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Introducing the 16th edition of Story Circle Network’s annual anthology, Real Women 
Write: Sharing Our Stories, Sharing Our Lives. We are excited to share with you this 
collection of engaging and thoughtful writing from our members. 

The winding trail to becoming one’s authentic self is a theme running through these 
works. Be it a fictional exploration, a poem, or an essay about lived experience, the 
need to make that journey is powerful. In these writings you will recognize women’s 
lifelong efforts to understand and appreciate our parents and families. To continue the 
discovery of this wide world and our place in it. To make peace with our physical 
bodies, our losses, our moments of bliss. To acknowledge our connections with 
animals, and with the earth itself. And so much more. Through it all, as we explore the 
many ways that we are women, there is writing itself, which brings the women of 
SCN so much challenge and pleasure and enlightenment. 

We have included an ample group of the many entries received, yet as always, space 
restricts our selections, and so do other, more subtle considerations—subject, imagery, 
and coherence are among them. We have worked hard to choose for you the best and 
most meaningful pieces, while balancing opportunities for new writers and those with 
more words under their belts. Though we are never able to share all the good work 
that is entered, every piece submitted is greatly appreciated, for every one speaks from 
the heart. And any of them might be the one that reveals a deeper meaning, creates 
greater understanding, or strengthens your spirit. 

Editing this collection is always an honor, for which I'm truly grateful. Yet many more 
Story Circle members are vital to producing this annual celebration of women's 
writing, from the Publications Workgroup to the Board of Directors. Each contributing 
member is vital and I am grateful to all. Especially, thanks go to Peggy Moody, our 
Executive Director, who makes all things technical and public work smoothly; to 
Robin Wittig, our layout and production expert, who annually creates a beautiful 
volume from the disparate parts she receives; and to our founder and president, Susan 
Wittig Albert, whose inspiration and guidance began and sustains both SCN and the 
anthology.  

Real Women Write is an annual opportunity for growing connections with our sister 
writers. In it’s own way, it demonstrates the lesson valued by member Juniper Lauren. 
For by example, this collection shows us “how to keep writing to the bottom of the 
page, to keep writing when nothing rings true, when the mind says it is all a waste of 
time.” For when we keep writing, we keep growing, and that journey of self-discovery 
takes us someplace new. I hope this edition inspires you to keep moving along your 
own path, as Story Circle Network continues to give voice to women's stories, and in 
doing so, changes women's lives.  

Susan Schoch, editor 
Idledale, Colorado 
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Pat Anthony – Fontana, KS 
Pat writes from the rural Midwest, mining the 
furrows in the land and on the faces of the men and 
women working it. A recently retired educator, she 
responds to prompts from nature and inspired by 
experience and observation. She writes daily, edits 
furiously, and has work published or forthcoming in 
Cholla Needles, San Pedro River Review, Open 
Minds Quarterly, The Heron Tree, and Waterways 
among others. 

Marilyn Ashbaugh – Edwardsburg, MI 
Marilyn is a writer, poet and master organic gardener. 
Her work has appeared in regional, national, and 
international journals. 

Christine Baleshta – Austin, TX 
Christine’s writing focuses on wildlife and the natural 
world. She is the author of Looking for 527 and her 
essays have appeared on naturewriting.com, 
Wolftracker, and Yellowstone Experiences. 

Dona Billey-Weiler – Niles, MI 
A writer and bibliophile, Dona is learning to live with 
less commotion and more devotion. 

Lois Ann Bull – Easton, CT 
Lois discovered at 50 that she’s a raconteur with a 
good memory and a love of writing. Now at 76, she 
says, “I still have thousands of tales to tell. Something 
triggers a mental picture and the stories bubble up. Even 
I'm amazed by what I remember. It's a far cry from 
texting and talking with emojis. I self-published three 
books for my family and am working on a fourth and 
fifth. I had no idea I'd have so much fun as an elder. My 
husband and I live in a household managed by a Black 
Labrador Retriever and a Seal Point Siamese (rescued). 
My friends call me Lois, my grandkids call me Lolo, 
and my husband calls me Lovey.” 

Renee Howard Cassese – Temecula, CA 
Renee is a retired special education teacher/school 
administrator and a published writer. She spends her 
retirement years creating mixed media art journals, 
writing and reading poetry, and discovering all of 
nature's beauty and magnificence in her new home state. 
She lives in southern California with her husband. 

Teresa Cutler-Broyles – Albuquerque, NM 
Teresa has been writing professionally since 1992, 
traveling to Italy regularly since 2000, and teaching 
writing (and film) classes since 2001 at the University 
of New Mexico and various online universities. She 
teaches Writing Your Hero’s Journey for SCN, and 
leads related tours to Italy when she can. When she’s 
not traveling and teaching, she writes Young Adult and 
historical novels, travel essays, and creative nonfiction. 
www.tlcwritingtours.com 

Kit Dalton – Martinez, CA 
Kit is a retired teacher of college-level writing and 
adult school ESL. She is delighted by the opportunity 
that retirement provides to work with her own writing 
rather than that of her students, and to read, write, play 
music, and garden in the mild mid-California climate. 

Leah DeCesare – East Greenwich, RI 
Leah is the award-winning author of FORKS, 
KNIVES, AND SPOONS and the nonfiction parenting 
series NAKED PARENTING, based on her work as a 
doula, early parenting educator, and mom of three. 
She writes and volunteers in Rhode Island, where she 
lives with her family. 

Mary Jo Doig – Afton, VA 
Mary Jo has been an SCN member since 2001, and 
currently serves on its Board. Her growth within this 
deeply nurturing organization has culminated in her 
memoir, Stitching a Patchwork Life, which will be 
published in Fall 2018 by She Writes Press. 

Debra Dolan – Vancouver, BC, Canada 
Debra lives on the west coast of Canada where she 
quietly journals and reads women's memoir. 

Emily Eckert – Lawrenceville, NJ 
Emily is the author of Pale Hearts, a short story 
collection. Her work has appeared in The Washington 
Post, Nature, Potomac Review, New World Writing, 
and elsewhere. www.emilyeckart.com 

Sarah Fine – Toronto, ON, Canada 
Sarah is a 70-year-old retired teacher/social worker 
living by the lake in Toronto, and spending as much 
time as she can reading and writing. She says, “I am 
blessed with good health and a loving, supportive 
family. Life is good! In 2016, I drove from Manitoba 
to Alberta across Saskatchewan prairies to Waterton 
Lakes National Park, crossing by boat into Montana's 
Glacier National Park. It was inspiring. If you have a 
chance, look up 'Medicine Line.’” 

B. Lynn Goodwin – Danville, CA 
Lynn has written You Want Me to Do WHAT? 
Journaling for Caregivers, and Talent. Talent was 
short-listed for a Literary Lightbox Award and won a 
bronze medal in the Moonbeam Children’s Book 
Awards. It was also a finalist for the Sarton Women’s 
Book Award. Her manuscript, Never Too Late: A 62-
Year-Old Goes From Wannabe to Wife was recently 
picked up by Koehler Press. Lynn’s work has 
appeared in Voices of Caregivers, Hip Mama, 
Dramatics Magazine, Inspire Me Today, The Sun, 
Good Housekeeping.com, Purple Clover.com, and 
elsewhere. She is a reviewer and teacher at SCN, and 
a manuscript coach at her site, Writer Advice. She 
always has time to write guest blog posts and answer 
questions. She loves working one-on-one, trouble-
shooting, and helping writers find what works. 
www.writeradvice.com 

CONTRIBUTORS
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Geraldine Guadagno – Canyon Lake, TX 
Geraldine tells us, “It was a long road from reader to 
writer, and a short flight from California to Texas, but 
I couldn't be happier in either place. Family and faith 
inspire my stories, which I hope inspire readers, too. 
My attitude is gratitude for every breath I'm granted, 
and every person in my life.” 

Ann Haas – Akron, OH 
Ann is a retired hospital social worker and 
administrator exploring various writing genres since 
retirement. She says, “I am a certified legacy writer 
composing monthly blessings and helping to establish 
the legacy project at my local hospice to capture 
legacy stories with patients and their families. Other 
storytelling methods I enjoy include quilt making and 
tea catering, the latter includes facilitating legacy circle 
presentations on women's resiliency and women's 
stories served with a cup of tea.” She is the owner of 
Tea and Quill Legacy Writing Services. 

Jazz Jaeschke – Austin, TX 
Jazz found poetry at mid-life, retired, and got a whole 
lot happier. Photography, labyrinths, SoulCollage(R), 
nature, and travel, arouse her muse and poems spill 
forth. She also writes life prose and nurtures an active 
journal practice. Jazz facilitates an SCN online poetry 
circle, and shares her poetry and photography on her 
blog: www.stepsandpauses.wordpress.com 

Connie Katusak – Burnet, TX 
“My life has been blessed,” says Connie, “and I want 
to share my memories of a different time, perhaps a 
simpler time, with my children and grandchildren.” 

Marjorie Kildare – Halifax, NS, Canada 
Marjorie says, “I live facing Halifax Harbour and have 
a 180-degree view of sea, sky, and sheer beauty in all 
seasons. I can barely take my eyes from the seven-foot 
windows, so writing short - haiku - is best, for now.” 

Pat LaPointe – Prospect Heights, IL 
Pat is a long-time member of SCN, a past president 
of the organization, and currently facilitates online 
writing circles 1 and 9. 

Juniper Lauren – Austin, TX 
Juniper lives and writes from a place where deep 
wilderness meets urban political engagement. She is 
a founder of Undoing Racism Austin and a member 
of the SCN community of women writers. Her work 
has been published in several anthologies and 
magazines, including Sea Kayaker Magazine. When 
not at her desk, you are likely to find her scouting the 
Lake Austin shore for ripe wild cherries. 

Maya Lazarus – Caldwell, TX 
A retired ESL teacher and development editor, Maya 
has been writing for 20 years but only started 
submitting her work a few years ago. She is currently 

working on a memoir about her relationship with her 
daughter, who has bipolar disorder. Maya enjoys life 
in Caldwell with her husband and four dogs. 

Jane Gragg Lewis – Laguna Niguel, CA 
Jane has published an ESL text, Dictation Riddles, 
and a memoir of growing up in the South, A Jar of 
Fireflies. She lives with her supportive husband, 
Charlie, and their furry friend, Tipper, who patiently 
lies by her side while she writes.  

Hanna Perlstein Marcus – Vernon Rockville, CT 
Hanna was born at the Bergen-Belsen displaced 
persons camp after World War II, and later 
immigrated to Springfield, Massachusetts, with her 
mother. She is a licensed clinical social worker, now 
in Connecticut, with a history of helping low income 
families gain social and economic support and self-
sufficiency. Her first book, Sidonia's Thread, has 
been read around the world. It was the winner of the 
2014 Best Kindle Book Award for nonfiction, and 
was nominated for the Sophie Brody Medal of the 
American Library Association and the Sarton 
Women’s Book Award. She is a popular speaker, 
telling her stories at libraries, community groups, 
book clubs, religious organizations, colleges, 
museums, and other venues. Her new book, Surviving 
Remnant, describes her upbringing in a community of 
Holocaust survivors in Springfield’s North End and 
her hapless search for a father figure among them. 

Jan Marquart – Austin, TX 
Jan is the author of 23 books and a psychotherapist 
for 38 years. She believes in the power of narrative 
and uses writing as a way of healing for herself and 
her clients. Her articles, essays, poems, and stories 
have been published in online and print journals. 

Claire McCabe – Elkton, MD 
Claire lives with three dogs, one cat, and her fiancé. She 
teaches writing at the University of Delaware and is 
working on a Masters of Fine Art in Creative Writing. 

Abby November – San Diego, CA 
Abby has been an SCN member for 8 years. She is a 
former Registered Dietitian and adjunct professor of 
Nutrition at Incarnate Word University. Abby is a 
stand up (and sit down) comedian since menopause. 

Lucy Painter – Williamsburg, VA 
Lucy shares personal essays and stories with a small 
group of writers in her neighborhood. A retired high 
school English teacher, she began writing family 
history and found in those stories rich soil for 
exploration. She shares a home with her husband, 
two dachshunds, and one very old cat. 

Jane Louise Steig Parsons – Austin, TX 
Jane has worn many hats: bassoonist (Palo Alto), grad 
student (Palo Alto and NYC), teacher (San Francisco), 
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research educational psychologist (UT), professional 
photographer, artist, poet, writer, dancer, wife, mother, 
and grandmother (Austin). Her writing and 
photography have appeared in numerous publications 
and exhibits. SCN has been very valuable to her. 

Mary Olivia Patiño – San Antonio, TX 
Inspired by nature and the passages of life, Mary 
weaves her insights into poetry and story. Her passion 
for photography guides her to design scripture cards 
for all occasions, and she facilitates a faith-based 
writing group. She is the author of Moments of 
Grace: a Collection of Poetry Inspired by Faith.  

Mary E. Plouffe – Cumberland, ME 
Mary is a Ph.D. clinical psychologist and author of 
essays, nonfiction, and the recently released memoir I 
Know It In My Heart: Walking Through Grief with a 
Child. www.maryeplouffeauthor.com 

Marilea Rabasa – Rio Rancho, NM 
A retired ESL teacher, Marilea tells us, “Toward the 
end of my career I earned my Master of Arts in 
Teaching. That was a critical step on my life journey 
because it concentrated on reflective practice. Now I 
have time to look back on my fortunate life and put 
my stories down on paper. I authored an award-
winning memoir, A Mother’s Story: Angie Doesn’t 
Live Here Anymore, using the pen name Maggie C. 
Romero, and hope to publish my second one in 2018, 
using my travels in the Foreign Service as a 
backdrop. Both books deal with the growing 
epidemic of substance abuse in this country. And both 
books offer a powerful takeaway from the nightmare 
of addictive disease. They describe how I’ve learned 
to dance in the rain.” 

Sarah Byrn Rickman – Colorado Springs, CO 
Sarah has been writing since she was five. She’s 
written seven books about the women flyers of World 
War II, most recently Flight to Destiny. Number eight 
is due out in January 2018. A journalist first, Sarah 
began that career at The Detroit News and concluded it 
as editor of the Centerville-Bellbrook Times in Ohio.  

Kali’ Rourke – Austin, TX 
Kali' is a happy wife, proud mom, and a dedicated 
volunteer and philanthropist. She is also a singer/
songwriter, and her poem here is the lyric to a song 
she wrote after spending some "quality" time 
watching "Say Yes to the Dress" with her daughters. 
  
Nancilynn Saylor – Austin, TX 
After a long career working in healthcare and other 
interesting professions, Nancilynn is now semi-
retired and writing. She spends her days gardening 
with the love-of-her-life Romeo. Arts and crafts, 
cooking, and many grandchildren and great 
grandchildren fill her life. 

Marge Setzer – Peoria, AZ 
Marge says, “I grew up in Batavia, New York. In 
1977, my family and I spent three days cuddled up in 
front of our fireplace playing Risk while a blizzard 
made sure we didn't venture outside. My life has a 
patchwork look to it. I've taught 3rd grade through 
Junior High level students, my major being English. 
At tend ing Buffa lo Sabres hockey games 
every Sunday night for two decades and my sons' 
high school games, hockey was always on the 
agenda. Today my passion is writing and there is a 
story in the works about my father's family.” 

Noëlle Sickels – Los Angeles, CA 
Noëlle is the author of four historical novels: Walking 
West; The Shopkeeper’s Wife; The Medium; and Out 
of Love. Her most recent book is a memoir, Searching 
for Armando. Every month, she posts a new story and 
poem on her web site. www.noellesickels.com 

Linda Maria Steele – Falmouth, MA 
Linda is a teacher and writer who lives on Cape Cod. 

M. Davis Stephens – Irvine, CA 
Mare says, “I have always loved words and writing. I 
have always loved sharing stories and keeping a 
journal. In the early 1980s, I published educational 
and equestrian articles and a state-adopted textbook, 
but I found I could not support myself with writing, 
so I made it my escape. I hope to share some of my 
experiences with my grandchildren, who are too 
young to care right now.” 

Marian McCaa Thomas – Leawood, KS 
Marian is a life-long musician who built her own 
harpsichord. She loves to perform Bach's music for 
others to enjoy. A church organist for 50 years, and 
choir director for 22, in 1994 she created a "Brown 
Bag Concert Series" at her church—lunch time free 
concerts for the public and for young children at the 
child development center next to the church. The 
concert series is now in its 24th season. 

Shelley Thrasher – Tyler, TX 
Shelley used to teach college English, and now writes 
and edits novels and poetry. 

Jo Virgil – Austin, TX 
Jo recently retired from a career in journalism 
(newspaper and magazine freelance writing) and 
community relations with Barnes & Noble and then 
the Texas Governor’s Office. She has a Master of 
Journalism degree with a minor in Environmental 
Science, reflecting her love of writing and 
appreciation of nature. She always carries with her 
the words of one of her journalism professors, who 
said, “Stories are what make us matter.” Jo has been a 
Story Circle Network member for many years, 

http://www.maryeplouffeauthor.com/%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
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currently is a Board member and edits the True 
Words section of the SCN quarterly Journal. She 
loves her WordWeavers writing group in Austin. 

Jude Walsh – Dayton, OH 
Jude is a proud Story Circle past president and 
current Board member. She writes memoir, personal 
essay, poetry, and fiction. She's published at Mothers 
Always Write, Literary Mama, The Manifest-Station, 
Flights Magazine, Indiana Voices Journal, and the 
quarterly SCN Journal. Her work is also in numerous 
anthologies, including True Words from Real Women, 
The AWW Scholarship Collection (2014, 2015, 
2016), The Anthology of Tragedies and Triumphs, 
and Kitchen Table Stories. Her craft essay won third 
place and publication in The Magic of Memoir: 
Inspiration for the Writing Journey (2016). In 2017 
her essay, Bonus Pay, was featured in Chicken Soup 
For the Soul: Inspiration for Teachers. She teaches 
Legacy Writing, a course she designed to help writers 
get their first life story into print. Jude shares her 
home with her son and three lively dogs. 

Maria Weber – Buena Vista, CO 
Maria Weber lives near the Arkansas River with her 
husband and two cats, where she writes prose with 
friends every Monday and poetry once a month when 
the moon is full. She is also a clay artist and likes 
sparkly things. 

Mary Jo West – San Clemente, CA 
“I am in my seventies,” says Mary Jo, “and have 
been married for 59 years. I have a master's degree in 
Medical Technology, and worked in the field, but for 
the past five years I have immersed myself in the 
process of writing. I published my memoir in 2016 
and have several prose poems published in national 
publications. It's been a new adventure.” 

Linda C. Wisniewski – Doylestown, PA 
Linda shares an empty nest with her retired scientist 
husband in Bucks County. She writes features for a 
weekly newspaper and teaches memoir workshops 
throughout the Philadelphia area. Her memoir is Off 
Kilter: A Woman’s Journey to Peace with Scoliosis, 
Her Mother and Her Polish Heritage. A longtime 
member of Story Circle Network, she blogs 
at www.lindawis.com 

Ariela Zucker – Ellsworth, ME 
Born in Jerusalem, Ariela and her husband left Israel 
in September 2001. She tells us, “Followed by three 
of our daughters, we decided to stay in Maine. We 
live in Ellsworth, in the motel we own and operate. 
I appreciate the companionship of SCN women, and 
am grateful to be here." 

Get Involved!
We're looking for a few good women! We need several volunteers to help with 
some ongoing and upcoming projects. Opportunities include: Sarton Women’s 
Book Award Jurors, Story Circle Contest Judge, Story Circle Facilitators, Book 
Reviewers. Participation is a great way to get to know other members, and to 
feel a real sense of ownership in Story Circle’s efforts.

If you can help, please send a note to: storycircle@storycircle.org.

"When the storyteller tells the truth, she reminds us that human beings are more 
alike than unalike... A story is what it's like to be a human being—to be 
knocked down and to miraculously arise. Each one of us has arisen, awakened. 
We do rise.” 

—Maya Angelou

mailto:storycircle@storycircle.org
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Spotlight On Jo Virgil 
by Jude Walsh

Jo Virgil is the much-appreciated editor of the True Words 
section in our Journal. Jo writes essays, novels, short stories, and 
poetry. In addition to online and print magazines, her work has 
been featured in First Timers and Old Timers (2012) and The Noble 
Generation Volume II: Stories of the American Experience (2004), the 
latter including a story she wrote about her dad. We’ve selected 
a few of her writings for you to enjoy.

What is your SCN journey? 

I joined Story Circle Network in 2005, but before 
that I worked with SCN while Community 
Outreach Manager for Barnes & Noble. I first 
heard about the organization when I met with 
Susan Wittig Albert to talk about her books. I was 
fascinated with this nonprofit, which encourages 
women to tell their stories. I have truly 
appreciated the opportunity to share my own 
stories via SCN and to now edit the True Words 
submissions for the quarterly SCN Journal. The 
stories and poems I get to read are so meaningful 
and touching. I am reminded of something Dr. 
Roy Busby, journalism professor at the University 
of North Texas, would often say, “Stories are what 
make us matter.” So true. 

And your personal life? 

I have a Masters in Journalism from the 
University of North Texas. That education has 
taken me down several professional paths. I 
worked for a while for the Fort Worth Star-
Telegram newspaper, then took the job in 
community relations for Barnes & Noble in the 
DFW area and then in Austin. I was the 
Community Outreach Coordinator for the Texas 
Governor ’s Committee on People with 
Disabili t ies, networking with disabil i ty 
organizations and overseeing the annual Barbara 
Jordan Media Awards. Since retiring, I’ve had 
time for my truest passions: writing, traveling, 

and exploring. My daughter lives with her 
husband and my two precious grandkids in north 
Austin, and my son lives just south of Austin. I 
love hiking, reading, and learning. One of my 
mantras is “Be Curious.” 

What are your writing hopes and dreams? Other 
creative passions? 

When I first started writing, getting published was 
my primary dream. Though I have been 
published, my current writing passion is capturing 
the story itself. If it eventually means I can share 
the story with others who appreciate it, that’s a 
bonus. There is such deep meaning in being able 
to craft a story or poem that taps into the “real 
world” – something bigger than just day-to-day 
activities. It helps me understand life more, and if 
I can share that with others, then I hope my 
writing captures my thoughts in a way the reader 
can relate to. My other passion is exploring nature 
– there is SO much we can learn just by paying 
attention to trees, flowers, creeks, clouds, rocks. 
My current work-in-progress is a book about the 
impact nature has on personality, “Rock, Water, 
Sky, Green.” I belong to several reading groups 
and gain insight when sharing thoughts on both 
fiction and nonfiction. I take classes at UT – I 
love learning new stuff. Oh, and astronomy! I go 
out to McDonald Observatory in West Texas at 
least once a year to view our amazing universe up 
in the night sky. 

Jude Walsh, SCN Board Member and Past President, writes personal essay, memoir, and fiction. Her work has been published in numerous 
literary magazines and anthologies including the AWW Scholarship Collection, Story Circle anthologies, The Magic of Memoir (SheWrites Press 
2106) and Chicken Soup For the Soul: Inspiration for Teachers (2017).
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Across the Street from the Library 

Jo Virgil – Austin, TX 

If, one of these days, you read in the newspaper a 
funny little anecdote about an elderly woman 
asked to leave the local library because of her 
loud humming, read on to see if it’s about me. If 
the woman was puffing out her cheeks and 
blasting forth a booming, wheezy, bass version 
of Amazing Grace, her eyes kind of glazed over 
as if she weren’t all there, tell the authorities this 
story so they’ll be lenient. 

I have always loved libraries and books, and 
even though I have a notoriously bad memory, I 
vividly recall my first visit to the Odessa, Texas, 
Public Library. No doubt, if I were to visit the 
spot today, it would seem smaller and not quite 
as majestic as it did when I was six. But if the 
building is still there, it surely still has those 
broad concrete steps that lead to the grand 
entrance facing the street corner, the glass doors 
swinging heavily—and heavenly—open to reveal 
all sorts of hardcover treasures. If the building is 
still a library, I might bet that the woman sitting 
at the desk at the entrance smiles and says hello. 
If she does, it is NOT the same woman who was 
there fifty years ago. That woman looked like 
she’d rather I weren’t there. Her job would have 
been easier if everyone had just stayed away, her 
face seemed to say. Still, I was willing to be ever 
so quiet and well behaved in return for the 
privilege of taking home an armful of books. 

Looking back, I’m sure that the library was 
probably one-fourth the size of bookstores today, 
but at the time, it seemed like endless rows and 
rows of shelves, bajillions of books waiting to be 
taken home and cuddled. I did my best to make 
every one of those books feel loved. I might not 
have read them all, but I’m betting I at least 
tenderly touched the spine of each one. 

The library was a place to quietly—ever so very 
quietly—pick out some books and leave. The 
real experience for me was hidden in the old 

stone church across the street from the library. I 
don’t recall what type of church it was—only 
that it wasn’t Baptist. In those days in Odessa, all 
churches were either Baptist or Not-Baptist. 

My mother had dropped my sister and me off at 
the entrance to the library, promising to pick us 
up in one hour. My sister wasn’t even fond of 
books, but for her it was a chance to get out of 
the house, even though she did have to take her 
pesky little sister. She hurried me along to pick 
out six books to take home and, once I had done 
that, she took my hand and led me outside, away 
from the austere librarian’s gaze. Downtown 
Odessa wasn’t a really hopping place, but across 
the street, at the big old church, was a sign, and a 
short line of people. Curious, my sister and I 
crossed over to see what was happening. We 
approached cautiously, knowing that our Baptist 
souls could be snatched away in an instant if we 
weren’t vigilant. 

Once we saw the sign, we decided our souls were 
worth the risk. The music director, the hand-
written poster announced, was there to give a 
short tour of the newly refurbished pipe organ. 
Now, even though I was young, I had some 
limited familiarity with pipes, and I knew what 
an organ was, but still, my brain wasn’t quite 
able to piece those two together, so I stepped into 
the Not-Baptist church pretty much tabula rasa. 

Once inside, gripping my big sister’s hand tightly 
with one hand and my treasured books with the 
other, I had to blink a few times to get my eyes 
adjusted to the dim light. Then I started to 
understand why this mystery was called a pipe 
organ. Pipes rose from behind the keyboard, 
obscuring what in my church would have been 
the choir loft, or maybe the baptismal pool. I 
wasn’t listening much to the director’s spiel—I 
was in awe of the high ceilings, the polished 
metal of the organ’s pipes, the faint smell of 
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dead ends. I thought about the choices that 
seemed trivial at the moment, but turned out to 
be profound and life-changing. And I thought 
about my own changing sense of self, and what 
life has taught me about mortality, morality, and 
thrills. 

In my cedar chest, I had a quilt that my mother 
had made for me many years ago, one that told 
the story of my life in 42 squares. I pulled it out 
to use for my friend Sharon’s bedcover when 
she came to visit. Even though I had lived all 
the things that the squares in the quilt showed, 
seeing them outlined by my loving mother’s 
hands pulled me back into each moment all over 
again, remembering the Jo that lived through 
each of the events. 

Sharon wanted me to tell her all about the quilt. 
I showed her the square that listed all the 
addresses where I had lived, the square with 
lines from the funny stories my parents loved to 
tell about my childhood, the squares that 
described my first car, first teacher, first job, my 
marriage—my life, peak by peak. 

Then Sharon asked for details on the one square 
that listed all my serious boyfriends—a square 
that I had just casually noticed when I first 
pulled out the quilt. As I started to tell her some 
of the stories—typical adolescent crushes—I 
saw the name Rusty Howard, and felt the pulse 
of adrenaline that happens every time I think 
about my teenage adventure one night with that 
boy. I had to tell Sharon the whole story. 

Rusty and I, both sixteen years old, were on a 
date in Amarillo. We ate at a pizza parlor, then 
went driving around, looking for something fun 
to do in our uneventful little town. It was just a 
few days before Halloween, and Rusty had 
heard about a real haunted house, he told me, 
and thought we ought to go check it out. On the 
dr ive over to the turn-of- the-century 
neighborhood, he said that an old witch lived in 
the house, and he assured me that his 
information came from a very reliable source. 
The witch had no electricity, so the house was 

Thrills 
Jo Virgil – Austin, TX 

It was just two weeks until my birthday. Turning 
sixty did make me think about who I have 
become, and all of the former Jo’s who have led 
me—and followed me—here. I think about the 
paths not taken, and the paths that turned into 

incense. I was already impressed, but when the 
man dramatically pulled on a rope that drew 
back heavy green curtains, I am sure that my 
little jaw must have dropped. The pipes that had 
been concealed behind the curtains rose in 
majesty all the way to what might have been 
Not-Baptist heaven. The pipes reflected the 
color of the stained glass windows in an eerie, 
surreal glow that made me wonder if I were 
dreaming. 

But when the man flipped on the organ, and we 
heard a few wheezes and groans as it warmed 
up, I wondered whether it was safe. When my 
sister didn’t scream and run, I figured we were 
probably okay, so I just gripped her hand a little 
more tightly and hugged my library books to my 
chest. 

The man spoke for a few moments while the 
organ warmed up, and then he turned and began 
to play Amazing Grace, softly at first and then, 
jiggling his feet on some pedals, more loudly 
and with more bass. I honest-to-God (and one 
doesn’t use that phrase lightly in a Not-Baptist 
church) felt every note from my toes to my 
chest. It was both frightening and enlightening. 
My young heart was experiencing things that 
young hearts have no words for. I was in awe. 

I don’t remember the rest of that day—whether 
we told our mother about our adventure, what 
my library books were about. But to this day, I 
cannot step inside a library without carrying 
with me the sound of that pipe organ. That 
juxtaposition, perhaps, is what continues to 
encourage my reverence for books. 
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always dark, and people had reported strange 
goings-on there. I, too, had heard stories about 
the Witch’s House, but I’d never seen it. I was 
all up for the thrill of a drive-by. 

Rusty drove very slowly down the street, 
pointing out the house before we got to it. The 
lawn was overgrown, the porch in creaky shape, 
windows dark—all in contrast to the well-kept 
homes on either side. Rusty crept to a stop at the 
driveway. He turned to me and said, “Want to go 
investigate?” 

Of course I did. 

We quietly got out of the car, then Rusty took 
me by the hand and led me skipping up the 
driveway, singing, “Ding-dong, the witch is 
dead….” We thought we were hilarious. 

We heard the loud clunk of a door slamming 
from the garage apartment at the end of the 
driveway, and heard two loud bangs. On the 
second bang, dirt from the ground beside my 
feet spewed up on my ankle. Rusty shouted, 
“Go, go, back to the car, quick!” We both ran 
like hell, but it seemed to take forever to get to 
the car. Two more bangs sounded as we ran 
back. We jumped in the car, and as I closed my 
passenger seat door, another bang and a loud 
crash of glass came from the rear seat window, 
inches behind my head. Rusty sped off, squealing 
around corners and ignoring stop signs. 

Neither of us said a word until Rusty pulled 
back into the parking lot of the pizza parlor 
where we had eaten. Then, adrenaline still 
roaring through our veins, we looked at each 
other, and died laughing. 

Rusty’s first thought was what he was going to 
tell his parents about the broken car window. He 
got out of the car, found the .22 shell in the 
backseat, and threw it into the weeds. Then he 
found a rock and crashed it through the broken 
window, leaving the rock where it landed in the 
back seat. He figured a vandal’s break-in made a 
good enough cover story, and it could have 
happened right there at the pizza parlor. 

Once I became a wiser adult, I realized that we 
both came pretty close to being killed that 
evening. Sixteen-year-old Jo thought that was a 
thrill that was too good to be missed, especially 
since she lived to tell the story. 

Now, I am ashamed that I had so little 
compassion for a lonely old lady, who probably 
didn’t have enough income to pay an electric 
bill, and who had to lease out her garage 
apartment to a security guard for her own peace 
of mind. And I am amazed at how invulnerable I 
felt, and how badly things could have turned 
out. 

But my God, a thrill like that does make a good 
story years later! 

Psychic Almonds 
Jo Virgil – Austin, TX 

Life—this thing we call life—is filled with 
mystery. 
Who am I? 
What is time? 
Can I believe what I see? 
Is invisibility real? 
Can almonds think? 

One answer at a time— 
That’s all our brains can handle. 
Or, maybe that’s not true. 
I don’t have the answer to that. 

But almonds— 
Oh, those psychic almonds! 
When I couldn’t remember what Invisibles were called, 
I asked a friend. 
She couldn’t remember. 
The identity of Invisibles was invisible to us both. 
My friend closed her eyes, 
Popped an almond into her mouth, 
And she remembered. 

Invisibles. 
No longer invisible. 

Proof that the Truth 
May live inside an almond. 
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This is For the Woman 

(after Janne Robinson’s poem, “This is for the Women Who Don’t Give a F*ck”) 

Linda C. Wisniewski – Doylestown, PA 

This is for the woman who was my friend when we were five 
And never lived to six. 
This is for her white blond hair and shy small voice. 

This is for the woman who lived upstairs over the grocery store and was a little crazy. 
This is for the zinnias in her yard and the back fence that needed paint. 
This is for her childlike smile and open brown eyes and tight brown curls. 

This is for the woman who was my grandmother with the lace doilies and the china closet and the dining room 
table and the stiff tight smile. 

This is for the woman who was my grandma with the squeaky glider on her side porch and the wiggly 
doorknob on her back door, who brought me fruit cocktail when I was sick. 

This is for the women who were my teachers, 
For Mrs. Brown who cried in civics class when they wouldn’t let her take us to a JFK campaign stop, 
And for Miss Burnham who was big and solid and taught me English and that I was a valuable person, even in 
high school. 

This is for the woman who was my neighbor who brought tomatoes from her garden on the day I moved away 
and cried when we said goodbye. 

This is for the young woman who looked for me in a crowd and smiled when she found me and brought me up 
to date on her life though we hadn’t talked for a year. 

This is for the woman who is my sister who does not want to hear what I need to say, who has tight brown curls 
and a tight smile and a heart that is aching. 

This is for the women I meet who offer what they can and take what they need. 

This is for the women who by their fear inspire me to live a life of my own creation. 

This is for all the women who dance the never-ending dance of women sharing wisdom 
Whether they call it that or not 
Whether or not they know they are dancing. 
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The Truth About Things 
Ariela Zucker – Ellsworth, ME 

Here is a thing about things, especially those left 
behind: most of them, with time, lose their 
importance and emotional value. When we left 
our home in Israel, after more than twenty years, 
and moved to the U.S., we each took only two 
suitcases. The next time I was “reunited” with 
what was left behind was almost ten years later, 
when in the winter of 2011, I finally agreed, with 
my husband’s constant urging, to sell our house.  

All of our precious belongings were stored until 
then in the basement of the house, which had 
been converted, a few years before we left, into 
a bedroom for Keren, our youngest. That same 
room also functioned as a bomb shelter and was 
used by us (I remembered with partially fond 
memories) during the first Gulf war. When we 
moved the neatly packed boxes of utensils, 
bedding, clothes, and my precious books, into 
that room, we made sure to: a) mark each one 
with clear labels, and b) stack them neatly 
against the walls, so that in case of an emergency, 
there would be enough space in the center of the 
room for the people who rented the house. 

We bolted the heavy metal door (a bomb-shelter 
requirement), added a massive padlock for extra 
security plus precise instructions not to open, or 
use, unless the situation called for it. The door 
was opened once, by my older daughter before 
her wedding in the summer of 2005, in search of 
her parents’ marriage certificate, and once again, 
two years later, when in an uncontrollable urge I 
made my husband open it (lock, bolt, etc.) so 
that I would be able to pull out a few precious 
picture albums. 

The metal door was not easy to open, and the 
dark, dusty room was un-welcoming and full of 
ghosts from the past, accompanied by a fear of 
very alive and deadly scorpions hiding in the far 

corners. We closed the door quickly and left 
without even trying to see in what condition 
everything was. 

Over the years, we got into playing a memory 
game called “what happened to.” Any one of us, 
especially my youngest daughter, could 
suddenly, for no reason, stop, gaze into space, 
and say, “I wonder what happened to my 
cabbage doll, Lucy,” or, “that necklace I liked so 
much, did you pack it, or just throw it away?” 

At times, I played the game by myself, running, 
in my head, lists of vanished articles, mainly 
favorite books. 

When the house was sold, in the winter of 2013, 
we had two weeks to empty it before handing 
the keys to the new owners. We got heavy 
gloves (scorpions), many empty boxes, and I 
was advised (by my husband) to be prepared to 
leave most of the contents of our home behind. 
After all this time, we would have no need for 
most of the stuff that we did not need until now. 

He reminded me how the previous time we 
moved, from a much smaller apartment in 
Jerusalem, we left most of our packed boxes in a 
storage room under the building, promised the 
buyer we would be back, but never did return. I 
reminded him that to this day, I cannot find my 
wedding dress, which is probably still packed in 
one of those forgotten boxes. 

We compromised on a sensible approach; he 
would move the boxes out of the black dungeon, 
the dreaded shelter, into another better-lighted 
room. I would then look at them with despair, 
unable to decipher my handwriting that 
described the content. The next move would be 
to open each box and have a calm discussion on 
the fate of the contents, ending with him 
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Pay it Forward 
Lois Ann Bull – Easton, CT 

“Are you sure you’re ready to part with this?” 
my son asked me incredulously. We stood by 
my boudoir, where I kept my jewelry. 

“Christopher, I’ve adored this ring over the 
years, but now I rarely wear it. It's time your 
wife had it. You know it’s been in the family for 
more than 100 years. 

“Your father thrilled me when he presented it as 
my engagement ring. I’ll never forget that night, 
New Years Eve, 1965. We stood outside in 
freezing New Hampshire cold, on a snowy lane 
under a streetlight. God, my feet felt like ice! He 
asked me to marry him, and I couldn’t believe it 
when he whipped out the ring. I had no idea he 
had it or where he’d gotten it. It wasn’t the 
romantic scenario I always had dreamed about, 
but I said ‘yes’ and we returned to the ski cabin 
and the comfort of the fireside. 

“Twenty-five years later, we divorced. I handed 
back the ring I loved, but your Dad wouldn’t 
take it. ‘You keep it,’ he said. ‘Just be sure it 
goes to Christopher.’ I think he wanted 
something of the family’s to pass to future 
generations. I agreed to the stipulation. 

“I rarely wear it now,” I told my son. “Maybe 
Christiane would have occasion to use it. Your 
father hoped that eventually you’d pass it on to 
one of your boys.” I handed him the diamond 
and sapphire ring with a touch of yearning. It had 
been part of my life for so long, I knew I’d miss 
it. “You probably don’t remember, but originally 
it was just a single diamond. Your father added 
the sapphires for our 17th wedding anniversary.” 

declaring “you do what you want, you always 
do,” and I in exchange would agree to let go of 
one, or two, torn-beyond-recognition items. 

This sophisticated, well-laid plan worked quite 
well. To our great surprise, no scorpions showed 
their ugly poisonous tails, even though fear 
lingered in the air, reminding me of those we did 
find in the past—hiding behind or inside 
innocent looking objects (shoes)—and had 
managed to send into quick death before they 
got us. I spent many emotional hours sorting 
through old clothes (really, that’s what I wore?), 
many baby clothes (I can’t believe I kept those), 
piles and piles of old blankets and sheets, rusty 
kitchen utensils, broken toys, old magazines, 
and a mountain of school papers, mostly mine. 

It took two weeks, just fourteen days, to throw 
away twenty years of “stuff” representing our 
life. All the while, I was surprised at how 
unemotional and calm I felt. Every once in a 
while, I caught, in the corner of my eye, an 
equally surprised look cast by husband, saying 
with no words, “Oh my, she is getting rid of all 
this junk she clung to for so long.” 

By the end of the second week, the house was 
empty, the trash overflowing, and random, 
rather familiar, pieces of clothing appeared on 
strangers (or was I dreaming?). I was still calm. 

On the last day, we met for the first time with 
the buyers, to sign the final documents. I 
thought nothing of it, just a routine meeting. In 
the lawyer’s office, we saw a young couple, 
rather friendly, and slightly uncomfortable. We 
shook hands, exchanged niceties, and were 
ready to depart when the woman looked at me 
and said, “You know why we picked your 
house? It was the sign on the bomb shelter's 
metal door.” 

I looked back at her, confused. 

“The sign,” she repeated, looking straight at me, 
“the one saying ‘Keren's room’ and decorated 
with many tiny flowers, that's how I knew that 

this house is a good house, and was truly loved 
by the people who lived in it.” 

And that was the moment when the tears finally 
came.
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What a bittersweet moment it was as I passed it 
over. The sapphires twinkled, reminding me of 
how, when I wore it, I thought I was the Queen 
herself. Letting it go, I felt a loss, but knowing it 
would bring joy to his wife pleased me. He 
could hardly believe I was parting with it, yet he 
looked forward to giving it to Christiane. I 
hoped she would love it as I had.  

During the next six months, Christopher and his 
wife moved to a condo, and though the ring was 
a size too small, Christiane never had a chance 
to resize it. Consequently, the children never 
saw it. The week before Christmas, their 
daughter, Natalie, aged ten, whispered to 
Christopher that Nicholas, seven, had asked 
Santa for a diamond ring so he could give it to 
his mother (whom he adored). Christopher 
revealed this to Christiane and together they 
contrived a scheme to make his wish come true.  

I learned the story Christmas night, when my 
son called to wish us a Merry Christmas. If only 
I had been a fly on the wall. Christopher 
explained: Christmas Eve, after the children 
slept, he had wrapped the ring in white tissue 
and pushed it to the toe of Nicholas’ red 
stocking. Then he filled the stocking with other 
little gifts wrapped in tissue.  

Christmas morning the children rose early and 
raced out to see what Santa Claus had left. 
House rules only allowed them to open their 
stocking gifts until their parents shook off sleep 
and appeared. The other gifts sat waiting and 
nearly dwarfed the little Xmas tree that sat in a 
corner of the tiny living room. 

When Nicholas grabbed his stocking, he shook 
the contents out onto the floor. Sitting together on 
the beige rug, the two children rustled through 
their bounty, unwrapping items carefully. Each 
toy received a joyous exclamation. The orange 
was discarded, for now, and the gum stuffed into 
their mouths. Afterwards, Nicky spun his hand 
down the stocking to make sure he’d gotten 
everything. When his fingers reached the toe, he 

found the small present his father had placed 
there. He unwrapped it. The diamond ring! Santa 
had remembered. He jumped up and raced into 
his parent’s bedroom.  

An early riser, Christopher sat in bed, the glow 
of his iPad illuminating his face. Next to him 
slept his wife, her long dark hair fanned on the 
pillow and the covers tucked under her chin. 
Nicholas rushed over next to her and looked on 
the bedside table. Not finding what he wanted, 
he whispered into her ear, “Mommy, Mommy, 
where’s the tape?” His excitement made him 
gulp for air. 

Christiane, shaking her sleepy head, said, 
“What, what do you need?” 

“Tape,” he answered. “It was right here last night.”  

“Yes, Sweetheart, kitchen table, look there.” He 
didn’t see her conspiratorial smile as he 
galloped away. 

A bit later, Christopher and Christiane decided it 
was time to get up. They slowly found their 
robes and, as they belted them, stepped out into 
the living room to join the children. Once each 
parent had a cup of coffee, they settled on the 
couch and gift-giving began. Red and green 
wrapping paper flew, while squeals and hoots 
filled the air. 

When Nicolas gave his mother his special gift, 
the white tissue paper had extra crisscrosses of 
tape. She peeled it open and exclaimed, “Oh, 
Nicholas this is beautiful.” As she examined it, 
she asked innocently, “Where did you get the 
money to buy it?” 

“I didn’t buy it,” he said. “I asked Santa for it, 
so I could give it to you.” 

“Nicholas, I don’t remember you telling me you 
asked Santa for a diamond ring.” 

To which the youngster quipped, “That’s 
because, whenever I read the list to you, I 
skipped the last line.” 



Page !9

Wedding Dress 
Kali' Rourke – Austin, TX 

It hung back in her closet, where nobody ever sees, 
Wrapped in plastic covers, shoved in with old finery. 
She showed it to her daughter when she was old enough to see, 
And she said, “Oh, mom, it’s pretty…but I don’t think it’s really me.” 
She remembers the day she bought it, how she twirled around with glee, 
She thinks of how she wore it down the aisle for all to see. 
The flowers, music, friends, and cheer are always in her heart, 
And it’s not the gown that’s the most important part. 
She gave her wedding dress away today; she looked back as she drove away, 
And she wondered why she didn’t feel a pain down in her heart. 
She tossed that dress right in the bin, she laughed out loud as it sailed in, 
‘Cause it’s not the gown that’s the most important part. 
She drove back home, feeling light like something was complete, 
She dropped down on the sofa near her husband’s favorite seat. 
She said, “My love, I know it’s strange, but I love you even more, 
Since I left my wedding dress back at the Goodwill store!” 
It’s been fifty years today, since they said, “I do,” 
She’d kept the pictures, kept the dress, and kept the mem’ries, too. 
She loves him more than anything. He loves her with all his heart. 
They know it’s not the gown that’s the most important part. 

Waterton-Glacier International Peace Park  
Sarah Fine – Toronto, ON Canada 

In the majesty of mountains 
A hiker passes by 
With an “Old Guys Rule” tee shirt 
And a sturdy walking stick 
Young families follow him 
On the Bertha Lake climb 
Dusty teenagers and nimble children 
With dogs on leashes because of bears 
And babies riding high and sturdy 
In canvas backpack carriers 
 
And I think about the human spirit 
How if I’d been 
In a covered wagon train 
Moving north from Montana 
And saw these mountains 
Rising out of the prairies 
Reflected in the clear blue 
Of glaciated lakes 
I’d say ‘let’s settle here’ 
Grow wheat and corn 
Plant a garden 
Of fresh vegetables to eat 
Build log cabin lodges 
And welcome travelers… 
 

And if you were here with me 
And saw those mountains as a challenge 
A way through, a journey beyond 
An invitation to explore 
Where I saw a place to stop 
Would our differences really matter? 
 
Before you ride your dreams 
Into that particular sunset 
Can we agree? 
Upon the beauty of this land 
Can we shake hands? 
In peace across the border 
And celebrate 
The Medicine Line of our beliefs.
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I Do Not Know Polish  

(after “I Do Not” by Michael Palmer) 

Linda C Wisniewski – Doylestown, PA 

I do not know Polish 
And therefore, can have nothing to say 
About the current president and the country’s slide backward, into itself. 
I do not know Polish 
And therefore cannot tell about the young fresh faces on the streets of Gdansk, 
For whom the Soviets live only in history books. 
I do not know Polish 
And have nothing to write home about the pink, yellow and green window boxes 
On concrete apartment buildings. 
I cannot say a word about the orange Home Depots in the Warsaw countryside 
Or the red and blue plastic toys in Poznan backyards. 
I do not know Polish, I am sad to say, believing it would somehow bring my grandparents back. 
I do not know Polish, I am glad to say, believing you won’t think me stupid, an anti-Semitic drunkard. 
I cannot hear the mournful pianos nor the hopping skipping accordion sounds nor the church bells nor 

the klezmer bands. 
I can’t say the tongue twister names of towns, of people, flowers and trees. 
I am monolingual these days. 
I have been called Lapsed, and She Who Speaks of Shame, and The Woman Who Tells What We Don’t 

Want to Hear. 
I cannot name the heroes and saints and keep silent about the hellish camps 
Or try to be fair and balanced about the land of my ancestors 
Without giving myself the motherfucker of all headaches. 
Therefore, I do not know Polish. 

"I write to listen. I write out of silence. I write to soothe the voices 
shouting inside me, outside me, all around me. I write because I believe in 
words. … I write because it is dangerous, a bloody risk, like love, to form 
the words, to say the words, to touch the source, to be touched, to reveal 
how vulnerable we are, how transient. I write as though I am whispering in 
the ear of the one I love."

– Terry Tempest Williams
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Alive  

B. Lynn Goodwin – Danville, CA 

Water spewed across the windshield. Steam 
poured through the vents. We’d overheated 
while pulling a hill in our 2003 diesel dually 
with the trailer behind us. Again. 

My husband, Richard, pulled off the road, and 
after phone calls made in 108 degree heat with 
no air-conditioning, Triple A said they would 
tow the truck but not the trailer, and Foremost 
Insurance said they would tow the trailer but not 
the truck. Richard went to the Ford Dealership 
where he rented a car. I waited for a flatbed to 
haul the trailer to Needles. 

Though I sat on the steps in the shade, I was 
beet red by the time the tow-truck driver got 
there and he wanted to take me to the 
emergency room. “I wouldn’t leave my mother 
in this condition,” he insisted as I guzzled water. 
At our ages, my husband and I were old enough 
to be this 33-year-old driver’s parents. 

 “It’s okay. I know how to take care of myself. 
Most of my life I’ve been single.” After parking 
the trailer, he left me his phone number in case 
we needed another tow. 

Meanwhile Richard returned with the news that 
we might need a new head gasket…or a new 
truck. Instead, he suggested we cross the desert 
at night when it would be cooler and we 
wouldn’t need the air conditioner. 

Fine with me. I preferred to get home without 
putting another $6000 into the truck. 

So we set out at 2 am, and once we started into 
the Tehachapi Mountains, I said, “You okay?” 

“Fine.” 

“’Cause I need to close my eyes for a couple 
minutes.” 

I didn’t open them again until I felt something 
wet on my leg. Was I bleeding? 

No. There was only water puddling on my 
pants. And piles of papers, receipts, and glossy 
brochures dumped across the floorboard. His 
side and mine. A sea of paper. 

Richard’s fingers were wrapped around the 
steering wheel. White knuckles. Forward-
leaning body. “You all right?” 

“Fine.” Cold. Clipped. “Is the trailer still behind 
us?” 

“Absolutely. It’s easier to see than ever. Almost 
like it’s at a right angle…And…on its side?” 

“At least we didn’t lose it. Can you get out so I 
can get out?” he asked, lifting the console 
between us. 

Headlights shone on the K-rail, running down 
the center of the highway to keep vehicles from 
crashing into oncoming traffic. He’d slid along 
it, his foot pressed into the brake as hard as it 
would go, I imagine, and somehow the trailer 
had broken away from the hitch connecting it to 
our truck, and flipped onto the road. 

I pulled myself out, trembling and disturbed. 
My legs were so unstable that I used the roof of 
the trailer to balance myself. Unreal, I thought 
as the small of my back wobbled. Richard 
headed past the trailer, flashlight in hand. I was 
alone except for cars coming by in the one free 
lane, open-mouthed and staring. 

Back in the passenger seat, I sent a quick text to 
my editor. “Please back up everything I’ve sent 
you for the memoir. Our trailer is on its side and 
my laptop is in it.” 
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Ka-thump, ka-thump said my heart. 

Beyond your control whispered my brain. 

I thought of the book group member who told 
me, “I never go to sleep when my husband is 
driving. If he has to stay awake, so do I.” If I’d 
been awake, could I have warned him or would 
my screaming have been a distraction? And 
what could I have warned him about that he 
wasn’t already seeing? 

When Richard returned, he told me he had been 
coming around an “S” curve, slowed, but ran 
into a Ford Focus, stalled sideways across the 
high speed lane. Apparently the driver lost 
control and a semi hit her but didn’t stop. She 
was no longer in the car, thank goodness, and 
he’d only dented a fender. Later they found old 
DUI papers in her Focus. Not to say she was 
drunk that night, but who knows. 

He looked at me and said, “I lost Jean on this 
road and I wasn’t about to lose you, too.” Jean 
was his first wife. 

“You see that?” I pointed at the last star still in 
the sky. My voice trembled, which surprised me. 
I hadn’t tried to talk. 

“Morning star.” 

Nodding, I said, “We get to look at it because 
we’re still here.” My voice trembled again; he 
put his arms around me. 

The semi driver never stopped. The Ford Focus 
driver was gone when the police went to 
question her. Mysteries abound. 

Our truck and trailer are replaceable. We are 
not. That K-rail and a cattle guard over the 
bumper probably saved our lives. And God, if 
you know what I mean. It’s a miracle that we’re 
still here. We continue letting that sink in. 

Irreplaceable You  

Dona Billey-Weiler – Niles, MI 

Good-bye old bench. That I first spied, mud-
encrusted and leaning against an ancient 
shingled shed, nearly camouflaged behind a pile 
of river rocks, a crop of early August ragweed, 
and a tangled trumpet vine. 

I exhaled a slow “oooohhhh” and glanced in 
every direction to notice if anyone else had 
spied this unremarkable treasure. “Can I buy 
that?” I asked a suspendered farmer who looked 
to be in charge. "Buy what?” he muttered, not 
looking up as he pulled knickknacks from 
newspaper-stuffed cardboard boxes and 
organized them on a dirty shelf, next to some 
rusty farm implements and a dozen or so pieces 
of green kitchenware. “That ole gray bench,” I 
nodded and pointed. “Over there, leaning 
against the shed. I’d like to buy it, if I could, 
please.” He raised his brows, squinted his eyes, 
looking toward the shed, then at me. “Go 
ahead,” he chuckled, shaking his head. “Take it. 
But I ain’t digging ‘er out for ya.” I’m used to 
brow-raising and chuckles, squinted eyes and 
questioning looks, after so many requests for 
broken stone statues, old & peeling window 
frames, shattered mirrors, rusted iron, and other 
reclaimed, recyclable architecture. 

I pulled and pushed and finally yanked that 
bench free from the tangled, twisted mess and 
dragged it across the lawn and into the trunk of 
my car, imagining already how it would look in 
its new home. Over the years since, ten or 
twelve maybe, through every season and all 
kinds of harsh hot and cold weather, that old 
gray bench has been the perfect backdrop for 
piles of Frasier and blue spruce boughs, trailing 
lavish lengths of wide holiday ribbon that 
swirled and wound around her sturdy, chubby 
legs. Old baskets planted with bright purple and 
yellow pansies, bending and draping over her 
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sides greeted me through early spring, until I 
replaced them with large moss-covered clay 
pots that spilled out a chaotic mass of Boston 
ferns all summer long. That bench was 
surrounded by a thick bed of sweet woodruff 
and miniature curly hosta that ruffled up and 
around her front legs like a lace-trimmed lime-
green crinoline. 

I adorned her with 4th of July flags, artful 
arrangements of scarlet geraniums and big rocks 
from Lake Huron, inconsiderately and 
recklessly weighting her down. Cornstalks 
book-ended her in October and November as I 
loaded her with autumn’s bounty—all shapes 
and sizes and colors of pumpkins and gourds, 
with Indian corn and bittersweet branches 
wound around it all. Her sides were heaving. 
She held pots of every color and variety of 
shade-loving impatiens, then sun begonias after 
a well-meaning neighbor talked the tree 
trimmers into cutting down a beautiful, low-
hanging branch from a tree on my side of the 
street—“because I sometimes park there and 
don’t want debris falling on my Jeep,” he told 
me, as I tried to explain shade gardening and 
why I’d needed that particular large and leafy 
limb being chewed up and ground into mulch as 
we spoke. 

The missing limb changed the sunlight and my 
watering regimen, and the bench got soaked as I 
sprayed and sprayed my pots of flowers, not 
paying attention or accounting for her advanced 
age and delicate, weathered condition. She 
started to lose her balance and her leaning 
became more pronounced. But instead of taking 
a few extra minutes to redistribute weight or 
rearrange pots, I continued to splash more water 
on her when I gave my flowers a big drink. 

One summer night, after dark, when I’d waited 
to water because of the heat, I’d admired her 
again, my weathered and wrinkled old friend. 
Walking away, I wondered how much longer 
she could last, if she had the strength to go on. 

Maybe fifteen minutes passed before, hose in 
hand, I heard an unusual sigh-like sound. 
Turning, I watched horrified as in slow motion 
she buckled and collapsed under the weight of 
nine flourishing pots of creamy yellow sun 
begonias, the bench folding mostly in and on 
top of itself. Pots fell in every direction, spilling 
their contents and crashing onto the hostas and 
my delicate bed of sweet woodruff.  

“Noooooo!!” I heard myself moan. I stared at 
the mess, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. Then 
gently, I tried to pick her up, straighten and twist 
her back into place, and will her into an upright 
and standing position. I noticed her rotted, tired 
legs, her decayed, weatherworn, mildewed top. 
She’d wasted away to practically nothing right 
before my eyes. 

“Help!” I called out into the dark. For a couple 
minutes, I couldn’t even look as I thought about 
the destruction of the bench, the damage to 
other plants, and the realization she’d finally 
given up, given in, surrendered to the elements. I 
bent over to pick through the pile of survivors that 
had fallen in circled layers at her feet like fragrant 
funeral sprays, trying to save the ones I could. 

“It can’t be fixed, Dona,” is what my husband 
said, as I crouched, puzzling over how to nail 
and glue or tie her back together for a few more 
months, one more season. “You’ll have to look 
for another one to replace it.” 

I mourned the loss of that beautiful old bench 
clear into the fall, and again that Christmas, 
when I absentmindedly brought home four 
armloads of pine boughs, forgetting I had no 
place to put them. Early the next spring, I 
happened on a smaller bench at a favorite 
secondhand shop. I paid the $33 they were 
asking and, with some help, wrestled it across 
the street and into the backseat of my car. I 
brought it home, unloaded it, and set it where 
my ole gray bench had reigned supreme for all 
those years. 
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It is vintage enough, I guess, paint-chipped, 
sturdy, but too square, too clean. It hasn’t seen 
enough wind and rain. It hasn’t stood deep in 
snowdrifts with icicles decorating its sides. It 
lacks character. I’m hoping to fix all that, and in 
time, I might even grow to love it. As much as 
my ole gray bench? I doubt it. Some things truly 
are irreplaceable. 

The Coin 
Collection 

Hanna Perlstein Marcus – Vernon 
Rockville, CT 

Hani, dere is not enough coffee in my jar for my 
cup of coffee dis morning. I have a new jar of 
Maxvell House on da shelf somevhere, my 
mother announced in her still-thick Hungarian 
accent. 

Before she could get all the way up from her 
chair, I said, Don’t get up from the table, ma, 
standing up and putting my hand on her 
shoulder. I’ll find a fresh jar of your instant 
coffee. Just give me a minute. 

My mother usually never allowed me to do 
anything in the kitchen, except sometimes set 
the table or put our dirty dishes in the sink. She 
was the undisputed queen of our kitchen. I was 
surprised when she said, Tank you, and sat back 
down in her seat. 

When I walked over to the shelf where she kept 
her pantry supplies, I noticed for the first time 
that there were several jars of Maxwell House 
Instant Coffee. I guess she likes to stock up on 
her favorite breakfast drink, I said to myself. As 
I picked up the first one, I noticed that it was 
much heavier than the usual coffee jar. Looking 
closer, I realized that it did not contain coffee at 
all, but was filled to the brim with pennies. I put 
the jar back in its place and picked up the next 

one. To my amazement, this jar, too, contained 
coins, this time it was filled with nickels. I 
finally found a real jar of instant coffee and 
brought it out to the table. 

Here it is ma. Now you can have your morning 
coffee, I announced, putting the jar in front of 
her plate. 

Oy, tank you, Hanele. I cen’t start my morning 
mitout my coffee. 

Debating whether I should mention my coin 
discoveries to her, I decided not to do so, hoping 
I would learn more about her collection on my 
own before asking her any questions. I resolved 
to explore her collecting habit a little further 
before bringing up the subject. 

Having discovered the penny- and nickel-filled 
jars, I decided to take a closer look at my 
mother’s shelved food items. I waited until one 
weekend when she was at her sewing machine, 
absorbed in one of her home sewing projects, 
and knew it was my golden opportunity. 

I noticed a couple of containers of Crisco 
shortening and took each one off of the shelf. 
One was filled with dimes and the other with 
quarters. A pickle jar behind the Crisco 
contained more quarters! I dared not open any 
of the containers to closely examine the 
contents, because it would take too much time 
and risk my mother’s discovery. Now that I 
knew about her coin collecting, I wondered 
whether she had hidden any elsewhere. 

My mother had taken to sewing cloth zippered 
bags in various sizes, which contained 
everything from makeup, bobby pins, and 
sewing notions, to bank books and letters. They 
were constructed from a range of fabrics, such 
as cotton, leather, and suede, and came in an 
array of print and solid colors. I was sure that if 
I could find some of her zippered bags, I would 
also find a treasure of coins. 
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Pretending that I was looking for my school 
photos, I opened her bureau’s bottom drawer. As 
I viewed a sea of her homemade zippered bags, 
I began to unzip two that lay underneath the 
photos. The bigger one contained about a 
hundred coins, a mixture of quarters, half 
dollars, and silver dollars. The smaller one 
contained an equally large assortment of 
nickels, dimes, and quarters. I knew then that 
my mother had probably been socking away her 
coins for a very long time. I wanted to take a 
closer examination of the coins, but then I 
would have to tell my mother I had discovered 
them. 

Ma, I noticed that some of your Maxwell House 
Coffee jars contain coins. How long have you 
been collecting? 

Oy, you know me, Hanele, I’m alvays a saver. 
Someday, ve vill roll dem up and take dem to da 
bank to deposit. I didn’t vant to tell you until I 
vas ready to go to da bank. 

She did not seem to mind that I had discovered 
her coin collection. I wondered why she had 
never told me about it before. Then again, she 
did not divulge so many things, like the identity 
of my father or the reasons for her solitary, 
reclusive life. 

Will you let me take a look at your coins up 
close? I asked. Maybe there are some valuable 
ones. 

Okay sure, if you vant, she acceded. 

I spent the next few days using a magnifying 
glass to take a closer look at her coins, which I 
discovered in still more bags and containers. 
Various coins were from long before the time I 
discovered them in 1957, with dates reaching as 
far back as 1928. Moreover, all the letters on the 
surface of one 1955 Lincoln head penny seemed 
minted twice as though I were viewing it with 
blurred vision. 

A few years later, we rolled the pennies, dimes, 
nickels, and quarters and took them together to 

the bank for deposit in our small savings 
account. However, the half dollars and silver 
dollars remained in their original containers, 
never rolled or deposited. These eventually were 
transferred a little at a time to her bank safe 
deposit box, where they still remain. To my 
consternation, the whereabouts of the Lincoln 
head double die penny is unknown. 

I never discussed my mother’s coin collection 
with any of my friends. Like my mother, I 
thought it was just our business. However, one 
day about a year after my initial discovery, I was 
visiting the Landsmans, another family in our 
immigrant community. 

I see your mother and father like Maxwell 
House Instant Coffee. My mother does, too, I 
noted to Yussie, their son, observing some jars 
in their pantry. 

Nah, there’s no coffee in them, he replied. Just 
coins. 

Love Blooms in 
San Juan 

Capistrano 
Jane Gragg Lewis – Laguna Niguel, CA 

I see him every early evening, walking north on 
Camino Capistrano as I’m driving southwest, 
the sun in my eyes. 

He must be walking home after a hard workday 
at one of the local stables. He’s wearing jeans, 
long-sleeved plaid western shirt, dirty boots and 
a cowboy hat. A working-cowboy hat, not the 
show-off Stetson kind. The spring left his step 
years ago, but his manner of going is steadfast. 

Every evening, in his hands he carries his heart 
and a bouquet of flowers, purchased at the 
flower stand a little farther down the street. And 
every evening, seeing him makes me smile and 
restores my faith in lasting love. 
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Love Blooms in Syria  

Jane Gragg Lewis – Laguna Niguel, CA 

He fell in love with her when first he met her, and he vowed that she would marry him one day. 

When he finished his education, they married, and lived within walking distance of Damascus 
University where he taught. Every day on his walk home, he stopped at a flower market to purchase a 
bouquet of flowers for her. 

They longed for a child and were finally blessed with a baby girl. They named her Zhoor, which in 
Arabic means flower. 

His daily gift of a bouquet for his wife continued, but one day he changed his routine a bit. He also 
began to bring home a daily flower for his beloved Zhoor. 

Compromise 
Backyard Changing 
Jazz Jaeschke – Austin, TX 

Ripping apart is no fun. Squinting into 
February's afternoon sun, yanking on wires 
overhead, arms grow heavy. Heart too, laden 
with nostalgia for former cat commune. Those 
years were a gift. 

This fence-in was my inner engineer's triumph: 
a masterful improvisation atop a chain-link 
enclosure plotted around trees, eight feet in from 
property-line privacy fences. The between-
fences area served as buffer zone—between cats 
and neighbors. I needed to securely contain a 
growing bevy of rescued cats, twenty at the 
time. After several expensive proposals, I chose 
to roll-my-own: blending techniques from those 
proposals with ideas from hardware-aisle 
browsing. 

Fueled by panic of one more dog attack or 
teenage prank, two frantic weeks up and down 
stepladder yielded a deer-netting barrier. The 
cats were diligent helpers, proudly pointing out 
oversights. Each fence corner and junction with 
house posed unique challenges. Cats found, 
stretched, and wriggled through gaps. They'd 
then sit on the front step and wait, to come 

through the house and proudly demonstrate the 
latest escape path. A game! 

The cats, all rescues, were my partners those 
years I lived “alone.” They were mostly young, 
vigorous, apt to wander; hence the need for 
containment. The last of them, sedate with age 
and content on the back porch, has now gone. 
No functional need for fencing-in remains. Yet I 
treasure this odd structure, my achievement, my 
landscape for seventeen years. 

Now I enjoy a different partnering: human, with 
an inner gardener that rivals my inner engineer. 
Chain-link looks like trellis to him. He 
visualizes red blooms climbing uninhibited by 
netting. 

Taking down the fence-in closes a chapter of my 
life. Tears are inevitable as memories flash 
through the tedium. Still, I tackle this willingly: 
a compromise for human harmony. 

I do fret about destroying the cardinals' nesting 
place. Repeatedly, they've raised young in the 
netting, overgrown with a tangle of grapevines 
and matted with decayed leaves: an organic 
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and matted with decayed leaves: an organic 
shelf spanning fence top. 

Pulling down all the rigging is so final. 
Yesterday, tears erupted over the demise of a 
rubber tip on the stepladder. This stepladder, 
with those tips, moved with me into this house 
thirty years ago, and has served through 
numerous remodels; it seemed a bodily 
extension during fence-in. I retrieved the rubber 
tip, silly grief taking over. Aging like me, 
cracked; beyond use, it went gently into my 
pocket. New shoes are in order for my friend as 
soon as I get back to the hardware store. 

Meanwhile, a little added wobble from one leg a 
tad shorter is tolerable. I pull myself up hanging 
onto chain-link, to avoid aggravating arthritic 
knees; once up, my weight steadies the wobbles. 
This stepladder and I understand one another 
after so many years. I reflect on the cracked rubber 
foot and brood on longevity. The life span for 
rubber is shorter than that for a good aluminum 
frame. Will I need to replace these knees before 
the rest of my frame wears beyond use? 

Securing deer netting to chain-link involved 
weaving a cable through the two, creating a seam. 
A second cable ran between brackets arching from 
fence (brackets designed to hold barbed wire: a 
friend likened my backyard to Fort Leavenworth). 
The netting from its seam with fence draped over 
the bracket cable, then downward. A third line of 
cable ran below, inward from the fence, woven 
through the dangling netting edge, anchored at 
either end. Thus a netting tent atop the fence, 
sagging a bit between fence top and upper cable, 
creating a hammock of sorts. Any cat willing to 
climb chain-link comes up under hammock, 
cannot go over the top. 

Cats often seek solitude. The ample enclosure (51 
linear yards of fence-in) provided 200 square 
yards, extending from an additional 61 square 
yards of covered porch. Topping that much fence 
required an abundance of cable, repeated trips for 
more cable, more cable clamps, and a tool that 

could effectively cut that vinyl-encased multi-
strand cable. My best bet, according to the 
hardware store, was a fence-man's tool. Indeed, I 
never found anything better. But this gizmo 
designed to crimp and cut presupposes MAN 
muscles pumping its handles. Not mine. 

I wrestled the fence-man's tool to install the 
fence-in, but abandoned it for this deconstruct. 
Easier to simply unweave, tug after tug, after 
undoing two screws in each of many clamps. 
Each clamp held a cable end in a snug loop, 
stand-in for tying a knot. Now some come apart 
resistant and rusty, others pristine as though 
installed last week. I ponder the nature of 
weathering, how some fare so much better than 
others through the years. I feel resonance with 
the clamps that come off half rusted and half 
still silvery. I debate what to do with the clamps 
and screws accumulating in my jacket pocket. 

At day's end, I roll up the downed cable and 
marvel at the heft of it, how it fights me, not 
wanting to be coiled and unceremoniously 
dumped into the trash. Surprisingly colorful in 
the sunlight, yellowed crackled patina over 
varied shades of rust, coiling with strands of 
mint-like silver. Like clamps and me, the cable 
has weathered erratically. 

More tears today upon discovering a casualty, 
hanging for a while in the hammock of netting 
over the gate. We haven't seen goldfinches since 
the last sunflower blooms, back in October. 
Why this little one landed in that hammock goes 
unanswered. A greater puzzle is how it became 
trapped, head and wing tangled between layers 
of netting. From beneath, going through the 
gate, I saw only leaves. Looking down from the 
stepladder, a sadder view: little head twisted, 
tiny feet protruding, yellow feathers among grey 
ruffling in the wind. Just bones and feathers. I 
snipped the hammock section loose, then 
trimmed netting strands away from the tiny 
body. Perhaps the cardinals' loss is reasonable 
trade for a measure of goldfinch protection. 

Any shared habitat involves compromise.
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The Ballad of Stuart Magee 

Sarah Fine – Toronto, ON Canada 

In the summer of ’66, I lived and worked in 
Hamilton as the Recreation Director of a 
psychiatric hospital. I was 19 years old and had 
never been, much less worked, in any type of 
hospital. I wanted to be a social worker and 
knew before I could get a Social Work Degree, I 
needed a Bachelor ’s Degree in either 
Psychology or Sociology. 

Ever since my father started telling us that all 
illnesses were in our heads, I had been 
interested in the brain. I chose Psychology; but 
after a year at school, I didn’t know much. 
Abnormal Psychology is a third-year course. 
This job was the inside track. 

I lived with my older brother and his family. He 
and his wife both worked at the hospital, taking 
opposite shifts to care for their kids. I helped out 
when I could. 

As Recreation Director, I ran the Monday evening 
wiener roasts and the Wednesday bus trips to 
Niagara Falls, as well as sundry activity and 
sports programs. I was manager of the baseball 
team, which amounted to making sure the 
outfielders got enough antipsychotic medication 
to stay calm, but not so much as to cause them 
to lie down on the field during a game. 

I met Stuart at one of the baseball practices. He 
worked as an Attendant on the Chronic Ward 
and looked like a young James Dean. This 
blond-haired, blue-eyed pretty boy even rode a 
motorcycle and wore a black leather jacket to 
work. He was hot stuff, and he was really nice. 

After the game, Stuart said “I’ll call you,” but 
he didn’t. Several weeks went by and I thought 
I’d been given the brush off. Then he reappeared 
and explained he’d been in a car accident and 
away from work, unable to call. I believed him. 

Stuart came from the wrong side of the tracks 
and had been raised in poverty and family 
conflict. He’d taught himself to read at an early 
age, and when his desire for books instead of 
baseball didn’t sit well with his blue-collar family 
or the boys at school, he learned how to fight. 

Stuart made my brother nervous, but not me. I 
thought he had the soul of a poet and the face of 
an angel. He loved to read and talk about books, 
and so did I. He wanted to go to University to 
study English, and so did I. If it weren’t for the 
Social Work requirements, I would have 
majored in English. 

Stuart was saving money for school by working 
days at the hospital and nights doing other less 
legal jobs—that when I think about now make 
me cringe, because I didn’t do much to dissuade 
him. I never asked for details. I guess I just did 
not want to know. 

We became friends. We spent most of our time 
together going for rides or drinking coffee and 
talking, about all kinds of things. I thought he 
was cute and sexy, but I made no advances and 
neither did he, unless he’d been drinking. And 
then he would pull back before things got too hot. 

 “I should never take you with me if I am going 
to drink,” he’d say and move away from me. I 
think he really needed a friend, somebody he 
could talk to about anything. He didn’t want to 
screw that up. He knew I knew about his 
reputation as a ladies’ man. I wasn’t the only 
one who wanted to date him. But I might have 
been the only one content to be his friend. 

In the middle of August, he sold me a second 
hand car for $100. It was my first vehicle—
powder blue with a few bumps and scratches but 
running smoothly. It was a small Ford Mercury, 
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which made me feel good. All the cars Dad ever 
bought were Fords. He said they were reliable. 

I was naïve. The ownership was not in Stuart’s 
name. It belonged to a girl I’d never met. Stuart 
said she’d given him the car because she owed 
him money, and that he would get the ownership 
changed to my name later. Now I think he 
probably stole it. 

When the summer ended, I drove back to 
Toronto in my new car, moved into Residence 
for my second year of University and parked in 
the student parking lot. 

One morning, a few weeks later, I was woken 
up at 7 a.m. by the Residence porter, who told 
me there was a young man asking for me. Half 
awake, I threw on a sweatshirt over my flower 
pajamas and trudged reluctantly to the main 
door. Stuart was there, waiting patiently and 
looking good, if a bit rumpled. 

“Wow, you look pretty bad in the morning,” he 
said. 

I hadn’t checked a mirror, so he was probably 
right. 

 “I need to borrow the car. I was in Toronto last 
night and there are some guys after me.” He 
muttered something about “rolling queers” but I 
didn’t ask for details. 

I later learned young good-looking boys like 
Stuart would hang out in “Gay” bars until they 
got picked up. Then they would threaten to 
expose their “date” and take all his money. At 
that time in Canada, homosexuality was illegal. 
It wasn’t until 1969 that the law was amended to 
decriminalize relations between consenting 
adults. This was a side of Stuart I chose not to 
examine. “Just wait a minute. I’ll get the keys.” 

 “No need.” Stuart gestured at the car parked 
behind him on the driveway. “I already hotwired 
it and brought it up from the lot. You keep the 

keys. I’ll bring it back next week.” He gave me 
a quick hug. 

That was the last time I saw Stuart or the car. 
Sometimes I wonder what happened to him. I 
hope university. I suspect jail. Hot stuff doesn’t 
age well. Sometimes it doesn’t age at all.

Harvest 
Pat Anthony – Fontana, KS 

The host on the TV show looks 
like she is wearing pajamas 
as I walk through the room 

she is talking about marathons 
suddenly I find myself outside 
race-walking to the high pasture 

in search of a tool missing from the 
bushel basket of claw and trowel 
I hike over endless piles of furry scat 

one decimated rabbit, skip tunnels 
of vole and shrew, leaves strewn like 
green rose petals in some elfin wedding 

across this path from storms that raged/rage 
as I return empty handed not wanting to 
admit I might’ve dropped the digger yesterday 

since it’s easier to say you took it 
again and left it with fall beans or 
between shadowy stalks of spikey okra 

this whole thing a marathon run 
daily, the host in her pajamas, 
me in my desperation and you 

in overalls and a caved-in Stetson 
striding through the dusty harvest 
of what we once planted 
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It's not as if there wasn't pain. I’d had a love-
hate relationship with Freddie for over fifty 
years. We were high school loves and later 
adversaries. We had broken up a month before 
graduation; there would be no senior prom or 
graduation parties for us. I'd slammed his locker 
on his hand after lunch one day…. Who 
remembered why? Who really cared? The 
Romance was over and case closed. 

I saw him again two years later, an hour after 
my boyfriend proposed marriage over a Taco 
Bell lunch in the car, in front of the Western 
Auto store where I worked as their first-ever 
female stock clerk. We had dated since just 
before graduation. I had said “yes.” 

Freddie suddenly appeared out of nowhere that 
same day, looking for a second chance, or at 
least a date. I could only show him my ring, 
thinking too soon, too old, too late wise. 

One time, before we left town on a visit home, my 
husband begrudgingly took me by to show our 
infant son to Freddie. We returned to our home—
he enlisted in the Army and went away to war. 

We never saw or spoke to each other for twenty-
five years, then a high school reunion dumped 
us together again. While others said hello at the 
registration table, trying to recognize one 
another by the name badges we wore, I found 
myself swept up in the arms of…whom else. 

We fell into each other again in memory and 
neediness. My last marriage was on the skids, so 
we met in another state under heavily veiled 
half-truths. I entirely lost the last shred of 
naiveté in that hotel room in his arms. 

I believed his helmet full of postwar lies, 
including that he'd never let me go again. When 
just six months later, he broke off all 
communication—e-mail accounts closed down 

Reminiscences  

Nancilynn Saylor – Austin, TX 

and phone transfer went to permanent 
messenger—he blamed it on his CIA handlers. 
Though grief-stricken and mortified, I soon 
went into my battle with lymphoma—fighting 
and surviving it with an unusual feeling of 
revenge in my gut. Some day…. 

Soon enough, perhaps five years later, an 
anonymous post to our high school class page: 
desperately seeking ME. I knew it was him. 
Could I possibly be allowed to pay back the 
disfavor so soon? It was complicated STILL. 

Our relationship teetered and tottered over 
fifteen more years. At some point, I learned he'd 
changed his name “after the ‘CIA’ blackout,” 
but I knew why. He actually feared karma 
would find him, and broken fingers in a high-
school locker would be nothing compared to 
adult red-haired wrath. 

This went on for years. One time he even 
brought me his car. He flew in to take care of 
me after a knee surgery, and became completely 
irate when I declined to make him my medical 
power of attorney. I was blessed with a long and 
accurate memory. 

The last time I saw Freddie in person was as I 
turned off the front porch light on him, as he 
was waiting for a cab to the airport. 

Some things I learned about him were: he had 
two sons and they were named the same names 
as my two sons; he was estranged from 
everyone in his family, all seven brothers and 
both sons and all of his four wives. He was a 
bona fide war hero in Vietnam. 

He popped up in my email once or twice, and 
left a few anonymous New Years or birthday 
messages, until social media made him a real 
identity again. We exchanged “likes” and 
“LOLs” on Facebook, some phone texts, and a 
dozen or so e-mails. 
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I could tell he was not well and that he felt the 
need to grasp on to the memory of our 
friendship. He said he read my blog. He begged 
me to write him a poem. I wrote it, but it was 
not likely what he’d hoped for. He knew I was 
happy again with Romeo, and he eventually 
managed to master platonic, at least in cursory 
fashion. 

A few months back, he started behaving in a 
bizarre manner—shades of the past? Déjà vu? I 
assumed his diabetes was being poorly managed 
as he spoke incoherently in his texts. I waited 
for e-mails or texts, which were long overdue, 
even by Freddie/Tristan standards. 

Three weeks ago, the fifty-year high school 
reunion committee posted a member memorial 
page and his name leaped off the page. I was 
suddenly filled with a profound sadness. 

His brother wrote me that Freddie had died 
alone in his apartment; no one discovered him 
for almost three weeks. 

For some reason, perhaps more than one reason, 
my teenage heart wept. 

Goodbye, Ginger  

Kit Dalton – Martinez, CA 

When my husband and I divorced, I inherited, 
among other things, the four family pets. 
Ginger, the only dog to join the parade of cats 
that had filed through our married years, was 
nine when I moved to a house fronting a marsh 
in California’s Sacramento River Delta. For a 
while she continued to provide indispensable 
company and protection, but then, overnight it 
seemed, her gait lost its bounce, her hearing its 
keenness, her form its grace. There was the 
inevitable eleventh-hour denial that found my 
daughter, Devon, and me seeking the slightest 
excuse—a flicker of renewed interest in food or 
a walk, the reassuring “pock-pock” of sodden, 
broken tennis balls she’d still occasionally 
manage to find and chew—to postpone the fatal 

day. Inevitably, though, the day arrived. The 
tottering heap of flesh and fur that our vibrant, 
golden-hued, 57-Varieties pup had become was 
ready for that Rainbow Bridge, and needed 
veterinary help to cross it. 

Devon expected to help see Ginger off, but she 
was carless and 40 miles away, requiring 
transportation. We picked a day and agreed to 
meet at the Bay Area Rapid Transit stop closest 
to my home. All seemed settled until, come the 
day itself, emotionally debilitated by the task 
before me, I accepted an invitation to play Irish 
tunes with my friend Frank. After all, went my 
flawed reasoning, he didn’t live that many 
BART stops from where I was to meet my 
daughter. Leaving Ginger at home with food and 
water (by then pretty much beside the point) and 
a pee pad, I headed for Frank’s house. 

I found him in his garage, playing tunes with 
fellow musician Mack. No sooner had I joined 
in than Mack announced that he had brought the 
perfect refreshment and produced a large white 
bottle of ale (one we were unfamiliar with, but 
what the heck). This we polished off to the 
accompaniment of a few more tunes 
interspersed with conversation that included 
tales of past adventures (among them perhaps 
Frank’s favorite about his car breaking down in 
Mexico and hitchhiking to Arizona only to find 
he’d forgotten the vehicle’s model year). 

More tunes, and then Frank eyed our by-then-
empty glasses appraisingly: “How about a little 
something else?” Neither Mack nor I objecting
—my mind already pleasantly distanced from 
the forlorn dog awaiting me at home and the 
intricacy of the timetable for meeting my 
daughter, getting to home and to the vet—Frank 
left the garage and soon returned with a pitcher 
of wine cooler, the ice in it tinkling merrily. He 
filled a new set of glasses, and we toasted each 
other’s health, imbibed, and then alternately 
chatted and played tunes. 

We were quite a jolly and musical threesome as the 
sun began to graze the treetops. And then—
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suddenly, it seemed—we were four, with the 
addition of Peg, Frank’s wife, who’d arrived home 
following her workday. Peg sized up the situation 
in the garage, noting that all of us were somewhat 
the worse for wear, but focusing on me, as she 
knew enough about what was happening with 
Ginger to surmise that I should be elsewhere. 

“Kit, are you okay?” Peg asked dubiously. 

And suddenly I wasn’t okay. Not at all. In fact, I 
was so not okay that I burst into tears, the sense 
of my obligation to Ginger and to Devon 
washing over me like a returning tide. I stood 
up, and then toppled into Peg’s arms, sobbing 
unrestrainedly. She comforted me briefly but 
quickly asserted her usual practicality, asking 
about the plans for sending Ginger to meet her 
maker and tut-tutting about priorities. 

“We need to get you out to that BART stop to 
meet your daughter,” she said, “the quicker, the 
better. And neither of you,” she added, surveying 
Frank and Mack accusingly, “look in fit state to 
take her.” After ascertaining which station I was 
headed for, Peg (who, it should be noted, neither 
drank alcohol nor played Irish tunes) volunteered 
to drive me there in my car, told me to get my 
things, and shepherded me toward my vehicle. 

It was only then that I realized that the car, like 
me, was a mess, its back footwell full of topsoil 
that had spilled from too-flimsy plastic garbage 
bags following a recent trip to a dirt yard. 
Cleaning out the soil had not, in the face of 

events at home, seemed like a high priority, 
though it now loomed larger. I apologized, though 
apologies were by this time beside the point. Then 
we got into the car and headed for BART. 

The trip there passed in silence. At the designated 
station, my daughter was pacing and fretting and 
feeling no mercy: “Mo-om,” she scolded. ”How 
could you do this? I’ve been here for half an 
hour, and poor Ginger is all alone at your house. 
You’ve deserted her in her time of need.” 

Devon took over the wheel of the car; we 
thanked Peg as she headed off to catch BART 
back to Oakland; and we joined the mob of 
commuters headed northeast on I-680. At my 
house, shared concern for the dog and her destiny 
by then trumping Devon’s lingering resentment, 
we collected Ginger and headed for the vet. 
Come the crucial moment, we were painfully 
reminded of our dynamic Ginger of times past 
when more than the usual drug protocol was 
required to end her life. Like previous euthanasia 
experiences, this one was accompanied by tears 
and farewells, comforting hands, and the final 
shock of our beloved pet’s dimming eyes. 

The people involved in this adventure very 
kindly refrained from chastising me further, and 
for that I’m grateful since—in retrospect, and 
despite the day’s inevitable unhappy conclusion
—that afternoon’s music session was one of the 
best I remember being part of. In fact, like the 
dog whose day it should have been, it was one 
of the last of its kind.

Music of the Spheres 
Marian McCaa Thomas – Leawood, KS 

I hear it too – 
   it binds me to them, 
      moves me with them; 
Poulenc, "melancholy man," 
Vivaldi, of flaming hair – 
   they heard it and wrote it down 
      for me to cherish. 
I cannot live without it – 
MUSIC! 

Music's Muse 
Marian McCaa Thomas – Leawood, KS 

To float my boat 
I need a note 
of music tried and true – 
Bach is the best, 
Mozart is blest, 
whate’er I play will do. 

A friend told me 
admiringly 
that as I played, he saw 
I was alive 
and so did thrive 
when music’s muse was law. 
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On Wings of Gold 
Sarah Byrn Rickman – Colorado Springs, CO 

Inspired by the words used by WAFS Betty Huyler Gillies (1908-1998) in an oral history 
describing her first P-38 flight. “On Wings of Gold” is dedicated to her. 

Fog shrouds the wings; dawn, but a shard of light. 
Twin engines labor, eager to unbridle the horses. 

Toes, hard on brakes, check the trembling aircraft. 

From the tower, “Cleared for takeoff.” 
Brakes off. Throttle to the firewall. 
Spine thrust back against the seat. 

Rolling, rumbling, reaching, 
Wheels eat up runway. Lift. 

Ease yoke back. Climb! 

Eyes on instruments. Don't look out!  
The Pacific, invisible, lies below. 

Altimeter reads seven…eight…nine hundred feet…  

A shock of blue—a cloudless sky. 

Execute a 180, bearing due east. 
Sunrays strike silver wings, turning them gold. 
Oh to pull over, stop in midair, drink it all in!  

Below, murky black stuff;  
Ahead, two snow-covered peaks, 

Sunlight rising through the pass between them. 

Above it all, a sleek P-38 flies on wings of gold.
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The Stage 
Jan Marquart – Austin, TX 

The day was finally here. The day I worked for, 
attended classes full time for, worked two jobs 
for, lost my family over. I had sacrificed every 
household comfort, living on old and broken 
items from yard sales and sleeping on a used 
mattress on the floor. 

When friends came to visit from back home, 
friends who had just gotten married, they 
bragged about their Ethan Allen furniture and 
plans for having a family, then gave their 
disapproval for how I was living. They didn’t 
see my sacrifices for a new life. Dinners 
consisted of hot dogs, Lipton soup mixes, and 
stuffed cabbage. 

On school breaks, my mother sat crocheting 
baby clothes. She was depressed and angry that 
she had no grandchildren. My parents never let 
me forget that going to college rather than 
marrying the man they loved, was a mistake. 
They didn’t understand that when the man I did 
love wanted to date others, the only way to heal 
was to find something I wanted more than him. 
They didn’t approve of him. Our breakup was 
their relief. I was devastated. 

For my special day, I sent my parents an 
invitation to the graduation ceremony. I hoped 
they would surprise me, clap and cheer for my 
success. After all, I knew they were good 
parents. I knew they loved me. Why wouldn’t 
they eventually support me? 

One by one, I watched my classmates walk 
across the stage as I waited in line for my name 
to be called. The audience roared with delight, 
clapping and hollering their cheers as students 
walked across the stage to receive diplomas. 
The claps and cheers shook the room. Then the 
audience silenced as the professor called my 
name. A Bachelor in Philosophy diploma waited 
for me at the end of the stage. 

I took the first step up, then the second, then the 
third, until I was finally on the stage. I started 
walking, each step audible. The auditorium sat 
shrouded in heavy silence. I could hear my 
shoes clap on the wood and feel each heartbeat 
pound hard in my chest. I choked on the silence. 

“No,” I thought. “This is not going to happen. I 
am not invisible. This is my well-earned 
moment.” 

I got halfway across the stage, turned, faced the 
audience, looked parents in their eyes, and 
broke out in a wide smile, pretending my family 
was seated in the middle of the room. I raised 
both arms and frantically waved. Had they 
really not come? Had they really not flown the 
3000 miles from Brooklyn to California to see 
their daughter get her college degree, the first in 
the family to get one, and even more special, the 
first woman to get one? 

Suddenly, one lonely clap broke the frozen air. 
In the far back to the right, I heard another clap. 

Then, dead silence. 

I couldn’t breathe through the unrelenting quiet. 

The professor stood patiently waiting, my 
degree tied with a blue ribbon in his hand. I 
walked towards him, thanked him, and walked 
off the stage with legs barely able to hold me 
up. Had the audience no shame? 

Why was there so much hurt because of my life-
changing decision? Each time I headed home 
for a visit, my mother refused to pick me up at 
the airport. She threw out all my belongings 
when I came home on my first college break 
visit, leaving me beyond shocked. If I brought 
up life in California or what I was studying, my 
parents left the room. It all cut deep. 
“Journalism,” my neighbor stated. “How’s your 
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“Journalism,” my neighbor stated. “How’s your 
journalism studying going?” 

My cousin had driven down from Pleasanton for 
the ceremony. I was so grateful. She took a 
photo of me with my diploma, handed me a 
check for $25, drove me home, then left to be 
with her husband and children. 

I walked into my house, the one I shared with two 
roommates. Their families were abuzz with 
excitement for their son's graduations, then in a 
chaotic exit, everyone left for a celebratory dinner. 

Moments later, the doorbell rang. It was my 
boyfriend. He had come to see if I were home 
from the ceremony. He, too, had graduated and 
his family was waiting in the car to take him to 
dinner. He had come over to receive the present 
I made for him, said he loved the quilt, and that 
he never had his own handmade blanket before. 
He gave me nothing, not even a hug of 
congratulations. He walked toward his parents’ 
car at the curb and I watched them drive off and 
turn the corner. 

In a desperate moment, I called my family, 
fantasizing that, despite our differences, they 
would at least be glad for me. My father 
uncharacteristically answered the phone. 

“Hi Dad,” I said. “I graduated today.” 

Silence. “Huh, so now you think you’re better 
than everybody else?” 

“No,” I said, barely able to hear my voice as it 
filled with shame for displeasing him. 

We spoke about the weather; mom was out 
shopping. I hung up. 

I unrolled my diploma. I had no regrets. 

I don’t know what made me pretend my family 
was in the audience. I don’t know what gave me 
the courage to face the audience and wave 
frantically to solicit applause. I knew that I 
couldn’t let myself walk across that stage in thick 
silence, for I had lost much in getting there. 

That day in 1976 set the tone for the rest of my 
life. I have metaphorically walked across many 
stages in the last 41 years. To live an authentic 
life, one must cross many stages, for they build 
courage, strength, weakness, love, injury, 
reward, healing, and, yes, the discovery of the 
true self. 

Still, I have no regrets.

Racing the Water 
Train 

M. Davis Stephens – Irvine, CA 

When I went to elementary school in the 1950s, 
one of my favorite playmates was a locomotive. 
It belonged to the Arrowhead Water Company 
train that chugged up and down Mountain View 
Avenue in San Bernardino, fetching water from 
the hot springs. The locomotive did not 
acknowledge me as it lumbered with empty tank 
cars toward the famous arrowhead-shaped 
outcropping on the mountain every morning at 
8, but I waited for it on my way to school, 
playing a new game with it each day. I laid 
objects on the track and marveled at the great 
wheels’ power to flatten cans, pulverize stones, 
and carry away peanut butter sandwiches stuck 
to the metal rim. I shrieked into its din as I was 
not allowed to do anywhere else. Sometimes, I 
obscured its distant hulk with my soft, pink, 
outstretched palm as if, for a moment, I held it 
back. 

Most of all, I loved racing the box-headed 
behemoth that lumbered along flinging pebbles 
from the hard packed dirt median as it crudely 
banged ahead. I would see the beast loom 
towards me, feel the vibration grow under my 
saddle oxfords, shaking my bones harder and 
harder with its thunderous roar. The beard-like 
fence across the locomotive’s industrial face 
gave it a determined chin-thrusting expression. 
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The energy of gnashing metal rumbled up 
through my legs as I ran alongside the chest-
high wheels encased in menacing black springs 
that shot out orange sparks. My joyful breath 
merged with its rhythmic diesel roaring. I felt 
courageous next to such savage power securely 
gripped by steel tracks, and strong in my frailty 
beside the brute that groaned and ground itself 
dumbly forward, oblivious to my challenge. 

The train always won the race, of course. When 
the caboose passed, I quivered gratefully in the 
inflow of quiet that followed the clanks and 
squeals, conceding to my honored opponent 
with the ecstasy of an Olympian. I would still be 
shaking and panting as it bleated its mournful 
horn at Electric Avenue and drudged up the 
mountain, noble in its solemn pursuit of water. 

In 1960, Arrowhead Company replaced the 
water train with four brand-new boringly quiet 
trucks. I was twelve and sensing the fulfillment 
of the prophecy that I would outgrow “running 
like a boy.” I said a reluctant goodbye to the 
magnificent mechanical monster that had let me 
feel daring and brave, as girls were not 
supposed to want to feel. 

I bend down, marveling at the simplicity of this 
rock nest, these perfect eggs. When I leave, the 
Killdeer rushes over with soft cries, rolling the 
eggs over one-by-one with her feet, wanting to 
know what I have done. Satisfied, she settles 
down to wait for her next performance. A fox or 
a bobcat will be fooled, I know. Man is the only 
creature smart enough to do intentional harm.  

Sadie barks and is gone in a flash of white and 
grey. With a wry smile, I realize she would die 
in the wild. The rabbit has no trouble out-
running her, ducking through mesquite thickets 
and around scrub cedar trees. I even think it 
slows on purpose once, teasing her, laughing 
when she can't keep up. 

I follow a rough trail covered with rocks, which 
I have walked before, yet every day I see a new 
shape in the boulders ahead, a new burrow or 
fresh animal tracks. I place my feet carefully, 
knowing from experience how quickly a solid-
seeming rock turns into a round, spiked horned 
toad or a coiled snake. The horned toad is really 
a lizard. If I touch it—seeking contact with 
another life—it will flatten its rough-skinned 
body, sinking closer to the ground. To blend 
with the earth, it is brown this far south, unlike 
its red cousin in the mountains.  

The day has been hot. Probably I am safe from 
snakes, although that six-foot diamondback 
rattler I met last month twines vivid across my 
mind. Until that moment and that sound, I hadn't 
understood the meaning of the phrase “frozen in 
one’s tracks.” There's something in the blood of 
a mammal that knows that low-pitched rattle. 
Primal. Funny, my first ever primal response 
was no response at all. Today, I find no snakes.  

I look south toward Mexico, thinking of a story 
I once heard about a man who walked 500 
miles, from Chihuahua, carrying a ceramic pot 
on his back as a gift. The story is old, a hundred 
years or more, but the land hasn't changed much 
and I wonder where he slept, and if he was as 

Desert Walks 
Teresa Cutler-Broyles – Albuquerque, NM 

At first, so caught up am I in thoughts of leaving 
this place, I don't notice the Killdeer limping 
away, wing held as though broken. Then I slow, 
knowing I am close to her huddle of sand-
colored, spotted eggs. Her ploy hasn't worked 
and the bird pauses, waiting to see what I will 
do. Sadie finds them first; her nose is better for 
this sort of thing, and she is closer to the 
ground. Four perfect ovals in a circle of stones, 
the eggs hide in plain sight. Losing interest, 
Sadie rushes away, hoping no doubt to find 
something that will run from her. 
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and I wonder where he slept, and if he was as 
careful as I am about where he put his feet.  

The desert doesn't care where you walk. Maybe 
that's the lure of it.  

Near the silent windmill, in a shallow pool 
inches deep, I see a flash of motion and I pause, 
staring. An egret—white, silky, graceful—walks 
through the water, its head bobbing in slow time 
to its footfalls. Sadie stares, confused. She is 
unused to seeing birds this large. As she did 
when the blue heron landed in the stock tank 
last week, she woofs at it, not sure if she should 
bark. The egret ignores us both and we go on. 

My feet brush against a cactus and disturb a 
blue lizard as long as my forearm. It slithers 
away in its awkward, back and forth motion. I 
know that if I touched it, it would shed its tail, 
leaving me staring at a twitching body part 
while the creature itself escaped. It seems a 
drastic way to save one’s life, and I wonder how 
many people would be that brave.  

I think of leaving, of moving away to greener 
places. I feel as though I've blended here, have 
become as colorless as the dirt, as hidden as the 
speckled eggs. As motionless as the blades of 
windmills on still days. Part of me feels comfort 
in this thought, knowing that as long as this is 
true I can stay here in limbo. Walking with 
Sadie. Avoiding snakes. Communing with birds. 
Yet, as I reach the end of the trail and circle 
toward the house I haven't yet called home, I 
know that I am still changing. Soon, like the 
eggs, I will break open and become something 
new and helpless. 

I watch the egret rise into hot air, wings whiter 
than clouds or the underbelly of newborn 
rabbits. I walk on, thinking of wings and 
wondering if, as earthbound creatures, we ever 
truly find ourselves. Maybe we are all searching 
the desert for something. Knowing I have not 
yet found it, I walk westward in twilight, hoping 
to find it in the red, red shadows. The rocky trail 

has become darker since I came up this way. I 
am frightened for a moment. Sadie runs ahead, 
asking no questions. Simply running.  

Maybe that's the answer. Simply. Running. But 
in running, don't we miss seeing the perfect 
nests? The cattle egrets ascending effortlessly 
into blood-red sunsets? The blue, tailless 
lizards?  

Maybe I need to shed part of myself in order to 
escape. 

I wonder if I have the courage.

Beginnings 

Emily Eckart – Lawrenceville, NJ 

At the age of fourteen, my main occupation was 
the school robotics team: a group of six high 
schoolers, five of whom I considered 
expendable. The other kids viewed the team as 
something like a club, a fun time to hang out 
after school in the tech lab and tinker with 
machines. I was focused on an actual goal. In 
two months, we would compete at an annual 
robot race held between ten schools in our area. 
Our school had never broken into the top half of 
the rankings. It was my first year on the team, 
and I wanted to lead the rabble to place in the 
top three, if not win outright. 

The technology teacher, an easygoing man in 
his thirties, watched in bemusement as I 
whipped the team toward our destiny. I 
delegated tasks. Nancy, who was always looking 
things up on her phone, I assigned to collect 
pictures, descriptions, and any video footage of 
past robot winners. Darryl always tabbed and 
labeled his notebooks for each class, so I 
directed him to organize and inventory the parts 
in our robot kit. Tim was a master at reinforcing 
his book covers with silver duct tape. I had him 
replicate the racecourse on our worktable with 
strips of masking tape; he would also be the 
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timekeeper for test runs. Joe and Jeff, the class 
clowns, were left as my personal assistants. 
They would help me to construct the robot and 
k e e p t r a c k o f d e s i g n v e r s i o n s a n d 
improvements. 

Within three weeks, we got our robot to travel 
the two-meter distance as fast as last year's 
second-place winner. Tim whooped and threw 
both hands in the air. Nancy clapped. Joe asked 
the teacher, “Can we have cake?” This enraged 
me. 

“No!” I shouted, jumping up on a chair. “We 
haven't won anything yet. Keep working!” 

It was that afternoon that the teacher broke the 
news. I was fiddling with one of the joints of the 
robot—alone. The others had fled as soon as the 
meeting was technically over. 

“Iris,” he said, “your vision is…unique…but I 
think it's harming the team.” 

I stopped what I was doing and looked up at 
him, confused. “What do you mean?” 

“The tech lab is supposed to be a positive place. 
It's about fun, not competition.” 

This made no sense to me. “But we're entered in 
a competition. You entered us.” 

“Right. An opportunity to meet other students 
and see their robots, not something to have an 
unhealthy obsession over.” 

I mulled this over, trying to understand how you 
could enter a competition and not want to win. 

“Iris, there have been multiple complaints.” 

“About what?” 

“About you.” 

This offended me. I wondered who had accused 
me. “That's crazy. I'm the only one getting 
anything done. I designed the robot. I built it.” I 
stopped just short of saying what I really 
thought: I am the team. 

“You are a helpful member,” he conceded. I 
started to protest in rage, and he cut me off. 
“But if you don't change your attitude, I'm going 
to ask you to leave.” 

I stood up, pushing my chair out from behind 
me, leaving the partially adjusted robot in two 
pieces on the table. 

“Fine then.” I tried hard to make my teenage-
girl voice boom. “Good luck winning without 
me.” 

Bereft of robotics, I languished. There was little 
to do after school in a town such as mine, where 
the busiest stretch consisted of a CVS, two 
churches, and the library. Most kids opted for 
team sports, but I abhorred those; they seemed 
to me like mere tests of brute strength, a 
celebration of humans' animal origins. Nor did I 
have any friends, being excluded from female 
confidences by my intellectual interests and 
conceited attitude. I knew my short haircut and 
boyish clothes weren't conventional, but I didn't 
care enough to change them. I liked that they 
made me different in this unbearably ordinary 
town.  

I didn't belong in a place like this: swaths of 
green football fields, bland tasteful homes, 
square-nosed school buses, jewel-toned 
minivans glittering like playing pieces on the 
gameboard of the parking lot. I was meant to do 
something grand, far beyond those somnolent 
streets. I could feel my destiny hidden behind 
the visible surface of things; I just had to listen 
for it, its heartbeat, its hum. 



Page !29

Recipe 
Noëlle Sickels – Los Angeles, CA 

When asking for something big 
the survival of a loved one or a love 
chutzpah ought to share the stage 
with supplication 
like Jerry Lewis late in the telethon 
when he’d loosen his tie 
and stagger-swagger hoarsely 
through a sentimental song. 
Even Jesus waiting in the garden 
for betrayal 
complained, recalcitrant 
if only for a bit 
humility at odds 
with the yen to escape 
to thrive 

The Sacrifice 
Marilea Rabasa – Rio Rancho, NM 

Time was passing— 
The Voice inside me would not be stilled. 
For years I covered my ears 
And prayed for peace. 
But my road was not destined to be an easy one. 
The mettle still needed much testing. 
My real work was about to begin. 

One day I woke up and 
Prepared to take up the yoke. 
Step by step, I plowed the field. 
Hitting rocks, one by one, I 
Moved them aside. 
They weren’t too heavy. I found myself 
Getting stronger the more I worked. 
It’s a bittersweet victory, my field of flowers. 
There was a price that I paid along the way. 
As I stand and admire the smells and beauty 
I see three smiling shadows darting behind the trees. 
I remember when those happy smiles 
Had form and function in my life. 

But the Voice would not be stilled. 
It consumed me. 
And together, the Voice and I, watched helplessly 
As the forms became shadows 
Hiding behind trees. 

The Gift 
Jane Louise Steig Parsons – Austin, TX 

I wish I could recall my age the day Mother 
quietly asked me to sit down beside her. She 
handed me a small, non-descript light brown 
box adorned by a simple pale blue ribbon. As I 
held it, I realized it weighed almost nothing and 
when I shook it gently, nothing inside shifted. 
Our eyes met, mine inquisitive and questioning, 
hers mysterious and a little apprehensive. 

Slowly, I removed the ribbon and lifted the lid. 
Above the aged tissue paper lay a folded piece 
of beveled ecru notepaper with “To Jane” 
inscribed upon it. I lifted the flap and read the 
message inside: “At long last! And with my love 
and confidence. Mother” 

How curious, I mused, as I cautiously parted the 
tissue paper to discover what lay within. At first, 
I did not recognize the contents, two pieces of 
red-and-white cotton cloth, about four inches by 
two inches, tapered at one end. I studied them 
silently, puzzled, for several moments. 

Suddenly, I knew! The impact touched me 
deeply. Nestled there were the cut ends from the 
ties of her favorite apron. “Your apron strings,” 
I whispered, my misting eyes meeting hers. 

“Yes”, she said with conviction. “I have cut you 
free. You no longer need my apron strings to 
support you.” There were tears in her eyes and a 
trembling smile upon her lips. My countenance 
mirrored hers. 

I wish I could recall what in my demeanor or 
behavior provided the catalyst for this gift, but I 
cannot. 

Unbeknown to her, a short time before Mother’s 
death from cancer, I found among her things an 
old unmarked notebook. In it was a multi-page 
discourse she had penciled many years before, 
expressing her concern about my extreme 
idealism and her worry that I might not be 
practical enough to manage my own life 
independently. The apron strings gift to me 
demonstrated her decision that I had, at last, 
“come of age.” 
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Choices We Make, Chances We Take  
Maya Lazarus – Caldwell, TX 

Philomena fed her children gelatin for breakfast. 
They chose the color. She gave them burnt 
vegetables at lunch, believing the carbon would 
strengthen their bones. She offered them filtered 
rainwater to drink and poured cod liver oil down 
their throats at dinnertime. To say that she had 
some quirky nutritional beliefs would be a 
misjudgment. To Philomena, these ideas made 
perfect sense because they were natural 
elements of the earth, at least most of them. 
They were as natural as the kinky, dark curls 
that sprouted from her skull, as natural as her 
confident, hip-swaying walk or her bronze-
colored skin. 

Her eight children accepted her ideas without 
complaint. They knew no other way as they 
didn’t go to regular school or play with other 
kids. They loved the braids she made in their 
hair. She placed trinkets on the ends that tinkled 
so she could always find them. No TV, radio, 
computer, or phone crossed their doorway. Only 
books were allowed, stacked in every corner. 
They were useful for building forts, ladders, 
tunnels, and sometimes for reading. 

I know these intimate details about Philomena and 
her children because I was her sometime lover, 
partner, and best female friend. We met in church 
of all places. The Church of Religious Science. I 
never ate from her food menu, but I respected her 
choices. They did no harm to her children and, 
perhaps, made them sturdier, studious, and 
unusual. And so it is. People come into our lives, 
and can we say we really know who they are? 
How long does it take to know what’s beneath the 
mask, where the shadow-self dwells? 

One Saturday, Philomena brought all eight 
children to a bench in Union Square Park. The 
sky was clear of clouds, the air crisp with spring 
promises. Five men sat on the bench—an Asian, 

a dark-skinned Latino, an African-American, a 
Caucasian (probably Scandinavian), and a light-
skinned Native American—all looking very 
uncomfortable. They fidgeted. One or two 
smoked. Philomena approached them with her 
light easy grace, a big smile showing her 
perfectly spaced ivory teeth. “These are your 
fathers, children, or at least five of them. I don’t 
know how to reach the other three.” 

Each man had only seen his offspring once, 
when he or she was born, but Philomena 
thought it was about time that her children knew 
who their fathers were. She really wasn’t 
interested in having a “real-ationship” with 
them, but she thought the children might. For 
her, the men had been a means to an end, though 
she had picked them carefully. 

Philomena earned her livelihood selling incense 
and essential oils on Broadway in lower 
Manhattan. You wouldn’t think she could earn 
enough like that, but Philomena had a side 
business. She sold special herbs and potions—
aphrodisiacs and virility compounds. And at 
that, she was very successful. By word of 
mouth, men flocked to her table, and some got 
to try them out on her, though she was 
extremely selective. 

Mamadou was one example. He had approached 
her table with a charming shyness that brought 
Philomena’s defenses down right away. “How 
can I help you?” she asked with her most 
alluring smile, the one that made her eyes 
sparkle and dance. 

“Ah, hmm, well, I’m familiar with these oils but 
I’m looking for something special. You see, I 
have a date tonight and, well…” He couldn’t 
exactly get the words out, but Philomena knew 
what he meant. 
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She reached into her large cloth bag and pulled 
out a small zip lock bag of dark green herbs. 
“Here. This will make your date go smashingly 
well. Fix some tea. Money back guarantee.” 

Mamadou never had his date, at least, not with 
the original intended. Philomena continued the 
conversation and found out that Mamadou was a 
Ph.D. candidate in economics at New York 
University. He had a quick sense of humor, a 
kind demeanor, and intelligent eyes. He gave 
her baby number three and returned to Senegal. 
(He was NOT one of the men on the park bench 
in Union Square.) 

Philomena joined five of her children with their 
fathers that afternoon. I showed up at exactly 
the hour she asked me to and took the other 
three for ice cream. Philomena said she had 
something to take care of as she hoisted her 
large colorful bag onto her right shoulder and 
walked away, trailing the scent of patchouli, her 
long skirt swirling around her legs gracefully, a 
distracted look on her face. 

* * * * * 
The five fathers, eight children, and I waited for 
Philomena long past the agreed upon time for 
our rendezvous. She had assured us she would 
be back. After a few hours, however, the 
children became antsy, tired, and hungry. I 
thanked the men for their patience and took all 
the children to their home. 

At 8 p.m. the doorbell rang. Two police officers, 
an older male and a young female, stood 
uneasily at the entrance, causing my heart to 
flutter and my stomach to flip. I collapsed into 
their arms after they delivered the news. 

They told me Philomena had arrived at the 
NYU Bobst Library in Washington Square Park 
shortly before it closed. Evidently entering with 
a guest pass, she crossed the black and white 
marble-tiled floors to an elevator that would 
take her to the top—the eleventh floor. I’d been 
there before. Each floor looks out onto the 
central lobby and the mesmerizing geometric 

pattern below. She climbed the guard fence, 
paused for a second, and jumped before anyone 
could pull her down. They said her long, 
flowing skirt remained modestly around her 
ankles as her blouse soaked up the blood from 
the black and white tiles. 

I wracked my brain, trying to enter Philomena’s 
last thoughts, trying to get at the “why” and never 
got there. As I said, people come into our lives, 
and can we say we really know who they are? 

Witness 
Lucy Painter – Williamsburg, VA 

I stand on the dark porch 
the night my father leaves. 
November rain pounds the roof, 
the roof he climbed last summer, 
paint cans balanced in his hands 
his sturdy body soaked with sweat. 

Crystals of rain collect on his shoulders 
the night my father leaves, 
shoulders I rode to county fairs 
to picnics on the green, 
through snake-danger wet grasses 
on our way to Goshen’s river bank. 

Words crouch in our mouths 
the night my father leaves. 
Words too wounded to set free. 
No moonlight betrays our faces, 
no street lamp unmasks our eyes 
the night my father leaves. 

We two concede as one 
the death of dreams, 
the futility of faith, 
only the rain our witness 
the night my father leaves. 
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Near Misses of a Lucky Zygote  

Maria Weber – Buena Vista, CO 

I wasn’t even born when the Titanic went down. But Mother was. In April 1912, my mother was three 
months old. If Granny had sailed on the Titanic with her two little girls, chances are I wouldn’t be here. 

The Spanish flu pandemic hit Mother’s family hard. The doctor said Granny wouldn’t make it. She 
survived, but barely. Her family of six was so ill that neighbors had to care for them. If Mother had 
died, I wouldn’t be here. 

In World War II, Pop served as an officer on the USS Mainstay, a minesweeper that supported the Allied 
invasion of southern France and patrolled the waters off southern Japan. Some minesweepers were 
struck and sunk. If the Mainstay had sunk, chances are I wouldn’t be here. 

Mother was six when her parents thought she had a stomachache and ignored her symptoms. The 
appendix ruptured. She spent six weeks on the edge of eternity in a distant hospital enduring 
unspeakable treatments before antibiotics, the bill for her care, a fortune—$100. The scar on her 
abdomen deep and long for the rest of her life. Had she slipped away, I wouldn’t be here. 

Tuberculosis ran rampant when Pop was a teenager. His brother, mother, and aunt spent time recovering 
in sanatoriums. My father dodged that scourge. Had he not, chances are I might not be here. 

Mother smoked during her pregnancy. Smoking while pregnant can cause miscarriage and Mother had lost 
several fetuses before I was conceived. I was stubborn and stuck with her. Had I not, I wouldn’t be here. 

Grandfather ran off with another woman leaving Grandmother with two little boys. Divorce was a 
scandal in 1915. The scars on their hearts were never discussed, but passed down as familial coronary 
issues. Chances are the offspring inherited them, and only time will tell. I'm grateful to be here. 

Grandma Rose 
Renee Howard Cassese – Temecula, CA 

Long after she was gone 
her scent lingered: 
tucked between sofa cushions, 
a fragrant film 
on rose painted walls. 
It slept in closets: 
when you opened the doors 
jasmine enfolded you 
like her strong  
and loving arms. 
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Shelling Peas, 1947 

Shelley Thrasher – Tyler, TX 

Shug labored up the steps, relying on her cane. 
She’d gained weight. 

“Lordy, I’ve never been so scared. But I’m here 
for your birthday, Josie.” 

“Come on in.” Nettie carried Shug’s striped 
suitcase. “Momma. You been waiting here all 
morning?” 

Josie wheeled her chair around. “Nope. Been 
busy. You tuckered out, Shug?” 

Shug shook her head. 

“Got us some peas to shell.” Josie sped down 
the hallway. “Lady creams for you and purple 
hulls for me. Out on the back porch.” She 
glanced at Shug. “Best shed those high heels 
and hat. Looks like you just had tea with King 
George.” 

Shug smoothed her blue silk dress. “Isn’t it 
pretty? Matches my eyes. My granddaughter 
bought it and my aeroplane ticket to Dallas, too. 
I didn’t spill anything so it’ll be clean for your 
party.” 

“Bunch of nonsense, you spending a king’s 
ransom to come visit.” 

Nettie pointed toward the spare bedroom. “Now, 
Momma. Not many people make it to a 
hundred. But Aunt Shug’s here to rest, not shell 
peas.” 

“Josie and I couldn’t talk without keeping busy. 
Right, sis?” 

“Yep. Living in Atlanta hasn’t citified you 
completely. I swan, though. I never thought I’d 
see you fly through the clouds like a blue jay.” 

* * * * * 

On the back porch, Josie braked her wheelchair. 
Shug nestled into a cushioned, floweredy chair, 
wearing a short-sleeved housedress now and 
holding a dishpan. A bushel basket and a 

trashcan sat near a rotating fan on a stand 
stirring up a coolish breeze. 

“You know, Shug, I been thinking ‘bout your 
easy life.” 

Shug laughed. “I’m happy to be here too, big 
sis. You haven’t changed much, eh?” 

“No sirree.” Josie ripped the string from a 
rough-feeling purple hull and squeezed out 
yellow-green peas. “I work hard. Always have.” 

“And why do you do that?” Shug waggled a 
silky green hull at her. 

Josie stopped, held up her hands, and stared at 
the big bluish veins worming under the brown 
blotches on her thin skin. “Don’t rightly know. 
Guess I’ve always had chores or folks to tend 
to.” 

“Isn’t it time you found out? Tell me about 
yourself. You’ve always been too busy to relax, 
but I can’t fly this far again. I wanna hear 
everything before it’s too late.” 

Josie shelled faster. “That’s nothing but 
foolishness.” 

Shug folded her soft-looking pink hands in her 
lap. 

Shucks. She’s never done a hundredth of the 
work I have. Josie shelled harder. 

“Just let me ask you a question.” 

Josie stayed quiet, but Shug didn’t. “How’d you 
meet your husband? I was so young when you 
married and left for Texas, I’ve never known.” 

She smiled, and Josie glimpsed the snaggle-
toothed little sister she’d taken care of before 
the war. 

“Go ahead. I double-dog dare you.” 

Josie didn’t stop shelling, but she did start 
talking. 

* * * * * 
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Brushing a fly from her sweaty forehead, Josie 
said, “Whewee. This palavering’s parched my 
throat. Nettie,” she called over her shoulder. 
“How ’bout a drink? And a flyswatter.” 

“Coming, Momma. Ice tea okay?” She gave 
them each a glass and Josie the swatter. 

Josie took a long pull, then another, and handed 
Nettie her empty goblet. “Sure hit the spot. Now 
pull that stool over so I can raise my muckledy-
duck old legs. They’re swelling.” 

Settled in, Josie swatted a fly, then lifted her 
pan. “Looks like we’ll be eating purple hulls. 
Shug’s a slacker. I’ve done most of the talking 
and the pea-shelling, too.” 

Shug shrugged. “I’ve been after Josie forever to 
tell me about her trip here in a covered wagon.” 

Nettie smiled. “I’d love to hear, but I better get 
to cooking.” 

Shug turned her attention to her peas but pretty 
soon asked, “What was it like when you reached 
Texas?” 

Josie cleared her throat and shelled slower. “It 
was wonderful to be away from the destroyed 
countryside back home and plant cotton in 
peace here.” 

Shug nodded. “I don’t know if those of us who 
lived through the war will ever get over it.” 

But the past was just that. Josie sighed. You had 
to think about what was coming up, not where 
you’d been. Funny how Shug couldn’t grasp 
that fact and kept stirring up memories. Josie 
straightened and tried to satisfy her sister’s 
craving for old stories. 

* * * * * 

Shug ran her hand through her smooth peas as if 
it comforted her. Then she stroked Josie’s arm. 
“Hard times, eh, sis?” 

Josie enjoyed the cool touch, then flinched 
away, memories blazing. “You don’t know the 
half of it.” 

A sunray peeked through the oak trees, made 
Shug’s wavy, silver hair shine. Why, she was an 
old woman. 

Guess I am, too. 

Shug picked up a cardboard fan showing Jesus 
on the Cross and plied it awhile, then grabbed 
her pan again. “How’d you manage, Jo?” 

“Worked myself silly. Built a right good life 
here, if I do say so.” 

Shug smoothed a wrinkle in her cotton dress. 
Then she bragged about how things had been 
hard for her, too. 

“Shucks.” Josie swatted another fly, then stared 
at her scarred, weathered hands. “It’s a wonder 
these poor old things survived.” 

Shug slung her pink arm onto the side of her 
chair, her underarm flab quivering. “Well, my 
life hasn’t exactly been a picnic.” 

“Pshaw.” Josie spit a brown stream of snuff into 
the yard. 

Shug grabbed her walking stick and jumped up, 
eyes glinting. “You made your bed. And you 
laid in it. So did I!” Then she caned it down the 
back steps and lurched toward the apple 
orchard. 

But pretty soon, Shug trudged back up and 
reclaimed her pan. 

Reminded Josie of a summer shower. 

She sat still for a minute. “Thank you kindly for 
coming, Shug.” And in spite of her raised-up, 
swollen legs, she reached across the empty 
space between them and patted her sister on the 
shoulder. 

Then she recollected holding Shug as a babe in 
arms, before the war, and all those long, hard 
years softened and glowed.
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The Kiss 
Noëlle Sickels – Los Angeles, CA 

They always ran out of ice. 

It was her way, perhaps, of disowning the 
parties. There was a point during every one 
when she’d retreat to a quiet corner to sit a few 
moments, puzzled at being somehow vaguely in 
charge of all these people. It was a feeling she 
also had occasionally about her husband and 
their six children, who seemed to her at times 
like a dark bruise whose origin she couldn’t 
recall. 

Her best friend's husband drove her to get the 
ice. He also had six children, but they didn’t 
baffle him. They were voices at dinner, back 
seat tumult in the car's rearview mirror, 
characters in the little stories his wife told him 
before he fell asleep. 

Both sets of children were sleeping at his house, 
two blocks away from the party. She wanted to 
stop by to check on them. 

The children were all in one room, some asleep 
on the floor, the rest tangled together like dirty 
laundry in two twin beds. Someone had draped 
a green scarf over the lamp, which was still on. 
She removed the scarf and caught the smell of 
burnt hair. 

Stepping carefully around the children on the 
floor, she touched each one lightly on the 
shoulder as if they were good luck charms. He 
pulled up blankets over the children in the beds, 
tucking in one arm that dangled over the edge. 
At just that moment, she turned off the light, so 
he didn’t know whose arm it was. He felt an 
indistinct affection flowing out to all of them. 

She waited for him in the dark hallway 
downstairs, silhouetted against the screen door 
by the porch light. There was something vacant 
in her stance, as if she were expecting to wait a 
long time, or had already been waiting a long 

time. He was seized with the desire to kiss her. 
She saw it. 

She had once come upon her husband and his 
wife in a passionate embrace at one of the 
parties. They hadn't noticed her, and she had 
never said anything about it to anyone. It was 
just the way they were, her husband and his 
wife. It didn't mean enough, or it meant too 
much, to sort out. The marriages stayed 
marriages. The friendships stayed friendships. 

She wondered if he knew, and if that was why 
he wanted to kiss her. She wondered if that was 
why she was going to let him. 

When he approached, she felt a quiver deep 
inside her, like the leap of a small fish. He 
placed his hands flat against the sides of her 
head, blocking out all sound except her own 
breathing. She watched his mouth lower slowly 
to hers. His lips were soft at first; she felt them 
tremble. Then came the press of his teeth, the 
prowl of his tongue. The kiss slid languidly 
down their bodies and faded away like an echo. 
She neither wanted nor needed another kiss. She 
assumed he felt the same. He did. 

They drew apart. Still watching each other's 
faces, they laughed. It was the freest laugh she'd 
had in some time. He liked the sound of it. 

She pushed the screen door open wide, and they 
left the house. He caught the door in time, so 
that it wouldn’t slam into the children’s dreams. 

My Other Mother 
Connie Katusak – Burnet, TX 

She wasn't my biological mother, that tiny dark-
haired young woman. She was, however, my 
mentor, in the sense that her involvement in my 
life opened the world to my curious mind. 
Actually, we explored together—the adult and 
the child. Perhaps we were both children in a 
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sense. She, who had been deprived of play as a 
child, now sought the companionship of a 
kindred spirit. 

As the youngest of seven children born to a 
widowed immigrant mother, life wasn't easy, 
and she didn't have the carefree childhood her 
brothers and sisters had enjoyed before the 
death of their father in Italy. In their new 
country, life was hard. Instead of being the 
pampered youngest, she was now expected to 
become the enabler who would lift the family 
out of poverty. Play was out and studying was 
in. She would go to college—fun could wait. 
Not only would she attend college but she 
would become a doctor at a time when there 
were few women attending medical school. 
Brothers and sisters pooled resources to scrape 
tuition money, but getting good grades rested on 
her thin shoulders. 

War raging across Europe and the Pacific meant 
shortages, but these sturdy people, who had 
weathered the Depression, hunkered down to 
make the best of another pothole on their 
journey to prosperity. Illness doesn't wait for 
male doctors to return from the war and thus, 
her practice flourished. The sacrifices called for 
paid off, and she was soon able to set aside 
money for the next generation to attend college. 

Aunt Connie's house, complete with Aunt Mary, 
her gentle spinster sister and housekeeper, was a 
haven for me. The library, with its cheery 
fireplace and chenille overstuffed chairs, was 
stocked with captivating books from the classics 
to popular fiction. There was an Encyclopedia 
with its wealth of information from past to 
present. I read everything. 

She bought a baby grand piano and paid for my 
piano lessons. I would go to the hospital with 
her and play the piano for the medical personnel 
and the ambulatory patients. Often, on the 
weekends, we would play croquet at home or 
ride the carousel at the park—all the things she 

hadn't done as a child. My parents didn't speak 
English, so she was the one who came to school 
to meet with the teachers. I was so proud of my 
doctor Aunt. 

She never married, so in a way I was the 
daughter Aunt Connie would never have. My 
parents were so overwhelmed, they were 
grateful to have a family member shoulder some 
of the responsibility; she seemed to welcome 
my company and was seldom impatient with 
me. 

Later, as her medical practice expanded, and 
more great nieces and nephews swelled the 
family numbers, I spent less time in the big 
house. School and a part-time job took up more 
of my time. But happy memories of those early 
years lingered. There was always a special card 
for Aunt Connie for Mother's Day and her 
birthday. 

After she passed away, I found those cards 
neatly bound in a box in her closet, and I knew 
they had been special to her, too. 

The Eddy  
Mary Jo Doig – Afton, VA 

“Ed bought his first boat when he was seventeen 
and was a river man from then on,” his widow 
Marcia told us, her voice rippling with joy 
mixed with sorrow. “When I fell in love with 
him, I fell head over heels for river life, too.” 

She reached her hand out to touch the shoulder 
of the man who stood beside her, smiling up at 
him. “Then John, our first, came along and we 
took him right along with us on the water. We 
did the same with the next three kids, too. 
We’ve always been, and I guess we’ll always 
be, a river family.” 
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Standing by my friend, also a river man, I 
listened to Marcia carefully, getting to know the 
man I’d heard much about but never met. 
“When Ed started the business, he was so busy, 
but always found time on weekends to get out 
on the water with the kids and our friends.” Ed’s 
cement mix product could still be found in every 
construction supply store across the country, we 
knew. He’d been as devoted to his business as to 
his family and, of course, to the river. 

Marcia looked around at the twenty-two people 
who stood with her in a circle, knee high in the 
calm, tepid water, as she described the couple’s 
joys through the years, her eyes moist, her lips 
half-smiling. “We had such a good life, not a 
perfect one, but so good,” she concluded, then 
wiped her eyes with her shirtsleeve and looked 
at us, her arms embracing a platinum urn. 
“Who’d like to speak next?” she asked. 

Several people followed, each sharing a 
memory that brought a tear, a sob, a smile or 
outright laughter to the group. The sun shone 
warmly above us as the faint autumn breeze 
occasionally loosened a gold or rust-colored leaf 
from an overhanging tree, freeing it to 
gracefully flutter onto the water and drift 
placidly downstream. 

“If everybody’s spoken now, I’ll go last,” said 
the forty-ish balding man of medium build. 
“Thanks, John,” his mother said, again touching 
her oldest son’s arm. 

His expression was somber as he said, “My Dad 
was my best friend. He wasn’t home a lot but 
when he was, he was always doing something 
with us kids—playing ball, hiking, going for ice 
cream, swinging with us at the park. He did the 
same with our own kids, too, until Parkinson’s 
confined him to his wheelchair.” He stared 
down at the urn his hands clasped to his waist. 
“I wish my brother, Eddie, could speak…” he 
hesitated, then hiccupped into a sob. 

John’s wife squeezed his hand. “Honey, we all 
wish Eddie could be here in person instead 

of…” she gently slid her hand onto the urn. “It 
was so hard when he moved to Nevada,” she 
said, looking around at each person in the circle, 
“…so far away from us. But he’d been getting 
his act together recently, and he and his dad had 
just started talking again.” I listened for more 
clues to the story, wondering what had caused 
the father and son’s alienation. Did they have a 
falling out because Eddie got involved with 
drugs? Did he come out as a gay man and his dad 
couldn’t accept it? My mind flew through several 
scenarios, then ended with this question: And 
what could have caused his death only two days 
after his father died? Did he die of natural causes 
or an accident or did he take his own life? 

I would never know those answers nor did 
anyone in the circle speak further of Eddie’s 
demise. My friend didn’t volunteer—perhaps he 
didn’t know either—and I didn’t ask. 

Marcia thanked her daughter-in-law for her 
observations and said, “Does anyone else want 
to share something?” 

I said quietly, “I’d like to.” 

“Of course,” Marcia, this woman whom I’d just 
met that day, said kindly. 

“I’d like to say that, although I never met Ed, 
Sr., from all the words I’ve heard here today, I 
feel like I know the essence of the good man he 
was. I’m so grateful that you all had each other 
and that I could be here today with you to share 
this deeply meaningful and beautiful memorial. 
Thank you.” 

Several moments passed in silence, as we each 
reflected on our thoughts. 

“Well, I guess it’s time to scatter the ashes 
now,” Marcia said solemnly, then lifted the lid 
on the urn she held. Behind her the river flowed 
gently away from us as we remained in the 
water. 
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“Ed, I unite you forever with the river that you 
and we all loved so much….” Gently she tilted 
and then tenderly shook the urn. We all watched 
as a lengthening line of Ed’s ashes fell and 
rested upon the water surface, then was carried 
ever-so-slowly away by the river. 

John stepped closer to his mom and removed 
the cover from the urn he embraced. “Eddie, 
this isn’t how we thought we’d reunite again…. 
We all loved you so much and will miss you 
always.” John tipped the urn and gently shook 
his brother’s ashes onto the water, where the 
river easily supported Eddie’s now-miniscule 
weight. 

Silently we stood watching the two narrow lines 
of ashes—one leading, one following—in such 
leisure that I wondered if they might be 
reluctant to leave us. Yet, ever so slowly, they 
traveled downriver. For a moment, Ed’s ashes 
seemed to pause before entering into a foot-
wide eddy, then circled in to slowly twirl round 
and round within the eddy. The silence that 
embraced us became profound as we watched 
Eddie’s ashes approach the eddy, also pause 
before he, too, entered into the circle of water 
that held his father’s ashes. And then, in one of 
the most sacred moments of my life, I watched 
the eddy turn and turn as it gently blended the 
ashes of the two men for all eternity. 

The Flying 
Cummerbund 

Mary Jo West – San Clemente, CA 

December 14, 1983, a night of firsts: our first 
black tie event, first ball sponsored by the 
Orange County Cancer League, and first 
fundraiser hosted by the newly opened Ritz 
Carlton Hotel in Dana Point. To top off the 
evening, a humdinger of a mishap occurs that 
could only happen once in a lifetime. 

My husband Vern looks so handsome in his 
black tuxedo. In keeping with the holiday 
season, he wears a tartan plaid bow tie and 
matching cummerbund, threaded with gold. 

We're overwhelmed by the Ritz Carlton's 
impressive beauty and ambience. In the center 
of the foyer, a display of variegated red and 
white poinsettias fill a large, oval alabaster vase 
on an antique mahogany table. Early California 
plein air paintings adorn the walls. 

The marble floors glisten as we make our way 
down the staircase to the ballroom. A silver blue 
luster is reflected from several exquisite vintage 
glass chandeliers. Tables for eight strategically 
placed around the ballroom face a fifteen-piece 
band with an adjacent dance floor. 

Sipping champagne at our table, I marvel that 
we have "arrived," to be present at such a posh 
and dignified affair. 

At nine o’clock sharp, a stream of waiters in 
dress uniforms of white jackets and black 
trousers, ceremoniously march down the aisles 
of the ballroom carrying silver-domed platters 
containing our entrees. A waiter positions 
himself behind each guest, and waits for a signal 
from the maître d’ to present our meal. He nods 
his head, and in perfect syncopation they place 
our plates in front of us. 

Like soldiers, they stand at attention, and wait 
for direction. Gesturing with a wave of his hand, 
the headwaiter motions to our servers to form a 
line. In perfect cadence, they parade back to the 
kitchen. 

A spoonful of Béarnaise sauce graces each filet 
mignon. Baby roasted potatoes and fresh grilled 
asparagus lay across a broccoli and carrot puree. 
The presentation looks too beautiful to eat, but 
we're anxious to savor every bite. 

To accompany dinner, the band plays Vivaldi's 
"Four Seasons." 
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When Vern picks up his fork, he drops his 
napkin. Pushing his chair back, he bends over to 
retrieve it and when he stands up, a loud 
snapping sound echoes throughout the room. I 
look up and see gold threads of Vern's red and 
green cummerbund reflecting in the lights of the 
chandeliers as it twirls ten feet up in the air. 
Spinning out of control, it sails across the room 
and plops right in the middle of a woman's 
dinner plate. 

"Oh, no!" I'm thinking, "This can't be 
happening." 

All activities come to a halt, conversations stop. 
Everyone focuses on Vern's next move. Taking a 
deep breath, he buttons his dinner jacket, walks 
over to the elderly woman sitting at the distant 
table, and points to the foreign object in her plate. 

"Excuse me, I think that belongs to me." 

The woman looks up, wide-eyed in disbelief. 
She doesn't say a word when he uses his thumb 
and forefinger to pick up his cummerbund. 
Nonchalantly, he ambles back to our table 
holding his Béarnaise-soaked cummerbund. He 
sits down and tosses it under his chair. Flapping 
his napkin onto his lap, he pulls his dinner plate 
toward him and begins to eat his meal. 

I feel a deep flush sweep across my face and am 
speechless. Everyone at our table tries to maintain 
his composure, but the situation is just too funny. 
A few people started giggling, and before long the 
whole room is consumed with laughter. 

Throughout the evening, when anyone conjures 
up the image of Vern's cummerbund lying in 
that poor victim's plate, bursts of laughter start 
all over again. 

I'm sure you've heard the old saying, "You've 
gotten too big for your britches." Well, I guess 
Vern got too big for his cummerbund. 

It's always the memories that make me laugh 
that I remember the most. 

Luck and Chance 
in the Sonoran 

Desert 
Marilyn Ashbaugh – Edwardsburg, MI 

With a brutal winter predicted for Michigan, my 
husband Shawn and I decide to fly to Tucson for 
a silent retreat at the Desert House of Prayer, 
DHOP. Bordering the Saguaro National Park, 
tucked away in the Santa Catalina Mountains 
amid the petroglyphs and cacti, is this gem of a 
retreat center. Although a silent retreat center, 
conversation accompanies evening meals. 
During one of these meals I strike up a 
conversation with Joyce, an avid hiker. Joyce 
enthralls me with her descriptions of the 
unmarked trails that border DHOP, in particular 
the Box Canyon trail. The peace, the beauty, the 
solitude she describes, make me long to 
experience these for myself. 

The next morning I walk the labyrinth, listening 
to unusual birdsongs and snapping photos on 
my mobile. As I complete my walk, I see Joyce. 
I go to her and in a whisper inquire where the 
trail to Box Canyon begins. Right here, she 
motions, “I am beginning my hike and you are 
welcome to join me.” 

What luck, I think. Joyce leads, and with a 
hiking pole in each hand, she quickly is far 
ahead of me. I focus on the steep, rocky path, an 
instant ankle-turner with each step. I wish I had 
hiking poles, too, but am grateful for my 
walking stick. “We cross the wash here and 
head for the island. Remember this bush for it 
shows you where to pick up the trail.” Joyce 
quickly disappears in a thicket of cholla. The 
footing is more stable but the inch-thick barbs 
of cholla cacti can puncture the thick sole of a 
hiking boot. I am so intent on avoiding the 
cholla that I pay no attention to my 
surroundings. I inquire how long it takes to walk 
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Box Canyon trail. “Oh, about ninety minutes, 
but I am going to Ring Tail trail. You can return 
on your own.” 

My heart sinks with these words. We began in 
the cool of the morning but the canyon quickly 
heated and I broke the first rule of desert hiking: 
never hike without water. I tell Joyce that I must 
turn around. She assures me we are close to the 
most scenic view and not to lose my confidence. 
I ask her about the trail back, can I walk the 
wash around the cholla island? “Yes,” she says, 
“but that is so boring.” 

At this time, I want boring, so I turn back. 
Returning I discover there is not one wash but 
three and although they briefly run parallel to 
one another, they quickly divide and run in 
different directions. No problem, I think, but my 
increased pulse tells me otherwise. I walk along 
one wash and find a bush, and then another, and 
then another. I walk in one direction and then 
the other, no direction feels right. I try to orient 
with the majestic mountains surrounding me, 
but I had been so focused on not turning my 
ankle that I never looked up. My thinking is 
fuzzy and I feel like I want to laugh at myself 
for getting lost and I want to cry for the same 
reason. I have watched enough survival shows 
to know all the dangers, yet I recall none of the 
skills. 

I have had no luck with mobile phone reception 
in the mountains, but I take out my phone. 
Although embarrassed by my circumstance, I 
am becoming more desperate as the sun gets 
hotter and the shade disappears. I dial Shawn’s 
mobile and miraculously the call goes through. I 
try to sound calm but there is a quiver in my 
voice. I tell him I began a mountain hike and I 
need help finding the return trail, could he 
please contact Michael at the DHOP office? A 
few minutes later (although it seems much 
longer), Michael calls to ask me where I am. I 
look at the vegetation but can’t identify it; I look 
at the mountains but they are too far away to 

assist me; finally I meekly answer that I am in 
one of the washes. “Okay. Shawn and I will 
walk the wash calling your name. When you 
hear us, call back to us. We will see you soon.” 

Grace pours over me and I begin to pray. I pray 
for all the souls who have shared the experience 
of being lost in the desert. I think of all the 
migrants who have lost their lives coming from 
Nogales. 206 is the number printed on a small 
piece of paper in the DHOP dining room. The 
border is growing more dangerous, for the 
Cartel exacts a steep price for passage, yet will 
leave someone slow or injured behind with no 
water or provisions. 

A friend, Helen, who lives nearby, had told of a 
time she was sipping her morning coffee when a 
young woman, bloodied and barefoot, stumbled 
up her drive. Afraid, Helen brought the woman 
inside. It is a federal offense to harbor a 
fugitive. Helen ascertained the woman’s injuries 
required medical care, but a hospital would be 
required to call the border police and she might 
not get the care she needed. So, Helen gave her 
water and food, and cleaned and bandaged her 
wounds. She thought of what could happen. 
They both might end up in prison, but in the 
meantime Helen put the woman in her bed and 
made her as comfortable as possible while she 
looked online for help. 

My mind returns to the present when I hear 
voices calling my name. I call out and am 
reunited with Shawn and Michael. I ask a few 
questions and Michael’s answers confirm that I 
was totally turned around. My legs are wobbly, 
and as we walk back to DHOP, I feel humbled 
and exposed. 

The night is restless. Whenever I fall asleep, I 
am back in the wash, lost in the Sonoran desert. 
I waken early and know what I must do. With a 
map and water, I hike Box Canyon.
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The Boogeyman 
Abby November – San Diego, CA 

Child of delight, a squeal, a hug, 
black straight hair framing round perfect face, 
who grows up too sweet, too gentle: 
Gentle Bear. 
He's a clown…and 
afraid of the dark, of loud noises, mean spirited faces. 
Learned to hide thoughts and feelings by 
magical thinking & imaginary friends—Jinko did it. 
Jinko will be there to clean up the mess. 
Why the need to open closet doors 
to scare out boogey men? 
They never really leave us. 
For they shapeshift into our new worlds: 
we open doors & windows for the light and air— 
but still the eyes always follow. 
Chattering monkeys of his youth: stuck in the branches of his mind. 
Boogey men follow you from daytime, 
lurking in the alleyways and doorways of your soul, 
into the night mists of your dreams, ever waiting to leap and maul. 
To inject their venom of loss and hate. 
An Armani suit and Rolex cannot shield you 
nor can a fat wallet packed with green flesh. 
How do we kill a Boogeyman??? 
Face it with your head held high, a baseball bat, and a welder's metal mask. 
You may huff and puff, blow and bluster, but you are but dust and ashes 
and He will always be…he…. 

Zip-Lining 

Marge Setzer – Peoria, AZ 

Scary—above the canopy—attached only to a 
cable—this is crazy! I'm seventy-six years old. 
Why take the risk at my age? Good question. 

I wondered, why not? Not every grandmother 
can say she has zip-lined above the rain forest in 
Costa Rica. What could possibly happen? 
Hundreds of people have done this. My hero, 
Auntie Mame, would have done it. I can handle 
this…and it'll be something to tell the grandkids 
about. 

After signing up for the adventure, my tour 
group was told to wear jeans or long pants for 
the event. When someone asked why, the 
answer was, "You'll find out." 

Each of us was given the proper gear, then 
someone helped strap me into a harness with 
metal hooks attached to heavy-duty straps. One 
of the straps was placed between my legs, which 
provided a kind of seat. The piece de resistance 
was the white helmet capping off the outfit. 
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The trainers gave a brief explanation of how to 
zip-line and then we practiced. Small groups 
boarded an aerial motorized vehicle, which 
transported us across a deep abyss to a platform 
on the other side. Then we each took a turn 
getting strapped to the cable, which we would 
ride back to where we had started. We were told 
to spread our legs apart as we got close to the 
platform, to help us slow down as we neared the 
end point. Now we understood why long pants 
had been suggested. 

There was more explanation that I didn't 
understand, something about slowing down. If 
you failed to do this, then you might not reach 
the platform and would end up sliding back 
along the cable. That would mean the crew 
would have to do a rescue. 

The ride above the rain forest was glorious—
freeing—a wide panorama with neither 
restrictions nor agenda. I loved the sense of 
freedom. I felt no fear. This was fun. 

I thought I was doing it right. The first three out 
of the five journeys on the lines between 
platforms were perfect. 

Then I got ready for the longest one—a mile 
between platforms, eight minutes. I took my 
position on the platform, lifted my feet, and I 
was off. 

As the fourth platform came into sight, I did as I 
had been told. I spread my legs to help me slow 
down on the approach. I saw folks waving their 
hands, trying to tell me something—not to 
spread my legs. But I was told to do this to help 
me slow down. I didn't understand. 

When I came to a complete halt, then I 
understood. Putting the brakes on did just what 
it was designed to do. I had slowed down to a 
stop—at least five feet away from the platform. 
Then I began to slide backward. 

I should have felt panic. There was nothing 
below me except an expanse of canopy 

camouflaging the rain forest, and above me the 
clear blue sky, not a cloud in sight. There I was, 
hanging by a thread, so to speak, gliding 
backwards toward my point of departure. 

I didn't panic. I thought, there's nothing I can do 
about this so I might as well enjoy the ride. 
Surely, I'll be rescued somehow. If they can send 
a man to the moon, rescuing a zip-liner would 
certainly be a piece of cake. So I held on tightly 
and enjoyed my return trip, which to my 
surprise, ended halfway between platform three 
and platform four. Not quite like swinging on a 
star. Oh, well, you can't have everything. 

I did begin to wonder why my voyage had 
stopped in the middle, between platforms three 
and four. Why hadn't I completed the journey 
back to platform three? I had never taken 
physics and I was sure that this was a matter 
that had to do with that scientific discipline. I 
remembered something about the shortest 
distance between two points being a straight line 
and realized I wasn't hanging from a straight 
line. The cable wasn't taut. It sagged a bit and 
that's why I wasn't moving anymore. Either way, 
forward or backward, I wasn't going anywhere.

The Knife 
Mary E. Plouffe – Cumberland, ME 

He cradled the knife across his lap. It was large, 
long enough to extend across his frame, span the 
width between his narrow hipbones. He wore 
tight jeans and a faded plaid shirt over a dirty t-
shirt. I remember thinking that his leather boots 
weighed more than he did. He was 27, one year 
older than I was. 

He stroked the length of the knife, caressing its 
heavy bone handle, letting his fingers run along 
the top of the blade, while he lifted his eyes 
slowly and smiled at me over my desk. I’d 
never seen a knife that size before. It looked 
heavy, unwieldy. I couldn’t imagine using it for 
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any functional purpose, for anything other than 
what it was being used for right now. 

 “I want to see him,” he said. 

 “Of course you do,” I answered. I tried to keep 
my eyes locked on his when he looked at me. 
Tried to break through the stare, to find 
something softer underneath. “You must be 
worried about him.” His eyes narrowed. He did 
not trust my sympathy and he was right. “But 
you know I can’t let you,” I added. “Not right 
now.” 

“He’s my kid. I have a right.” His voice was 
steady, not raised, but I could hear the tension 
beneath the tone. The room suddenly felt cold. 

My office was on a hospital corridor, two floors 
below the pediatric unit. Upstairs, this man’s 
infant son lay fighting for his life. I’d visited the 
baby earlier in the day. His crib was at the far 
end of the room. When he heard me enter, he 
turned away, toward the window. He was nine 
months old. 

Just before I’d gone up to see him, his 
pediatrician had stormed into my office. He 
plopped down on the couch, introduced himself 
quickly, then leaned forward and buried his head 
in his hands. “I warned them. Damn, I warned 
them.” 

Anger, frustration, and sadness rose off of him 
like steam. He smacked at the tears that coursed 
down his cheeks. “I knew it. I just knew they 
shouldn’t have sent him home. Now he’s back. 
Brain damaged and probably blind. Damn, no, 
not probably. The kid is blind. I’m sure of it.” 

I had nothing to offer except the space to be 
with his pain. 

It was my third day on the job. Day one the 
baby was admitted, and my routine orientation 
turned into a crash course in child abuse and 
emergency DHS contact, as I followed my 
racing supervisor. Day two the agitated father 

paced up and down the hallway of the pediatric 
unit, as nurses hastily called security and 
whisked the baby away for testing. Day three 
the father, and likely perpetrator, was sitting in 
my office when I came back from a patient visit. 

“Lock your office when you leave,” my 
supervisor had told me. “Always lock it.” 

I knew who he was. I had caught a glimpse of 
him the day before, but we had not spoken. 
Instantly, probably foolishly, I headed to the 
chair behind my desk, catching a glimpse of the 
knife as I crossed the room. He did not move. 

I ignored the knife, smiled and introduced 
myself. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m new here. 
You’re the father of the baby who was 
admitted on Monday, right?” 

He must have expected someone else. He 
looked me up and down and nodded without 
saying anything. I wondered if the wheels in his 
head were turning as fast as mine were. Was he 
calculating his next move, debating how to 
handle this sudden turn of events? He made no 
move to threaten and I decided to continue. 
“Your son is badly hurt. I’m sorry.” 

That’s when the demands began. “I want to see 
him…. I have a right…. He belongs to me….” 

I thought for a moment about the man who’d 
been here a few hours before, crying, railing, 
torturing himself with guilt and recrimination 
and pain. Nothing of that emotion was in front 
of me now. Nothing except ownership, 
entitlement. 

“I spoke to his doctor just a few hours ago. 
He…” 

“He’s a jerk,” he interrupted me. “He told the 
court I shouldn’t see him.” 

Step back, I thought. Give him some room. We 
were, both of us, mocking bravery. “I was not 
here then. But I can tell you this. Right now he 
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and the rest of the staff are trying to help your 
son. They’re trying to keep him alive.” 

He looked over at me with a mix of fear and 
rage, but he did not move. 

I kept going, slowing my words to keep the 
tremor out of my voice. “And until we figure 
out what happened to him, I can’t let you see 
him. You know that DHS has to talk with you, 
has to ask you some questions before that will 
change.” 

I was aiming for a knife edge place myself, and 
I knew it. Match him, I thought. My gaze was 
flat, but not cold, at least not as cold as his. His 
lips tightened, a wry smile toying with his next 
move. I made mine. 

“Nice knife,” I said. 

He got up and left the room.

Decision Day  

Claire McCabe – Elkton, MD 

On that cold, wet day in early March, I walked 
slowly down the sidewalk. At seven months 
pregnant, I had no marriage or even a boyfriend 
in sight. I felt defeated, trudging along with no 
umbrella, wearing a tan raincoat, a red-plaid 
maternity dress, and sensible brown shoes. The 
summer before, dressed in jeans and a halter 
top, I couldn’t have imagined this version of 
myself. More than my appearance had changed. 
My parents had told me to move out. How had 
my life turned into such a mess? The past few 
months had been hell. I needed a new 
beginning. 

Advice was unsolicited, unwelcome, and always 
the same: “You can’t do this,” said my mother. 
“I’ve raised seven of my own children. I won’t 
raise yours.” But I had always helped out with 
my younger siblings. “You can’t do this,” said 

my father. “Taking care of a baby is not like 
taking care of a dog.” I had always cared for our 
family pet, and helped my grandmother with her 
dog. “You can’t do this,” said my former 
teachers. “You’ve got so much potential; just get 
a fresh start.” I was one of the star students at 
the local community college. “You can’t do 
this,” my friends said. “You need a husband, and 
the baby needs a father.” Clearly, I had 
disappointed everybody. 

Marriage was out of the question. My “baby 
daddy” was a summer fling who rode a 
motorcycle, drank recklessly, and became 
verbally and physically abusive when I 
mentioned a possible pregnancy. The pregnancy 
test I took was negative. Both he and I were 
relieved, and he disappeared. Three weeks 
later and still no period, I visited a clinic, which 
confirmed that, yep, I was definitely pregnant. 
By then the boyfriend was long gone, and I 
didn’t want him back. 

All of these thoughts whirled in my head as I 
inched along in the rain toward the child welfare 
agency that my mother insisted I visit. The 
agency specialized in adoptions. I had marked 
this day as “D-day” on my calendar—decision 
day. I moved so slowly on the sidewalk that I 
felt every acorn crush under my shoes. If I tried 
to keep this baby, my whole world would be as 
shattered as the dried nuts, and just as 
irreparable. 

I liked children, but was too young to have 
thought seriously about having my own. As I 
walked, I tried bargained with the unborn life—
if you could just stay inside me, everything will 
be o.k. We’re fine, right now, you and me. I’m 
only afraid of what will happen after you’re 
born. I could feel the baby, a constant 
companion through all my anxiety, moving 
inside me. I knew my bargain was impossible. 
Neither the baby nor I could change the course 
of nature. But I offered the bargain anyway and 
prayed for something, anything, to change. 
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The dreary day mirrored my feelings. Dead 
leaves that survived the winter tumbled to the 
wet ground. With each step I heard the voices of 
my family and friends warning: You can’t do 
this. You can’t do this. The last thing I wanted 
was to be inside a child welfare agency, but the 
voices urged me on. I forced myself to mount 
the front steps of the brick building, once a 
stately home, as I held back tears. An immense 
emotional wave was building up inside of me, 
and I struggled to hold it back. 

I pulled open the door, rain dripping from my 
clothes, and stepped into the living room that 
had been converted into a reception area. There 
sat a young couple, a perfect couple I thought. 
She had a blonde bob and wore a blue dress; he 
was clean-shaven with a trim brown haircut. I 
was sure they could offer my baby a home. I 
burst into tears. 

The counselor who was talking with the couple 
whisked me to another room. She handed me a 
box of tissues and said she would be with me 
shortly. My shoulders heaved with sobs as snot 
ran from my nose. I had about five minutes to 
pull myself together before the counselor 
returned, and all the time I kept hearing those 
voices: You can’t do this. In the cacophony of 
those voices was another one, vying for my 
attention, and saying the same words, You can’t 
do this, but with a different tone. 

I steadied my breathing and began to listen to 
that different voice, my own inner voice. When 
the counselor returned, my eyes were dry, but 
I’m sure still red. I looked at her and said, “I 
can’t do this.” 

She said, “Yes, I know, dear. That’s why we’re 
here, to help you find a home for your baby and 
get a new beginning for your life.” 

“No, I didn’t mean that.” I sniffed and wiped 
my nose. “I just can’t do this whole thing. I 
can’t give my baby to someone else.” 

That day marked a new beginning, though not 
one I had planned. It cemented my resolve to 
become a mother. Two months later, I gave birth 
to my daughter. Exactly one week after that, we 
celebrated our first Mother’s Day together. I 
never second-guessed or regretted my decision 
to keep my daughter. She brought a deep love 
and sense of purpose to my life. I sometimes 
struggled with self-doubts about my parenting, 
but after I married and had a second child, I 
realized most of those insecurities were feelings 
shared by many parents. 

Decades later, when I look back at my younger 
self, I marvel at her courage and faith. Today 
when I’m faced with seemingly insurmountable 
difficulties, I conjure that decision as a 
touchstone. I know that there is always a path 
out of darkness, and sometimes out of the 
darkness may come the greatest joy.

Dreamers All 

Jude Walsh – Dayton, OH 

In the fifth month of my pregnancy, I had a 
vivid dream. 

My grandmother came to me in the form of a 
baby and the baby was very sick, desperately ill. 
Then the baby shifted, morphed into my 
grandmother looking as I knew her last. She 
held my gaze and said, “Persevere. Everything 
will be all right. Just persevere.” 

I awakened from the dream knowing my baby 
was going to be sick. Knowing life with my 
child would be a struggle. But also knowing that 
if I persevered, all would be well. I knew this 
because my grandmother never misled me. I 
trusted her. She had died fourteen years earlier 
and I still missed her, was sad that she never met 
my husband. I was so grateful that she had come 
from the other side to help me, guide me, and 
encourage me. 
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Dreaming was a constant in my life. I got 
answers to my questions, guidance about my 
life, had premonitions, had things explained to 
me. I never thought that unusual. I assumed, 
until I got older and more experienced in the 
world, that it was true for everyone. I trusted my 
dreams. So I never questioned the validity of 
this one for one second. 

For months I had been hearing the question: 
“Do you want a boy or a girl?” It was 1976, 
before ultrasounds were commonplace. 

I heard other pregnant women answer, “I don’t 
care, but my husband wants a son.” Or, “I am 
hoping it’s a girl.” Or, “I hope it’s a boy because 
we have two girls and are going to keep going 
till we have a son.” Or, “It’s my first, so we’d 
like a boy.” I found all of those answers 
problematic. I believed that the baby could hear 
every word and sense the emotion of the mother. 
If not the preferred sex, how would a child feel 
about being wrong from the start? 

The other common answer and—until this 
dream—the one that seemed better was, “It 
doesn’t matter if it’s a boy or a girl, as long as 
the baby is healthy.” 

Now I knew my child was not going to be 
healthy, and I knew that it didn’t matter at all. 
This child I was carrying was my baby and I 
would love and accept him and persevere. This 
baby was never going to hear me qualify his 
value and desirability with “as long as the baby 
is healthy.” 

On January 28, 1977, after an easy labor and 
delivery, Brendan arrived. From the very start, 
he struggled. By his first birthday, he had spent 
about as much time in the hospital as he had at 
home. Although he was seven pounds and five 
ounces at birth, it was not until that first 
birthday that he finally tipped the scale at ten 
pounds. Every ounce was a hard fought gain. 
More than once, I was told to accept that he 
would not live. I never did. I knew better. 
Grandma told me. I persevered. 

He is a dreamer. And, I learned when he was 
quite young, a night traveler. We would often sit 
at the breakfast table and chat about our dreams. 
One morning, when he was about seven, he said 
to me, “Mom, you know those things people 
who go to space wear on their heads?” 

“Bren, do you mean astronauts? Helmets?” 

“Yes. Them.” We had been reading The 
Berenstain Bears on the Moon, a children’s 
book about space travel, so I thought I 
understood his reference. But then he surprised 
me. “You don’t need those. When I fly at night, 
I don’t need a helmet.” 

I wasn’t sure what he meant by that; I asked him 
where he went when he flew. “Last night,” he 
said, “I visited Nana.” 

Nana is my mother, his grandmother, and she 
lived in Pennsylvania. We lived in Ohio. He 
loved her and they spoke on the phone almost 
every day so I thought it sweet that he was 
imagining flying to see her. I asked him what 
she was doing. He told me she was sitting in her 
chair in her bedroom, watching television and 
knitting. I asked if she was glad to see him and 
he replied that she didn’t see him, he only saw 
her. 

Out of curiosity, I called my mother and asked 
what she had done the night before. Her reply 
made it clear that she had done exactly what he 
said, exactly as he described it. When I told her 
Bren had paid her a visit, she laughed with 
delight, told me to tell him to stop by anytime. I 
come from that kind of Irish witchery family. 

One of Brendan’s worst health struggles was 
migraine headaches, which became more 
frequent as he approached adolescence. They 
occurred about every three weeks, each episode 
resulting in a three-to-five day hospitalization, 
as the migraine made him vomit, which 
triggered his metabolic disorder. When he was 
twelve, I finally found a doctor, an osteopath, 
who treated him by gently pressing on his head, 
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gradually moving the bones in his skull to adjust 
a sutural override. She said it probably occurred 
at birth but did not present as a problem until he 
grew to a certain point. 

Finding someone who could identify this and 
treat it with just her hands was a gift. Even more 
remarkable to me was the fact that she 
immediately recognized my son as a night 
traveler. She was one, too. I sat spellbound, 
listening to them talk about some of the things 
they had seen on their journeys. We had found 
another dreamer. 

Waiting for the Storm 
Christine Baleshta – Austin, TX 

With her hands, this dreamer changed his life 
just as my grandmother changed mine. 

We have now celebrated his fortieth birthday. 
Despite years of pain and suffering, health 
complications and limitations, he is a 
remarkable, joy filled, generous person. 

Bren and I still chat about our dreams. I keep a 
dream journal next to my bed and write down 
the knowledge gifted me during the night. My 
grandmother has not visited me since that first 
time but she doesn’t need to. She told me then 
all I needed to know. 

In the darkness of early evening, we sit on the 
front steps, staring at nothing in particular. 
Clouds hide the stars and color the sky with 
shades of purple. Only porch lights and fireflies 
break the darkness. A cool, strong breeze laced 
with moisture teases us and warns us about what 
will follow. 

My stray calico cat has wedged her way onto 
my lap, paw by paw. She bends and twists into 
comfort and thanks me for my attention with her 
rough tongue. We wait, thinking and not 
thinking, content to be out of time for a while. 
We gaze out and around, watching the daisies 
and oxalis fold and fall asleep. 

I am afraid of storms. When I was a child, I 
would lie on the old couch in the screened-in 
front porch and watch buckets of summer rain 
fall, while I breathed in the cool, new air. I was 
submerged in safety on that porch, where I 
could continue watching or reading or dozing. 
As an adult, I learned the damage high winds 

and torrents of rain bring, and that is what I 
think of now when thunder and lightning 
announce a storm’s arrival. What is happening 
outside—to my house, my cat? Are they all 
right? What will I find when it’s over and I open 
the front door? 

It’s peaceful now. Only crickets and an 
occasional passing car disturb the quiet. We 
wait, knowing the rain and wind will surely 
come, and my stray cat will retreat to the safety 
of her home in my garage, while I will go inside 
and try to occupy myself with other thoughts. 

I think storms are like the unpredictable events 
that threaten us. But once the storm passes, the 
grass is greener, the flowers seem taller and 
brighter, and the air carries their fragrance to us 
like a joyful message. The cat and I sit and 
breathe in the scent of the storm. In our moment 
of contentment, we look forward to the message 
it brings this time. 
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Dark Reflections 
Lucy Painter – Williamsburg, VA 

We speak of darkness with dread, label much of 
what we fear as “dark.” We are “in the dark” 
when faced with something we do not know or 
do not understand. Before the Enlightenment of 
the 17th and 18th centuries, humans lived in the 
“Dark Ages,” a time riddled with fears and 
superstitions. The blind poet John Milton 
described the fallen angel Satan as “darkness 
visible.” In Joseph Conrad’s novel, Mr. Kurtz 
traveled to the “heart of darkness,” where 
malevolence and murder ruled. In our pop 
culture, Darth Vader tempted Luke Skywalker to 
the “dark side” of his soul, that deep place of 
evil, and even Harry Potter ran afoul of the 
“dark arts.” 

With the approach of fall, we draw near 
to December 21st, the winter solstice, the 
shortest and darkest day of the year, the 
meteorological beginning of winter. In this 
season, we spend more hours in darkness than in 
light. It is a time when many seek relief from 
the gloom of cold days and colder nights. It may 
be a trip to sunny Florida or Mexico, or even 
hours spent in the glow of artificial light, a form 
of phototherapy recognized by medical 
professionals. 

I am not one of these people. I welcome the 
darkness. I delight in long winter evenings and 
the wonders revealed in the blackness of starry 
skies—constellations, icy stars, and the spill of 
cold moonlight on snow. I find magic in the 
sparkle of ice on bare tree limbs and the 
mysterious swirl of the Milky Way, seen only on 
the blackest nights. 

My love of darkness began long ago. In my 
childhood home, a large yard stretched from the 

back porch steps into the edge of the Blue Ridge 
mountain ridge behind our house. When my 
mother allowed, I set up a small tent at the far 
reach of the grass, where no light from house or 
streetlight intruded. Often my cat Snowpatch 
accompanied me, busy hunting mice while I 
gazed into the night sky, deliciously alone with 
darkness. 

In the pitch black of night, my world comes 
alive. Senses awaken, sight and sound, taste and 
smell, that bright daylight and lamplight 
overshadow. Scotch pines and prickly cedars 
send their fragrance over me, pungent and cold. 
An owl calls from the hill, his voice in harmony 
with crickets in the grass. Between the needles 
of the tall spruce peeks a crescent moon that 
sheds no light to break the spell. Creatures 
unseen by day scuttle in the leaves, agreeable to 
my presence. 

The night deepens, the moon slips silently over 
me. I float in a liquid black sea full of dreams 
that come alive only in darkness. Here live 
imagination and possibilities, answers and 
insights. Here I am as far away as the stars, or as 
close as the grass that tickles my ear. 

Many years past my childhood, I still seek out 
the night skies, the shadow of moonlight 
through bare tree limbs, and the delicate call of 
the owl. One day I will join those who travel to 
hilltops on December 21 to stand silent in the 
darkness of midnight, to gaze at the stars and 
acknowledge our human connection to the grand 
universe. For me, darkness holds promises too 
delicate for the harsh sun. 
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Bless Us With 
Summer Hygge  

Ann Haas – Akron, OH 

Breezes blowing 
Wind chimes tinkling 
Raindrops pinging 
Ruffling puddles 
In Zen-like circles 
New mown grass 
Scenting summer air 
Screen doors slapping 
Hammocks swinging 
On summer porches 
Smoke curling upward 
From glowing campfires and summer grills 
Nighttime falling under cloudless skies 
Revealing twinkling stars 
Enveloping us in the hush of nightfall 

Hygge (pronounced hue-guh) is a Danish word used 
to acknowledge a moment--whether alone or with 
friends, at home or out, ordinary or extraordinary--
as cozy, charming or special.

Book Musings 
Debra Dolan – Vancouver, BC, Canada 

I can’t remember when reading was not a part of 
my life. I can’t remember when I was not lured 
into bookstores. I can’t remember a time when I 
wasn’t curious when a writer was reading in 
their own voice or interviewed. I cannot 
remember when my nightstand was not 
overflowing with books, magazines, essays, and 
articles. I can’t remember not giving books for 
gifts, or having them to unwrap each-and-every 
birthday and Christmas of my adult life. I can’t 
remember not preferring to spend time with a 
book rather than most people I have ever met. I 
can’t remember ever feeling lonely with a book 
or going to bed alone. I can’t remember ever not 
having something to read in my purse for 
queues or public transit commutes. I can’t ever 

Tending a Tender 
Heart 

Linda Maria Steele – Falmouth, MA  

In the end all we can really do is make a way  
for ourselves inside of ourselves. 

We can wish and hope and pray things will turn out a  
certain way. And yet, all we have are  
the birds that call to us at dawn, the glimmer of light  
we notice at water's edge or the admiration we  
feel toward the rising moon. 

If we're patient enough and remember to love our  
heart with our own tender hearts, that  
may be just enough to take us all the way home. 

remember not choosing with great care what I 
might bring for printed entertainment on 
vacation or extended travel. I cannot remember 
ever getting on an airplane without the latest 
issue of Vanity Fair. I can’t remember ever 
travelling in a country where I have not 
supported local authors. I can’t remember a time 
when my strong need for solitary reading was 
not reinforced. 

I do remember learning that it is important for 
me that my intimate partners are readers. I 
believe that everything you need to know about 
a man is on his bookshelves. They say readers 
make novel lovers and I agree. I remember 
reading on my grandpa’s sofa, the porch swing 
at the cottage, on a beach in Fiji, my childhood 



Page !50

bedroom, the living room floor, in the backseat 
of the car, in bed with Michael, on a flight to 
Japan with my mother by my side. I love reading 
in coffee shops and on park benches. I love 
reading outdoors or by a fire on a stormy night. I 
love watching others read. I have tender feelings 
toward my brother David, who chased Margaret 
Atwood through an airport in New York 
requesting an autograph in Alias Grace for me. 

My favorite book, first read in my teens, has 
always been Jane Eyre. “There was no 
possibility of taking a walk that day.” I return to 
that novel frequently. It is not only a love story; 
it is a plea for the recognition of your own self-
worth. Charlotte Brontë, the author, believed 
that a life not lived passionately was a life not 
fully lived. Everyone needs to be a Jane. What I 
have always treasured is how she demands to 
be treated as an independent human being, a 
person with her own needs and talents, amidst 
the loneliness and cruelty of her childhood. Her 
journey is about finding a place that she can 
call home. I adore that her eventual 
reconciliation with Mr. Rochester is a marriage 
of two independent beings. “Reader, I married 
him.” 

I don’t consider myself well read and yet, 
somehow, I have enjoyed (at least) a book each 
week for over forty years. Now, as I continue to 
recover from an injury that affects my eyes and 
concentration, I am reduced to a few pages at a 
time, or a fixed amount of time. Nevertheless, I 
can read and hold books and that makes me 
happy. No e-reader for this gal. Print books 
solidly in my hand, where texture, volume, and 
images add to the story and provide grounding. 
A core value is to continue to purchase books 
and I am proud to support Canadian writers, 
publishers, and local sellers. Living in 
Vancouver affords me the luxury of some very 
fine bookshops—small and independent—their 
petite sizes giving them a romantic feel, as if 
you are in someone’s study, and I love visiting 
the neighbourhoods they reside within.  

For nine years, I worked in the administrative 
office of the second-largest academic research 
library in Canada. The collections were large and 
diverse, and provided great opportunities for 
losing oneself during lunch breaks. How 
wonderful to arrive each day to a place of 
learning and walk past the humanities section to 
one’s workstation. I am an avid reader of 
women’s memoir since long before it became 
fashionable, and I have a penchant for female 
authors’ writing about emotional angst, longing, 
solitude with themes of discovery, abandonment, 
and sharp observation. I have heard more than 
one person remark, when they see my private 
assemblage, that there are excellent male writers 
that I may enjoy. 

As I started looking more closely at my entire 
book collection, I realized that past lovers and 
close friends have written wonderfully poignant 
messages on inside pages, which I consider 
hidden gems. There are all the Sylvia Plaths—
prose, poetry, journals, autobiographies—
inscribed from my former husband throughout 
the ‘80s, when he was scouring second-hand 
stores for first editions and I was going through a 
deep dark disturbed phase of wanting to know 
everything about her. Moving on to all the travel-
related books, received as I prepared for another 
adventure somewhere. Friends know I don’t 
travel with a camera, so gift books, the luscious 
table-top ones, remind me of the many countries 
I have visited. Then, given I had always thought 
that there was simply nothing sexier, or more 
joyful, than reading with ‘your darling,’ I was 
reminded that the man solidly in my life since 
2002 has been expressing love and friendship 
with books—each one intimately inscribed with a 
hand-written message—that are a narrative of 
their own. I discovered, together sequentially, 
they are a love letter. 

In the words of Marcus Tullius Cicero (Ancient 
Rome 106-43 BC), “A home without books is a 
body without a soul.” 
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Good Girl  
Juniper Lauren – Austin, TX 

My daughter was 19 years old when I told her that, 
stepping through the back door of the Austin Zen Center at 5:20 a.m., 
I am very good. 
I remove shoes in the entry room and set them on the lowest slanted shelf, 
wool socks draped across their toes. 
In bare feet I walk across the floor. 
Right foot, closest to the lintel, moves into the temple first. 
Every time. 
The second foot follows and with the toes precisely aligned and heels touching, 
I bend over hands folded against my sternum. 
The curved upper back is the first counter pose to the vertical spine I will hold on my cushion. 

On silent toes, eyes on the floor, 
I walk to a round cushion, 
Bow toward all who sit, 
Turning, bow to the world that will carry on without me for the next 40 minutes. 
I pour myself onto the cushion; spin clockwise to face a blank wall, 
arrange my hands left knuckles cradled in the right. 
Thumbs barely touch, no more pressure than to hold a single sheet of paper. 
Until the bell rings I am still. 
My mind begs me to scream, to jump up and run from this silence. 
My nose demands to be scratched. 
My right shoulder explains that if I don’t move, it will break and fall off, a pile of bleeding flesh in my 
lap. 
I remain motionless. 

“Mother,” she said, “you are such a hypocrite.” 

“Anyone can sing!” 

Sunday morning, smiling and hopeful, the choir 
director stands at the microphone before the 
congregation. This ‘declaration’ comes at key 
times each year as she seeks to augment seven 
outstanding and unique choirs. Confidently, she 
encourages new voices to join. 

Well, I don’t know about that! My immediate but 
silent reaction is that when caught up in song, I 
may sound good, but I may also be echoing the 
tune to the previous song. I discovered this 
recently while singing during one of our parish 

Music in My Heart 

Mary Olivia Patiño – San Antonio, TX 

writing group sessions (occasional song can 
prompt stories). 

While grateful for the choir members whose 
melodies lift our spirits, comfort us, or move us 
to a deeper communion, singing painfully 
strains my vocal cords. I don’t even know the 
range of my vocal cords. (Okay, I guess the 
director would help me on this.) Plus, being in 
choir requires lots of practice! Just thinking 
about the ‘negatives’ scares me off! 

Later, at home, I forget the earlier call to join the 
choir. I kick off my shoes, stave off dinner with 
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brie and crackers. In my comfort zone, nothing 
stops me from singing country, golden oldies, 
ballads…or accompanying voices on radio or 
my favorite CDs: George Strait, Roy Orbison, 
Eydie Gormé, Linda Ronstadt, Josh Groban, 
Martina McBride, Michael Bublé, Marco 
Antonio Solis. The artists unearth a myriad of 
emotions, and stir dreams struggling to leave 
that realm and break into reality. 

Melodies of love and tragedy intermingle in my 
Latin heart, carrying my soul in wondrous 
flight. Yes, anyone can sing! Hmmm…. Kind of 
like saying, “Anyone can dance!” Uhh, no! Not 
me! Nope, not with my two left feet! Suddenly, 
my hips begin to sway. My feet start to dance 
away my fears, obliterating the memory of 
being laughed at when I danced at a wedding 
many years ago. So, save the last dance for me, 
Michael Bublé! 

Yes, I can dance! Yes, I can sing! Freed from 
fears, a spirit of joy leads and releases the music 
in my heart! 

Freckles and 
Olives 

Geraldine Guadagno – Canyon Lake, TX 

If I scare you, it isn’t really my fault. I had no 
way of knowing that my birth parents would be 
ghostly pale. Nor did I know that an Italian-
American family would adopt me as an infant. I 
thank heaven they did, even though I was 
glaringly different, and had trouble fitting in. 
With my British and Scandinavian ancestry, I 
turned as crimson as an over-ripe strawberry 
every summer. Meanwhile, my olive-skinned 
adoptive relatives turned as bronze as Roman 
gods. Each one loved me dearly, but some 
couldn’t resist a glowing target. 

At our Memorial Day picnics, a few aunts, 
uncles, or cousins would grab my arm and hold 

it against theirs. Laughing, they would ask, 
“How do you stay so white, kid?” That question 
set my every muscle ready to spring into my 
summer ritual. While sweating out the last 
weeks of school, I vowed that this year would 
be different. When my birthday rolled around in 
August, I would be nut-brown and sneer in their 
faces, even though I loved them dearly, too. 

That first day of my break, when the clock 
struck peak tanning hour, I marched out to the 
patio. Bikini on, greasy with coconut suntan oil
—SPF 2 in the early-1970s—I draped a beach 
towel over the vinyl-cushioned chaise. Then, 
distracted by a transistor radio or a book, I let 
Old Sol work me over. When covered in 
perspiration, I flipped onto my stomach and 
fried again. Finally, I abandoned the soaked 
towel and dashed back into the house for a 
cherry Popsicle. I smiled, imagining my 
progress: white to bisque, to beige, to taupe, 
then toast. Evening brought a dose of cruel 
reality. 

Any exposed skin was reddened. Even if only 
baby-rose pink, it peeled in long, crinkled, 
transparent strips. Worse, my undercoat was 
spotted. Freckles, ugh! I envied the peaches-
and-cream women of TV and magazines. 
Dappled, I was doomed to “cute,” banned from 
beautiful, and blindingly white to boot.  

One afternoon, when I was neon and confined 
indoors, I cursed my fate in front of the boob 
tube. Suddenly, an ad appeared for a miracle 
product. Heart full of hope, I flew down the hall 
to Mom, who was ironing underwear in the 
kitchen. Thank goodness she didn’t use starch, 
or parts of me that had never seen sunlight 
would have been red, too. 

“Can I get that QT stuff, please Mom please?” 
Ha! Why sweat in the sun? Some genius had 
tanning bottled. 

Mom rolled her dark eyes. “A friend of mine 
tried it. She turned orange. Sorry, honey.” 
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Hadn’t she noticed? My freckles were orange. If 
I filled in the gaps with QT, I might have an 
even complexion for once. 

“Everybody makes fun of how pale I am,” I 
protested. 

“They’re just teasin’. You can’t take no 
kidding.” 

Stung, I blurted out a secret. “The boys next 
door are calling me ‘White Face.’” Pretty soon, 
i t would get around. Then the other 
neighborhood kids would join in the joke, 
despite our friendship. 

Mom shook her head. “They must think you’re 
cute and won’t admit it.” 

Cute, ugh! Not pretty, and forget beautiful. 
Sighing, I dragged myself to my room, tore 
some paper from a notebook, and plotted out a 
new tanning strategy, one where I was less 
likely to burn. I hoped. 

Sometime during a glorious July, an epiphany: I 
had worn a wristwatch while chasing my ever-
elusive tan; wonder of wonders, the skin 
beneath it was lighter than the rest of my 
speckled arm. When a Greek-American friend 
said, “You’re an albino,” I reached for the clasp. 

“That isn’t white. This is white.” I held up my 
watch’s snowy outline. “Albino” never crossed 
her lips in my presence again. The same 
demonstration was handy with the relatives, too. 

When I was seventeen, I took a fateful trip. It 
was mid-May. I was suffering from senior-itis, 
and driving my own little car—my cousin’s old, 
oxidized-blue Mercury Capri. Some friends and 
I motored out to a nearby lake. We shared lunch, 
laughs, and lotion—SPF 6 or 8 by then. I 
applied it only once, even though we stayed all 
day. We were home by dusk, which revealed my 
scarlet phosphorescence. Even blinking was 
agony. I sobbed as Mom slathered me with 

Noxzema, reeking of menthol and camphor. 
That did it. I, Molten Maiden, swore off 
sunbathing. Then I spent two weeks shedding 
like an enormous reptile. 

After high school graduation, my parents 
allowed me to wear makeup. I gasped in 
disbelief when the aesthetician chose the second 
lightest shade of cream foundation for me. 
When it also blotted out my freckles, I got goose 
bumps. Maybe pretty was possible after all. 
However, I was still pale in comparison to my 
beloved “olives.” So, when some wizard 
invented tanning beds, the Coppertone Girl’s 
siren song intoxicated me again. I staggered into 
the nearest salon, wrote a check, and 
approached luminous deliverance, trembling. 
But, the lightest toaster setting burnt this slice of 
white bread to a crisp! It took me twelve weeks 
to use up twelve sessions. End result: freckles, 
one million; tan, zero. 

After college graduation, I had an excuse. I 
spent forty hours a week in an office; if I was 
tanned, I obviously wasn’t working, right? 
Better pasty than lazy. 

At last, medical science intervened. News 
emphasized that despite sunlight’s healthy 
benefits, over-exposure damaged skin and 
sometimes led to cancer. Tanning beds were just 
as bad. Spray-ons? Most turned people orange. I 
finally made peace with pallor, and stocked up 
on SPF 30 sunscreen. Then I married a lightly 
freckled Italian-American. He’s way beyond 
cute, and yes, every summer effortlessly turns 
several shades darker than I ever will. And he 
teases me...about my tiny feet, but that’s another 
story. 

From May through September, my hubby helps 
me apply sunblock. I do the same for him. Then 
we stroll hand-in-hand through the Texas Hill 
Country, where the sun is fierce, and so are our 
freckles. 
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My Confession 
Leah DeCesare – East Greenwich, RI 

I have what feels like a confession, but I have 
no apologies. I love me. I love who I am: my 
spirit, my mind, my heart, and yes, I love my 
body. 

Loving my body is like a guarded secret, 
something that seems unacceptable to admit. It’s 
not that I don’t see my body’s flaws, lumps, and 
wrinkles, it’s that I embrace them and accept me 
wholly. Today, I give voice to the joy my body 
brings me; no hiding that I’m happy with who I 
am, inside and out. 

It’s not something I ponder or spend much time 
considering, really. I just live that way. I’m 
grateful and try to actively remind myself that 
today I am healthy. I can easily walk up and 
down stairs and I can see and swim and write 
and bend and balance and hear. One day I may 
not, so today, I am grateful. My body is a gift, 
which I cherish and care for and value. 

Valuing and respecting one’s body weaves 
throughout life’s interactions: in friendships, 
romances, sports, careers. It influences choice of 
activities, foods, and lifestyles. Self-love is 
spiritual, emotional, physical; it’s at the heart of 
it all. 

Clearly, my body has changed through the years. 
My tight, perky teen body became a mother’s 
body. My pregnant body was a joy to me as I 
gazed at and stroked the swell beneath my long-
awaited breasts. Ironic that when I finally got 
lush boobs, they were accompanied by a huge 
tummy and widening thighs. I happily grew and 
welcomed every change, every nudge of an 
elbow and every poke of a heel. My body was 
transformed in becoming a mother. 

Years later, my son was active within me and at 
forty-one weeks, he was upside down, or right 
side up depending on your viewpoint. Our 

toddler would perch upon my lap and pat what 
we thought was a butt but was really his head. I 
struggled when they told me he was breech and 
it was hard for me to have my little boy enter 
the world through a cesarean. 

Tearfully mourning the loss of his vaginal birth, 
I trembled through the surgery and later fingered 
the staples holding me together. I rubbed lotions 
and oils into my incision, getting acquainted 
with this new, bittersweet part of me, as it 
became a bright red marking. I massaged that 
crooked line and noticed the numbness and 
tingling far past his first birthday and I loved my 
body through it. That thin white scar is mine. It 
holds memory and emotion and life within it. 
My body was again transformed in becoming 
his mother. 

With my third baby came a fourth body. I 
caressed those bumps pushing through my belly 
and laughed as she rolled. I was triumphant 
birthing her into the water, into my arms, onto 
my waiting body, her brand new skin against my 
sun spots and brown flecks, her tiny fingers 
grasping my growing knuckles. My daughter’s 
face changed as I peered into it and my body 
changed once more. 

My body grew three people. That alone is 
worthy of praising and honoring it. 

I’m proud of what my body has given me, 
thankful for what it does for me every day. I 
love who I am, but that doesn’t mean I don’t 
aim for more. I set goals and have a 
consciousness about my body without being 
self-conscious. I’m mindful and aim to live with 
intention every day. 

Of course, loving and accepting my body 
doesn’t mean ignoring the rolls and jiggles; I do 
try to reduce the mush in my belly and the thick 
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of my thighs, but I don’t spend time worried 
about it. I just dance until I sweat, challenge 
myself in tennis, laugh until my stomach 
tightens and yoga until I release. I make time for 
me in my life with no guilt or apology. I 
schedule myself into the calendar. I do things I 
love for my spirit, my mind, and for my body. 

I feel gratitude for the gifts of my body: arms to 
hold my children and to hug my mom; lips to 
press against my husband’s and to share a smile 
with a neighbor; hands to meet a new friend and 
to soothe a sorrowful shoulder. Ears to hear 

Trust Your Shoes 
Pat LaPointe – Prospect Heights, IL 

laughter, voices in song, and my child’s “I love 
you.” 

I want to live to be 100. I want my old saggy 
arms to cradle my grandbabies, I want to smell 
my children’s grandchildren. I want my age-
spotted hands to stroke my daughter’s face when 
she gets her first Mother’s Body. I want my 
knobby knuckles to hold my husband’s and my 
watery eyes to see love all around me. 

That is my confession. I love my body.

Me: “I think I’ll wear the black 2-inch heels 
today. Are you OK with that?” 

Shoe: “Why should I care? If you want to break 
your neck, it’s your choice.” 

Me: “Well, you don’t need to be rude.” 

Shoe: “Not rude. Realistic. You chose those 
“stilts” over my comfy, memory foam, rubber-
heeled, particularly chic and beautiful tan flats 
once before. Really. Think about the last time 
you made that choice.” 

Me: “You are always bringing that up.” 

Shoe: “Duh. Remember? Memory foam??” 

Me: “I thought that was just to help me walk 
more comfortably.” 

Shoe: “You can be so clueless sometimes. Are 
you forgetting the snapping sound your right 
ankle made when you fell? The painful ride to 
the emergency room? The nasty smelling cast 

they put on you? Or how your leg began to itch 
so badly you were using a hanger to get under it 
and scratch? How about how you had to go up 
the stairs on your butt?” 

Me: “Must you remind me of every detail?” 

Shoe: “Memory foam.” 

Me: “Yea, right.” 

Shoe: “So then, put those shoes on.” 

I put them on. 

Shoe: “Now walk across the room.” 

Me: “I don’t know what your point is, but I’ll 
do it anyway.” 

I wobble across the room, trip on a rug and hear 
my left ankle snap. 

Shoe: “Told you so. When you leave for the 
emergency room, remember to bring just my 
right half.” 
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This Is How 
Juniper Lauren – Austin, TX 

This is how to write to carry yourself some place you would be. 

This is how to set off from the shore of everything that reaches out to grab you, tries to shape your mind 
into the image of a TV Mom in pearls and high heels over the kitchen sink when Mr. Mom comes 
behind, discretely kisses your offered cheek, not even once grabbing the flesh beneath your ironed flared 
skirt and giving it a squeeze. 

This is how to ship your legs beneath a rounded deck, knees tucked under, feet pressed against pedals 
that, even fixed, are a few quick strokes from paradise. This is how to keep moving when your shoulders 
are tired, your forearms quiver with exhaustion. Sing a song. Words or tune don’t matter; anything with a 
beat to match one arm pressing forward to place the blade outside your pinky toe and then twist; back, 
oblique and core muscles engaged to pull the paddle back to just the hip. 

This is how to not go crazy with a sink of dishes that ebbs and flows like every tide that has washed a 
beach since the moon first hung itself. 

This is how to find strength to lift a crying baby even though the hour is late and on top of dishes, 
laundry, and salad to go with the 1000th ordered-in pizza, there was everything your boss needed and 
everything you could do while wearing sneakers to run between your desk and the typing pool and it still 
wasn’t enough to be one of the boys. 

This is how to show up at the TV studio on a rainy summer afternoon with two young children, wearing 
your best silk suit but the makeup not exactly right. Not terrified so much by what you will say as by 
thousands of eyes you’ll never see that look at you. And nothing in the Appalachian hollers of your 
mother’s world of outhouses and long rows of hoed tomatoes to can in jars that will gather dust in the 
basement got you ready for bright TV lights. 

This is how to keep writing to the bottom of the page, to keep writing when nothing rings true, when the 
mind says it is all a waste of time. This is how. 

“Communication is truth; communication is happiness. To share is our 
duty; to go down boldly and bring to light those hidden thoughts which 
are the most diseased; to conceal nothing; to pretend nothing; if we are 
ignorant, to say so; if we love our friends, to let them know it.”

― Virginia Woolf
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Save The Date
July 20-22, 2018

SCN’s biannual women’s writing conference is 
scheduled for July 20-22, 2018, in Austin, TX. The 
Wyndham Hotel, site of the last five conferences, will 
again host the event. Room rates will be $109/double 
occupancy. The SCN Board decided to move the 
conference from spring to summer to avoid a room 
rate increase. Go to:  

http://www.storycircle.org/Conference/


