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Harold’s Love Seat
Kathleen McKitty Harris

Harold’s love seat — as we still referred to it, years after his death 
— was upholstered in gold brocade fabric. I was never able to 
touch the gilded thread with my searching little-girl fingers, be-
cause the sofa had been covered years earlier in a custom-fitted 
suit of protective plastic. No one in our family ever had much. We 
needed things to last.

My parents inherited the love seat in the mid-seventies, along 
with a coffee table, Harold’s leather-topped writing desk, a rust-
hued rug, and a dusty set of dining chairs from my grandparents’ 
attic. My mother and father pieced together their lives from the 
discards of others.

The love seat arrived on a summer weekend afternoon, amidst a 
clatter of exertion from my father and his college buddies just out-
side the front door of our Queens apartment. They barked orders 
to each other, while working to hoist and jimmy the secondhand 
piece into our hallway, and the odor of cigarette smoke preceded 
their boisterous entry. Wait-a-minute-wait-a-minute-lemme-get-
a-hold-of-it-Billy-put-your-shoulder-into-it-alright-I-got-it-now-
up-we-go.

The item had once belonged to my grandmother’s brother Harold, 
who had purchased the small sofa with his first wife, Marie. When 
she died without warning in the late 1950s, from some hushed, al-
cohol-related ailment, Harold and the love seat took up residence 
in my grandparents’ Brooklyn living room. For several months, 
my grandmother and twelve year-old father removed Harold’s suit 
pants and shoes each night, while he lay sprawled on its cushions 
in a grieving Irish stupor. After a time, Harold sobered up, moved 
out and remarried, leaving the sofa as a semblance of gratitude.
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Not long after the love seat was placed in our sunroom, my 
grandfather died from a sudden and massive heart attack, and 
Easter appeared on the calendar just a few weeks after his fu-
neral. My parents invited my grandmother to stay with us, to 
offer comfort during her first widowed holiday. She slept on 
Uncle Harold’s love seat, and looked on in her house coat and 
slippers as I searched for the plastic eggs hidden in our apart-
ment. Untethered from grief by the innocence of childhood, I 
happily offered a diorama sugar egg to my grandmother, and 
asked her to peer at the small confection hidden inside. A tum-
ble of makeshift bedding sat beside her on the sofa. At the sight 
of my outstretched hand, the tight, flat line of her mouth lifted 
at the corners.

Eventually, we left Queens for the Connecticut suburbs, and 
the love seat was junked at the curb — still humming with the 
energy of young men, and the weariness of survivors.
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Flatman
Cheryl Caesar

But then she seemed to hear a voice, or if not a voice, at least words, 
words flattened out like printed words on paper, “Oh, no! We can’t 
stop here! This is a two-dimensional planet and the children can’t 
manage here!” 
 -Madeleine L’Engle, A Wrinkle in Time 

You may not know he’s flat
because you’ve seen him in profile. 
In fact, he has just two views, front and side: 
he flipflops between them. 

See how everything about him 
aspires to flatness. His hair 
rolled out in weird shapes, like a child’s 
misshapen gingerbread man. His square head. 
He could set his Diet Coke on it. 

His voice spreads out in an eternal sigh, 
covering the landscape like a sheet 
of old newspaper. It lifts a little 
at the end of each sentence, 
with no more meaning than the wind 
lifting a bit of paper trash. 

All his food is flattened of flavor. 
Burnt steaks and ketchup. He’s the ideal 
fast-food consumer: maximum fat, sugar, salt: 
every taste always the same. 

He has sex with playmates and porn stars 
because they are familiar from the flat page, 
the flat screen. He uses no condom, 
because his flat penis would only tear it, 
just like a paper cut. His ejaculate 
must smell like a cigarette butt in an old Coke can.
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He doesn’t believe in us, the 3-D people. 
And yet he does, and then we frighten him. 
He wants to steamroll us like a cartoon cat. 
He can never cross the dimensional border. 
And so he hates us (hate being 
the flattening emotion), hates us all. Hates the round world. 
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Poof
  Nan Wigington  

In that other universe, my other me, Edwina Elmira Brown, 
has aged too quickly. Gravity is stronger there and its fin-
gers have latched on to her yellow gray hair and pulled until 
her head bows toward her chest and her rounded shoulders 
curtsy toward the earth, then toward one another. I, too, 
have a tendency to look down. Even though my body is not 
giving out.

Alright, my hips hitch. One knee aches.

I am a sad person. Edwina Elmira B. is not. She consid-
ers every moment a cause for celebration, a reason to joke. 
Here’s an example. Edwina Elmira’s neighbor, an undertak-
er, lost his job.

“He made a grave mistake,” she told her neighbors.

I make puns, too, but never at anyone’s expense. Never to 
mortification.

Edwina Elmira laughs like a hound dog. I don’t laugh all 
that often, but when I do, some people call me a braying 
mule. I guess that makes us both animals. Woof. Eeeeh-
ahh.

Neither one of us dresses well. Of all things, she prefers 
polyester. Pants hitched up over her childless belly. I wear 
jeans. Hip huggers.

I too have a childless belly. It wasn’t a choice for either of 
us. Babies are not like fashion. That’s what Edwina E. says. 
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I just get sad, say, “Sometimes it happens. Sometimes it 
doesn’t.”

Edwina keeps her clothes darned. I wear things to holey 
embarrassment. Both of us are big girls. Both missed the 
chance to be pretty. Edwina does curl her hair every morn-
ing. It falls limply around her shoulders by noon. (It’s the 
gravity.) I try to keep my face clean.

Edwina E. lost her husband in a war. I have a husband, had 
a husband, will always have a husband. He never went to 
war, will always never go to war. He has loved me, loves 
me, will love me, will have always loved me. I hope she is 
jealous. All these tenses he and I find ourselves in. All these 
tenses she’ll never know.

Edwina lives in the suburbs. I live in the city. When she 
takes out the trash, she looks up the driveway at her 1950s 
ranch house and is satisfied. I take my recycling and com-
post to the edge of the alley, look down the tracks of asphalt 
cracks, wonder if there is something better.

Edwina E. writes stories about me. She says she does it 
for my improvement. I resent it, write stories about her. 
How ugly and old and mean she is. In my plots, her polyes-
ter tries to strangle her. Her trash mutates, duplicates, and 
swallows her. Her husband’s wars come to rape and kill her. 
To think I have such power. Poof. Bye, bye, Edwina. You’re 
gone.

To think I can get rid of her. I’m not so deluded...although 
I keep writing.

She keeps writing, too, crazy woman that she is. Even 
though she knows I’ll never get any better.
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A Farmer’s Diadem
  Karen Anne Candelario  

my father said i write
sad words a little too much
but they are the only seeds
i have to plant
more than half the time

for a long time it felt that
with words i’m at my best
when i have weeds in my belly
taking pills to kill them
gave me fear i’d lose
what i thought was my edge
even though it was pushing me off a cliff

for a long time it felt like
the weight of
being a little more poetic
is bearing the crown of
being a little more dead
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Hiking without 
Mountains
Matthew Di Paoli

My friend told me once that I was like an exposed nerve just 
waiting for someone to touch me. We were knocking back 
whiskeys and eating chicken wings, and I was telling her 
about Simple Kimpson.

“The problem with you is that you live life like it’s a Japa-
nese movie,” she said.

“What with water monsters and dirty panty machines?”

“Exactly.”

“How else should I be living it?”

“I don’t know. Like the rest of us. Like it still needs to be 
edited.”

This story isn’t really about me. It’s not about Simple either, 
because she doesn’t exist anymore. That’s what I tell myself 
when a girl disappears, and she becomes a photograph that 
I’ll stumble across one day unexpectedly and make a face 
like someone squeezed lemon juice into my nipple hole. I 
guess we’re all someone else’s photographic citrusy nipple 
holes.

Simple and I started off one day drinking hot coffees in the 
summer. Later, we ate falafel and drank wine by the river.
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“Come back with me,” I said.

“Ok, but I won’t fuck you tonight,” said Simple.

“Maybe I won’t fuck you.”

I kept my promise; she didn’t. I couldn’t sleep all night with 
her body next to me. Her hands roamed around my skin, 
and in the morning she draped her legs over me and we 
drank hot coffee on the fire escape until the sun came up 
and over us and my hands sweated like I was young and she 
was old. But it wasn’t that way at all.

“When I was young, I used to walk into the mountains and 
get lost, and I’d climb and climb until I found my way out,” 
she said.

“I don’t think that’s how mountains work,” I said.

“It was in Prague.”

She slunk her body over me and back through the window 
inside. Her black cotton dress hugged her body. I noticed 
stains in the morning sun.

“Are you saying Czech mountains are different than other 
mountains?” I asked.

“I have been to many other mountains, and they are not 
like Czech.”

I came back inside, too, casting my thick legs over the sill. 
I plopped back onto my blue couch, jangling the ornaments 
on my miniature Christmas tree as I tumbled.

“Don’t you want to know why I still have a Christmas tree 
in June?” I said.
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“Not really. You will come to hike with me, yes?”

“Yes.”

We hiked on the red trail that split into the black trail and 
then followed the black and white trail until we stopped 
by a grove of trees that hung over a slate of rocks. We ate
ham and cheese and cream cheese sandwiches with Czech 
bread that didn’t have a name.

It tasted tough, like it had been fighting to be considered 
bread for years. We ate weird sandwiches surrounded by 
smiling Asian hikers, outfitted with helmets and ski poles
serving as walking sticks.

“Do you want an apple?” asked Simple Kimpson.

“I will never want an apple.”

“You do not like apples?”

“Yeah, I like them fine. I’ll just never want one.”

We hiked for a while. I didn’t really know the end game. 
I just followed her and sometimes she followed me, and 
we ended up at a lake surrounded by snakes the color of
tar. The sun bellied low against the water, and the clouds 
glowed like old music. Simple stripped off her shirt and 
bra. I looked around to make sure no one was watching, 
just the snakes tasting the air. They lashed their pink, 
forked tongues at the water and the moon and the onset 
of darkness. This was what they call civil twilight, also 
known as dusk, when the brightest stars are visible under 
normal atmospheric conditions.

“Turn around,” she said. “The boobs are ok…”

“But the rest will be ok later?” I said, not turning away.
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She slipped down her shorts and jumped into the lake. “It’s 
cold!”

I watched her tan body in the water. I watched the snakes 
in the trees like long, fibrous coals. Her dark corn silk hair 
clung to her back.

The sun dipped a little further into the water. She turned to 
shadow, ripples in the dark lake. I couldn’t see the snakes 
anymore, but I knew they were there. This was what they 
call nautical twilight, vague outlines of ground objects may 
be distinguishable, but details are not likely.

“I guess we live here now,” she said.

I liked how calmly she said it. She floated along the water. 
I waited for her to come out, naked, dripping, cold. And 
she did, but I wasn’t even looking by then. I watched as the 
sun dipped below the horizon and a dim orange hue settled 
over the dragonflies and the smooth rock and the haze just 
above the land. Astronomical Twilight: there is no color in 
the sky.

She shivered against me for warmth. I took her into my 
arms against the banks of the river. I remember there being 
a flame, the scent of wet, dead wood, but for the life of me 
I can’t remember how. Maybe it sprung from the land. She 
nestled her head into my chest.

“You smell like my grandmother,” she said.

“Should I take that as a compliment?”

“Probably not.”

I put my hairy forearm up to my nostrils and took a big 
whiff. I shrugged. “You talk like a character I want to write.”
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“That really came out of the blue.”

“Exactly.”

All night, the snakes wriggled against fire-warmed rock and 
the wash of the lake and the blue starlight towered over our 
bodies.

“So you stayed there all night?” asks my friend, tearing into 
a chicken wing.

I remove the lime from my whiskey and stick the two red 
straws in it like a pincushion.

“Waitresses love that, you know,” she says. “So?”

“The thing about mountains is that if you keep climbing, 
eventually you find your way out.”

When we got back to my place, she didn’t shower even 
though she stunk of sweat and creamy lake water. I pulled 
off her clothes and then my own, and we slid our salty 
bodies over the cold black sheets. Her breasts tasted like 
pistachio shells. Afterwards, she brushed her teeth for an 
abnormally long time.

“Are you still brushing your teeth?

“Mm-hmm,” Simple hummed.

“How?”

“I singsong in my head,” she said with a mouthful of minty 
paste.

“It must be a very long song.”

“Mm-hmm.”
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I never saw her again after that. She just kind of extin-
guished.

“Wait what?” says my friend. “That was it?” She puts down 
her drink, displeased with the ending.

“Yeah.”

“Well did you try?” She licks buffalo sauce off her finger-
nails.

“I lied. There was one last exchange.”

She teetered at the edge of the steps. I stuck my head out 
of my apartment and strained to see her down the metal 
stairwell.

“Do you know why I always seek out mountains?” she said. 
Her voice echoed metallic, and the yellow hall light streaked 
in shadows along the paint-chipped walls.

“Why?”

“Oh,” said Simple, “that’s funny. I thought maybe you’d be 
the one to know.”
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On the Brett 
Kavanaugh hearings: 

he real cool
    Cheryl Caesar  

(Thank you, Gwendolyn Brooks.)

He real cool. He
Prep school. He

Lift weight. He
Spew hate. He

Like beer. He
Fake tear. He

Drop trou. He
Leave now.
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Inspiration
   Connie Schultz  

working on art really means
finding some hurt &
pulling on it poking

hurting

& then bringing it into
the sun to heal
to scab

& get air
& everyone can see it
& find theirs too

or maybe it means

looking at sunshine
& the way waters move

feeling warm wind
embracing

touching your face for a
moment
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How To Grieve For 
Dragonfruit

        Ben Hasskamp  

Every Monday I always ask my boss how her weekend was. 
Not because I’m particularly interested, it’s just something 
to say. She usually relays a mediocre, modestly pleasant 
story about taking her son to the park or the zoo or wher-
ever it is you take children nowadays. I usually say, “That 
sounds nice,” because, well, what else am I supposed to 
say? Inevitably, at the end of her story she always asks, 
“And how was your weekend?” And even though I’ve posit-
ed the same question to her, it always annoys me when she 
asks this. On one recent Monday, though, we both purpose-
ly don’t mention how the guy who sat two cubicles down 
from us — his name was Dave — died of cardiac arrest the 
week before.

I believe it was on a Wednesday.

Or maybe it was a Thursday.

Dave seemed like the type of guy to die on a Thursday…

He died at his desk, and even though he suffered a massive 
heart attack — something that should have been loud and 
painful and resulted in the loss of bodily functions — no-
body seemed to notice. In fact, our VP of Sales walked out 
of the office on that Wednesday or Thursday or whenever 
it was when Dave died, and said, “See you tomorrow!” to a 
lifeless Dave.

Since I work for a fairly sizable corporation they have to 
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implement those grief counseling programs. This would 
all seem well and good, but for a company concerned with 
one’s work-life balance, it’s pretty baffling when one of 
their employees dies at his desk and nobody notices for 
twenty-three and a half hours.

I decided to attend the grief counseling program anyway. As 
it turned out, I was light on projects and didn’t necessarily 
have anything better to do. Plus, Dave was a good guy — or 
at least I think he was — so I figured people would tell a few 
nice stories and reminisce in ways I assume Dave would 
have liked.

But nobody did.

Most of the people talked about their own problems, includ-
ing one of our analysts — I think  her name is Kendra — who 
just went on and on and on about how she’s an alcoholic 
and her job is driving her to drink. Dave’s heart exploded at 
his desk, Kendra, my sympathies are lying elsewhere.

At the end of the session, the grief counselor asked the cir-
cle, “Did everyone have a nice weekend?” This really an-
noys me, but we all nod our heads anyway. Though, look-
ing around the room, it didn’t seem like anyone had that 
nice of a weekend. And not because of Dave or anything, 
I think people just didn’t have a lot going on. Besides, it 
rained, and nobody seems to have that much fun in the 
rain. I think Dave maybe liked the rain. I know he liked 
that movie Singin’ in the Rain. But, then again, he also liked 
the movie Lawrence of Arabia, so now I’m not sure what to 
believe.

Tuesday rolls around and people are still telling anecdotes 
about Dave. I didn’t know Dave all that well — you know, 
besides the fact that he liked Singin’ in the Rain and Lawrence 
of Arabia — so I kept my mouth shut. Somebody brought in 
pound cake — apparently it was Dave’s favorite — but the 
woman who brought it in is always eating pound cake, so I 
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think it’s some kind of ruse for her to eat pound cake and 
blame it on Dave.

Wednesday is our all-department staff meeting. Before it 
starts we all sit around and talk about Dave. I don’t say 
much except tell the story about the time I caught him 
watching Singin’ in the Rain at his desk. Dave was a pretty 
hard worker so I don’t think many people believed this tale.

In the meeting, we strategized how to “market new cli-
ent-facing program offerings.” Somebody brought up the 
ROIs of the programs — I think it was the woman who 
brought in the pound cake — and everybody nodded like 
they understood. Another woman asked the presenter to 
go back a slide and people regarded this woman as astute. 
Come to think of it, Dave always pulled nonsense like that. 
He’d always ask the presenter to go back a slide or turn per-
centages into fractions or, my personal favorite, ask, “Will 
this scale?”

On Thursday we’re all standing around the water cooler 
when a guy who works two desks down from me — though I 
don’t know his name — says, “Dave’s funeral was this morn-
ing.” We all nod. “How was it?” somebody asks. “I didn’t 
go,” the guy says. “Did anybody here go?” We all shake our 
heads. It turns out we all forgot to go to Dave’s funeral. 
Judging by how Dave decorated his desk, I’m pretty sure it 
was mundane affair. Maybe they buried him with his copy
of Singin’ in the Rain. I hope so, at least. It’d be pretty gloomy, 
for all eternity, to be buried with Lawrence of Arabia.

It’s Friday, and the pound cake woman brings in another 
pound cake and says, “I brought pound cake!” The vultures 
descend and when I catch another glimpse of the cake it’s 
barely a pile of crumbs.

“Hey, man,” the guy who sits three desks down from me 
says, “it’s five o’clock, let’s skedaddle.”
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. 

I tell him I have to stick around to finish the ROI estimates 
for our client-facing program offerings, but as soon as the 
guy is gone I skedaddle myself.

It’s Saturday.

Then it’s Sunday.

Then it’s Monday and I see my boss and ask, “How was 
your weekend?”

“Pretty good,” she says. “I took my son to the farmer’s mar-
ket. He’d never seen a dragon fruit before. Can you believe 
that? I know he’s only 6, but you’d think he’d have seen 
a dragon fruit before. I mean, they sell them in all sorts 
of grocery stores nowadays, don’t they? At least, I’ve seen 
them in there before. Every time I’m in the produce section, 
I can’t seem to get away from dragon fruits. And I know my 
son has been to a grocery store — I mean, I’m the one who 
shops for our family. You think I can get my husband to 
shop? No, sir. So, I’m positive he’s seen a dragon fruit be-
fore.”

This goes on for a while — the painful ramblings of dragon 
fruit…

Finally, when she’s done I say, “That sounds nice.”

“And how was your weekend?” she asks, and by the time I 
leave work on Monday, nobody seems to be talking about 
Dave anymore.
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Caging the Blackhole
Aneek Chatterjee

Winter evenings sipped
through the rib cage
& unbearable mist
in barren paddy fields.
A faraway light blinks
& walks straight in to a
blackhole that devoured
laughter jump & joy
million years ago.
Here I am,
caging the blackhole
& waiting for the smell
of wetted earth; &
another big bang for a
rebirth tomorrow.



24

An elegy for music and 
silence

Cheryl Caesar

“Music and silence -– how I detest them both!...
[Hell] has been occupied by Noise...”

Screwtape, from C. S. Lewis,
The Screwtape Letters

In Maryland, in Istanbul, they shut
the door against the screams, and crank it up.

So music is corrupted: it is now
the hand clamped on an agonizing mouth,

while silence smells of abject fear, and we
are locked in dungeons of cacophony.

The braying trump has robbed us of our rest:
the silence of the Almighty, the celestial song,
humanity’s communal hum...
lost to the chief demon of pandemonium.
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Almost Whole
Amber Christopher-Buscemi

Light. My mother’s voice. Soft. Clear. Singing. Love. Her hands 
holding me. Rocking. Heartbeat. Love. Rocking. Heartbeat. Love. 
Heartbeat. Heartbeat. Heartbeat. Sleep. Darkness in the light.

From the time I was three until I was ten, Mom, Sister and 
I lived with my maternal grandmother, Nana. We proba-
bly named her that because my great-grandmother was still 
alive and living at her beach house a couple of miles away, 
and my mother always had called her Grandma, so Sister 
and I did as well. Nana never really had a choice, but she 
decided to embrace being the Nana, accepting out of habit 
the notion that her mother came first.

In Nana’s house, we were guests – sometimes much want-
ed and other times inconvenient. My mother’s sister, Aunt 
Pam, lived there as well; and Nana’s husband, whom we 
called Pop, had married Nana after her divorce from my 
mother’s father when Mom was barely a teenager. The six 
of us lived there as an extended family, unusual for our sub-
urban neighborhood in the 1970s. Even then, I knew we 
were a different kind of family.

Most of Nana’s house was dark. The living room, while 
well-supplied with windows and lamps, was decorated in 
deep maroon and black, colors that absorbed the light. 
Each night, Nana sat in her maroon chair, reading or play-
ing games with Sister and me. In one hand she held a lit 
cigarette and a short glass with clinking ice in two inches 
of scotch. I remember it as one of the sounds of nighttime 
at Nana’s house. The carpet held a dark pattern, but it was 
faded so that I couldn’t tell what kind of flowers it was 
supposed to be. The unidentifiable flowers were surround-



26

ed by squares in some kind of muddled formation. The 
fireplace was the center of the living room, outlined by 
dark red brick that had been stained over the years with 
black ash and smoke. The whole wall had the appearance 
of smoldering.

I am six. Sister is eight. When we play, we laugh, and our laugh is 
the same. Our faces are round like our mother’s face, but without 
the look of knowing that she pinches between her eyebrows. I call 
it the look of knowing because it means Mom knows something 
– too much of something. It’s Mom’s look when she’s in her sad 
mood. When she has that look, we leave her alone and play togeth-
er in our bedroom or outside. It will go away, but it will come back 
when Mom is serious – when she is thinking about something. 
Mom’s eyes are brown like Sister’s, and she can make them wide. 
Sister can make her eyes wide, too, but she can’t make the look of 
knowing. That belongs to Mom. 

Sister knows something that makes her cry sometimes; the thing 
that makes her afraid to go to sleep at night; the thing that makes 
her go to Mom’s room in the middle of the night to check on her or 
be with her -- or just to see. It’s the thing that she keeps separate 
from me. She doesn’t want me to know about it. I would not be 
safe, she says. I would not be comfortable at bedtime anymore or 
fall asleep first the way I like. So, I don’t ask Sister to tell me. I 
think it must be like Mom telling us it’s not safe to cross the street 
when she isn’t there to hold our hands.

There is something for Mom and Sister that is not for me. It is for 
older girls, just like the way Mom only carries me now, not Sister, 
because Sister got too big. I am supposed to be smaller, stay small. 
Sister wants to look like Mom. She follows Mom and tries to make 
the look. The knowing is in the black inside the brown of Mom’s 
eyes when they are wide. I can’t figure out how eyes become wide 
or turn brown. I used to think my eyes would be brown someday, 
too, when I got big like Sister. But Mom told me that my eyes will 
stay green like my father’s eyes. I’ve never seen my father. I don’t 
know what to do with my narrow green eyes. I can’t make them 
wide like Mom’s and Sister’s round brown eyes. And I can’t make 
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the look of knowing.

The kitchen, located between the dark living room and 
darker den, was bright with sunlight – at least in the morn-
ings. It was inviting when I’d wake up, rise from the bed 
that Sister and I shared, and go downstairs for orange juice 
and cereal with Nana. It was my favorite time with Nana, 
just the two of us, awake before anyone else and practicing 
a routine that made us both comfortable. I don’t know if 
it was the light or simply the absence of the darkness that
brought us closer together in the mornings than we had 
been the night before when Nana clutched her clinking 
glass and I played along with whatever game she offered 
me. I liked the way Nana always offered to stay up late and 
play with me, but I didn’t like how her mood would change 
based on how many times she refilled her glass.

“Where’s your sister?” Nana would ask each morning.

“Upstairs, still sleeping,” I would report. That had become 
my role in our household – to report what I’d witnessed in 
another part of the house.

“She went to Mom’s room in the middle of the night again,” 
I’d tell her.

Nana would look for and accept this cue to act. She’d pour 
me a glass of juice, tell me to choose a cereal from the cup-
board, and direct me to go wake my sister and mother while 
she prepared my cereal with too much milk, making it sog-
gy before I had a chance to take the first bite.

My morning walk up the wooden stairs with patches of 
nailed-down maroon carpet on each step was familiar, if 
dreaded. I’d grab the post at the end of the stairway, and 
swing myself onto the second step, skipping the first, and 
hop on two feet, hands-on-railing, up the steps. At the top 
and to the right was Nana and Pop’s bedroom, the master 
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bedroom, which always had the odor of Ammens Powder 
and White Shoulders Eau de Toilette. It was Nana’s com-
bination of practical and extravagant, the combination 
that made her actions difficult to predict. To the left was 
a long, narrow hallway leading to my mother’s bedroom, 
my aunt’s bedroom, and the room shared by Sister and me. 
I’d confirm that Sister was not in our room, and I’d know 
she was in Mom’s room. I’d listen at the door, certain that 
they were continuing to talk about whatever they’d secretly 
discussed the night before when Mom made Sister leave 
her alone. That’s when Sister would return to our bed with 
wet eyelashes, slide under the sheet next to me, and rock us
both to sleep. I could feel her lashes on my back or shoul-
der. She’d move just enough to rouse me and make me 
stir, letting her know I was with her. If I tried to ask her 
what she’d been talking to Mom about, she’d tell me to go 
back to sleep – it wasn’t for little girls to know. Mom was 
just different at night sometimes. It wasn’t important, Sis-
ter would say. She used the phrasing grown-ups like Nana 
used: “It’s not for little girls to know,” and I’d wonder why 
she didn’t consider herself a little girl. After all, she was 
less than two years older than I.

I know more than Sister thinks I know. I know that when she says 
“Mom is just different at night” it means that Mom was out late and 
came home smelling like Nana does when she has the clinking ice in 
her glass. I know Mom doesn’t do it all the time, but when she does, 
Sister goes to her and keeps her to herself.

I would wait for Mom and Sister to suspect my presence at 
Mom’s door each morning, and they always would. They’d 
open the door and invite me in, or send me back downstairs 
to Nana. It depended on Mom’s mood. Either way, though, 
she’d give me a kiss and ask, “How’s my littlest girl?” My 
answer would vary depending on her look. If she had “the 
look of knowing,” I’d scan Sister’s face for a cue to my re-
ply. If she was smiling -- really smiling -- I’d answer with 
“‘kay, Mommy” and reach up for a tighty-hug, my name for 
a squeeze around her neck until she tickled me to let go. If 
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not, I’d simply tell them that Nana said to come downstairs.

We would all go downstairs together, and Nana would start 
in on Mom. She always was angry at Mom on those morn-
ings – for getting up too late, for coming home too late at 
night, for telling Sister things she shouldn’t hear at her age 
– and it made me want to yell at Nana to stop making Mom 
look at the ground and get quiet. I wanted to stop the look 
of knowing, but I couldn’t. It was always back when Mom 
didn’t know I was looking. It brought the nighttime into the 
mornings, as if we hadn’t moved beyond the night before -- as 
if we never would.

Sometimes, in the mornings after the nights when she was out, Mom 
does the dance with me. She picks me up and dances me into the living 
room, or the dining room, or the kitchen. She swings me around until 
I feel dizzy, and I laugh in my laugh that sounds like Sister’s, and I 
watch everything spin around us. I can hear Mom’s giggle that sounds 
almost like crying, and I want to feel Mom holding me and swinging 
me like this all day. We don’t stop until we have to. Sometimes we hit 
the wall or fall onto the couch, but it usually just makes us laugh.

This morning we are swinging and swinging. Too fast, Mommy, I want 
to say, but it’s too late. We fall onto the living room carpet. I put my 
hands out and feel the scratchy carpet on my palms. Mom starts to cry. 
Sister comes in from the kitchen and says, “No, Mommy.” She pulls 
us up to a sitting position and leaves Mom on the floor. She grabs my 
hand and leads me to the kitchen -- to the light -- before Nana sees us 
on the floor. I’m not crying. It didn’t hurt, I tell Sister. But she won’t 
listen. I just want Mom to stop crying. I just want to do the dance. I tell 
Sister that, and she tells me that the dance is bad, and that I shouldn’t 
like it so much. She doesn’t know everything -- the dance is for me. 
She can’t have it. She is too big. I have to stay small if I want to keep 
dancing with Mom.

When I was eight years old and Sister was ten, Nana and Pop 
decided to turn their two- car garage into a large bedroom 
for Sister and me. We were getting too big to share a full size 
bed in that small bedroom upstairs. It was nice to have the 
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space, but the distance from Mom’s bedroom made Sister 
nervous. She started going upstairs to Mom’s room every 
night.

In the afternoons, which were different than morning and 
nighttime at Nana’s house, Sister and I would come home 
from school, let ourselves in with a key, and have a snack: 
toast with peanut butter or cheese on crackers. Sometimes 
Sister would play with me, but other times she’d act as 
if she was an adult and I was a child. I didn’t understand 
this difference because when other people were around we 
both were children. I always liked when we both could be 
children, and I think Sister liked that best, too. We some-
times would play school. I’d have to be the student, but I 
didn’t mind because I liked school and all the questions and 
games involved with it. Sister liked being the teacher be-
cause she always wanted to boss me around. After about an 
hour, Nana would come home from teaching kindergarten 
and make us do our homework. Later she’d make us din-
ner, something greasy, overcooked, and filled with pepper; 
and then she’d put us to bed, always kissing us too hard, 
hugging us too tight, and turning out the lights before I was 
ready. When Mom came home after we were asleep, she’d 
kiss us each on the forehead. I didn’t always feel her kiss, 
but I knew she did it because she told me she did. I decided 
early on to believe her.

On nights when Mom was still at college, where she went 
straight after work, and Nana and Pop were out with 
friends, Aunt Pam would take care of us. She wasn’t always 
home because she was young, in her early twenties, and 
she sometimes had boyfriends who took her out at night. 
I liked it best when Aunt Pam sat up with us at night. She 
never made us turn off the lights before we were ready. She 
was supposed to make us go to sleep at nine o’clock, but 
she never did. She’d sit and watch movies with us, make 
us popcorn, and laugh at the silly people on TV. She always 
had a joke about the TV people, even during the serious 
parts. She said it was okay to make fun of them because 
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they weren’t real.

Most of the time it was fun like that with Aunt Pam, but 
sometimes I’d cry for Mom. The night I found out Mom 
had left that afternoon and she would be away for weeks, I 
used up a whole roll of toilet paper with my tears and snot. 
Nana had told us that Mom would be away for a while this 
time – she was at a hospital “getting well.” Nana said it was 
for her drinking, but I didn’t know if I should believe her. 
Mom hadn’t even said goodbye, and I didn’t think that was
like Mom not to say goodbye, or at least kiss me on the 
forehead when I was sleeping, or something. When Nana 
and Pop went out, Aunt Pam made us popcorn and put on 
movies, but I still couldn’t stop crying. Finally, she told me 
we wouldn’t be able to go to the bathroom unless I stopped 
crying. “You’re using up all the toilet paper, silly girl,” she 
said. “What’ll we use now? Oh well, I guess we can’t go.” 
She was trying to be silly as a way to make me stop crying
but I could tell she felt bad after saying it because I believed 
I’d done something wrong, and I still couldn’t stop cry-
ing. It was the first time I heard her take something back. I 
guess it wasn’t okay to make fun of me when I was serious 
and sad. After all, I was real.

When Mom came home from the hospital one month later, 
everyone said she was “all better.” She kept working toward 
her degree to become a teacher. She’d been working on it 
since I was too young to remember, and by the time she was 
“well,” I was nine. She’d go to work until five o’clock, then 
straight to her classes, and come home around ten o’clock 
at night. I would see her in the mornings, when she’d put 
my hair up in two ponytails with my favorite light blue rib-
bons. She always would leave a note on a napkin in my 
lunch: “I love Amber – she’s the one for me!” she’d often 
write, referring to lyrics of a little song she’d sometimes 
sing to me when we were alone. The notes always ended 
with “Xoxo, Love, Mommy.” I tried not to let anyone see 
the note at lunch, but after a while my friends knew it was 
there. Most of them
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didn’t say anything, but some of them took it as an oppor-
tunity to make fun of me. Jennifer Doran taunted me with, 
“Aren’t you too big for your Mommy to leave notes in your 
lunch?” Eventually, I learned it was best to take the note 
out of my lunch and hide it.

Once I was nine, I began to grow less content with not 
knowing things. I needed to know why Mom had to go to 
work. I didn’t understand why we always had to be so dif-
ferent. As far as I knew, no one else’s mom went to work. 
Why did my mother have to go to the Social Services Office 
every weekday for “work?” So I asked her. She said it was 
so we could be together one day -- just the three of us -- 
without Nana’s help. I wanted that, so I kept waiting for it 
to happen. It had never occurred to me that we could live 
separately from Nana and Pop. I added it to my prayers at 
night: “God bless Mom, God bless Sister, God bless Nana, 
God bless Pop, God bless Aunt Pam, God bless Grandma. 
Please, Dear God, help us to be together without Mom’s 
work or Nana’s help. Amen.”

One day, when I was ten -- it finally happened. Nana and 
Pop sold the house, sold extra items of “clutter” for 25 
cents apiece (regardless of its actual value) at a yard sale, 
and retired to a mobile home park thirty minutes away. 
They wanted something easier, something with less main-
tenance, something more affordable. They had just retired, 
and it was time for them to start thinking of themselves, 
Nana said. Aunt Pam got a teaching job in Texas, put all the 
things from her little bedroom into her car, and drove from 
Long Island to Texas alone. It had never occurred to me that 
Aunt Pam could go live somewhere else all alone. Her move 
felt sudden, but even if Aunt Pam had been thinking about 
it for years, I wouldn’t have known about it.

With everyone off thinking about himself or herself, Mom, 
Sister and I moved into a little house right down the road 
from Grandma’s beach house. It was time for Mom to try 
what she’d been hoping to be able to do for years. She had 
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finished one degree and was about to start another one. 
She got a job as a teacher, and we could afford rent on the 
house, but not much else. Sister and I had to start using 
the special lunch tickets that allowed us to get free lunch. 
Not many kids used them, and the ones who did had been 
known as “lunch ticket kids” since first grade. Jennifer Dor-
an told all the other kids, and they giggled when they saw 
my ticket; but I didn’t care. I knew it meant we didn’t need 
Nana’s help anymore.

Here in the house that is almost ours, we are almost whole -- the way 
we’d always imagined we’d be outside Nana’s house. We only come 
apart when Sister gets angry. She is often angry now about things 
I don’t understand. Mom says it is because Sister is twelve years 
old, and I’ll be angry, too, when I turn twelve. I don’t understand 
why she should be angry. We’re together, without Nana’s help, and 
we’re supposed to be happy. But Sister isn’t happy. I know it has 
something to do with those middle of the night talks she shared with 
Mom before Mom went into the hospital. Even now that things are 
supposed to be all better, it is keeping me separate from Sister.

Our house is small: two bedrooms, a dark kitchen, an empty, whit-
ish living room, and a pink bathroom. It belonged to an old wom-
an, Mrs. Henderson, whose husband died in a red chair in the liv-
ing room years ago. That’s all I can think about when I’m in the 
living room. I listen at the doorway before I walk in, but I never 
hear anything. The house must have been quiet before we got here. 
Sister makes the most noise in this house. She picks fights with Mom 
when Mom is most certain. I like it that Mom knows what to say to 
us now, since she came back from the hospital; and she knows even 
more since we moved away from Nana and Pop. But Sister doesn’t 
like it. It makes her angry. She reminds Mom of times when Mom 
didn’t know what to say or what to do. Mom apologizes and says she 
can’t go back and fix the past, but she can do her best in the present. 
That’s one of those phrases she’s started using since she got home 
from the hospital. I want Mom’s best. I want her solid voice and 
certain answers. I want to know that she’ll be home at night when 
she says she will -- home in time to kiss us goodnight before we go to 
sleep. I like that Sister doesn’t go to her in the middle of the night. 
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I want to believe that we’ll be okay -- without help from Nana. I’ve 
almost convinced myself of it, and I would have by now if it weren’t 
for one thing: Mom always has the look of knowing. I can barely 
remember her without it.

We went on like that – my mother and sister fought and 
I listened from other rooms -- until our near wholeness 
melted into something else, and none of us could get it 
back. Mom tried to create girl games that we all could play 
together: tea party, school, beauty salon. Sister said those 
games were stupid; that she was too big to play them; that 
it was too late.

Too late for what? I don’t want it to be too late. I want Mom and 
Sister -- at the same time -- drinking tea or combing hair. But when 
I get that, they end up fighting, and I walk down the road along the 
harbor to Grandma’s beach house and stay there until Mom comes 
to get me. 

Sister and I sleep in separate beds in our new house, so I can only 
tell how long she stays awake by her breathing. It is shorter and 
faster than mine -- as if she is trying to keep something close to her 
by drawing close breaths.

Our new bedroom is blue. I like the way our room is light blue in the 
day and closed in on us with dark blue at night. I like that Mom is 
next door instead of around the corner, up the stairs and down the 
hall, on the other side of Nana and Pop. But I know this closeness 
makes Sister somehow farther from our mother. I want to go to Sis-
ter’s bed, butterfly kiss her cheek with my dry eyelashes, and rock 
her to sleep as she used to do when she came to our bed after going to 
Mom’s room in the middle of the night. But I know Sister wouldn’t 
let me. That is her role, the role of the older sister, and I don’t dare 
take anything else away from her.

I wait for her breathing to slow, but I feel safe before she does, and 
safety always brings sleep. I fall asleep to Sister’s quick breaths, 
imagining that her eyes are wide like Mom’s eyes. As I fall asleep, I 
dream of Sister’s face. She is Mom. Then she is Sister. I dream that 
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she has the look of knowing. I try to wake myself, and I realize that 
I am alone, even with Sister here. I fall back into my dream, I look 
at Sister’s face, and I wonder how long we can stay like this -- half 
asleep and waiting.
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What Remains
	 	 					Jeffrey	Zable  

Having lunch with an old roommate, I ask him how his mother 
is doing and he answers that losing one of her two sons and her 
husband in little more than a year apart hasn’t been easy. He 
then goes on to say that his brother had taken out a life insurance 
policy for one million dollars and that it was stipulated that even 
if he killed himself, his family would get all the money. And when 
I comment that it seems his brother knew he was going to do it, 
he concurs, and reveals that he shot himself in a spot on his head 
that wouldn’t make such a mess, break up his skull, and cost 
more money to make him look good for an open casket viewing. 
And when I ask him if he was ever close to his brother, he pro-
fesses that they weren’t even close when they were kids, as his 
brother was always the dramatic one, seeking attention through 
negative behavior. And finally, he acknowledges that it’s all very 
sad, but that most of the time he tries not to think about it...
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Night cramp
      Cheryl Caesar  

It yanks me awake,
the tetanizing pain.

We’re not meant to feel this
and live, I think. I make demands
to Someone: If it goes on for another
x minutes, I want to die.

Horses in colic go mad from the pain.
They shoot them, don’t they?

Remind myself that it’s happened before,
and will be gone soon. When it’s here,
I think of the time when it wasn’t.
When it’s gone, I forget what pain is.
That’s how we go on living.

I writhe, and every movement
makes it tighten like a torturous vise.

Breathe, I think, but it doesn’t help.
Stop breathing, and the vise turns again.

Try to stretch – but steel won’t stretch.
Rub it gently – the pain lashes out.

Nothing to do but wait in the dark.

The alarm blinks red numbers: 11:08:16;
stuck at the moment when we lost power.
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Still Waiting
      Mary Anna Kruch  

I.
When I walked to our meeting place
to wait for you by the river,
it was another 70s evening
for girls with flowers in their hair
and boys lucky enough to snag deferments
or low lottery numbers.

Students strolled by in a restless shuffle
back to dorms for dinner.
Light grew dim, and I waited.

Night classes stirred sandals
into a growing hustle
past the peace sign on the big rock,
past the tents in People’s Park.
Still, I waited.

Guitars strummed; leaflets and weed were offered.
A boisterous group with signs
marched to Beaumont Tower.
They had no problem speaking their minds.

But you did.
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II.
I thought back to a night
soon after we met.
We sat up until 4 a. m.
under a faint, blue light on your bed
where you spilled what guts you did not lose
on the front lines.
You spoke of women and children --
huts you would not set ablaze,
the surprise attack,
and the men in your company
who were gone -- while you lived on.

The war took so much more than your body --
for a time, it took your voice.
As I dared to reveal myself,
you held me at a distance,
masking your face,
closing me out of all
but the most required talk.

Did I misjudge you?
Expect too much?
Push too hard?
I was aware of my naivety;
you who had breathed death.

III.
Still, in the beginning
you had agreed
to walk and talk and just be together.
So I resolved to be patient,
to hold my peace
to give you room
to move beyond my need
to know your mind.
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So I waited at our meeting place.
You did not see me
waiting for you by the river.
An hour went by --
and then another.

When at last your headlights
came into view,
you drove right past
without a look in my direction.
Why couldn’t you see me
waiting for you by the river?

Branches whispered, entwined
over slow, black water.
The breeze kicked up,
grew cold.

IV.

We are better now.
I learned to leave you alone
in your dark moods,
and we don’t always talk with words.

At the river, we did not know
the depth of Agent Orange’s
destruction:
leukemia.
Now, infusions restore some lost power;
you stand tall in the growth of our landscape.
Dark times are rare.
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Nonetheless, years later
I pass that place and remember
the fear the hurt the dread
as crowds of students still head to class,
still gather at Beaumont Tower,
still form a never-ending flow.

I wanted to talk, but you didn’t.
See me.
I am still here,
will always be here,
waiting for you.
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Bradshaw Villa
Mallika Bhaumik

The mist curled up,
the tall shadows of pines
stood still on the window panes.
The smoky eyes of the night
heaved a sigh.
The spectre of a young life stubbed out, loomed large over the moor.
Moth-eaten memories
stashed away in grandma’s trunk
stifled a yawn.
The pale blanketed moon,
the attic, the stairways, the lonely rooms
witnessed a death avenged.

At the crack of dawn,
the grey-haired keeper
creaked open the villa’s gate.
The mellow light of the early sun announced his master’s death.
Horror writ large on the time-ravaged face,
the buried stories, their ensnared tentacles
had wrung out his last breath.
The cruel hand that shot his free willed wife;
hung helpless and cold

A silent teardrop,
the master had lost his battle with the phantom of the night.
A photo id card lying by, sent a shiver down his spine
The past had come lapping on the shores of time
The young beaming face on the card
looked familiar to the one that remained hung from the wall,
the smiling hazelnut eyes, a baby held in her arms.
The card read,
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Lisa Bradshaw
Investigating journalist.

The locals confirmed seeing the young lady climb up the 
moor, she had said, she came in search of her roots.
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Battleship
Karen Anne Candelario

Please don’t tell me I’m any good
After every party, I hurry home
To wash myself

If I can, I will scrub off my skin
Scrub off myself from me
Scrub myself, inside and out
Because – don’t tell me otherwise –
I am everything I cannot adore

Out in the park, when you see me spit
It’s from sucking the inside of my cheek
Hoping I am less who I am every time
Then I breathe in through my nose,
I try to take in anything good from the trees
Because – just agree, you will eventually see –
I am everything you shouldn’t adore

Please don’t say otherwise
The missiles’ guides have been locked
I have made marks that cannot be washed
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Of Decay and Love
Aneek Chatterjee

I came across a carefully
decorated mask,
but took it as a reliable face

Generous smile killed me
with sharp edges of a
splendid, but forgotten knife

Frequently down with convincing
monologues, only to discover
cock and bull stuff at night

Soulmates, life and I
played hide and seek in lanes
and by-lanes, swanky office

But still I ventured
life, love and faith
in times of horror, decay
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Flowers and candles
Cheryl Caesar

The bombs are in the mail.
The shooter is in the temple.
Fifteen thugs roam the consulate with a bone saw.

The children are in cages.
The orange one rants, and his rabble
excoriates the victims: “Lock ‘em up!”

I remember Angel Le, comforting his son
after the shootings at Bataclan.

Yes, there are bad guys everywhere.
But we don’t have to move.
France is our home.

They have guns but we have flowers
and candles. Look: people
are laying flowers everywhere.

Where are you, Angel Le?
Please come back and remind us that you are real.
I will bring flowers every day
and candles every night

just to hear your calm voice, and see
your face and your son’s like bright planets
in the darkness, your arms
circling like a protecting sky.
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Birds that Fall
DS Maolalai

there was movement,
down by my foot
and the movement 
was a bird,
lost and blinking,
a furry
brown golfball,
barely feathered.
it moved
and made weak noises,
wings twitching 
like broken spiderlegs.

I stopped
and looked at it,
but they say you shouldn’t touch them,
so, like with a painting,
I didn’t;
just paused 
and stood with my hands in my pockets.

above
the trees
were thick and heavy green,
punctured 
with the burned wartmarks
of old crows nests
and waiting cats.
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I don’t know
what happens 
to baby birds
that fall.

no,
I do -
but I don’t like knowing.
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