had a population of around 30, if I remember correctly—and when
I just went online to double-check that figure, I read the intriguing note that the town “has
not been included in past Census counts, so there is no population information for this
community.” Now there’s a sentence that would make Lovecraft light up. That town was
several miles further still from the nearest settlement large enough that you might expect to
get a cell phone signal (this was a few years before cell phones came into wide use, anyway—
I wouldn’t own one for another six years). If you wanted a convenience like a gas station or a
grocery store, you were in for at least a 16-mile drive.

N
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The farmhouse was a couple miles down an
unnamed dirt road that branched off another dirt
road that branched off a paved but pockmarked,
crumbling road, which you might find yourself
driving down if you were hopelessly lost. Each
night that we came home from work, it was a
marvel that we found it again.
II. The Farm
e rented it from a farmer who raised beef
cattle. Its nearest neighbors were at least a
half-mile down the road, the next farm
over. The house sat on the edge of a deep, thickly
wooded valley and was surrounded by pastures
divided by wire fences. We would wake in the
morning to cattle grazing not ten yards from our
bedroom window.
The surrounding pastureland, had it been absent
cattle, could easily have been mistaken for a great,
sprawling junkyard encompassing several acres.
There were scores of cars and trucks parked
haphazardly and left to die everywhere you turned.
The variety of years, makes, and models was
staggering. You’d spot a Geo Metro rusting away
next to a Ford Bronco next to a long, boxy ‘70s
Cadillac.
The vehicles were sort of like deepening layers
of geological strata, in that the farther away from
the house you roamed, the older they got. Way out
at the far end of the back pasture, just before the
land dipped steeply to the valley below, sat a lone,
rusted hunk that only retained the basic contours
of the original automobile: a monument to early
petrol-based travel. I couldn’t tell you the model,
only that it had to have been from the ‘20s or ‘30s.
And this detail of the cars was the first catalyst
that began to rev up my horror-movie imagination.
Where did all these cars come from? They surely hadn’t
all been the farmer’s, unless he’d gone through
about a vehicle a month through most of his life.
Where, then, were the original owners? If this were a
horror movie, you know where that line of thought
is heading …

W

III. The Countryside
n the warm months, I would go for long walks
out in the woods, through acres of wildflowers
and pockets of deciduous forest, seeing no
other human being for hours. One of my routes
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would take me by a clearing about a quarter mile
from the house upon which sat a single mobile
home.
It was just dumped out there, and of course the
horror-movie imagination stirred whenever I saw
it. Enough so that on a couple occasions I did make
a little detour to go peer in its windows. It looked
like it had been suddenly abandoned—through the
streaked, dirty glass I saw bowls and silverware
strewn about the counter, an overturned box of
moldering Corn Flakes on the floor. I could not see
back into the bedroom (What might be back there? A
body?), but my curiosity was not quite strong
enough to prod me into opening the door and
going inside.
I came close, but I nervously observed that the
trailer listed a bit, unbalanced by the grade of the
ground as it dipped toward the valley, and I
imagined my weight on the doorstep tipping the
whole thing over and causing it to roll (and shaking
me like dice along with the bowls and Corn Flakes and the
dried corpse dislodged from its place of long concealment).
IV. The Farmer in the Dell
n the property, out back of the farmhouse
were more than a half-dozen sheds, barns,
and other outbuildings in various states of
dilapidation and all of them full to the rafters with
stuff—those American Pickers guys would have had
a field day exploring this place! The farmer was
obviously a hoarder.
A short, lean Norwegian fellow in his fifties who
was widowed or divorced (I don’t recall which), he
lived in a trailer on the other side of the driveway
beside the house. The farmhouse was the family
home where he’d grown up—more room, he said,
than he needed now, so he rented it out (to the
unsuspecting?). Thus, it was our luck to call one of
the oldest houses in the region, for a time, home.

O

V. The House
ow old was the house? The two-story home,
according to the farmer, was originally a
stop on a stagecoach route that ran down to
the nearest city, Winona, located on the Mississippi
River. The outhouse—which the farmer remembered using as a kid—still stood out back, although

H

fortunately plumbing had been installed at some
point in the intervening years.
He also informed us that it was the first house in
the area to get electricity: and I’m pretty sure it was
still those original wires that now powered our
computer and TV and all the rest. The wiring was
certainly years—decades—out of code. And fire
hazard, you wonder? There was an outlet on the
wall in the dining room that had singe marks, the
wallpaper blackened all around it. I made a mental
note not to use that outlet.
Let me set the scene of the house itself, and then
we’ll get to the odd and increasingly unsettling
discoveries we made as the weeks passed. It was a
typical Minnesota wood-frame farmhouse of the
late 1800s, with one bedroom downstairs (where
we slept) and two upstairs. There was a downstairs
bathroom, a dining room, a living room, and a
kitchen. The kitchen was a bit of an “add-on,” in
that it had originally been the back porch, which at
some point had been closed in and modernized.
There was also a closed-in porch along the front of
the house—what you might call a three-season
room, although it was so full of the farmer’s junk
(did I mention he was a hoarder?) that in no season
did we use it.
While the exterior, surrounded by overgrown
shrubs, was badly in need of paint, and the sagging
back porch off the kitchen looked like it might
collapse at any moment, there were places inside
that also recalled its former or potential beauty.
The dining room, in particular, was a room you
could step into and imagine you were living in high
style—if you blocked out of your head, for the
moment, everything that surrounded it. The
gleaming hardwood floor, the carved moldings and
panels, the beautiful dark-stained hutches filled
with china lining the walls—it was all lovely, if you
didn’t look too closely and notice how out of
straight all the lines were, what with the shifting of
the house’s frame over the years.
Nothing was quite level or plumb; all was slightly
out of alignment.
As a reader of Lovecraft, it did cross my mind to
wonder if there was any non-Euclidean geometry
going on. The effect also couldn’t help but bring to
mind Hill House, Shirley Jackson’s seminal
haunted locale, which Eleanor notes “had an
unbelievably faulty design which left it chillingly

wrong in all its dimensions, so that the walls
seemed always in one direction a fraction longer
than the eye could endure, and in another direction
a fraction less than the barest possible length.”
As solid as the dining room may have
misleadingly appeared at first glance, parts of the
house were downright condemnable. Once, when
we were carrying a dresser upstairs, a plank at the
foot of the staircase gave in. No one was injured,
but thereafter there was a small hole that we had to
be careful to step over.
Another time, when I was alone one night in the
living room watching Ken Burns’ Civil War
documentary (I rented the VHS tapes from the
Winona library and, over the course of a couple
weeks, watched the whole series alone in that drafty
room), I got up for some reason to stare out the
front window. Perhaps my curiosity was piqued by
a passing car, since that would have been
unusual—rarely did a soul ever drive by on that
road, the farmer’s contention that it was once a
stagecoach route notwithstanding. Standing there
at the window, I suddenly felt the floorboards
beneath me sagging and about to give way. I
quickly stepped back, and never ventured to that
end of the room again. At that time, I didn’t even
know where I would have been deposited had I
fallen through—no idea what lay beneath me.
The staircase to the two upstairs bedrooms was
a narrow, straight one that ran up between the
living room and the master bedroom. It was just
outside our bedroom doorway, with a small landing
between the two rooms that would have at one
time been enclosed on either side by a door (and
perhaps I should mention that there were, in fact,
no doors on any of the downstairs rooms: the two
doors to the master bedroom and even the door to
the bathroom had been removed. When I asked the
farmer about this once—with regard to the
bathroom and privacy issues—he explained that
the previous tenant was from some country in
Europe where they did not believe in doors, and so
at her request he took them out).
At first, we thought this staircase was the only
one on the main floor. But we were soon to
discover a second, “hidden” staircase.
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VI. The Hidden Room
here was a thick, almost black paneled
door in the dining room (the one door that
had not been taken off its hinges) that
would not open—the frame had warped so off
kilter that it was jammed. I did not like residing in
a place where I didn’t know what was beyond a
door I walked by every morning and night, and it
ate at me until I decided to pry it open.
What the open door revealed was a rickety
staircase that ascended to an upstairs room that
was not connected to the rest of the upstairs. I
tentatively went up the creaking stairs with a
flashlight (there were no working lights beyond
that door, and no windows). This room obviously
had not been opened in a long time—the air was
stagnant and thick with stirred-up dust, like we
were breaking into a sealed tomb.
The room was cluttered (like any place anywhere
on this farm that was not actually part of our living
space—I told you, this guy was a hoarder); the only
distinct impression I retain is of a small single bed,
a child’s bed, in the far corner of the room. The
rest was all jumbled shapes and forms and lumps
and angles, all smothered in shadows, all draped
with cobwebs. It was like I had stepped into a
completely different setting, one apart from the
house itself—a prototypical horror setting—like
that hidden room in the barn in The Ring.
I re-jammed the door, pushed a buffet table in
front of it, and never went up there again.

T

VII. The Pantry
etween the kitchen and the dining room was
a walk-in pantry, and a door inside this
pantry opened on the cellar stairs, about
which more later. Before I get to the cellar, there
are several other discoveries to catalogue that
helped ratchet up the anxiety and suspense that
affected my mindset about venturing into the
basement.

B

VIII. The Demon Room
hen we were moving our stuff in from
storage, I made my first disturbing
discovery right off the bat in an upstairs
bedroom. It immediately got my imagination
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tuning in to the frequency of “horror-movie
scenario” …
I had chosen the small upstairs room facing the
front yard as my “office.” In two-story houses, I’ve
always gravitated to an upstairs loft, in keeping with
the image of the writer (or the wizard) toiling away
up in the “ivory tower” (someday I’d like to have a
real tower, like Yeats).
When I first stepped in to the barren, yellow
room I encountered a figure staring at me. It was
only my own reflection in the mirror of an antique
washstand—the sole piece of furniture in the
room.
This was in early winter—yes, we were moving
in the dead of a Minnesota winter; don’t ask me
why. There were many things I did back then that
I cannot fathom the reasoning for now. I could see
my own breath as I rolled the commode off into a
corner. I planned to place my desk where it had
been beside the window looking out over the yard.
As soon as the section of the wall previously
concealed by the mirror was revealed, I was met
with a sight so perplexing that it took me a moment
to process what I was looking at…
Clustered into a patch about the size of the palm
of my hand were flies, dozens of black houseflies.
(And if you’re suddenly thinking of the fly scene in
that upstairs extra room in The Amityville Horror, or
perhaps the fly scene in The Exorcist: Bingo! You’re
on the same wavelength as I was.)
Now, what made the phenomenon I was gaping
at so incomprehensible was, again, this was winter.
The only flies one might expect to see this time of
year should be lying on their backs on an undusted
windowsill. On top of that, I’d never seen flies
clustered like this in one spot, like they were
huddled there for warmth.
I ran downstairs and grabbed a flyswatter. Came
back up and with one swat took out maybe three
or four dozen flies.
Having disposed of the icky splotch of fly guts,
I was in for a second— even more disturbing—
shock. Examining the spot where the flies had
amassed, trying to ascertain what had caused them
to gather there, I discovered that there were two
words carved into the wall.
I strained to read the words—they were quite
small, the letters razor-thin—and then reeled

backward with a gasp as if struck by a physical
blow. I had read “Demon.”
I moved back in, having to know for sure if the
house we’d just paid a deposit and first-and-last
month’s rent for was some kind of portal to Hell. I
was only slightly relieved to see that in my haste I
had overlooked an i and misread the final m as an
n. What it actually said was “Die Mom.”
So, what gives with the flies covering these disconcerting
words?
Well…although I do have a lively interest in the
supernatural, I am also skeptical by nature and can
rattle off a scientific theory as well as the next
debunker. A natural explanation: the carving of
those letters into the old, yellow wallpaper had
exposed glue to which the flies were attracted.
When the cold set in, they remained perched there,
bundling together for warmth as they slipped into
their hibernation state.
Convincing enough? Was it good enough to
convince me? Not right at the time; I only thought
of that explanation in the following days, as I had
to reconcile myself to the fact that I was going to
be living in this place—which, in the light of day,
is fine: but when you have to fall asleep in an old
dark house far, far from any city lights (have you
seen how pitch black it gets out in the country?),
any natural, logical explanation that does not
involve the demonic is comforting.
But who carved those words?
At the first opportunity, I tracked down the
farmer (he was notoriously hard to get ahold of,
coming and going as he did—sometimes we might
not see him for days) and asked him about who had
lived in the house before us.
Turns out we were only his second tenants. He
said his mother had continued to live in the house
as an invalid during her final years (The horrormovie imagination was in full gear: Could it have been
the farmer himself who’d carved the words, resentful of his
lingering matriarch and the care she demanded? Was it part
of some occult hex, meant to hasten her parting? …Or might
he have done so by more conventional means?). After she
died, he decided to move into the trailer next door
and rent out the house.
The previous tenants were the European lady
(the one who had something against interior doors)
and her son. I asked about the son, what he was

like (I can’t remember if I told him about the
words, specifically—I think I was reticent to bring
them up, in case it had been the farmer who’d carved
them—wouldn’t want him suspecting I was on to him!).
The farmer said the young man did not seem to get
along too well with his mother—he’d overheard
them fighting a few times, and the boy was a
rebellious handful (hard to blame the kid too much,
living in this creepy place in the middle of
nowhere).
I asked what became of the woman and her son.
The farmer shrugged. He didn’t know where they
went after they moved out, hadn’t kept in touch
with them. Then, with a conspiratorial wink, he
mentioned how another of the woman’s
“European” traits was that she liked to sunbathe in
the nude, to which he did not object.
The farmer departed to attend to whatever was
next on his never-ending list of chores. Are you, dear
farmer, my horror-movie imagination thought as I
watched him walk away carrying a bucket, a serial
killer?
Over and against the horror-movie imagination,
my more rational mind reassured me that the boy
had likely just carved the words with a pocketknife
in a fit of pique after his mother had sent him up
to his room. But that’s pretty weird, the horror-movie
imagination nudged in. Here this young teen has a
mother running around naked, and he’s filled with rage at
her—there’s some crazy Oedipal shit going on there, boy.
And they’re living in this spooky, isolated house where the
landlord had taken care of his dying mother? You’ve got
some promising parallel structure, some thematic echoes to
play around with too!
IX. The Photograph
nother in the litany of unsettling discoveries
in those first frozen months occurred in the
ramshackle lean-to porch on the back of the
house. I was poking around out there when I
noticed a piece of paper pushed back on the rafter
above the entry. I reached up and pulled it down,
and found I was staring at the photograph of a dead
person.
It was a very old black-and-white picture of an
old man laid out for a viewing, his hands crossed
over his chest. In other words, a post-mortem
photograph or death portrait, which was a more
common practice at the beginning of the last
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century. (Although open-casket viewings are still
common, you don’t see too many people standing
around snapping pics, even with the
ubiquitousness of smart phone cameras in
everyone’s pocket.)
Why was this photograph placed here?
I gingerly stuck it back in its place, reasoning to
myself that this must be the farmer’s grandfather
or great grandfather, the original settler of this land
who had built the house. And it was perhaps some
strange family tradition that this memento
remained here, so that the deathly image of the
patriarch could watch every person who entered or
exited by the back door. It gave me chills, a little,
yet somehow, I absorbed it as just another strange
feature of this place we now called home, and let it
pass.
X. The Vanishing Black Dog
e had a dog when we moved into the
farmhouse: a stocky, ferocious-looking
black bull of a canine named Bear that was
a black lab/Rottweiler/husky mix (he may have
had some pit bull in him too; he was an
intimidating dog, although possessed of a generally
benign personality). We’d gotten him as a pup
when we still lived in Arizona; I’m guessing he was
around three years old by then. Unfortunately, he
didn’t last long out there on the farm. One day he
disappeared.
We would let him roam free—he mostly steered
clear of the cows, and we were out in the country
where no leash ordnance was ever heard of. When
we went into the yard and called his name, he was
generally pretty good about coming.
He never was gone for more than a day, never
missed a meal—except for that one time when he
returned late, his jaws bloody and reeking of
entrails. Oh Bear, what, or who, have you eaten? The
farmer happened to be out in his yard on that
occasion, and helpfully informed us Bear had
gotten into a gut pile. It was hunting season.
Then, not long after that, two days went by
without a sign of him, and we started to get
worried. With those gut piles deer hunters were
dumping all over the countryside, might he have
followed his nose from one to the next, being led
ever further astray? A lovable but not a terribly
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bright dog, maybe Bear was one of those mutts not
gifted with a great homing instinct.
There were other dangers out there besides
hunters: rabid bats and raccoons were not unheard
of in the area; there were at least a few cases a year.
(Maybe the next time you see Bear, he will be more like
Cujo.) And there was one other thought that
frightened me: even without the specter of rabies
(the irreversible zombie virus of the mammal
world), of the dozen or so dogs of varied breeds
that I have owned throughout my life, Bear was the
one that—were he to “turn” or go “wild”—I
wasn’t sure I would be able to reassert mastery
over. His veneer of domestication sometimes
seemed thin…
He was typically a well-behaved, loyal
companion, but I recalled the time at our previous
apartment up in Brooklyn Park when I’d taken him
for his evening walk across the street to an empty
wooded lot. I let him off his leash, and he suddenly
went bounding after something. Ignoring my
commands, he snatched up a rabbit in his jaws
and—snap. The rabbit was dead before it could
even make a sound.
I loved Bear and I think he loved me, but on two
distinct occasions I remember looking up from my
armchair and the book I was reading to see that
massive face staring at me…suspiciously…and felt
a twinge of fear, accompanied by the unbidden
thought You could kill me right now, couldn’t you. Just
lunge up and rip out my throat. I called him over, patted
him on the top of his broad head, and reassured
myself that he was still this man’s best friend.
And now he was gone, vanished out there into
the woods.
Days of fruitless searching, driving up and down
the rim asking farmers in the area if they’d seen him
proved futile, until about a week later when I
happened to stop at a farm on the other side of the
valley. The fellow said he had seen our dog—a dog
matching that description had even come up to his
porch and accepted food and water but then had
moved on. This had been just a couple days earlier,
and it indicated that Bear had somehow gotten far,
far afield. We never heard anything more about
him.
One local informed us that Bear’s likely fate was
to have been taken down by a pack of coyotes.

I shook my head. “Huh-uh, not Bear. He was a
tough dog.”
“For one or two coyotes, sure,” the man replied.
“But they’ll team up as a pack to take a big dog
down.”
My ex-wife was an animal person, so we also had
a couple cats, and at some point while living there
she even got some chickens—thinking it would be
great to have them roaming free range—but they
were all done in by an opossum that nested in one
of the outbuildings.
XI. The Basement
on’t Look in the Basement.
Let me tell you about the night I did look
in the basement.
It was strange, those first weeks of living in that
house, to think that there were rooms under us—
spaces separated just by the buckling (and, in some
cases, snapping) floorboards beneath our feet—
rooms that we had never seen, the contents of
which we could not guess at. (Of course, there
would be the furnace, the hot water heater—but
what else? Perhaps the solution to the mystery of where the
former drivers of all those cars went?) I even commented
to Joy about it once or twice, vowing that sometime
soon I would have to explore the basement just to
satisfy my curiosity (or put disquieting fears to rest). But
I kept putting it off, and Joy liked to tease me that
really I was scared to go down there. Oh, she was
a hoot.
Then one night, at around 2 or 3 in the morning,
Joy woke me. There was a noise coming from the
basement. And in that moment, I had to step up
and be the “man of the house”; I had to procure a
flashlight and instigate a search to determine
whether raccoons (or something more insidious) had
gotten in, or if the furnace was on the fritz and in
danger of blowing up, or who knows what.
I tiptoed into the pantry and opened the rickety
door, training my pathetic little sliver of
illumination into the pitch black below. Shadows
that had lain undisturbed for years seemed to slink
back perturbed by the intrusive arrow of light.
The section of the basement I could see was
unfinished, like a root cellar. The walls were rough
stone; the floor was dirt. The room was lined with
floor-to-ceiling shelves made of old planks, and

D

they were stacked with canned jars. All manner of
shapes floated inside them, unidentifiable in the
inky blackness—could they be human organs?
I screwed up my courage and started down,
hoping a wooden step would not crack under me,
plunging me down into the gaping maw of
darkness. Joy would not come down with me, but
she promised she would stay right there by the
cellar door—in case I cried out in terror, I guess,
or triggered a booby trap. In which case she could
get the hell out of there.
I swept my slim torchlight all around the room,
but there wasn’t much else to see except jars upon
jars, all heavy with dust and cobwebs so thick it was
clear no living soul had ventured into this room for
years, perhaps decades. I didn’t see anything that
could be making the banging and squealing sounds.
Then I spotted another door on the other side of
the room. It was closed. So there was another
section to the basement, and that’s where the noise was
coming from.
I relayed this observation back up to Joy, and
then proceeded to unlatch the door and go through
into the next, larger room. This part was finished,
my slippered feet crossing from rough dirt to cold
concrete. This was where the furnace and the hot
water heater were located. The noise turned out to
be coming from the furnace, I think—I can’t recall
now what exactly the issue was or how I fixed it.
What I do remember quite clearly (it is forever etched
in my mind) is what I saw next…
Pushed up against the wall to my right was a large
chest freezer that probably dated back to the 1950s
(the kind Leatherface tucks his victims into in The
Texas Chainsaw Massacre). It was plugged in. It was
running.
Well. Here we’d lived here for months unaware
that there was an old freezer keeping something cold
almost directly under our bed. The scenarios the
horror-movie imagination had been building up in
my mind ever since we moved in reached a
crescendo.
In that moment, I knew I could not go back
upstairs not knowing what was inside that freezer.
And another part of me—the horror-movie
imagination—knew exactly what I was going to
find. It was vetting me, preparing me for it, so that
I could make the grisly discovery and neither keel
over from a heart attack nor lose my sanity.
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And so I walked over. Pried my fingers under the
lid. Waited, taking deep breaths. Screwed up my
courage yet again. And then yanked it up! What met
my gaze was the red patina of flesh!
Human flesh?
Its source could not be identified, as it was
butchered into cuts of meat. But likely it was beef,
given that we were living on the property of a
farmer who raised beef cattle.
The mounting climax of horror fizzled away,
replaced by growing irritation that this wheezing
old freezer (which would definitely not qualify for
the Energy Star rating) was running on electricity
that we were paying for.
The next day I tromped over to the farmer’s
trailer several times until, late in the afternoon, I
caught him at home, and I asked him about the
freezer. He was getting dressed up for the night,
splashing some cologne on his neck.
“Hot date at the townie bar,” he grinned,
winking at me.
Standing there in his old trailer—all yellow and
orange and ‘70s Formica—as he got gussied up for
his date, I felt very much like I had stepped into a
David Lynch film.
I diplomatically raised the issue of the freezer
and the utility bill, and asked if he wanted to keep
the freezer down there and just deduct from the
rent the cost to run it.
What he did instead was, a day or two later, run
some heavy chains down through the storm doors
and wrap them around the freezer, hook the chains
up to one of his John Deere tractors, and haul it up
and out of there. The freezer and its contents went
away.
Was he hiding something? Was that really just cow
meat?
Afterword
h, knock it off, horror-movie imagination.
You’ve had your fun. Having rented from
the guy for over a year, best as I can tell he
was a nice and decent chap. Happy to give us a
hand a time or two when the pickup wouldn’t start
or got stuck in the snow. A hoarder, I’ll give you
that. But as landlords go, I’ve had worse.

O
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I saw the old dark house again, a few years
later—on the news. I was single and living in an
apartment in Winona by that time. Turns out the
current tenants—a mother and her autistic son—
had filled the house with 50 or 60 cats, and brought
down the wrath of Animal Control on their heads.
I was just thankful that they hadn’t rented the
place prior to us. Missing doors you can deal with,
but cat urine? Now that’s a horrifying thought.
So, as scary stories go, it was anticlimactic. As far
as I can recall, we never did have any overtly
supernatural experience in that old dark house—
no ghouls or apparitions, just metaphorical
phantoms of the past lingering in moldering rooms
and moldy photographs. It was the perfect setting
for such a tale, and I’m sure elements of it have
worked themselves into stories I have written since
(populated with the requisite addition of ghosts
and monsters). But it would seem the only thing
that really haunted that house was me—my own
imagination.
That thought brings to mind one night a couple
years later. I was walking alone through the old
cemetery at the top of the hill above the small town
of Lanesboro. There was a full moon, and fog
blanketed the ground—ankle-high fog literally
rolling across the grass in waves, rising up in
rivulets around the weathered granite and marble
tombstones—it reminded me (can you guess?) of a
scene in any old werewolf film.
Directly adjacent to this graveyard is a golf
course. There is no fence separating the sportive
living and the slumbering dead. The eighth hole is
not thirty yards from a tombstone—so if your putt
goes off the course, you may have to retrieve it
from somebody’s grave (a rather odd hazard).
There’s an old saying: “A goose just walked over
my grave.” If you bought a plot in that cemetery,
you could say “A golf ball just rolled over my
grave.”
As I neared the greens, I stopped. Looked up at
the moon, down at the fog drifting around my
ankles, at the silhouettes of the gravestones jutting
up all around me like jagged rocks from a roiling
river.

And I took stock, asking myself: Am I scared?
In that moment, I was struck with an odd
thought: I am the only ghost in this graveyard tonight.
A soul still clothed in flesh and blood, wandering

among the tombs. Telling scary stories. Trying to
raise the gooseflesh, yours and my own. To remind
us we’re still alive, and we don’t know for how
long, but we are still alive.

Print copies available online at www.shipwrecktbooks.com
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Five Portraits by the Bartender
Michael Willson

1. Bar Talk
Some are refuges of sad apartments where walls must remain white where a few
crooked paintings hang because to put up more would cause trouble with the landlord.
Some sneak out of homes they have never quite fit in or perhaps fit in too tightly
away from pets and televisions and lovers and troubles brought home from the office.
To all this is their home away from tension and sorrow; all of them are bar regulars
here beneath the slow circling ceiling fans, elbows leaning on the bar while a glass
sweats onto a soggy napkin to have a drink but mostly to satisfy the hunger to be with
other people.
As they sip or gulp down their style of alcohol and play with their straws and as time
passes relax and lean back in their stools many talk to those nearby while others have
come for silent company.
I am the person they seek out from time to time urban mythology gives them the
hope I can offer more solace than the alcohol I give them because I care, I will listen.
I care and I listen patiently waiting for I have learned that regardless of outward
appearances of slick or shy if I listen well enough long enough each has a tale to tell
that will touch me like that no other could give me.
Some come here to flee the tangle of our own problems and rummage through the
rubble of those of others.
We are the bartenders and these are the tales that have affected my heart.

2. Tracy
She comes in to meet new men while diluting the loss of another with white wine, and when one is not
to be found she settles for the bartender who never takes her home but listens to the sorrows she has to
take home alone.

I Could Have Danced All Night
“Let me set the scene
an empty bed, mine of course
neon’s tense dust glow
slashed by Venetian blinds
I never close
feel too closed in,
then I left my pillow
crushed, damp, behind
go to the kitchen for
a consolation of potato chips
and cold milk
I drink from the carton
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back in my bed
fringed in last night’s
cupcake wrappers
smelling of the night’s sex games
that lover du jour
who closed the door so
quietly though knew
I was awake, waiting for
hesitation
might stay on
they never do
not for long enough.
Propped by three pillows
naked and Prussian blue
in that instable light from the TV tube
I wonder once again
how far
can I go into life before
the choice of day and time
of my own exit
becomes more than I can make.
If death
were but a long sleep
you can bet I would go
if you could guarantee me no dreams
I have dreamt too heavily
each day
faced reality each night
alone
or if there is a last judgment
can I appeal
an unfair sentence
will I reincarnate in the guise of
another’s body to be suffocated
by yet another species
of loneliness than the one
I have at least made friends with,
will I be poisoned by another flavor
of despair?
Slashed wrists and sleeping pills
with eternal rest
dropping from the twelfth floor
but into what?
To find a manner of endurance
into another hour
too similar to the last
has become the task I am unable
to continue
well almost.
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So I roll over on my self-pity
to watch the TV as
Fred Astaire steps onto
the screen and is
rejected by one
then two
more potential partners
and I wish we two could sit in a bar
talk about our troubles.
Fred stands alone on the balcony with a gun
raised to his head
as Ginger appears
in equal melodrama
she contemplates a plunge from
the railing.
A measure of notes and life
becomes new and possible
as they “… Face The Music and Dance”
a silence of words
filled with violins
arms around the waist then dip
rise above the black Bakelite surface.
Fred has such style
Ginger this sensuous flow
and I without style, too many
partners who know the steps,
routines, too well to
feel spontaneous
when we dance.
I crawled across the wasteland of my bed
gave the set back that empty-headed stare.
Though Wilde once had
a despondent Dorian Gray
thank God for Chopin, I say
thank God
for Fred Astaire.”

3. The Senator—An Addict
“In need of a fix
I wander out at night
into dismal streets
thick with dusty lavender shadows
hustling and spinning
with men and women
parted here and there by
street lights gushing thick yellow
sticking like honey to their bodies.
I head for alleyways
damp thin tunnels behind
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night clubs and bars
where boys with chestnut skin
on the verge of perspiration
lean against a wall as little
avalanches of mortar sift out
of cracks between bricks.
Music scurries out of doorways
along cement until silence
gobbles it up.
On a window above
someone pulls up the blind, lets
stale white light fall down on us.
We retreat back into the shadows
hanging gray about us
like dirty laundry left out to collect soot
on a hot night.
The boy smiles at me
stained teeth his
tongue slides over
then slides his hands
inside my shirt to touch
warm, wet skin. We move
lips touching as dancers
deeper into the darkness
where the boy undoes his zipper
exposing the syringe.
Night becomes blood red as flash
of neon
leaps past us
finishing up our sticky business
parting
until another night’s calling
questing
not for sex, saliva, skin and shadows
but for a stronger addiction.
I am mainlining love.”

4. Dianne
This bar is a transition point between work and home or the apartment of a lover, between other bars
suited to things other than quiet conversation. She comes in to drink up a little courage, dress a few
wounds, disguise her soul, fill her intentions with deceptions before she goes out to a night club to
requisition new phantoms to haunt her heart.
Dianne shook back her black hair with a few gray ones she had forgotten to pull out and told me of
her ghosts as her ruby stained nails opened her purse and pulled out a mirror.

I Used to Be a Princess
“Oh darling please hold this for me, the light in the
ladies room is out and I just can’t wait for the busboy to
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change it to get my make-up on and get out of here
not that I don’t love you
but honey you know you don’t love me like I want.
I still use Flamingo Pink lipstick
Ted always said it was the color he preferred
the color of our passion
well it wasn’t the color of another bitch’s lipstick
he just so carelessly left in his pocket
but why was I searching his clothes anyway
trying to find clues to his dreams as he slept with that smile
that had just taken up permanent residence on his face?
If I had heart surgery they would probably find that smile
branded on my heart
that day he said ‘Bye kid!’ like I wasn’t throwing him out
‘Bye kid!’ I kept thinking no matter how much vodka
I drank that night.
Is vodka fermented tears?
Now my eyes with lots of mascara
Buddy, well you never met Buddy and I wish I hadn’t
he liked lots of mascara
said it made me exotic, what do you think?
I waited night after night for him to come home
with all this stuff weighing down my eyes.
These creeps, but it was Daddy who loved his Princess best
but he lied to me and it has taken me years to recover from
it ’cause he told me he liked my hair like this and that
I was the most beautiful girl in the world, his Princess
and I believed him.”

5. Frank
On Saturday nights as the crowd begins to vanish in the smoke that fills the air, I know Frank
will show up and sit with his perfect posture that holds in his middle aged spread until too many
drinks have watered down his desire to look like the handsome young doctor he must once have been
and he seems to be crushed like his half-smoked cigarette butt in the ashtray he spins on the bar.
Frank leaned towards me as I wiped his ashes from the bar, his pupils swimming like drops of
black oil in the water of his eyes, or with Frank I should say vodka, and asked me could he show me
something.
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Dogs and Daughters

Jackie Goodwin

T

he phone rings as Lonnie and
I toast the first warm evening
of the season. We’re on the
patio in our backyard
listening to the squawking jays,
watching the sunlight and breeze play
through the budding maple branches.
“Don’t answer it,” he says.
I check caller ID. “It’s my mom.”
She only calls in the morning. I pick
up.
“Kazi is gone,” she says right away.
He took off while your father was at
Sam’s nursery.”
At first I think the dog has died.
Then I breathe with relief that it’s
clear he’s only run off.
Dad gets on the phone. “I let him
out of the truck. Thought he might need to relieve himself. As soon as he hit the ground he
ran, looped around the back of the building. I couldn’t see where he went. Must’ve scented
something, turkey or deer. Didn’t come when I called.
Hard to believe the dog didn’t obey my father. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”
Lonnie is looking at me the whole time, a “what’s going on?” expression on his face. I
explain. He purses his lips and I kiss him. “I told you not to answer,” he says. Then, “do you
want me to come?”
I shake my head. In times of stress my father is unpredictable. “I’m sure we’ll find him.” I
believe what I say, then grab my keys and head into the warm April twilight.
On the quick drive over I try to figure out the best strategy to search for the dog in the acres
of woods that surround the nursery. The fact that it’s across the lake from my parents’ house
doesn’t help. Kazi isn’t fond of the water.
Yet I slow the car, hoping to see a flash of russet loping along the sandy border between the
road and the trees. I imagine my parents’ reaction if I show up with the dog in my car—how
we’d laugh like people who believe they’ve defied death.
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S

even years ago, Dad and I were the only
patrons in the outside dining area of Captain
Bob’s, a restaurant where people dock their
boats and come to shore for a drink or some fish
and chips. Lonnie and I go there in the summer
with friends and do just that. In November, the
place was empty. There was no carefree, balmy
feeling of the possibilities of a summer evening.
Instead, my body tensed against the cool gusts of
wind and I sat on my hands to keep them warm.
Dad had invited me earlier that week. Said he had
something to talk about. I didn’t ask what. He
sounded serious.
Our server was Tracey. Even with the breeze her
shirt was sleeveless, revealing tattoo-covered arms.
“How a beautiful girl can ruin herself with those
things,” Dad said, not quietly, after she took our
order. “And the earring in the nose. I don’t
understand it.” All I could say was, “It’s called a
nose ring, Dad.”
This wasn’t our usual lunch routine. In the last
fifteen years that Lonnie and I have moved back
from the city, Dad and I established a few
traditions, one of which was of going to lunch
before Christmas. His treat. I drive and help him
shop for Mom’s presents and deal with the cashiers
and the crowds. If I point out something I like, he
might buy it for me. And I let him. When I’d left
home for college I’d sworn to myself I would not
speak to my father unless it was unavoidable. I
would not accept anything he’d try to give me. I’d
cut him out of my life for good. Or so I’d thought.
My memory of that time in general comes in
flashes; Dad’s drinking, the money problems, the
fights, the drive to keep pushing until graduation,
until college, until I could get out of there. That
night my senior year, Josie stood over my bed in
the dark, her voice weak, scared, telling me she’d
done something bad. The crying so that I couldn’t
understand her. Pulling me into the light of the
bathroom to point at the empty pill bottles. “I
didn’t mean to,” she said. My mouth dry and heart
pounding as I tried to figure out what to do. A
voice came out of me in hoarse whispers, “Don’t
sit down. Don’t go to sleep.” Josie’s weight on my
side as we wobbled to our mother’s room. The
words I couldn’t say but the relief that Mom
understood. My mother’s blue wool coat over her
green nightgown. Pulling Josie’s boots on.
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Mismatched socks. Moving quietly to not wake
Dad.
Then they were gone. Silence. Fear. The squeal
of the recliner. Dad’s voice blurred with drink,
groggy, as if he’d been asleep for a hundred years.
“What happened?” The headlights from the car
backing down the driveway fill the living room. A
flash of illumination. My father sprawled on the
chair.
Anger. Hot. Cold. Blind. I understood the
clichés, found the words I hoped would hurt,
“Josie overdosed.” In the beat of silence that
followed I imagined my father trying to process
this. Wondered if he could. “Why d’ya think she
did that?” he asked.
The food arrived. Dad and I began to eat. I was
at my shrimp salad, spearing out the celery when
Dad said, “I haven’t had a drink in six months.”
I looked at my father. This is it, his hazel eyes
challenged. To do what, I wasn’t sure. It must be
true. We’d never had a conversation about his
drinking. I wasn’t sure how to proceed. “How did
you do it?”
Dad pointed skyward, “I had help.” Again, I was
surprised but didn’t ask for specifics. “Now I need
your help,” a request he’d never made. “It’s time to
get a Brittany.”
And it came to me. The dog from a picture he’d
kept for years in his desk was to be my father’s
reward to himself, a promise of his commitment to
stop drinking. We pushed our plates away and
watched the gulls soar over the whitecaps. My
mind whirled with memories. Hope. I told my
father I’d help any way I could. Dad was sober
almost a year and a half when he finally got Kazi. I
was forty-three years old.

T

he home I grew up in was a small bungalow.
My parents had one bedroom and my
younger sister, Josie, and I shared the other.
Down the hall were the kitchen, living room, and
one bathroom. In the living room was my father’s
desk. It might have been a table except for a single
center drawer. Bills, account books and business
cards for his company Pulaski Home Improvements
littered the scarred, water-ringed surface. Our
telephone rested on the back corner. Josie and I
were forbidden to touch anything on the desk. Dad

called it his “command center.” The place where
he sat to talk on the phone with clients or Mom sat
to pay the bills.
From time to time Dad tugged open the desk
drawer and took a paper out, a page torn from one
of his bird hunting magazines.
“Look at this beauty,” he’d say and watch as
Josie and I studied the page. A red and white dog
stared at us from the glossy paper. We were too
young to read most of the words but I could make
out the title, Brittany Bravery.
“There’s heart in those eyes.” Dad said.
We’d always had dogs, undisciplined but lovable
mutts, the type of dog that would dig out from
under the backyard fence and run in blurry circles
throughout the neighborhood followed by a river
of panting children yelling its name. At that time,
we had Nikki, a beautiful, fierce dog, white with
blue eyes. She’s the best dog, I thought. “What
about Nikki?”
Dad shook his head. “She’s not a working dog.”
I didn’t know what that meant. “She’s a good
dog.”
“Yes, but this breed of dog is special, the best
bird dog around. I’m going to get one someday.”
There was a strange catch in Dad’s voice when he
added, “maybe.”
Next to the command center was the television
set and across the room was the couch and Dad’s
recliner. After we went to bed each night I’d hear
the squeal of the recliner as my father settled in
with his beverage of choice, usually beer or vodka.
A table lamp decorated with an eagle cast an orange
glow over the room. The girls– my mother, my
sister and me–would be in our rooms. Doors
closed.
It was then he’d drink. I learned to gauge the
depths of his condition by sound. On regular
nights, there’d be the noise of the television or
snoring (or both) or clatter and crashing as Dad
foraged in the kitchen. Some nights, the more
memorable ones, I’d wake up to the voice of Frank
Sinatra blaring on the stereo, or my parents’
fighting. Occasionally there was the smell of smoke
and burning food. I don’t know when Dad slept or
how he went to work every day but he did.
When I get to my parents’ house they’re waiting
at the end of the driveway. I stop the car. My father

gets in the front seat and Mom slides into the back,
her pocketbook over her shoulder.
“Hi Dad, how’re you doing?” I ask, waiting for
him to fasten his seatbelt.
“Renata,” he says, “let’s go.”
“Put on your seat belt,” I say.
He mutters something under his breath that
sounds like, “ridiculous,” then complies. We make
the quick drive in silence. I want to say something
but his stony-straight-ahead stare stills me.
At the nursery, our feet crunch over a gravel path
that leads from the parking lot to the greenhouses
then beyond to the woods where we split up in
different directions. I call the dog’s name, stop and
hold my breath–listening for a bark, a whimper or
the sound of paws on the peaty ground. Shadows
stretch. Mosquitoes and gnats swarm. Bats swoop.
“Ka-zi,” I repeat into the purple sky. The tone of
my voice melts from command to pleading. Finally,
we surrender, emerging from the woods dazed and
bug-bitten. As the three of us trudge back to my
car I say, “Kazi’s a smart dog. He’ll find his way.”
Dad shakes his head. My mother takes his hand.
On the drive to their house Dad doesn’t say a word.
Neither do we.
When I was a teenager, I believed my mother
had the power to make Dad stop drinking, that’s
how little I knew. “Can’t you get him to quit?” I
yelled at her in the kitchen before school. It was the
first and only time I’d raise my voice to Mom. All
she said was, “It could be worse.” I didn’t see how.
I was the one who couldn’t have friends over and
woke up to the fights, the music. Had to go to
school with burning eyes and slow thoughts. Then
off to work at Reynold’s Grocery and give Mom
half my pay for the bills. Dad’s arbitrary rules: don’t
borrow money from friends, no makeup. Don’t say
the word “yeah.”
Josie and I weren’t allowed to sleep past 6 a.m.
on weekends. But we could smoke cigarettes.
Drink coffee.
Mom’s detachment enraged me. Her perception
of reality stung. Years later when she confided
during a phone conversation, “Don’t say anything,
but your father is trying to stop drinking,” I wasn’t
sure how to react.
I was hopeful, glad that he still tried, but
skeptical. Whenever Dad had quit drinking in the
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past he became moody, unpredictably angry,
snapping at Josie and me to leave him alone,
yelling, “Never have children.” We’d tiptoe around
the house afraid to be the cause of his failure, so it
was a strange relief when failure inevitably came.
And it came without fanfare. I wish I knew then
what I know now. My mother and sister and I
weren’t the only ones who suffered. I never
considered the years of pain my father endured.

I

drop my parents at their house and we hug
good-bye. At home I go to bed and try to sleep.
Lonnie snores lightly. The room is stuffy,
bright with the full moon. I toss. My thoughts
alternate between Kazi alone in the woods for the
first time, and my father and mother in their house
without him. Is Dad sitting in the recliner in the
dark? Is he fighting his demons?
The moonlight makes everything fragile. “Kazi
come home,” I repeat in my head. I picture the dog
running through the woods around the lake,
scenting his way home and appearing in their
backyard like a ghost. Finally, I sleep.

M

y parents didn’t own a computer so after
my lunch with Dad at Captain Bob’s I
agreed to research breeders on the
Internet. At least once a week Dad would call and
ask me to “punch something into the machine.”
When I delivered the printouts, he’d put on his
glasses, scrutinize the pages, then lay them on the
command center to, “look at when his mind is
fresh.” Other times he’d “let his subconscious
work on it.” Months went by. Was he ever going
to do it? Eventually Dad settled on a breeder in
Rhode Island. The trip involved an hour drive,
followed by an hour and a half ferry ride, then
another two hours in the car. Multiple phone calls
between Dad and Ray at Stormy Hill Brittanys,
were traded and at least two visits were made
before the puppy finally came home.
Kazi was eight weeks old when we met. Dad
brought the puppy to my house one chilly April
afternoon. Tucked inside his Carhartt jacket, the
Brittany trembled, a pint of cream and auburn with
amber eyes. His official name, the one that was
registered with the AKC was Kasimir Pulaski. A
name Dad had decided on before the puppy was
born. But according to the hunting dog experts the
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name shouldn’t be more than two syllables, so my
father nicknamed him Kazi.
I cuddled the shivering pup while Dad
recounted their first adventure. Kazi got sick on
the ferry and everyone around helped out, cleaned
up, gave advice, admired the tiny fur ball. Dad was
proud. “Didn’t let that bring him down. He’s a
feisty one,” my father said. A quick pang of
jealousy surprised me. But Dad was so happy and
Kazi was so cute that I couldn’t hold it against the
dog.

A

fter they settled in, Dad and I had almost
daily phone conversations about the dog: his
diet, his housebreaking genius, and as he
grew older, his training. I hadn’t realized the natural
parent my father was, patient, consistent and
flexible. To train the dog to come, Dad called
“Kazi come,” then rewarded the puppy with a
small treat or quick pat on the head. “It’s one of
the most important commands for the dog,” my
father said. “But you don’t want to overuse praise.
He’s doing his job.” On their walks in the woods
behind the house Kazi graduated from lead, to
leash, to check cord. The dog would return to my
father or stop in his tracks, depending if Dad
commanded, “come” or “whoa.” When it was time
to move on from the check cord Dad bought an
electric collar. “He knows it’s there by the weight
of it. I don’t even bring the clicker,” he said,
satisfaction in his voice. After time Kazi proved his
obedience and even the collar came off.
I watched an indefinable bond between my
father and Kazi develop. There was something
honest, unspoiled by misunderstanding or
judgment in their relationship. “How does it work
when you hunt?” I asked during one of our
conversations. Dad described walking in the field
with Kazi, their breath streaming white in the cold
morning air, the dense thickets and tall yellow
grass, the shot echoing and the smell of powder. I
heard the pride of accomplishment and joy in
Dad’s voice as he extolled the beauty of Kazi
holding point or his persistence when he retrieved.
My mind grabbed and held onto these images of
my father and his dog in the woods. There was a
purity and grace to the picture that gave me
pleasure. Kazi became an expression of the
goodness in my father. I’d never seen Dad so

content. Because of this I loved the dog. It was
impossible not to.

E

arly the next morning I dial my parents’
number. Mom answers on the first ring and
before I can ask advises me my father is out
searching for the dog.
“How is Dad?”
“As good as can be expected.”
She doesn’t answer the question that I don’t ask.
I try to gauge by her tone if Dad fell off the wagon
but there’s only worry in her voice. And I’m not
sure if she’d have told me anyway. Denial is Mom’s
defense mechanism just as peacekeeping is mine.
They synchronize perfectly.
“I’ll come by after work but please call me if you
find him.”
We say, “I love you,” and hang up.

M

om admonished Josie and me from time to
time, “Don’t tell anyone. No one needs to
know what happens in our family.” She
was referring to the fights and drinking. About our
“Wonder Bread” picnic dinners after Dad lost or
left one of his jobs.
Of course, people knew something was going on
at our house.
I learned this from our neighbor, Mrs. McGinty.
“What was all that hullabaloo over there last
night?” she called over to me one morning. I was
in the front yard drawing in the sand with a stick.
“Sounded like a doozie.”
I hated everything about Mrs. McGinty, the way
she sat on the front steps and smoked her Kents.
Her shrill voice, her defense of her bullying, lying
sons. Her doughy ginger-speckled arms that
exploded from her sleeveless snap-front smocktops. Everything.
I hated that she used words like “hullabaloo” and
“doozie.” To me they were fun words, not words
that described how I spent the night with a pillow
over my head to block out my parents’ fighting.
I hated her for asking me that question. I was
supposed to obey grownups. Be polite, let them
kiss my cheek, hug me, pinch me. Then smile, say
thank you and hug them back.

That day I pretended not to hear Mrs. McGinty.
Didn’t look over to her. Kept my head down and
stared at the hieroglyphics I’d drawn.
Even if I were allowed to tell her that I woke up
to my parents’ shouting, my mother, “Again?” Dad
begging, his words slurred, “I’m sorry, Celia,”
became— “I’m shorry Shelia.” My silent pleading
with my mother to forgive him, whatever he’d
done. Was he crying? It went on and on until I
heard my mother: “It’s over!” The bathroom door
slammed. And Dad, “No, that’s crazy, pleash,
don’t!” The triumph in my mother’s shout, “I just
did.” The toilet flushed. What had she done? “No
more!” I heard the bathroom door flung open,
“The ring is flushed. Just like our marriage.”
Did that mean they were divorced? I heard Dad
go out the front door then the car pull out of the
driveway. I was afraid to move or speak, didn’t
know if Josie was lying in bed with a pillow over
her head too. When I woke up the next morning
the car was in the driveway and my parents were in
their room. The door was closed.
I wouldn’t tell Mrs. McGinty any of this. That’s
how much I hated her.

I

drive to my parents’ house after work. Usually
they’re in one of two places: the yard throwing
a ball for Kazi or in the living room watching
television. Today the house and yard are empty. My
father’s pickup and my mother’s sedan are gone.
I maneuver my Camry on the horseshoe-shaped
dirt driveway around to the back of the house and
step out into the watery sunshine. The trees are
leafing and the grass is the muddy green of spring.
Except for a few robins hopping in the tall weeds
at the edge of the yard, everything is still. I listen to
the quiet and imagine Kazi in the woods, running,
sniffing, hungry or thirsty, frightened. I do not
imagine him injured.
I think about going into the house to snoop. I’ll
open the door and the scent of must and furniture
polish will greet me. I know which floorboards will
creak and the way the shadows come into the
rooms when the sun begins to set. I know the
sound each door makes when slammed. I know the
place where a vodka bottle might hide–in the
pantry on the floor behind the bags of potatoes and
onions and dog food, or if it were a case of beer,
on the top shelf behind the flour and sugar.
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But I stay in the yard near the place my father
plants the vegetable garden every year. Some of the
plants are already beginning to sprout. Different
shades of green top the mounds. I think about
watering the lettuce but am warm and tired, still
wearing the clothes from my work as a high school
English teacher—a sundress with a light sweater.
My feet are blistered in new sandals. I’ll go home
and change clothes before riding to the other side
of the lake.
I want to be the one to find the dog.
I want to save my father.

W

hat do I know about my father? He is a
survivor, an opportunist. He’s incredibly
strong physically and emotionally. He’s
smart in the way of people. He doesn’t seem to feel
embarrassment or regret. He is unforgiving.
I can’t lie to him. When I do it feels as if he sees
right through me because in some primitive, dark,
bloody, joyous and medieval way, we are each
other.
I know that both of his parents drank and
fought. Dad tells me the abuse became physical at
times though he doesn’t go into specifics. Instead
he uses expressions like, “smacked her around,”
“went at it,” or “kicked the shit out of my brother.”
His method of survival was to find a place to hide
or get out of the house when his parents were on
the rampage. I know his happiness came when he
was alone in the woods or fishing.
I imagine my father as a boy. A shadow behind
a closed door listening for the shouts and swears to
escalate to the crash of overturning furniture,
breaking glass, or the crack of a slap.
His escape is practical and practiced, the square
of a bologna sandwich wrapped in a napkin in a
pocket, a fishing rod in hand, an off-key whistle,
just loud enough to drown out the chaos, on his
lips. The screen door clatters as it swings shut and
he strides quickly down the road until the sounds
of commotion disappear and he is no longer a
shadow but a boy, alone and anonymous on a
splintered wooden dock.
I imagine him away from the chaos. Safe.
I leave my parents’ house and drive home.
Change of clothes, then coffee in travel mug. On
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the narrow curving lane to the nursery I try to
watch the road in front of me while glancing out
both side windows and my rearview mirror all at
the same time. No Kazi.
Dad’s truck is at the nursery when I pull in. I
drive through the potholed entrance and spot him
in the back by the greenhouses talking with a
woman. Is it my imagination or has my lean, razorpostured father become shrunken, older, somehow
stooped?
He gives me a nod when I get out of the car.
“Renata,” he says, “this is Samantha. She owns the
nursery.” I say hi to the weathered, blue-eyed
woman in faded Levis and ask about what
happened with Kazi yesterday.
As we chat, Dad is quiet, staring into a field of
budding apple trees between the yard and the road.
“I stopped by the house,” I finally say to interrupt
his ruminating. “No one was there.”
“Your mother’s out making copies of something
we can pass around that has a picture of Kazi and
our phone number on it. This way people will
know where to call.”
“A flyer?” I ask.
“I guess,” he shrugs.
I try to decipher from his body language whether
he’d drunk the night before. No swaying or
slurring, nothing I can pinpoint. But Dad had never
drunk during the day. He never appeared hung
over either—even though it seemed that every
night I could remember, until the time he told me
he’d stopped, Dad hit the bottle.

T

he Pulaski Torment. This is what Josie and I
call our father’s worst mood—an expression
that includes any or all of the following
attitudes—brooding anger, resentment, self-pity,
over-sensitivity, paranoia, rage at everyday questions and over-protectiveness. HE WOULD DIE FOR
US.
We come up with this label as adults, when we
have distance from Dad’s irrational behavior and
mood swings, and because our father’s father, Jan
Pulaski, suffered similar rages that took the form
of eruptions of violence and exaggerated generosity. But all I remember about my grandfather is a
strange accent, hard hugs, and his square head
(though I know this can’t be true). The Torment

does not appear to skip generations, but since my
father’s three brothers are afflicted with the same
disorder and his two sisters are not, Josie and I
assume it only affects males. The arbitrary cures,
we’ve discovered, include: a good fight, the sudden
death of an enemy, or an unexpected crisis.
The days that follow Kazi’s disappearance are a
monotony of waiting and searching. Disappointment. This is not the Pulaski Torment. It’s a
legitimate crisis, no bellowing or punching walls,
throwing things. The evenings that Dad and I don’t
search the woods for Kazi, I call to check up on
him hoping to provide comfort or at least
distraction. He doesn’t make it easy. Not speaking
unless spoken to, his answers are flat, resigned.
He’s not the type to respond to “hand holding and
Kumbaya,” he reminds me when I try to be cheery.
Yet I can’t bring myself to suggest that he prepare
for the worst. A “buck up, we’ll find him,” doesn’t
seem fair either.

A

ll his life my father has opposed convention.
Kazi is no exception. He wore no collar, had
no tags. I don’t need to point out to Dad that
if out-of-towners find the dog, they won’t know
where to call. He’s already told me if Kazi ever
comes home that would change. And though it’s
2007, neither of my parents have a cell phone,
“trendy and expensive pieces of junk,” according
to Dad. The inability to contact each other
becomes more and more frustrating as we try to
figure out ways to communicate if the dog is
located. Mom has to be home to answer the phone
in case people call the number on the flyer. And
people call. Say they’d seen Kazi or a dog that looks
like him. When this happens, there’ll be a mad dash
to get in touch with my father through one of his
customers, or me via my mobile, to race to the
location. But we’re always too late.
It seems everyone in the small town knows
about the missing dog. The mailmen, the fire
department, park rangers, restaurant owners, even
the school bus drivers are on the lookout for Kazi.
So many people tell me not to lose hope. They
know of miraculous journeys of beloved pets that
traveled hundreds of miles and years to be with
their owners. I smile and nod politely but begin to
hate those people with their stories. They must be
exaggerating.

I never repeat these stories to my father. We’re
talking on the phone one night when he says, “Kazi
always hated thunder,” after a loud rumble. And I
have a memory of the dog streaming past my
mother and me during a violent summer storm as
he scrambled to get into his kennel.
I’m quiet, imagining the dog has found shelter, a
hollow log, or a small cave when Dad says, “I wish
we’d just find his body. At least I’d know….” By
now Kazi has been missing for three weeks. I think
carefully before I respond–all I dare utter is, “Yeah,
I know what you mean.” I really wish to say,
“Don’t give up. Please. Maybe …” But Dad’s voice
is so sad. I want it to be over, too, no matter what
the outcome.
Mom and I have conversations as well. But not
about the dog. She tells me Dad is hardly sleeping.
Doesn’t say he’s drinking. As far as I know this is
the most difficult challenge he’s had to face since
quitting. The physical exhaustion of his job and
then walking miles in the woods to look for Kazi
combine with the emotional drain of imagining the
worst and blaming himself.
What do people do when their child is missing?
I can’t imagine.
Instead I imagine where Kazi might be. Maybe
someone has found him and taken him in. Maybe
he’s become a dumpster-diving stray, sleeping
under porches and drinking from mud puddles, or
gone Call of the Wild, hunting rabbits and squirrels.
The one image I can’t get out of my mind is of the
shiny-coated dog, now dirty, skinny running along
a busy road, his stubby tail down as he tries to
cross.
My feelings run the gamut from the desire to find
Kazi to hating the damn dog for being so stupid.
Can’t he see what he’s doing to my father? I know
it’s crazy, but that’s where my head is. Even though
the world is green with spring and chirping birds, I
am consumed by the gray cloud hanging over
Dad’s head. I am waiting for the rain.

D

ad told Josie and me, “We are the
descendants of a great Revolutionary War
hero.” His belief that we were somehow
related to the famous General Kasimir Pulaski
came from his own father. After some minor
online genealogy searches I’ve never uncovered
any proof of this, but throughout our lives Dad has
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reminded us of Pulaski’s courage and recklessness,
his defiance against authority and his steadfast
defense of freedom.
And so, our favorite game was inspired. While
Josie and I were children, we were soldiers in
General Pulaski’s army. On warm summer nights,
we’d circle around Dad in his patio chair, begging
to play. He’d shake his head, “You girls are a pain
in the dupka,” and swat at us.
“Get off your dupka,” we’d shout and pull him
up and onto the damp lawn. Boot camp consisted
of silly feats of endurance, not speaking unless
spoken to, and ending our replies with the word,
“sir.” The endurance tests included: balancing on
one leg, jumping, or holding our breath, doing
jumping jacks or squat thrusts, until the General,
Dad, called time. We marched around the yard, me,
then Josie, saluting the General, followed by Nikki
or one of the other dogs, a tiny, triumphant parade.
The hardest part of these contests was keeping a
straight face. As Dad weaved between Josie and
me, a pretend serious expression on his face
challenged us. He might growl or grunt or rub his
beard on our cheeks. It was almost dark. Warm.
Buggy. My sister and I were in our pajamas. The
grass tickled my bare feet. Frank Sinatra played
quietly on the radio. The ice cubes in Dad’s glass
clinked as Josie and I struck our poses.

K

azi returns to my parents’ house almost five
weeks after running off. Mom gets the call.
It’s a weekday. I’m teaching and Dad is at a
customer’s house. My mother has no way of
getting in touch with either of us. She has to get the
dog herself.
By this time, it’s mid-June. Mom tells me it was
9:30 in the morning when Mrs. Taylor called. “I
saw your number on the flyer. I think your dog is
in my yard. I tried to go to him, but he looked like
he was going to run. You’d better hurry.” Mrs.
Taylor lives in the house across the lake from my
parents.
“Thanks, I’ll be right over.” Mom grabs her car
keys, a collar and a leash. Leaves the front door
unlocked as she hastens down the steps.
I remember my mother’s story and imagine her
in the car. Hopeful, always hopeful. Praying? The
day is overcast. Mom drives carefully around the
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lake. Her car is gray on the dark, wet pavement.
The grass glows green in the gloom. Her hands grip
the steering wheel as she drives the speed limit. The
car stops at a stop sign, turns left. Mom glances in
the rearview mirror. Is she wearing lipstick?
Around a bend, past the bank and church, she
signals then pulls onto a pale-brick driveway on the
left.
There stands Kazi, a skinny, quivering splash of
white and russet against a patch of green.
Is there a stab to Mom’s heart or does it hurt for
her to swallow? She gets out of the car. Moves
slowly to open the back door. “Kazi, come,” she
calls out softly, afraid to move, afraid to scare off
the dog, afraid to be the one who let him get away.
Mrs. Taylor watches from the living room
window, her white hair a cloud around her face.
The dog doesn’t move.
“Kazi, come,” Mom repeats, I imagine her voice
is pleading and gentle. Both dog and woman are
statues in the gray. A car passes. The tires hiss
water. Does Kazi tremble? Is there a flash of
recognition? Something makes him relent. He runs
to the car and pulls himself onto the back seat.
Mom closes the door and gets in.
My mother tells me they sat in the driveway and
cried. Kazi, deep-throated mutterings punctuated
with yips, Mom tears of relief and gratitude. This
continued the five-minute ride home, as Mom
talked to the dog, soothed the dog. “It’s okay boy,
you’re home.”
At my parents’ house, they remain in the car,
crying and muttering, until Mom hugs the dog,
kisses the top of his head and slips the collar and
leash around his neck. They go into the house.
I often wonder what was going through Kazi’s
mind those days in the woods. He must have
crossed paths with us dozens of times, heard his
name called again and again, but something made
him stay hidden. Skinny and tick-ridden, he
endured thunderstorms and hunger, thirst and
wildlife. Yet he was found not more than a quartermile from the nursery.
I speak with Dad later that day. He sounds
thankful and relieved, but not ecstatic. Something
has been tarnished. Dad doesn’t use those words,
but there’s a tremor in his voice, a twinge of
disappointment. Maybe he’s looking into the future

and sees that Kazi will never completely recover
from the trauma. The dog’s condition is not good:
the fleas and ticks and parasites, the injured
shoulder and ear, likely the result of a fight with a
raccoon or coyote. Maybe he feels guilty.
In the years that follow Dad is patient and kind
with Kazi, treats the dog tenderly, as if he’s
survived a war. When they go back to hunting, Dad
becomes vigilant, the jingle of Kazi’s collar and tags
a reminder of what they both endured.

T

hree months ago, the vet arrives at my
parents’ house for the last time. Kazi is
fifteen years old. The insulin shots Dad has
been giving him twice a day for five months are no
longer effective. Kazi’s kidneys are deteriorating

and he has congestive heart failure. Dad makes the
decision to put Kazi down. He phones to tell me
after it is done. My father’s voice is low and careful,
he says, “He’s at peace now.”
I cry.
Behind my parent’s house, deep in the back
where the yard borders the woods, lies a flat
cement block that marks Kazi’s grave. Summer
evenings when Lonnie and I are out on the patio, I
call my parents’ home. If Mom answers she might
tell me Dad is out back smoking his pipe.
I know where he is and imagine my father’s
thoughts as he watches the smoke curl into the
darkening sky, listens to the birds and remembers
Kazi as a puppy, the days he went missing, and
their hunts. The pleasure he gave my father.

After snow
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Three Poems
Dan Butterfass

Lost in the Art of Poetry
Is this the same log fallen across the same
creek I’ve crossed a dozen times,
am crossing, and will cross
again, without start or finish?
Upstream, I can’t see into the snowblurred future, nor downstream very
far into the past. I try to keep
my balance: each bank
a beginning and end, neither
one nor the other. The current
flows in its ceaseless
present in which my reflection tries
to outpace the shortness of life. I cross
the creek, wander through spruce
and undifferentiated aspen, and after
awhile wander back, but my tracks
that keep arriving from both
directions, the ones I’ve followed
fade, along with daylight in the pure
silence of falling snow, where
a hundred years from now, someone
else is here, far from home in fear
of the time until morning, yet
home in the darkness, listening.
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Abe Yoder
Such long days, black and white, no leaves or songbirds in this edging ever-closer to an alpine timberline,
January sun blinding off fresh snow, air almost too thin for breath. I still miss my wife in her wool shawl and
navy head scarf at the clothesline framed by the window. Daughter-in-law Martha and her girls take Anna’s
place stacking freeze-dried denim shirts and trousers, one atop the other, then hang the laundry by the parlor
stove to steam. Our young working alongside parents and siblings give me hope that our way of life might—
living in this world, but not being of it—survive. Once, so much younger, I rode a gondola up Pikes Peak
then hiked to a cirque overlook—that memory so vivid, a mirror image of this other invisible mountain I’m
still climbing, though others can tag along only so far, edging closer to where the last trees thin out to dwarf
shrubs, gold and purple wildflowers, rivulets of snowmelt purling, sometimes hidden under alfalfa-green
alpine tundra. Soon I’ll weave my last rug passing my loom on to a beloved great-granddaughter. Long winter
evenings, when my stamina’s up, I join the others in the lantern-glow on a milk stool amid the familiar smells
of hay and manure and pungent coats of our cows and draft horses. Being among dairy cows has always made
me happiest. Though I can’t help, it’s still good to be among children, even the youngest carry pails to the
bulk tank. I’d like to live into another August for the fresh-cut oats drying in contoured rows, boys out driving
the binders, sun-bonneted women and girls stacking the bundles, burnished oat shocks one last time, my
buggy horse clopping along gravel, the sound of joy itself. No one plans to outlive friends and family but now
nearly everyone I once knew and loved has died. My time on earth’s the slow drip of the kitchen tap, the
trickle of glacial melt from the snowfield’s edge. Even in high summer’s intense sun, an alpine wind gusts
sharp across my face, tactile with loss, like the memory of Anna’s hair when she let it down, after her
bath damp and fresh as apple blossoms. Her warm shins somehow cool under a single summer sheet. Late
winter of my life, I am keen to pass afternoons in my sunroom weaving or penning a letter to my last living
cousin, walking to the mailbox giddy as I open it weeks later to find a reply. Community scribe these last fifty
years, I always start my weekly entry for Die Botschaft with a bit of philosophy, such as the supreme happiness of
life is the conviction we are loved, then follow this with news of farming; weather; warmth and humor of family
visits. Dismayed how I grew so old so quickly, I read in Psalms dozing off to glacial brightness glinting off a
fence-line’s snowdrifts—my favorite window scene. When I dream—often of late—it’s an endless Great
Plains view as I climb. Slow going, I often halt to catch my breath, while a progression of faces appears on
the horizon drifting toward me from when I was a child—forgotten aunts, uncles, cousins, friends, neighbors,
so many others from reunions, weddings, and funerals, most of whom I can’t or only dimly remember when
I’m fully awake. I startle awake just as the summit comes into view, certain I’ll join everyone waiting, finally
able to see God—not with my eyes—who clothes me in the light I’ll wear in place of my body.
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Collision
The night he strikes a deer
and totals his car he arrives home
shaken by the jolt that halted
him and sent a great doe hurtling,
already dead, as if beached
in the frozen median ditch.
He watches his hand tremble
as the fork lifts spaghetti
to his mouth; he wants to go to sleep
early but not alone. He wants to brush
his daughter’s hair, to read to her,
which he does and after begins
telling her stories, simple
remembrances of growing up:
Kick-the-Can until after dark,
catching leopard frogs with cheap
nets from a vernal pool that forms
in a low spot each spring in an elderly
couple’s backyard; the delicious
aroma of bakery as he delivers
newspapers before dawn, the cold
milk and glazed doughnut
he glides his bike downhill to,
afterward. He’s glad to be lightly
tickling her back, which she’s
asked him to, to be wondering
which stories she’s heard,
and which ones she’s missed
and when did she fall asleep?
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On Hands

Tom Driscoll

W

as buried me beneath
a tree. Roots long fat
fingers fleshier than
the moist red soil
they desperately claw. Like cedar,
sawdust almost. The soil is pungent, gritty, and stove through
with thick night worms. Below
me slithers a dark river snapping
at the human hollowed. I knows
I am but barely hanging on; but
am breathlessly alive.
Heart’s half-heartedly beating
when some countless pairs of
warm hands forage deep into the
loam, their fingers, disturbing
and aerating, dig until electric
prints press against me; yet but
powerless to unearth me; incite
me instead into this here dream
/my phantasm—
—the ganglia of soft limbs
siphon off heat and what
little strength in me
remains; their hands are
soft and warm with my
energy; stave me razor slow
down into the dread creek.
The current is swift, too strong to resist, not without hands to guide me against the red
surge. Flounders I down-stream-ward away from my destination and into the abyss where this
all begins again: extrasensory murk in every direction, blackness etched with grave circuitry,
captivating, remarkable, a staccato gloom, spluttering sparks darker than dark. Invisible.
My eyes explode open. Ten or twelve pairs of hands, I remember, and defibrillator paddles,
white medical smocks, ten or twelve pairs of sharp eyes hovering; have I no idea, Where am
I? or where ten minutes earlier I had stood; am I on my back? Yes, lying on the linoleum floor
of my hospital room. The discharge nurse is there. Mr. Driscoll? (who begins to understand;
stops thrashing like a fish on a hook.) Smell the hospital. Listen to the battle prattle of young
doctors so pleased to have taken part in successfully bringing me back from the void.
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M

y eyes unexpectedly explode. Red rivers
disgorge light, become indifferent darkness. When, forward I step, immediately I
plunge into flux, a Möbius artery; I am, I think I
am, therefore mount the Möbius twist, I think.
Deja vu.
There are two EMTs and an ambulance driver
headed one direction and another. I study the
ceiling lights and trim for a clue to my destination.
One of the EMTs pushes a nitroglycerin tablet
under my tongue where it quickly melds with the
many others into a gob of bitter gum. When we
cross the Mississippi, my body recognizes fictitious
forces of the curved I-90 bridge. Nurses’ hands on
elongated limbs swarm between EMTs, fish me
like a worm. Vomit into a disposable cone, and am
stripped and robed, and futilely sedated. Wide
awake as my blood flows backwards, life a movie
in reverse, I am not alarmed; I glimpse my worried
wife, sober family members, doctors and nurses
wearing determined frowns. There is a large analog
clock on the wall in front of me; there is a tube
down my throat; there is a crude home video overand-over playing forward into more procedures;
Möbius déjà vu. It is a quarter to ten. I know
everything because everything has already happened, at least once; somethings many times
already. At a quarter to ten, they intubate me: overand-over. Midafternoon, I wake up. The breathing
tube suffocating me. I remember to look at the
clock. I have less than five minutes. At a quarter to
ten, they will intubate me.
When we cross the Mississippi, my body
recognizes fictitious forces of the curved I-90
bridge. Nurses’ hands on elongated limbs swarm
between EMTs, fish me like a worm. Vomit into a
cone, and am stripped and robed, and futilely
sedated. Wide awake as my blood flows backwards,
life a movie in reverse, I am not alarmed; I glimpse
my worried wife, sober family members, doctors
and nurses wearing determined frowns. There is a
large analog clock on the wall in front of me; there
is a tube down my throat; there is a crude home
video over-and-over playing forward into more
procedures; Möbius déjà vu.
At a quarter to ten, they will intubate me again.
When, countless pairs of warm hands forage deep
into the loam, their fingers disturbing and aerating,
dig until electric prints press against me; yet but
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powerless to unearth me; incite me instead into this
here dream/my phantasm—
—the ganglia of soft limbs siphon off
heat and what little strength in me
remains; their hands are soft and
warm with my energy; stave me razor
slow down into the dread creek.
The current is swift, too strong to resist, not
without hands to guide me against the red surge.
Flounder I down-stream-ward away from my destination and into the abyss where this all begins
again: extrasensory murk in every direction, blackness etched with grave circuitry, captivating, remarkable, a staccato gloom, spluttering sparks
darker than dark. Invisible.
Only this time ! a young female nurse dressed in
a blue two-piece jacket and skirt trimmed with
pastel yellow piping, a wrap-around plastic shade
shielding her heavily mascaraed eyes; wears a pill
box hat; holds a cobalt drink in an extra-large
martini glass; folds a washcloth over my brow,
patting it smooth with her warm free hand, sipping
iced sapphire with the other, all the while watching
me watching her. The cloth is cool. I quickly realize
that I can feel again, everything, emotion, numbness and impatience.
The Möbius artery had led me backward through
the abyss and forward into the red river again. I
hear my dogs bark, confused, refusing to let EMTs
inside the house, empty except for no one. Upstairs
in my bedroom, a large stone lodged in my chest;
sweat profusely, how a rocky river flows.
Déjà vu. The Potomac, lazing upon a yacht
presidential in appurtenance, down the river we
troll, the Chesapeake our destination, and the sea,
worried forevermore that I will never get there.
Get when where? A young female nurse dressed in
a blue two-piece jacket and skirt trimmed with
pastel yellow piping, a wrap-around plastic shade
shielding her heavily mascaraed eyes; and pushes
an icy popsicle-shaped sponge into my dry mouth.
We’re on our way, she says, You’ll make it.
Fitful days pass on the Möbius stream. Eight
days, I would later learn, my chest glued and stapled, my abdomen stitched woad with rood and
half-a-dozen weeping holes big enough you could
stick your finger into my soul. Soon, Mr. Driscoll.
Soon.

Déjà vu abruptly died. Someone had tugged on
my breathing tube, tugged and tugged, spinning me
around until my lungs filled with cinders. My
eyelids yawed. I gave two thumbs up and promptly
shit myself, I remember, and a pair of warm hands
carefully cleaned me. After I burned through a
24/7 dialysis machine in the cardiac ICU, a male
nurse wheeled me and a Christmas tree of arterial
and venous catheters, PICCs and digital drips to
Mary Bligh at Saint Marys.
Across the courtyard from my new room, the
Mayo One helicopter powered up noisily on the
roof. Summer sun slowly disappeared into the trees
across Highway 51, and with it the boisterous
chopper turbo. Feeling like I’d just dug a tunnel to
escape my cell only to find myself in another cell, I
crashed. Several hours later, two nurses, both
young women in their 20s, entered my room.
One of the nurses, tall and slender in a medical
jumpsuit, adjusted my pillows and snapped the bed
sheets taut. The other nurse wore a pleated surgical
mask over her mouth and nose, somehow causing
her dark eyes to appear unnaturally beautiful, like
the phantom nurses who cared for me on the river.
She stroked my feet, two sleeping cats, to check for
a pulse.
In the distance, I heard a choir, Doppler-like,
approaching, polyphonic echoes of many young
voices moving along the corridor in the direction
of my room. The nurse covered my feet, spritzed
her hands from a bottle of Purell snug in a rack
attached to the bed, and with a smile clearly visible
beneath her white mask, said, It’s the children’s choir.
She pulled on the bell end of a stethoscope looped
around her neck. Is it all right if we check your vitals?

The tall nurse, no mask to conceal shyness chiseled into her face, drew a stethoscope from a cargo
pocket on her hip like a circus performer handling
a snake; slid her hand between pillows and my
back, and asked in a surprising Slavic accent, May I
listen?
The choir had reached the open door to my
room; children bunched close in the hallway where
I could hear but not see them; only imagine youth
and diversity. Untamed harmonies and eager
rhythms reminded me of African village children,
spontaneously joyous just to be singing.
The masked nurse carefully skipped the stethoscope bell over my scarred abdomen with one
hand, steadying the back of my head with the other.
The Slavic nurse listened with her fingers to my
back; looked at me with wrinkled curiosity. Mr.
Driscoll, she asked, are you crying?
The masked nurse wrenched a tissue from a
bedtable box and patted tears from my cheeks,
vicariously runny-eyed, all the while the children
continued to sing; nodded to the tall nurse and
whispered, His nose is bleeding too.
Together, they handled me, first hoisting me up
by the sheets to prevent me from sinking deeper
into the mattress’ crevasse. I tried to explain that I
couldn’t help crying, that the choir sang the most
beautiful song I’d ever heard. The nurses stopped
my nose bleed with a gauze plug shoved in around
a feeding tube that dripped blood on my chest.
They pushed medications into various ports, fed
me pills one at a time, steadied the straw so I could
sip ice water from a plastic cup, swaddled my feet,
and with their own hands washed mine.
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Paradise Cemetery
David Forrester

H

e didn’t want to
pee in the graveyard. But he had
to go, and besides it
wasn’t his fault. A black
sedan was rolling down
the gravel road and he
was forced into the
woods. The boy had a
fear of strangers, yet
peeing in a graveyard was
wrong somehow. Spencer, who was only twelve,
didn’t really understand
why it was wrong. Maybe
it wasn’t nice to pee on
dead people. He would
just point away from
gravestones.
Spencer peed into the bushes. He had an innate sense of modesty, as if someone might come
walking through the woods and see. Or maybe the dead people might see. He was somewhat
surprised to see mosquitoes in the bushes. He had just assumed they lived on human blood
and stayed near houses or campgrounds. What did they live on in a graveyard? A shudder went
through him. He wiped his fingers off inside his pockets.
“That’s my boy,” said a slight breeze.
Spencer hurried along his shortcut. The day was dim from overcast but still daylight. The
graveyard scared him to the point where he could not afford to tarry longer than he had to.
He felt that if he stayed too long the graves would find a place for him.
A misty figure followed the boy down the bare path that led up to a distinct line of trees.
The wall of oaks marked the border of the graveyard. The path disappeared into a field of
timothy and rye, dotted with black-eyed-susans. Spencer did too. The misty figure stopped
and watched him run away.
“I miss you Mason, come back soon.”
Several other figures floated up to the line of trees to see. They had been following the boy
and when they reached the edge of the graveyard stopped and hovered next to the first figure.
The misty figure turned to face the others.
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“T

hat was Mason,” it said. “I was going to
teach him to skate. He loves wintertime.
Snow, Christmas and all that. He takes
after me; his Grandpa.
The figure paused as if giving an opportunity for
the others to comment and then continued.
“Mason is the smartest young man you’re likely to
meet. Can play the piano too. He plays Christmas
songs.”
A second figure, that had followed beyond the
first, slowly turned from the field and facing the
others, spoke with a slight twang in its voice. “That
was Jason. He’s taking care of the farm. He
promised he would if I didn’t come back. And I
know I didn’t come back. He’s a good boy. He’ll
see those horses come to no harm.”
A rush of leaves tumbled up from the field.
“I got three horses. I had seven but the
confederacy ‘pressed four. They took the best four
horses that I had. I could’a sold them for
substitution, but they took that too. Oh Jason,
don’t be a fool. Get out’a Mississippi. Go with your
aunt. Go see my sister. Forget about that farm, it’s
nothing but an open grave.”
The overcast had darkened and the wind became
steady. The heavy first drops of a long soaking rain
fell through the branches above.
“That’s my little girl. She can ride horses,” said a
third figure, “Adele looks like a fairy princess with
her long golden hair. Her caped gown flows like
wings as she flies through the meadow. I’d watch
her from the top of the hill and just smile. It filled
my heart to almost bursting to know she was
happy.”
The rain fell harder and the figures blended into
the mist. The voices were drowned and night fell.
Time passed and the rain slowly changed to sleet.
The afternoon was cold and the remains of leaves
crackled under the force of a tall man’s shoes. He
walked out of the graveyard and onto the crunchy
gravel road that ran down the hill. A long black
coat swept into a black car and he drove away.
Spencer was coming home along the country
road when he decided to take a shortcut through
the graveyard once more. The plots lay about on
the top of the hills that marked the high point of
the county. He weaved his way through graves,
broken limbs and twigs and tried to stay up out of

low points where water had collected. The figures
began to gather as before.
As Spencer entered the field and began to trot
down toward the sunset a figure that had stayed
close behind called out.
“William! Please come back. I don’t
understand.”
The figure fell to its knees and the sound of
rustling leaves was intermixed with shallow
weeping.
In a loud voice, another figure shouted out
behind the first. “Run Eddie, you’ll make it. Get
out of deep Kim Chi and get back to the world!”
The figure seemed to relax and looked down at the
first figure. “Don’t cry sister. He’ll make it, in fact
he already did.”
The second figure sat on a stump next to the first
and put an arm around it. “Let me tell you
something about Eddie. Ed and I and Louis always
stayed together. We knew Eddie was going home
and we wanted to share in that luck. He has a
beautiful wife and two little angels for daughters. I
saw their pictures. He wouldn’t trade ’em you
know. The pictures I mean. Louis and I traded, but
Ed wouldn’t part with those pictures.
It was a thing you did to trick Death. You traded
pictures so if Death came looking for you and
looked in your wallet he would be confused
because you didn’t seem like the right guy and
maybe he would go looking for someone else. I got
pictures of Louis’ wife and kids and he’s got mine.
Once we got out of here we’re to trade back. I
guess we never traded back.”
The shadowy figure searched through its cloak
and then looked down on empty hands. “I got
nothing now.”
The wind picked up from the field with force.
The figures shifted in toward the graveyard. One
small figure stayed at the edge. It peered out trying
to find sight of the figure that was long gone.
“Mom?” said a fragile voice “I’ll wait here” and
then it too drifted back into the woods.
The black sedan made another visit to the
graveyard before the winter took hold. Snow
gathered against the hills, trees and the faces of the
gravestones. It was a short visit and soon the tires
were leaving tracks down the rural road. The snow
fell harder and the tracks were gone.

Lost Lake Folk Opera

39

This time Spencer spent too much time visiting
his grandmother. The cozy fire, the sweet food and
the lure of Christmas were overwhelming. She gave
her grandson a basket of treats to take home.
He couldn’t run as he usually did. The snow had
stopped falling but the sun had gone down earlier
than expected. The boy made the tough decision to
take the shortcut, but didn’t realize until well into
the graveyard that the path was under snow. In the
dark and with the drifts it was unclear which way
he was supposes to turn between the large oaks and
soft hills. He lost his way but knew in what general
direction he had to go.
Because of his slow pace the figures gathered
around him more quickly.
One figure confronted the small boy. Although
the misty vapor had no physical substance, it stood
its ground. “You should have left when you could.
I have no quarrel with you. I’m just doing what I
have to do.”
The figure watched Spencer pass right through.
“It doesn’t matter why I’m here. I don’t care why
you’re here. I just need to get through this.”
Another smaller figure drifted beside the first.
“Bobby, hey Bobby. Let’s go down to the creek.
With all this rain, we …”
The voices stopped and the figures quickly
vanished as Spencer crested the main hill in the
center of the cemetery. In a moment, his breath
disappeared. Less than two feet in front of him was
a statue of the Virgin Mary. Her palms were open
and her gentle eyes looked down at the boy.
He immediately shifted to the side so she
couldn’t make eye contact. As he did he saw the
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opening where he always exited the graveyard.
As Spencer hurried down the hill toward the exit,
carefully cradling the basket of treats, a figure
sitting at the base of the statue turned and looked
at the footprints in the snow. “Jake …that you?”
The figure wavered in and out of focus. “I
haven’t seen you for so long. Let’s talk. I mean you
got to see my side of this.” The figure rose to a
standing position and continued even though the
boy was out of range. “I want to say something.”
The misty substance that made up the figure
drifted around to the other side of the statue and
gathered once again. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m
sorry. Oh God! I’m sorry! Why can’t anyone hear
me?”
The figure crumpled to the side of the statue and
began to slide toward the ground. The arms of
Mary caught him and lifted him up.
Jacob stood up from his father’s grave. He had
placed a wreath on the gravestone as he did every
Christmas. He felt a cold wind blow down from the
hill above the site. As he looked up in the direction
of the wind, his eyes rested on the statue that
marked the center of Paradise Cemetery. The air
felt familiar in an indescribable way. It was a wind
that had passed through his hair many years before.
Jake looked down at his father’s grave once
more.
“I’m sorry dad. I’m sorry.”
The man in the long coat turned away. He
walked back to his black sedan. The black coat
swept into the driver seat and drove away. He was
already late for dinner.

Four Sonnets
Clay Marks

1. Gobble You Up
I could gobble you up, said the small square
woman to the four-year-old boy. Can I
take you home with me? His pale stare
broadcasted his reflex to run and hide.
With a wrinkly grin, she continued her
performance, entertained by circumstance,
and quite oblivious to the terror
manifested in the boy’s countenance.
Surely, she must have known that he could not
possibly leave the safety of the nest,
and ignore the lessons he had been taught
about wolves disguised in grandmother’s dress.
Under bedsheets the boy hid in a fright,
certain he would be kidnapped in the night.

2. Primitive Man
When I was a boy I heard grand voices
beseech me to seek original truth.
Near pine peaks and desert creeks, wild noises
of primitive man inspired me in youth,
teaching reverence for the primal dance.
I did not degrade or categorize
'til modern money changers hushed the chants
of the ancients and misled me with lies.
Now I sin if I blindly take answers
from magic crystals, which are not the tools
of free thinkers but of necromancers
who parrot doctrinaire Iron Age rules.
Today the shame is squarely on me when
I expect virtue from counterfeit men.
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3. Lover’s Candle
Come closer, the lover’s candle flickered.
To know me is to know benevolence.
I will not hurt you, its warm flame whispered,
but I require complete obedience.
I will do anything for you, provide
for you, even suffer anguish and die
as long as your devotion has no divide
and your eye is single to my eye.
Know that I am watching you at all times.
Comply lest I punish and torture both
you and yours for disagreeable crimes.
Divorce me, and I’ll burn all thou soweth.
Conscience inspires devilish behavior.
I’m more than a partner; I’m your savior.

4. Recall Swallowed
Tissue was ripped and blood left dripping from
Sam’s
classmate’s
winter
booted
mangled mouth.
It was an inconceivable outcome
to an elementary verbal joust.
The two boys were nine or ten years of age.
Sam walked away, detached from urgency,
his recall swallowed by unexplained rage.
The wound would require plastic surgery.
Decades of retrospect yielded remorse
in negligible measure. Hard to say
what steered Sam toward a quasi-humane course
whereupon stricken by disgrace today.
Since flirting with the urge to maim and maul
he’s amazed he has a conscience at all.
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More than Books
Robert Kingett
I love you more than I love my books.
Your cover is the one thing I look forward to each day.
Your leather binding captivates my eye.
Your words always keep me turning the pages, wanting more.
I love the plot points you reveal to me when we are communicating.
I relish when I pick you up and begin a new chapter.
I love how there are so many verbs in your steps, so many adjectives in each syllable you
utter, such deep metaphors in every unspoken thought.
I love it when you show me striking flashbacks.
Each night, I set a bookmark so the next morning I can pick up where I left off.
Each time a chapter ends, I turn back the pages to gaze at the story we made.
When you make me feel the best I can feel, you are my romance novel.
When you make me laugh out loud, you are my humor essay.
When you tell me you love me and I know it's true, you are my short story.
I look forward to dwelling in your pages, reading chapter after chapter each day.
I never want to give you up.
I never want to place your beautiful story back on the shelf to be replaced by some tragedy.
You are, and forever will be, a best-seller in my eyes.
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Disconnect the Dots—Ten Poems
Nate Logan

1. Love Poem
In another life, anyone could be a dentist but me.
As so many have noted, I can’t color inside the lines.
As so many girlfriends have noted, I am spineless.
But what if I am an octopus in a mustache disguise
and want to hold them with all eight boneless arms?
Courtly lovers among us would say, Aw, that’s so sweet.
Across the room, scholars argue for more suffering,
a little more heavy foreign accent. No agreements
are ever reached, despite the length of the works cited.
So, I walk the town in my least holey flannel, kicking
every soda can I see, looking for love in the face
of every Bernese Mountain Dog that passes beside me.
I believe that all these missing posters will disappear
someday. I believe in hardwood floors. A bowl of pears.

2. Remote
I do not wish to share my breakfast nook
with anybody today. I stab imitation menu
items and stare out onto our deck.
It’s being pelted by rain and I’m reminded
how nice it is to live in a world where waterproofing
exists. Yesterday, a man carried around a remote
with kid gloves, like a surgeon whose hands
were insured. He’d click at wooden doors,
stop signs, and ornamental vases adorning
outside dining areas. No one met his eyes
except a dachshund who bared a resemblance
to David Bowie. The man leaned down,
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pointed his remote at the dog. The owner
kicked the man in the shin. “How dare you!”
she said. I was thinking the same thing,
but was afraid of what that remote would do
to me. Panicked, I left for home. You arrived
later and found me studying famous breakfast
recipes. “I’m sure it’s fine,” you said.
That was all you said before slipping into
the bedroom, your sniffles barely audible.

3. Dinner for Two
You write me a little note in the glob of mint sauce on your plate with an embroidered chopstick. And here
I thought you forgot all about my birthday wish. You begin to turn your plate to show me and your phone
rings: the sound of a box full of cashews falling down a staircase. The plate-turning pauses. To the right, a
man cleans his glasses with a shiny black cloth. Behind our table, conversations bob in glasses of the house
special: “Jet ski accidents are on the rise…,” “I’m not superstitious, but I would never get her name tattooed
on me...,” “Yeah, but can you explain the term ‘financial advisor’ to me in one sentence?” The maître d'
leans against a wall and utters all the celebrity name-drops she comes across as she reads her book. “Walter
Matthau!” she exclaims to a couple who have just entered the restaurant. You wave your hand in front of
my face. I’m sorry. I was thinking I could never afford the pair of chopsticks you are holding. You’ve turned
the plate and point at it. Well, well, well. Let’s see what you’ve written for my eyes only.
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4. I Am So Sick of the Ozarks
You say fewer songs mentioning the Ozarks would be a good start.
I ask, “A good start to what?” You pick up a snoozing crab cake
off the bone china and stand, bite it and your face takes on
a horrible shine, one made for cable news. You go into your library
and close the doors. The twilight hours pass along with the shadows
of the pine trees I’ve asked you to destroy. I think on what you told me.
“I am so sick of the Ozarks” is a sentence that has never escaped
your mouth. I couldn’t find it in your email either. In fact,
I’ve never heard you talk trash about any kind of nature.
If nature had a fan club, you would be a president without term limits.
That’s what everyone says. It’s only when the news scrolls across
the bottom of our television that you return. Hikers are missing
and now it’s Thursday as usual. Do you know what they found floating
in the river last week? Do you know how many times they’ve found it?
These are things you ask me. And your face. In the dark your face is shining.

5. Sprinkles Help Keep Perspective in the Red River Valley
Crumbs fell: meteorites on the lawn.
Ned's tail knocked a sandal off my foot.
Things had gotten weirder than ever.
I excused myself and wandered into the yard.
Mary knew I loved sprinkles, but she
forgot them. She broke my horse heart.
Then, my phone rang. It was you. You said,
come back. The clouds are on vacation,
there's nothing to see. That's what you said.
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6. Disconnect the Dots
Jim and I decide to disconnect the dots
responsible for constellations. One dot here,
The Great Butter Churn leaks. Another there,
and Orion’s got a hole in his head. Soon,
every starry outline is unrecognizable.
With so many dots now, we make our own
constellations. First, it’s self-portraits.
Then, Jim makes his wife, but with green eyes
instead of blue. I construct a coffin because
there’re lots of people I don’t like. Jim makes
a beer mug and hot dog. I use the rest of my dots
for a dollar sign and it’s the largest constellation
of them all. Jim asks, “Why’d you make that?”
And I don’t know why, so I change the subject.

7. Ok, Cupid
Everyone in your house had a beard,
even the smooth-haired dachshund
with the wheelchair attachment.
Her name was Margot, you said.
You asked about my trip. Bus travel
was invented for the fashion depraved
and those who enjoy touring historical sites.
I am neither of those kinds of people, I said.
I was forthright about my interest in socks.
You had hyped yours up in our conversations
over the Internet. Your best quality was love
of fabrics. That was also something you said.
I asked about them, your socks,
only to look down and see orange
polka-dot boots. Margot was there too,
a stuffed octopus in her mouth.
Someone sneezed upstairs.
You offered to drive me around town
in your bloodmobile as compensation
for the lies you told me about your socks.
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That didn’t seem adequate compensation to me.
I said but all those pictures and you said Photoshop.
I asked if I was the first and you said not even close.
Margot squeaked across the floor, tentacle in mouth.
I said my heart was not a plush toy and you said
it was a sock. I walked back out your door, past
the bloodmobile with the license plate motto:
The Sideburn State. Now, this made sense.
I wrapped this relief around me like a scarf
and was on a bus home twenty minutes later.
And I was so happy—my scarf said don’t mess with me,
I’m the saddest motherfucker with a window seat.

8. Self-Portrait with Demons
My goatee grows out
of fashion. To a point.
You hold open a door
for me. Dead hands
have opened this door
too. There is no memorial
for them. Sometimes,
when moonlight scrapes
through a cheese grater,
you pull my hair. No one
will remember your hands
either. I squeeze a roll
in my hand. I ask you
about my goatee. Does it
have a future? You lean
across the table, touch
the roll. Outside, another
couple heavy pets.
Maple leaves practice
figure-eights to a cello
somewhere in a dark corner.
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9. Poem After Your Own Heart
I wear an otter hat,
but that doesn't make me
a bad person. His name
was Henry. He liked to bite.
Now, I wear him everywhere—
my cute little skullcap,
my sunbeam that destroys snow.
The risk was to be a fuckhead,
to bury his fur and bones
beneath the apple tree.
The home owner's association
I just cannot deal with, no matter
the season. People would look
at me and think, funny tasting water.
Or, my zucchini is not growing,
I'm going to pee on your pines.
I walk hurriedly to my scooter
and remember how Henry loved trips
to the hair salon. How he would eat
the bugs in the driveway. Now,
in this wind tunnel state, there's nothing
but the illusion of his wet nose
sniffing the exhaust on the highway.
I will sit on the patio and scrub the dirt
from my cleats. Henry's eyes will watch
from the comfort of high elevation.
But when I lean over too far, he
will fall on his flat head. He will
be upside down and not feel a thing.
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10. Sometimes a Pony Gets Depressed
Dear Nathan—
Caribbean wasn’t the same
without you. Every day lounging
in candy cane beach chairs.
Through complimentary telescopes
we watched Monster Island
which seemed so far away and north.
A bartender told us a joke: What kind
of animal needs to smoke a cigarette?
We didn’t know and he never delivered
the punch line, but he made a mean zombie,
for which we tipped well.
Best, Dave
Dave—
You wouldn’t believe the shit
people say at the optometrist’s.
Every magazine is Southern Living,
which seems antithetical to eye care.
Not sure what “Monster Island” means—
are you trying to be funny with that line?
I think this year is going to skip spring
altogether. I find myself spending
more and more time in the backyard,
just feeling grass blades in my feet.
I think the bartender was attempting
to be philosophical with you, that’s all.
It’s easy to wax poetic at a resort—
happens to me all the time.
Talk soon, Nate
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The Finder
Perry Palin

T

HE FIRST ONE was a little boy. He was three

years old. His name was Charlie. On the
radio, they said he had been gone for two
days and two nights, and they asked for people to
come to search the fields and woods near his home.
I didn’t know the family. They lived on the other
side of town. People went to walk shoulder to
shoulder through the summer high corn.
I felt bad for the boy and the family, and I went
too, walking through the high corn with a grayhaired woman on my right, and a thin dark brunette
on my left. The sun was hot in the late afternoon. I
wore a long-sleeved shirt to avoid scrapes from the
corn leaves, and this made me hotter still, and the
sweat ran down my face and neck from under my
brimmed hat. There were fifteen of us in our group,
led by a firefighter trained in searches. There were a
hundred and thirty of us altogether. Other teams
were in other fields and searching through the
woods and along the banks of a shallow pond. We
were desperate to find Charlie. The little boy was
missing and we all wanted to find him and bring him
home.
I knew that the little boy was not in the corn. We
weren’t going to find him there. I left the line and started back toward the road. The group
leader called me back to my place in the line, but I kept walking toward the house where the
family lived a half mile away. Twice more, search leaders challenged me, but I kept on walking.
In the yard of the family’s home, the County Sheriff and Fire Chief had formed a command
center. They didn’t want searchers crowding into the yard. A deputy told me to go back to my
team. I didn’t speak to him. I looked at the house and the yard, and then walked to a wooded
ravine behind the house. The searchers had swept through the ravine repeatedly for two days,
but I knew the little boy was there. I went down into the ravine. I don’t know what sense or
senses took over, but something was leading me to the little boy. I found him sleeping in the
shadow of the trunk of a fallen tree. His leg was caught in the branches of the fallen tree. His
clothes were dirty and torn. He had mosquito bites on his face and neck and hands. His skin
was pale and he felt cold, but his eyes fluttered when I touched him on the shoulder. I pulled
the branch free of his leg and picked him up.
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didn’t know how to carry a child. I put his
head on my shoulder and his chest on my
chest so he could feel some warmth from me.
I climbed up into the yard and when a deputy saw
me walking across the lawn he shouted that
Charlie had been found. His mother and father
ran out of the house, the screen door slamming
loudly behind them. The boy jerked at the
slamming of the screen door. His mother was
crying and trying to take the boy from me gently,
and I let her have her son. Paramedics ran over
and led the mother toward their truck where they
took the little boy from her and put him on a
gurney. One of the paramedics said they had to
take him in, but it looked like he would be all
right. They left in the ambulance with both the
mother and father inside.
A call went out to the searchers that the boy
had been found, and that they could leave, with
the thanks of the family and the rescue leaders,
once they had checked out with their team
captains. I had left my team, so I walked back to
my truck and drove home without talking to
anyone. I still had the searcher’s vest I had been
given, so I dropped it off at the fire hall when I
went into town. I didn’t want any special notice of
what I had done, except from one person. It
wasn’t anything special, it something that just
happened, but I wanted Loretta to think it was a
good thing that it was me that found the little boy.
When I dropped off the vest the fire chief was
there, and he said they knew I was the one who
had found the little boy. People wanted to show
their gratitude. They wanted to have an event at
the school. I said I wouldn’t go. I didn’t know
how I found the little boy. It was an accident
maybe, and I was glad that somebody found him.
But I would have been happy if Loretta noticed.
Loretta had been in my class at school. She was
the only one I asked on a date. I asked her to a
dance, and she said no. She lived on a farm too,
closer to town, and we rode the same school bus.
I got on before her and I tried to save a seat for
when she got on. She sat with other kids, and
some of the other boys, but she didn’t sit with me.
I couldn’t think of anyone else. She gave me no
reason to hope, but I wanted to be with her. The
year after I graduated from high school was a bad
year for small farmers, and my parents lost the
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farm they had been on for fifteen years. They
moved south to be close to my older brother and
my dad got a job driving a truck. I didn’t go with
them. I should have gone to school for drafting or
mechanical engineering, but I could not leave the
place where Loretta lived. She worked in one of
the two real estate offices in town. I moved to an
apartment above a store and worked at the feed
mill. Loretta dressed nice in her office clothes. I
was dusty and sometimes greasy when equipment
needed repairs.
Our county was low hills and gently sloping
farm fields and hardwood forests, with some
steep and rocky valleys. With a loan from my
brother I bought some rocky pasture land, mostly
cleared of trees but too steep for crops. I put up
fences and sheds and a pole barn, I had a well
dug, and I bought sheep and goats. Over a year
and a half, I built a three-bedroom house. I did
most of the building myself as time and money
allowed. It was a family house for Loretta and me.
I moved in alone when the house was ready. I
bought more sheep and when the ewes lambed in
my third February I started to pay off the loan for
the land. Loretta never seemed to notice what I
was doing. When I was in town, when I went by
the real estate office, she gave me the same smile
she gave to everyone else.

T

was a little girl. I heard
about her on the radio. She had been
missing for half a day, ninety miles north of
our town. There was a call for volunteers and I
drove my truck for two hours to get to her home.
It was late March. Most of the snow was gone,
but the ground was still frozen. When I was
within a few miles of the place, I felt that she had
gone to water. I don’t know why I thought this.
Volunteers were being directed to park in a field
across the road from the house. There weren’t so
many there this time. I parked my truck in the
field and walked across the road to the house. A
sheriff’s deputy tried to stop me, to send me back
to join a search team, but I walked past him
without speaking and down a long slope to the
woods. In the woods, I saw brown swamp grass
and a frozen pond. I walked through the tall grass
and found the girl up to her waist in the cold
water at the edge of the rotting spring ice. I had to
HE SECOND ONE

walk into the water to get to her, and the water
was cold on my legs and in my boots. She was
blue and her eyes were closed. I pulled her out by
the hood on her jacket and carried her up to the
house. The cold was painful on my legs, and I was
afraid the little girl would be frostbitten. The
paramedics saw me with the girl and came
running with blankets. I drove home in my bare
feet with the heater turned on high. I heard later
that after a few days in the hospital the little girl
would be okay. After the little girl, some people
greeted me on the street in town, and wanted to
shake my hand. They asked me how I had found
the children, they wanted to know my secret, and
I told them truthfully that I didn’t know. Loretta
was one of those who never mentioned it, and her
smile for me was the same as it was for everyone.
I bought two dogs to help me with the growing
flock, an Australian Shepherd and a Sheltie. I
worked long days and nights in lambing time in
late winter, and during the spring and summer
when I brought in hay from surrounding farms,
but the sheep didn’t take much time the rest of
the year. Coyotes took some of my lambs, and I
went to a stock auction to buy donkeys, which
were good guard animals for a flock. At the
auction, few were bidding on the animals, and I
bought four donkeys and a pair of black draft
mules. The mules were full brothers out of a
Percheron mare. The mules were big and they
were smart. I cut firewood trees on my hillsides
and used the mules to pull the logs to the
farmyard. Then I started skidding saw logs with
the mules. I sold the red oaks for flooring and
furniture, and the hickories to cabinet makers. I
used the mules as singles, working with one, and
then as he rested, working with the other. One
mule was easier to control than a pair when
working on a hillside between the trees. I would
hitch them in a team to drag a large load across
flat ground to a landing or a road. Neighbors
asked me to thin the trees on their hillsides, and I
trailered my mules to their woodlots and worked
carefully to keep from scaring the landscape.
Loretta’s dad hired me to log a part of his
property. Loretta lived with her parents, but she
didn’t come to see me work with my mules.

T

was a six year old boy. It
was summer and the phone rang when I
was having lunch. The fire chief called me
to a farm on the south side of the county. The
boy had been missing for half a day. There was no
search party. A group of firefighters and a few
sheriff’s deputies were waiting for me to arrive.
HE THIRD ONE

When I drove into the farmyard I knew that I
would find him. The ground was flatter here than
at home, and the fields were bigger. This was a
grain farm, with two rows of round steel grain
bins. The boy had climbed a ladder on the outside
of a grain bin, up to the port at the top, and fallen
in. The bin was half full of spring wheat. When
the boy tried to stand, he sank in the wheat, so he
laid down flat. I climbed the ladder to look in and
saw him lying face up on the wheat, scared and
dusty. I went back out and a firefighter lowered
himself with a rope into the bin to pull the boy to
safety. I was glad that I had found the boy, and I
went home to my house and my animals without
stopping along the way.
That week the local newspaper had an account
of how I had found another lost child. The city
paper from eighty miles away sent out a reporter
to ask me how it was that I could find these
children. I didn’t know how I did it. I didn’t know
how to answer her questions.
I would see Loretta in town sometimes, on the
street or in the grocery. She had a great smile and
I enjoyed talking to her. I wanted to ask her out,
but she was always so busy. She talked about the
plans she had for that evening or for this
weekend. She was always busy, but I didn’t want
to be with anyone else.
Loretta’s mom had a nice yard, with flowers
and a deep green lawn. I spaded flower beds
around my house and planted perennials that
would bloom in the fall, and then come back
green and strong in the spring. I planted annuals
in some of the beds close to the front door. I kept
seeds from some of my flowers and threw them
out in the pastures in the spring, and some of
them would take hold and grow bright colors,
until it was time to rotate my stock into that
pasture and the goats would eat them to the
ground.
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I worked hard on poor land, and my dogs
helped. The mules helped too with the logging of
hillsides. In the summer the fields and pastures of
the neighborhood glowed in the sunlight. I
enjoyed the warm rains because I knew it would
keep the pastures growing. In the winter, we had
sharp hard cold and deep snow and short bright
days. After barn chores, I drove into town for
supplies and lunch at the café. I went home to a
nice house, but it was an empty house.
A couple years after high school Loretta had
had a baby. She didn’t tell anyone who the father
was. I thought hard about that baby, Loretta’s
little girl. I was getting my farm together then and
I thought hard about what I was doing. I decided
to go ahead and build the family house. There
would be room for Loretta’s daughter. I would
help raise the little girl, and Loretta and I would
have more children.

T

hen in the early summer the next call came.
It was Loretta’s little girl who was lost this
time. The fire chief had not called for
volunteers. He called me. That was what everyone
wanted him to do. They wanted him to call me. I
drove the few miles to Loretta’s parents’ farm. I
wanted to find Loretta’s daughter, to bring her
back to her mother. In the front yard the fire
chief said he was glad I could come. He said he
was counting on me to find the little girl.
I had a bad feeling. I didn’t know where to
look. It wasn’t like the other times. Then the
storm door slapped shut and I heard Loretta’s
footsteps on the concrete and then on the grass,
running to me. She saw me from the kitchen
window and came running across the yard. She
had been crying and her hair was mussed. She
hugged me and told me to bring back her little
girl. Then she let me go so I could walk to where
her little girl was waiting. I turned around and
looked in every direction, but I was empty. I knew
that with the others I had something inside that
would lead me to them, but now I was empty.
People followed as I began to circle the house,
but I turned to them and held up my hand,
signaling for them not to come.
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It was late morning when this began, the
circling of the house, the walk through the barn
and the sheds and the abandoned chicken coop,
the survey of the dusty ground leading to the
machine shed. The oats in the field were short so
that a child, even lying down, would be seen from
a distance. Loretta’s girl was not in the oats. The
corn was near waist high, and I walked through
the corn fields looking for the girl, but the fields
were empty. I wanted to find the girl, but where I
had a feeling with the others, now I was empty.
After the corn fields, I went back to the yard
and turned around and looked in every direction.
Then I circled the buildings again, and walked
between the buildings, covering the same ground
a second time. I walked into the woods on the
west side of the farm, past the sheds and the
barns. I walked as far as a quarter mile from the
house, and then doubled back a few yards to the
side of my first course, and then back out again
and again. I circled the farm, searching through
the woods, and where I came to the border of the
farm, I walked through a neighboring pasture and
cornfield, and I found nothing.
The day wore on. I wouldn’t stop. I went back
to the woods and walked some more. Deputies
followed me in shifts, and when evening came
they told me it was time to stop for the day, and
go back to the house. I didn’t want to stop, but I
was exhausted and I was tripping over roots and
stumps and tree branches fallen to the ground. I
wouldn’t stop, but two deputies took me by the
arms and told me I had to give it up.
It was dark then. The air was cooling and I was
getting cold in the evening air and in my dirty
clothes. I didn’t want to stop, but I was empty.
The two deputies led me out of the woods and
back to the yard. The barnyard light cast a bright
blue-white light from the top of the power pole,
obscuring the stars. I leaned against the picnic
table and rubbed my face with my hands. I
wanted to go back out, to look for Loretta’s girl,
but I was too weak. One of the deputies gave me
a water bottle and a granola bar. I drank half of
the water and slowly chewed on the bar. I was
shaking from exhaustion.

The screen door slapped shut on the house and
I heard Loretta’s steps running down toward me.
I looked up as she approached, and she ran right
into me and she was hitting me with her fists. She
was crying and hitting me hard.
Then she began to curse me. “Damn you,
Peter! God damn you. You found those other
kids, but you won’t bring my baby back to me.
Why won’t you do it? Why won’t you do it?”
Loretta slumped onto the bench at the side of the

table. She was crying, and she said, “You never
asked me again. You asked me just one time to go
to the dance, and you never asked me again. Why
didn’t you ask me again? You know I wanted you
to ask me again. Now why won’t you bring back
my little girl?” she cradled her head on her arms
on the table. She was sobbing. “I hate you, Peter!
I hate you! You never asked me a second time,
and you won’t bring back my little girl. I hate
you.”

The Root
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Three Poems
Sheryl Nelms

Snaketown, Arizona
I bend to
the morning sun
fingering a red
chunk of Hohokam
pottery
a perfect palm-sized
hunk of fired
pot
etched with
zig
zags of buff
totems
from that ancient
Indian crematorium
and jar
smashing
offering
ground
of Kokopelli
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It’s Fall in South Dakota
the geese leave
us to the red
and yellow
and brown
and bare limbs
stripped
to the fluff
of morning frost
and cold bones
to be warmed
in another afternoon
of the stretch
of Sioux summer
to the anticipation
of the deep
freeze
to come
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Old Charlie
he always made me wonder
eyes crow footed from sun
on snow
body slumped
from slack times
he lived
out there on
the Pine Ridge Reservation
in a gutted ’49 Ford
army blankets on the floorboard
made his bed
Sunkist orange crate
along the door
held flour and sugar and
Annie Green Springs
Coleman stove
in the hump
of the trunk
warmed his food
and body
and up front
floor to windshield
a raw pine board
bookcase
bulged
with Miller and Mitchner
and Freud
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Three Poems
Victor Pearn

1. Fifteenth Child
Because of fear I have avoided the bear
that stands with paws and claws
upraised. The grizzly turns sniffing
goes through fields of fiery red petals
to a forest with golden aspen leaves
shimmering in the wind.
I packed everything I owned
into my car.
Ten years ago I arrived.
I’ve watched the blue heron
stand motionless
studying the perfect water.
What are the odds
we are the babies of our families?
She has seven
older brothers and sisters
and in our conversation
she says, “Why am I here?”
Knowing love would come.
Every day I ask the same question.
The fifteenth Child
is a cutthroat trout swimming
in the clear river, starlight
twinkling at dusk, a snowfall
in the fields. Breaking silence.
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2. Plaza Mayor Madrid 1974
Small balconies with flowerbeds
cobblestone pavement a parade
men on horseback plumes bouncing
above their silver helmets
swords and lances and then—
seven and eight-year-old girls
dressed in white for first communion
followed by a group of chanting monks,
and woodcarvings of the king and queen
a group of jesters wearing red and green
troops of boys marching
and horsemen dressed Elizabethan
set out to discover a new world.
This is Franco’s Spain, but today
There is singing in the Plaza Mayor.
After the parade everyone crowds
into the plaza and the people
lift one voice together in Latin
like an electric spark in the air,
or a goose chill that’s sent
down your spine for pure joy
people I’ll never know, that day
touched me, rubbed shoulders with me,
and their song said, love me love me.
In center square the oldest part of town
many have trundled here. Cervantes,
Hemingway, and Michener, I come here
to eat donuts, and have hot chocolate
in the Red Lion, and to look at the
post office. Years later, two years
after my mother died, I find
a post card of this place
written by me, but never sent to her,
but I remember her in the joy
of that day of that parade.
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A part of the whole that make up
the modern world this mass a throng
singing to the universe
in the land of great cathedrals,
and castles protected then
by military police guarding
the streets of the parade,
they could speak to you as you
walked by them, and the Carmelite
Sisters, guardians of the hospital
of charities, who live with hope.
A metropolis of five million
has grown up around this plaza
in the plains beyond olive
and orange groves, and more plains,
and mountains, France, Portugal,
Atlantic and Mediterranean, border
and shorelines.
The wind blowing up sounds,
where you can see knights clash
in jousting tournaments
that replicate medieval honor,
crested banners blazing.
And rivers flow here too
surrounding the rock on three sides
where a castle is an
undefeatable fortress looming up.
All of this riding on the sound
of the wind, or no sound.
It is calm in the plaza
the singing has stopped
a deep and solemn quiet
overtakes this place,
someone is lifting a cup to the blue sky,
above the soft white petals of the flowerbeds
the silence is broken by the flapping
brown and white pigeons rise, on healing wings,
and the crowd voices, young and old,
all those voices singing.
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3. “It’s Lovely to Live on a Raft”
—Huckleberry Finn

does not owe
allegiance to any flag
in Huck’s voice
we hear the ear of language.
We always know more than Huck,
but he always knows more than us.
His Pap is a drunken thug
A redneck racist— Huck could be him,
sold down the river.
A cozy place St. Petersburg,
Feuding, drunkenness,
violence to women, and slavery.
Huck’s own salvation
is to save Jim.
What do we make of it when
Jim is dressed up as King Lear
in blue?
To contrast Huck, Tom Sawyer
comes back and is hit by a bullet.
It is not history.
It is the moral state of being,
Huck lights out for it. The uncivilized
territory ahead.
And that’s why we need this book.
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Two Short Poems

Vivian Bolland Schroeder

1. Something Special
I will not lose my heart to a poet,
Lest everydayness cheapen something beautiful
And render each lofty utterance ordinary:
Good, but commonplace,
Like morning coffee.

2. Quiet
A burst of Tejano lyrics issues from a passing golf cart,
Masks for a moment the hum of mosquitoes.
A skateboard thuds somewhere nearby
From a makeshift ramp,
Followed by laughter.
Strains of The Entertainer assault from the ice cream truck
The neighborhood.
Two Blocks down the street a vehicle bleats violation.
A siren wails urgently through mainstream traffic.
In the distance, a high school band strikes up
In response to a collective shout of victory
For one team or another.
I pick up my novel and my empty coffee mug
And head indoors,
Grateful for this, another quiet evening.
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Green Tea
Christopher G. Bremicker

I

drank a lot of Lipton’s diet green
tea. It was supposed to be good
for you, almost as good as water.
It also made you go, not urinate but
defecate.
Today, I drank six bottles of it in
the morning. It was part of my prayer
and meditation ritual before I started
my day. I went to the bathroom half
an hour later. I went number two.
Then, before lunch, I drank another
six bottles. My dietitian warned me
that too many fluids created a loss of
electrolytes which was bad for my
heart. Also, I got lit up on the
caffeine.
I liked the intoxicating effect diet
green tea gave me and it helped
formulate my writing plans for the
day. It was better for me than coffee
or soda pop. In effect, I prayed,
meditated, and set up my day with a beverage that gave me the runs.
It never failed to work. Six bottles of diet green tea and I was on the can. It was a cleansing
ritual and part of my morning devotions. Then I went on with my day of handball, writing,
or work.
Usually, I got to the can on time. Sometimes I didn’t. I had a theory that if you needed a
toilet, God would send you a toilet.
That theory was not always correct. I proved it wrong many times. There was the case of
looking for a coffee shop to defecate in, being blocked from parking my car at a Starbuck’s,
and finding another coffee shop up the street.
I didn’t make it to their toilet in time and blew it out, with crap on the toilet seat and floor.
I cleaned it up as best I could. I threw my underwear in the trash basket and wiped off the
can with toilet paper.
I ran into two friends outside a restaurant next door who wanted to talk. I stopped and
talked to them with crap in my pants. I was nonchalant, as the stuff was wet on the seat of
my pants. I put newspaper on the seat of the car for the drive home.

64

Winter 2015-16

D

elightful, you said? There was more. Many
times, at the airport, where I pushed
wheelchairs, I drank iced tea and dropped
a load while talking to a gate agent. The
conversation was more important to me than
propriety and I got to the can too late.
I threw my underwear in the waste basket,
cleaned out my pants, and continued with my job.
I pushed little old ladies in wheelchairs all day
smelling like a turd. I wore dark pants.
However, today was my tour de force. As I
said, I drank six more bottles of diet green tea
before lunch. Then I got on the bus. The bus was
five minutes late.
Everything was fine until I started to feel
queasy in my bowels. I prayed I could hold on
until we got to a Popeye’s Louisiana Chicken fast
food joint that had a toilet. I transferred onto the
light rail there. I got off the bus near the
restaurant.
I started to let go. I ran to the door of the place,
walked in, and pulled on the door of the men’s
restroom. It was locked. I tried the women’s
restroom and the door opened. All this time, I
was taking a crap, a wet one.
Inside, I tore off my jacket, unbuckled and
unzipped my pants, and sat down. As soon as I
lowered my pants, a load of crap hit the floor. My
ass sloshed onto the seat and I finished it off, with
a wet, squirting, gushing crap.
It felt good to let go of lunch. We had Philly
steak sandwiches and carrots. They went right
through me.
I cleaned up the restroom as best I could. I
threw my underwear in the waste basket, cleaned
off my shoes, and put my pants back on. I left the
restaurant quickly.
On the platform of the light rail, I hoped the
cops did not come looking for me. The restaurant
had cameras, I thought. Someone would have to
clean up the mess. The manager would be thrilled.
If the bus was on time, I would have made it.
I took the light rail to work and stood at the
door, to avoid people seeing my pants, and sitting
on a seat that would become soiled. I got off at
my stop and walked to the Goodwill. I had fifteen

minutes to find a pair of pants on the employee
rack of black pants and sign in.
I walked into the store and ran to the rack,
located in processing behind the donations site. I
found a pair that were men’s pants. They looked
big but they had pockets. They were not women’s
pants, anyway.
I ran to the restroom, took off my soiled pants,
washed off my ass with wet toilet paper, and put
on the new pants. They were huge. I threaded the
belt through the loops, cinched them up, and
rolled up the cuffs. They looked like Charlie
Chaplin pants.
I got out of the stall, threw my old pants in the
trash barrel, and walked to work. I signed in right
on time. No one noticed the big pants, the crap
on my belt and shoes, and the fact I wore no
underwear. This was another adventure in the life
of a man addicted to diet green tea.
I could not get enough of the stuff. I liked the
high it gave me and the taste. I drank twelve
bottles today, blew out my electrolytes, and
dropped four or five loads. I bought new
underwear often.
I even invented song lyrics to accompany my
addiction. They went to the tune of “I’m Getting
Married in the Morning.” I’m taking a crap in the
morning. I’m taking a crap at nine. I’m taking a
crap in the morning. So, get me to the can, get me
to the can on time.
Dropping a load was a major part of my life.
Friends warned me that drinking so much fluids
were dangerous. In mixed company, I said
Lipton’s diet green tea kept me regular.
I bought twenty cases, of twelve bottles each,
every month or two. I paid five dollars a case, if I
bought them at the right time. Otherwise, I paid
seven dollars. I promised my dietitian I would
switch to water when this order of diet green tea
ran out.
I would miss the high of green tea but water
gave me a high too. It was a different kind of high
but I felt ready to make the switch. Water was the
best drink and I felt anything else was kid’s stuff,
even booze. As for Lipton’s diet green tea’s
laxative effect, I would stop playing Russian
roulette with the toilet.
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Eight Poems

Audre Ionia Kluzik

1. Latsch Island
Here we are
On a Mississippi sand bar
In time to see the blushing
of the setting sun.
A driftwood fire to warm us
We watch the river disappear
Rushing to join the sea.
We build a magic castle of sand
So we can soar
Everywhere.
Now is our chance
To dance and dance
While banging two sticks together.
To sing and sing.
Singing, sighing
Can this last forever?
Never,
Says the river.
Never.
Our songs play catch with a wave.
Silver ashes
fall like snow on a grave.
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2. To be like
What is it to be like,
Like a hike through fallen leaves,
An image on a negative,
A breath in winter,
The holes of a sieve?
To live, to live, to live
And
Give back the birds their wings.
To touch so much as a seed
These moments we need.
Wild or tame
Whichever or when ever
It is all the same.
Without guilt or shame
Needing the one who is there,
Catching beauty from the air.
Being like all of this
Is to be as this
To live
Live
Live
And not look back.
Nor have any wish
For what might have been missed.
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3. One knows me
Being moved subtly from
What you were to
What you can be.
As music floating freely
Becomes in serene arms
Encircled with ours.
To possess a free will
That will be filled
With the magic secrets of life.
Life
A created magnificence
Touching the tender crystals of us
To want to know more
And even more
For one knows me.
Me,
Softly being in sun drenched space
Catching the peacefulness of a
Calming sort of feeling.
Moving knowingly between
Awake and aware of what is in us
That we are and always meant to be
Going into ourselves.
For in us is a haven
That will come to some
And call to all
Who are seeking
For the I in it.
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4. Fall sunrise over Bay State Mills
Looking through a dewy window
Somehow it is different today.
The heaviness that was there
Is not here today.
What seems to be seems now so clear.
Over there, a string of rail cars
Sleeps
Stretched on its street of steel
When it lumbers awake from slumber,
Will it feel the difference too?
A yawning dawn breaks
Stirring an aftermath ache.
Now the fall sun rises over
Bay State Mills.
Gold flecked, blue-black hills
Fill this river valley.
Purple clouds
Shot with loud Carmen red.
Hot
Shocking
Orange
Strokes the hurt.
The sun scatters the sky
Carving cut crystal chips
In the window pane.
Autumn clouds fall away
Without warning
It is morning.
Today will be that day
For reaching
For searching.
But now,
To stand still
staring
through the broken pain streaked window pane.
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5. No Man
Silence.
Lifeless silence
Follows the too loud violence
A way of life is no more
For
War has come again.
Death will reign.
Where there is no man.
The land is broken
Fallow.
Shattered terraces wash away
Barns are barren
Rusty scythes lie useless
Seed bags are ripped, open and moldy.
There is no man.
To plant
To harvest
Even birds build no nest
There will be no rest.
Not here
Not in Afghanistan.
Refugees flow down the road
Muffled sighs singe the dark.
They leave behind bloody footprints
That soldiers will follow.
Wolves searching for safety.
Where there is no man.
Silhouettes appear on the rise
Gray and ghostly fog
Their disguise.
Grenades hanging from their hips
They count their bullets,
Snap their clips,
Hasten their descent down the mountain.
Many will die before this day is through,
They know what they must do
Where they must go
Disappearing into the shadows
Where
There is no man.
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6. Keokuk Pool
Along the banks of this river
Under a Midwestern sky
Watching that lazy Ol’ Mississip’
Come, sit with me
Carving a peach pit
The shavings fall
Do not ask why.
By and by
Someone will fish from the levee
Somethin’s gettin’ kinda heavy
There’s a boy sitting on that rock wall
The cares we carry,
The worries we worry,
Gettin’ kinda hazy.
Not so important now
Somehow
Not today anyway.
Come, sit with me.
Getting in touch with what is ours and others
Nice ‘n lazy
A blade of grass between our teeth.
Neat way to spend time
Doesn’t even cost a dime.
Thoughts wander
We wonder
Are ducks feeding in Keokuck Pool?
With luck, we might get to see a few
Mmmmmmm,
Kinda cool
Eyes might swim seeing Leech Lake
Black with blue gills again
Where are they all
This Fall
Migrating birds
Flock
Instinct pure nature.
Mmmmmmmm,
Come sit with me.
Sure is a shiver in the air
There is Eagle Point
Over there above the dam and the locks
I think maybe today
We too can find our way.
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7. Star Dance
Stars are dancing a shaman dance
As smoky images appear
Merging with an iridescent mist
Drifting bit by bit
Into a tilting orbit
All clinging
To a spider silk
Whispering
I am here
I am here
I am
Shaped by a soft gentle hope
Honed to a fine smooth shape
Made by
Weaving dreams all day
Unraveling seams all night
Like Penelope.
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8. Us and We
Existing within an interior self
The middle of a riddle
Cells, Bones, Hormones
And iron irony.
A womb full of eggs
A spoon of water
An ocean bed
Changing clanging trains
And whistles
Into lullabies.
A sigh
A maze
Filled with blood
And rage
Amazed at what we are
And have always been
Whispering breath into galaxies
And men.
Fertile after birth
A fountain of milk
A flow of love
Raw as nectar from a straw.
Licking popsicle sticks
And lollipop sticks
With red sticky lips
Needing what we need
Filled with wonder
A threatening clap of thunder
Becoming lightening on a hot day.
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Zen of Winter

Lost Lake Folk Opera magazine, and Green Blade, published by special
arrangement for the Rural America Writers’ Center, Plainview, Minnesota.
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Backlands
Ken Fliés

Excerpt from a Lost Lake Folk Art memoir to be released in Fall 2017.

P

reparation for my great
adventure in the backlands of
Brazil commenced on Sunday, July 22, 1962. I took my
first ever airplane ride to Oklahoma
City. We passed through a Midwestern thunderstorm so violent that I
quickly became familiar with a barf
bag. The shine of my adventure
quickly took a major turn in my psyche. In was not a particular stellar day
in aviation. A Canadian Pacific flight
had crashed in Honolulu killing
twenty-seven people. The Mariner-1
spacecraft, one of our first forays into
The author, Peace Corps Brazil, 1962
space, had to be destroyed after takeoff. I was beginning to comprehend more clearly
the angst of my mother concerning the unknowns of this adventure.
My second great awakening was stepping on to the tarmac at Will Rodger’s Field.
Summers can be hot and humid in Minnesota but nothing like that was. I had an instant
sensation akin to someone setting a hot, five hundred-pound anvil on my head. Another
portent of things to come I suspected. With my feet finally firmly on the ground,
however, I headed off the University of Oklahoma in Norman, to the site of my threemonth-long training for the Brazil II Peace Corps project. I was joined by an assortment
of individuals more diverse than any I had met in my life. Fourteen of the trainees,
thirteen of them women, were destined for the Brazil I 4-H group already in country. A
few of these gals were fiancées of men in this group and became affectionately known
as the Mob—“Mail Order Brides”.
Upon our arrival, we received a comprehensive training manual that stated the
program goal was to provide Volunteers “with the best training possible to insure the
most successful performance of this specific assignment within the limitations of
individual ability and time permitted for training … therefore, the curriculum has been
designed to satisfy these personal needs as well as to fulfill the purposes and objectives
of the project.”
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B

ecause of our assignment to Brazil, our instruction immersed us in
all things Brazilian: the Portuguese, language, culture, and geography.
There was also significant focus given to
our partnering organization, our identity
as Americans, and our “noble” goals
around the world, specifically in Latin
America. Beyond linguistic and cultural
knowledge, our training was also meant
to prepare us “psychologically, socially,
intellectually, physically, and technically” for our assignments.
Although nothing was said about political training, fully half our training

hours—some seventeen lectures in all—
were devoted to significant foreign affairs issues. The subtle message
throughout was that Latin America, and
Brazil in particular, were not bastions of
stability.
We had plenty to be concerned about.
Several geo-political factors lead the
U.S. State Department and the Peace
Corps to move with haste to focus
attention on Brazil in the early 1960s.
Principal among these were the
continuing Cold War with Russia, the
Bay of Pigs debacle, and the leftist direction of the Brazilian government.

Check out new voices, new releases from
established authors, folk art memoirs, mindbending fiction, and award-winning poetry.
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Everybody Has One1.
How he made a fool of me!
Emilio De Grazia

T

he election of Donald Trump
was synonymous with my
dawning awareness that old
age presages death. It seems
like a final and very personal defeat. A
sort of bottom fell out of my life in the
evening hour when Trump’s victory
became inevitable, a demoralization
that destroyed my confidence that I,
as an “intellectual” with published
views, deserve a local parade. Trump’s
win suddenly made my college degrees
irrelevant, along with all my attempts
to understand and write about the
important issues of the times. There
was a dullish sinking feeling to it, a sense that hope for some sense of progress was not
simply reversed but as false as bad fiction. I awoke the day after with something
resembling a hangover. I immediately turned away from news broadcasts, and tried,
desperately, not to care.
I had cheered Trump’s candidacy, certain that his narcissism, bigotry, selfishness,
bullying, racism and sexism were so transparent that the Democrats could run Daffy
Duck against him and win. Hillary, committed politician and loyal wife, suffered a
terrible beating from a bully. Trump successfully featured his poisonous self, and made
a fool of me and the millions who voted for her.
What drained from me at the election night eleventh hour when I went hopelessly to
bed was not my sense that democracy is the most worthwhile, indeed the best available,
political system. I’ve read my De Tocqueville and the populists. Something heavier sank
me down: The sense that learning—call it a serious calling to base vital decisions on
information, knowledge, and the wisdom of the ages—had failed. And worse—despite
its accumulated weight, that learning is irrelevant.
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T

rump voters were moved by forces that
have little to do with the alleged
purposes of schools, universities,
science and serious studies. The worst features
of Hollywood, Las Vegas, and Madison
Avenue industries easily trumped educational
establishments, and now are poised, with the
help of some leaders of these establishments of
higher learning, to sell themselves to Trumpish
purposes. The Enlightenment is failing, and the
democratic revolutionary spirit of the
Romantic movement that gave us the U.S.
Constitution has been its agent of decline.
Trump’s victory signals that my vote, more
studious than most, counts less than the least
studious vote.

There is something imperfectly right about
this. My studious vote does not naturally
qualify me to belong to an intellectual class
assuming the right to rule because it went to
the trouble of educating itself about how to do
the right, and practical, thing. I too called
Trump clueless, vulgar, and amoral, and he
made an ignorant fool of me. Early in his
candidacy he announced that he “loved” the
uneducated, presumably by the millions in the
working class. But his win re-enrolled me into
the working class, demoralized but seeing more
clearly how much educational work remains
undone.

Submit queries, new writing, graphics and photos using our
convenient upload portal.
Lost Lake Folk Opera
www.shipwrecktbooks.com
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Put ADVERTISING in the subject line.
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Everybody Has One 2.
Livin’ the Good Life!
Tom Driscoll

Mr. Tom, Peace Corps Gabon, Age 34

& Mary Bligh Cardiac ICU, Mayo Clinic, Age 67

B

orn in midsummer in the Midwest—son of a Mick whose old man dropped
the O’ from Driscoll, had a steel plate screwed on his forehead to patch over
shrapnel from a German 88 and died young of a heart attack; and a WAC with
guilty dreams of flaxen hair and secondhand stardom who steadied herself for
babies and cold water winters with Pall Malls, Blue Ribbon and cribbage—I have always
expected much and have always received much from the warmest months.
Coming of age in the 60s, summer provided a painted backdrop to adventures,
relationships and ideas that shaped me. I was drafted and spent boot camp in summer.
Ten years after the Army, I joined Peace Corps and went to Gabon in summer. I’ve
always prided myself in engaging every season by building buildings, running, cycling,
canoeing, skiing, snowshoeing no matter the weather or the temperature; but working
up a sweat in summer heat, long days filled with abundant sunlight, I loved best.
In May and June of 2016, I logged 700 bicycle miles. In July, I plotted a 500-mile
month on the ramp up to a few 800-mile months in the fall. Having pedaled 5,000miles and more in a season many times in recent years, I expected I would do it again.
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In hindsight, perhaps I failed to reconcile
just how bad the Presidential primaries had
sickened me—the Republican debates in particular, though Hillary’s preordained slam dunk
over Bernie gave me serious indigestion—with
watching the bizarre midsummer pageantry
and infected rhetoric of the two-party nominating conventions.
I never dreamed that my fellow Americans
would turn out in prodigious numbers to vote
for a bombastic bum like Donald J. Trump,
irresponsible defiler of Democracy, incapable
of doing more than arousing his reckless base
and grabbing shiny things. It’s impossible for
me to mute my opinion about the voters who
enabled Mr. Trump to become President of the
United States. I agree with essayist Emilio
DeGrazia: Trump made fools of us, all of us.
Even the sincerest Trump supporters are
responsible for normalizing populist white nationalism and the lack of executive preparedness that now leaves America vulnerable to
manifestations of unfamiliar governance.
KABOOM! A massive heart attack took me
down right after the Fourth of July. As much
as I’d like to blame the destruction of my left
ventricle on Donald Trump, I can’t. I’m still
wondering whether the summer of 2016 was
just one more in a long line of great adventures.
Stents, pacemaker, defibrillator implants,
open heart surgery to embed a pump in my
chest, waking up after eight days in an induced
coma tethered to a dialysis machine, netted by
wires and tubes, hooked up to a small controller and two 14-volt lithium batteries; so thirsty,
so inconceivably weak, completely disoriented.
I thank Beth, my tireless caregiver and wonderful spouse; family members, old friends,
former colleagues, as well as authors and
cohorts in the business of producing exciting
new books and superior literary content. Your
patient forbearance and commitment to Shipwreckt imprints has motivated my recovery.
This issue of Folk Opera was in the works before heart attack and finished only after
months of cardiac rehab, hard work and
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fighting to live. During that period, fall and
early winter, Shipwreckt published Sixty-one, a
memoir by longtime storyteller and peace activist Larry Johnson; and a gripping debut
coming of age novel by Judi Bergen, Longing
to Belong.
Contents of this issue are as good as any anthology under the Folk Opera imprint. The contributor list is long, but I suggest you read
everything, because every sentence is compelling, well-voiced and worth your attention.
If I had to decide what to read (knowing
what I know) knowing I could only spare a
short time, I would recommend Jacob
Patchen. His Three Poems lower the defenses
of combat veterans to reveal a glimpse of the
war that continues after a soldier comes home.
Nick Ozment’s essay on living in an old rural house is a thoroughly entertaining description of the horror movie imagination that haunts us
all.
Daughters and Dogs by Jackie Goodwin is a
must read. It’s very much an abridged family
epic, with a beloved dog gone-missing as the
unifying story.
Poet Dan Butterfass has crafted three
meditations, Lost in the Art of Poetry and Abe
Yoder look inward to reveal critical outer
worlds. Collision looks out; it’s about a deer; and
draws the reader into a complex inner universe.
I also want to point out the front cover image, a photo taken by my younger brother Dan
Driscoll. Dan spent so many weeks at the hospital with me, sleeping on waiting room
couches, eating vending machine food, I finally
had to carefully, gratefully ask him to go home.
Dan—who has had three heart attacks—enjoys taking summer drives in the old truck pictured on the cover. The young girl inside looking at the horse and barn, that’s Dan’s granddaughter Teagan. He texted me the photo as
proof he’d made it back to eastern Illinois, adding that when Teagan saw the horse and barn
she said, “We’re livin’ the good life.”
Amen to that. Life is indeed good.

Look for these new releases from Shipwreckt Books at your local
bookseller and online at www.shipwrecktbooks.com.
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