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Artist Statement

My daily creative practice as a multidisciplinary Artist-Poet is to be on
the alert for material, ideas and inspiration wherever | go; always seeking
the poetry of visual images as seen through the lens of eye or camera. |
am predominantly drawn to colour and pattern; visual narratives and
anecdotes. Finding beauty and something of value in the mundane details
of every day life enriches every occasion, every journey taken, and
creates memories to revisit and treasure long after. Creativity is a life-
saver; sanity-restorer, and great pleasure.l am fortunate to have
discovered a lifelong resource, and do all | can to share it with others.

—Janina Aza Karpinska, Cover Artist
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Adanna’s Mission Statement

Adanna, a name of Nigerian origin, pronounced a-DAN-a, is defined as
“her father’s daughter.” T chose to name this literary journal Adanna
because women over the centuries have been defined by men in politics,
through marriage, and most importantly, by the men who fathered them.
In college, | was inspired by women such as Anne Hutchinson who had
the opportunity to study under her father. Today women are still bound
by complex roles in society, often needing to wear more than one hat or
sacrifice one role so another may flourish. While this journal is
dedicated to women, it is not exclusive, and it welcomes our counterparts
and their thoughts about women today. | only ask that your submissions
reflect women’s issues or topics, celebrate womanhood, or shout out in
passion.

— Christine Redman-Waldeyer, Founder
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—Janina Aza Karpinska, Candid Café: Red Corner (photograph)
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Angela Abbott

Baby’s Breath

I’m looking at the baby’s breath currently taking up space on my table.
It lives in the vase I purchased some months ago at the farmer’s market.

The baby’s breath is fine.

Not the most beautiful flower.

Each little head a tiny cotton-like bulb
intertwined with each other’s broken limbs.

I bought these flowers for some hopeful reason that
if | had baby’s breath in a vase in my home,

it would somehow make me fertile.

That in some witchy, crazy, cuckoo way

it would cause me to one day have the baby

I longed for.

This stupid baby’s breath.
My beacon of hope.

I should remove it from the vase—from my table—from this home--
But there’s something calming about the beauty of broken hope.
And flowers that look alive, obstructing my view.
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Mona Anderson

Ask No Forgiveness

I squirm in the front pew of the sanctuary --
where else would the minister’s daughter
sit during Sunday School class —

kick the boy beside me

with my black patent leather shoes.

Mrs. Johnston chides me through her white cat-eye glasses,
hand fluttering the billows of her orange skirt as she reads
of Jonah in the whale from a Golden Classic storybook,
voice buzzing, as if the words struggle to free themselves
from her pinched lips.

Her droning voice begins the ending prayer.

I kick Kevin harder. Before Amen

I jJump to avoid his returning punch, feel her nails

dig into my shoulder like Jonah might have felt if the big fish
had crunched down instead of swallowing him whole.

As they wait to be dismissed, the kids snicker.
The preacher’s kid got in trouble today

again, they’ll tell their parents.

My cheeks consume my face,

red like forbidden fruit.

I see the scuff on my shiny patent leather shoes,
the fire and brimstone of her orange skirt.

Not for the last time in this long life,

| fear my skeleton is showing,

but I can’t promise to be good.
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Mona Anderson

Birthing
“I terminated the pregnancy, voluntarily and without

ambivalence.” Maggie Doherty, The Yale Review, “The Abortion Stories
We Tell.”

| seldom think about the two
I didn’t birth but the gynecologist
asked how many pregnancies I’d had.

“Four. Two abortions, two live births,”
as though reporting I’d had eggs
for breakfast. All choices, | wanted to add

but she didn’t ask. Later, in the garden shed,
arobin’s egg lay shattered in the dirt,
the contents of its blue fragments

gone, likely in the belly of the same
racoon who ravages our compost.
Had mother robin tossed it out?

I read they do that sometimes.
I climbed to the nest wedged
between the roof and lattice wall

to see two more eggs, unconcerned
their potential sister or brother
had disappeared. In the garden

the sun beat its predictable heat
on my back while I planted lettuce seeds

and wondered about our potentials.

10
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Mine. The robin’s. Does she mourn
the broken egg or rejoice in birthing
the others? | remember only relief

and, years later, birthing joy.

11
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Mona Anderson

Her Words

I can’t find them anywhere. I search under the bed,

find only used tissues and half-used rolls of mints.

I rummage through each color-coordinated drawer,

no words with the pink tops, none with the yellows or purples,

not stuffed between hangers in the jam-packed closet

nor tucked inside her forty-three shoe boxes.

No words jumbled with her piles of necklaces and earrings

nor strewn on her desk with bills and birthday cards.

None hidden in her oven, crusty with chocolate from her last bake.

She told me she once went to a potluck where for three hours
she smiled and murmured uh-huh hmm oh? really

because she thought she had no words, at least none worthwhile
since she hadn’t been to college. She didn’t share her own words
but read others’ books wedged into bulging bookshelves.

I examine each before placing it in a box and find her words
everywhere, written in the margins, scribbled on scraps of paper,
and in her food and jewels, in her perfectly matched outfits.

12
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Mona Anderson

Leaving

He runs after me

as | drive down our long driveway
his baby blue cotton shorts

reach the top of his cowboy boots
that clatter on the gravel.

Chubby arms outstretched

he screams “Mommy no go!
Mommy no go!”

I drive slowly

not to torture him

nor to keep the August dust
from kicking up

not to make him run

and run and run

but to torture me

now blinded.

I see him stop
just stop

still for a moment
face fractured
surrendered.

Tiny fists

rub his eyes.

He sits.

I want to stop
rewind the film
cowboy boots
running backwards
tears erased
with giggles
into the warmth
of just baked raspberry muffins.
But | keep going
13
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with one last
backward look
I imagine me years from now
standing in that same spot as still
as the great heron by the pond
one hand raised as if in salute
watching my son

now grown

now going

driving down the long driveway.

14
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Pamela Annas

Usable Scraps

My grandmother said don’t

throw anything away,

it’ll come in useful some day:

the color of rain in October

the red velvet texture of birth

a taste of pomegranate

each seed bursting separately sour
against the tongue

your hands on my shoulders, back,
your voice: “the blessing of bones,
the sacrament of skin.”

Look for fragments of memory:

silk, silence, joy, denim, pain.

Look in the attic, through drawers,

at the bottom of trunks,

in cupboards scented with lavender sachet.

A woman, her long hair falling past her face,
lays the pieces out on the floor, regards

a riot of color, mute and bright,

moves a bit of velvet here,

a sun-soaked summer afternoon there

picks up her needle,

pieces together a poem

a life

wraps it around her.

15
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Barrie Ashby

From my Mother,

| have been far
for many years,
now closer.

We joke we live
toppled on each other.

But soon | will be far

again.

In Massachusetts,

I will live where

all the transcendentalists died.

I’ll learn why they wrote,

why they never left New England.

Piecing tales of my own together,
trying to get published

enough for the fame—filled genre switch
to infiltrate the masses.

I will be where Sylvia Plath lived
before London took her,

and she found out about ovens-

and what happens when you shut them.

And maybe,

when she is further from me than ever,
I won’t become a mother.

Maybe the meaning will all change
and | will have to find

Something else to live for.

16
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Barrie Ashby

Manatees

As he tells me about the manatee he saw today,
I wish for the first and only time that | was in Florida.

Normally | would never dream of church after church and gator after
gator.

But right now Florida possesses two things I love:

Michael and manatees.

He tells me it is tropical.
I tell him | want my daughter to have rights.
He does not respond.

Either way,

I love him.

I love him when | am in Oregon

Deep in the fog.

I love him as | make small talk

with the professionals getting coffee in the hotel lobby.

I love him as | wonder how airplanes work.

I love him as | call him at five in the morning
to discuss bigfoot and the waterfalls.

17
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Cynthia Benson

Steel My Heart

Lana screwed on her leg like a carpenter who’d been screwing
all his life. She’d once written that as the humorous opening line for her
dating app profile and gotten 30 unwanted kink fans in her mailbox
within an hour.

18
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She still remembered the first reply: “I bet I could screw you
better, baby! Uh, | mean it...I’m a leg man!”

Lana shook when she read them. She could have stroked her
long hair nervously, as many women did, but instead she interlaced her
gentle fingers and squeezed them hard. An E.R. aide had taught her to do
that to center herself again.

Lana had followed her friend Roux’s advice so carefully. “Post a
picture with your gorgeous, winning smile. Open with your unique,
quirky humor.”

She had chosen her most genuine. Not the photos with her arms
raised, at her ski wins, but the one on that morning, before that last
competition. Just she and Yolo lounging on that craggy cliff in the sun,
his furry snout lying in her lap, them both gazing out at the mountains.
Her big, gleeful grin.

She had put her best self out there, and this is what she had
gotten, this spray of emotional bullets. Lana punched the power button
then, shot it all down, and stared into the black screen.

This so disturbed her that the next morning she scheduled an
appointment with a male therapist, determined that his firsthand look into
the male psyche would help her fathom the masculine mind. When she
saw him, her words were courageous. “It triggers my fear that I’ll forever
be rejected for my altered looks. Or they’ll always just make a fetish of
my artificial leg.”

The middle-aged bald man in the oversized red velvet chair
wrinkled his eyes in bemusement. “It’s true that research shows that
women prioritize security and men prioritize looks. What if you learned
to be kinky and enjoy the admiration of a prosthetics lover? He’d
probably make you feel much more secure,” he offered casually.

Lana slammed the lid on that one, too. Quietly. Which means
that she thanked him politely and never went back again. She was
sickened by the research and hoped that it was just dated or faulty, but
she feared too much that it was true.

It was then that Lana decided she was done with men forever.
But she regretted that she was an unalterable, pretty traditional
heterosexual, since that left her with no options.

These past celibate years, she has been trying to figure out how
to substitute her need for a love partner with something else, but she still
hadn’t found the magic bullet. It was probably just a drip-by-drip
process, she mused. Like the slow acceptance of losing her leg at the end
of that exhilarating ski jump into cool Alpine air. A memory flooded her

19
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mind then, the taste of bitter snow as she stared frozen, her right
appendage in a pool of red before her, a twisted lover’s knot.

The accepting of the emptiness there was the hardest. Losing
such a big part of your heart couldn’t be much different, could it?

But the ugly, cold mechanical substitute they gave her was no
treat, either, that hideous design from the knee down that made her
washing machine look like a Ferrari. It was that contraption that had
driven Lana to replace her skiing with welding. Artistic welding, that is.
At least some said so.

Lana credited it all to her true inspiration. She’d been browsing
art and design videos on the internet and fell upon a sexy, black-clad
nymph, pirouetting like a ballerina across the screen to Queen’s “We are
the Champions.” You see, this dancer also had a prosthetic leg, but it was
made of steel, with a tip like a sword. She posed like a crane upon it and
spun in circles. It was the most beautiful leg Lana had ever seen.

This dancer had many beauties. One covered in rhinestones. One
with skulls and crossbones. Some etched like African masks or Alaskan
totem poles. Or those painted with intense orange-pink sunsets or pastel
rainbows.

It’s funny how a dancer—or an unexpected human or moment--
can inspire and spark in one again some lost piece of hope. Though
Lana’s newly welded metal legs were not yet that imaginative, it kept her
getting up, driven to create and complete the next one, and sleeping well
each night. Which was more progress than she’d made in years.

She had jumped out of bed this morning, determined to make the
beautiful one she craved. She started without Roux.

On the other side of town, the garbage truck acted as Roux’s
alarm. The banging bins and beeping backup rudely awakened him. He
sprung up straight in bed and spread the long graceful fingers of his right
hand, combing it through his thick hair. Roux’s gender was all straight,
but he had the perfectly coifed hair of a Parisian hairdresser. Despite
those many faults he knew he should make better--like never being on
time--he thought his heart was perfect, too. At least for Lana’s.

He had to meet her at 9am. He wondered which of her legs
they’d work on today. He had been acting as her assistant ever since they
met in welding class. She was better at welding, but he was expert at
jewelry-making. God, how he loved that girl.

Lana had thought he was gay. Lana told him he fit all the
attributes of the quintessential gay sidekick movie stereotype—the
perfectly groomed angel-man looks, the supportive soul in all seasons,

20
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the rapier wit. But he didn’t tick the gossip box. Roux never spoke ill of
anyone. “That shit will boomerang back on you!” he always said.

If only she weren’t so closed off. Probably with good reason,
though, he thought. When he told her he wasn’t gay, he thought he might
have a chance. But she just seemed to pull in even more. Maybe because
it came as a shock. Or perhaps she now viewed him as a threat? It had
been three years now, but he could not pry open even a crack in her
carefully alarmed psychological door. Roux hoped his surprise might
help Lana unlatch at least one chain.

When he arrived, Lana was sweating over the new one, boning
up the bones. Roux lowered the needle on the first of his most recent
vinyl finds, as was their usual ritual. Slow, soothing melodies to balance
her morning energy. He was saving his surprise for later.

Roux had trouble waiting until the evening, but then he put it on.
Ray Charles’ “Unchain My Heart.” A sultry, pulse-stimulating blues
song might be just the right recipe.

Then he opened his blue velvet bag. He revealed them one at a
time. “I made this for you last October. When we soaked ourselves to the
skin at that Halloween party, diving for those apples. Remember?”’

Lana dangled it by its chain in the light, and the little silver
pumpkin orb swung, a tiny apple-shaped clapper making a soft clunk.
“It’s wonderful. ... We’ll attach it somewhere. Where will it make the
most sound when [ walk?” She bends over the leg immediately,
experimenting.

Roux pulled out the second. It was a thick thread of gold coiled
with a silver one, like a spiral staircase.

“What on earth is it?” Lana stared wide-eyed as she twirled it
and it gleamed above her.

“A compassion gene. Remember how when Yolo passed, you
quoted that research to me about how dogs could be domesticated ‘cause
they had a kindness gene. How everyone should have one? A dog and a
kindness gene, that is.”

“Roux...you remember that from so long ago?” There were tears
forming in her eyes, so she turned to the leg again, looking for a place for
it.

“It was so worth remembering.” He smiled. ...”There’s one
more.”

Lana turned back to him, full attention but looking wary, as if it
couldn’t be better, had to disappoint.

21
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Roux held up the shiny silver heart wrapped in tiny chains. “It’s
your heart, Lana. I’m hoping someday you’ll do as Ray says.... You’ll
unchain it...and let me in.”

She shrank away from him then. Just stared off to the right of
him, as if she were trying to hide behind an invisible curtain. “Roux, you
know I can’t do that. I can’t even fashion myself a decent leg. Everything
is always imperfect. If I can’t manage a good replacement for this
monstrosity, how can | ever restart a broken heart?

"Can’t you just help me, Roux? ...The ornaments are beautiful.
...Let’s just be quiet and take them in. We’ll figure out the perfect
balance of sounds.” She squeezed her hands then. Then strode over and
plucked the needle from Ray’s voice.

The silence weighed heavily as he listened with her for every
vibration. This was imperfect to her; that was imperfect to her. By 9pm,
they were both exhausted. She suggested he go home and get some sleep.
Perhaps they could try again later this week.

Roux exited her door tired and quiet, waving a quick goodbye.
The wooden staircase seemed much longer than before, each step
unsteady as he slowly descended.

But almost at the bottom he paused. He heard a faint tinkling.

Roux turned and gazed at her. Lana had her elbows on the
banister, leaning over. Her eyes were soft, but sparkling, and her grin
was huge.

“What?” he whispered, as wary as she had been that it wouldn’t
be good.

“I opened the window when you left, to let in the cool night air.
And the moonlight...well...it hit in just a certain way...and the glimmer
on my metal, the shimmer on your jewelry, and that sweet music it
played when I walked...Roux, I realized it’s never going to be a perfect
leg. But...It’s just so damn beautiful!

“And Roux, it’s you who helped me see that...What you always
give to me. Who you are. You’re the only one who touches my leg...and
my soul...like they’re stlll real.”

He froze in grateful silence, hoping it was not just a dream.

“Watch me, Roux!” Lana shouted as she pirouetted, clumsily,
the baubles on her new leg jangling musically, before she fell softly to
the floor, laughing.

Roux ran up the stairs to lie beside her. He laughed so hard next
to her that he cried. No symphony had ever sounded so soaring to his
heart.

22
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Norma Ketzis Bernstock

After the Funeral

Six plastic bags bulge

with my sister’s clothes.

She would cringe if she saw—
always concerned about creasing.
Tops, pants and jackets

hung neatly in her closets—
color-coordinated.

The grandkids are here,

wishing to salvage

a token of remembrance.
Hand-painted tea pots, crystal,
decorative bird houses, sculpture—

It’s painful — impossible!

Stepping over cartons and bags
my niece opens a small box,
places a glass heart

into the palm of my hand,

asks if it’s something I’d like.

Swirls of shiny ribbon, slivers
of gold and silver catch the light.
I accept the gift.

My sister knew my heart,
when it ached,
when to offer help.

23
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Norma Ketzis Bernstock

Journey

I remember a black and white
photo of my five-year old self,
hair in the Buster Brown style
of the early 50’s, posing
beside a white wooden sign
that read: North Pole.

I need to revisit

the North Pole,

find that little girl

who fed the reindeer

and wished for Santa

to visit her Jewish home,
the 5-year-old who played
Candyland for hours,
thought cotton and clouds
should be shades of pink,

the child from strictly kosher

and Sabbath candles,

Sunday morning lox and bagels,
mamaliga with cream cheese on top,
a mother’s house coats,

Mah-jong once a week,

a father’s cigars,

bowling and pinochle,

a babysitter at thirteen

who read sex scenes in paperbacks
while babies slept,

tap lessons and Hebrew school,
basement party sweet sixteens

and a wish for a life not like her parents’—
no more eat what | cook,

date Jewish boys and nice girls
never leave home on their own
before marriage.

24
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Norma Ketzis Bernstock

The Model Speaks

It was my idea to pose.
I “‘d been naked
for others—
strangers,
acquaintances,

lovers.

But this time | ask you,

my husband,

to hold the palette and brush,
force you to see

how shadows shape curves
you caress.

Once you said

you would know me
even from the back—
my slender neck,

the sweep of my hair.

Mark this flesh
that you love,
despise

desire.

See me,

see every scar—
the soft

and not so soft.

Look closely,
see the woman
you say you love—

Paint me.
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Ann Birch

Coals of Fire

Jim embezzled. He never had reason to say the word aloud, but
when he thought of it, the soft buzz of the double “z” and the final,
slurred “I” made the crime sound like a simple, little peccadillo. Barely
significant, and hardly enough to make up for the indignation he felt
whenever he saw his late wife’s precise, modest numbers in the church’s
financial books. Where had her goodness gotten her, he wondered, after
he retired from the electric company and took over her jobs in the Trinity
Presbyterian office? She had been secretary, treasurer, and much more in
a church with more roles than it had people able to fill them. Cancer and
a grave, that’s where her dear life got her.

He didn’t need the money. He used it for poker, and he thought
of it as his offering to the goddess of chance, the only real player in any
game. He never took much. Just enough to thumb his nose at anybody
who might ever notice, and apparently nobody did.

This latest minister was young, just a girl really. She came to
work as usual this morning, chattering to the ancient spaniel who always
trailed her, and of course, carrying things, usually including things to eat.
This time it was sandwiches from the only fast-food place in town.

“No, come on, take it,” she growled when he shied away when
she held out the white-wrapped bundle that smelled of cold cuts and
cheese. “Jersey hero, and I don’t mean you.”

“I’ll pay you back,” he grumbled.

“What’d I tell you before?” she asked. “The church pays us out
of the same pot.” She laid the sandwich down and waved at the
treasurer’s notebook on his desk.

She was naive about money pots. They all were, these ministers
who were sheltered from the hurley-burley of fiscal concerns by finicky,
old customs. They were never allowed to know which members
contributed what amounts, or who didn’t give at all. They presided over
congregational meetings but were excused from the room whenever their
salaries were up for discussion. This girl was new, but the clergy were all
irritatingly pure.

“You’ll earn your lunch, anyway,” she said between bites of her
Philly steak sandwich. “I got the pulpit chair in the back of the truck.
When we’re done, you’re going to help me lug it in.”

“Don’t we have a janitor for that?”
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“Not one that works every day.”

Jim knew she had taken the shabby antique home so that she and
the girl she was married to could strip the wood and refinish it and add
new upholstery. The minister called her wife her “partner,” an egalitarian
choice, he was sure, though it made them sound as if they were in serious
business together. Babes in the woods, the two of them, he thought, but
they were handy and also good in the kitchen. He had been growing fond
of this latest one, in spite of himself.

“But first,” she continued, chewing with her mouth open. “I’'m
going to pick your brains.” She told him that Paul said we should do
good to those who do us harm and that would make them feel as if we
were heaping coals of fire on their heads.

Jim nodded. They all called old, dead Paul by his first name and
lavished attention on him as if he were the problem-cousin they all had in
common.

“I thought you people didn’t like him,” Jim said.

She sighed. “Paul poses a problem for women,” she said, “but we
people will lay that aside for the moment. I think he’s asking us to be
mean to people in a way that would be kind of passive aggressive, which
is bad, right?”

Jim shrugged and took another bite of the Jersey hero. “How
passive is it to put hot coals on somebody’s head? Seems active to me.”

“Exactly! And what I want to know is, who stands still for that? I
mean, how do you pile hot coals on anybody’s head, right? They’d run
away, or something. So, what does it all mean?”

“Above my pay grade,” he answered.

Her mouth was full, but she laughed and nodded and pointed to
herself. She would worry this trivial bone all afternoon, Jim knew.

After they had dragged the pulpit chair in, splendid in its
refurbished state, she said, “We’ve been thinking the seats on your porch
rockers need re-caned.” It would do no good to answer her or turn away
the implied offer. For months, she had pestered him to replace a missing
hubcap on his old Toyota. She kept telling him he could find the right
one for next to nothing on the internet. Finally, one day he came out of
the house and saw the fourth hubcap in place and knew how it had gotten
there.

The little library next to the main office was where she retreated
when she was working on something. He heard only occasional sighs and
thumps as she searched the kind of books that ministers search when they
are wasting time on the kind of mysteries that they waste time on.
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He was working on the Sunday bulletin when he heard her say,
“Old man, your sins have found you out!” He felt his body turn cold. His
mind spun, searching for what to say, what to do. How vain, he thought,
never to have worked out what he would do in case he was caught, and to
be caught by someone like her had been beyond his imagining. He felt as
if he might faint. But she had spoken in such a strangely fond tone of
voice. That made it worse, and he hoped for syncope to rescue him.

She appeared in the doorway, barefoot, with two dripping socks
in her hand and a look of disgust on her face. The old dog shuffled,
belatedly, toward the outside door. His head drooped.

Jim caught his breath. “Well, if you know Ruffian is incontinent,
why don’t you keep your shoes on?”

She let the dog out and waited for him to come back in. “The
thing about the heaping hot coals on somebody’s head,” she continued,
distractedly. “I still don’t get it.”

“The hell you don’t,” Jim thought. After she had returned to her
studies, he planned how to straighten out the books and the money itself.
It wouldn’t be hard. He had been only a half-hearted thief.

Time passed. Jim puttered with the newsletter, and she continued
to flip pages and sigh. “Well, this answer is almost worse than no answer
at all.” He heard her say it from the cubbyhole in a way that he knew
meant that she would come out and engage him in more conversation
about today’s barely relevant ethical mystery.

“Get this!” she commanded, as she strolled back into their
common office. She read aloud from a book that described an ancient
Egyptian custom in which a penitent person would carry a pan of hot
coals on his own head. “The person would do this weird, painful thing to
themselves,” she marveled. “Can you explain that to me?”

He had gotten to know her well enough that he recognized this as
a rhetorical question and also to know that he could never explain it to
her. For the second time that day, he shrugged. Of course, this was
beyond her understanding. But Jim knew, and he understood.
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V. Bray

conquered
my breasts have been divided conquered in sections
cut by digital waves
sonographed as if
deep sea chasms
they are recreated in vector points and swept
into granulated peaks solidified kernels

even a thick rock

where a single vein pulses heart beat within
evidence of alien life where no new life
should grow
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Becca Bullen

Self Care

No matter how long | pour water from the pitcher
My cup never fills

It never overflows

My cup is empty

I wake up before the sun

I never snooze my alarm

One multivitamin, something for my allergies
12 ounces of water, one scoop of greens powder

I cover my skin with serums and potions
I paint my lips pink

And my eyelashes black

A little something to slim the nose

I make my bed

Put on my new outfit and curl my hair
| get to work on time

I compliment my peers

I write emails with smiley faces and apologies
“I’m not sure if this makes sense but...”

No worries! Anytime! It’s totally fine!

I am good | am good | am good

| eat meals | prepared at the beginning of the week
Carb, fat, protein

I drink 92 ounces of water

That's enough coffee for today.

I go to a hot yoga class

I can stretch just a little bit further
How many calories did | burn?
Push, pull, push, pull

| take a hot shower
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Exfoliate my skin
Lather on a hair mask
Scrub, scrub, scrub

My cup is empty

It never overflows

My cup never fills

No matter how long | pour water from the pitcher
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Sabine Chishty

Scale

0. At eight, she held her breath at Ms. Dean’s pop-up book that cut right
down the middle of a Woman’s Body, laying her insides across its spine.

1. The first time she bled, she curled into herself and reread Sweet Valley
High books from the library. She knew to grin and bear it because pain
is the price of having a body so powerful it can make bodies. She envied
the Wakefield twins, who were never set back by aches, stains, dark
matter they couldn’t dam.

2. At twenty-two, the feeling is familiar. She has thick black dresses for
the worst days, when it’s right to stay in the dark.

3. She buys a heating pad, a cloth half-moon to breathe lavender into her
skin. She hesitates to toss the old one, a felt tongue her mother gave her
years ago. The sentimentality is absurd; her mother is alive, loving, and
has gifted her plenty of better keepsakes. And yet—she stows it under
her mattress.

4. Medications are a language unto themselves. She’s fluent in over-the-
counter, knows what comforts, what soothes but at too high of a price,
what has that Exceptional Talent her boss calls able to thrive in a fast-
paced environment. Manufactured bullshit, but it rips through you to get
results. At checkout, a woman with bright nails says oh, | know how this
goes, good luck to you. Thank you, our girl says, meaning it.

5. Reluctantly, she takes a sick day. Good for you, says her boyfriend,
patting her head like a dog. Not faking wellness is a relief, but the claws
raking through her are only so much better.

6. Her heels chafe in the stirrup as the in-network guy arrives. Later,
she’ll try to remember his face, but all that comes to her is a splotch of
white hair and long pale cheeks. She leaves two hundred dollars poorer,
with nothing to show but sometimes there’s pain.
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7. The spotting is a record of pain so loud she sees stars, an odd phrase
for tipping into darkness. The heating pad cuts an equator along her
swollen belly.

8. Back to the doctor, this time at the encouragement of a different
(better) man and better insurance. This time, her heels smooth in warm
stirrups when the doctor issues her indictment. There’s something here,
she says. We'll find it together.

9. In bed, his fingers draw warm circles on her stomach . Thank you, she
says, grateful for pressure against the swarms of plaque they now know
are crusting over her organs. She imagines them as the mold that creeps
over wilting greens in the fridge, toxic and soft.

10. The operating room is the white of bleached flour. As our girl counts

back from ten, eager to wake with the dead cut out of her, she doesn’t
mind when the doc says there’s a good girl.
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Leslie Clark

Whacking

Whacking at those crumbling house walls was gratifying. Dave,
the guy | was seeing at the time, was in the process of remodeling an old
house. We’d hoist sledge hammers and pound away, plaster flying, with
rock music blaring, our hammers providing syncopation along with the
bass. What we found inside the walls was both disgusting and
fascinating—nhair, ancient mouse nests, and crumpled newspapers from
decades ago. None of it was effective in protecting the house from the
piercing wind gusts of a Virginia winter, especially since the house was
about a block from the often-stormy bay. Dave’s goal was to get rid of
all the old plaster and insulate the walls, then sheetrock them.

Fortunately, he knew what he was doing, since he worked
construction to finance his college education. | was a complete novice,
being a high school English teacher and grad student, and much more
accustomed to hitting the books than walls.

At that point, Dave and | were about a year into our relationship.
We had met in an Al-Anon group, both of us attempting to deal with
issues we developed while growing up with alcoholic parents—his father
and my mother. Dave had never been married, and my marriage, straight
out of college, had disintegrated after three years. At that point, in my
late twenties, | had been in delicious, delirious love twice in my life.
Neither Dave nor my ex-husband was in that category. There were lots
of things | liked about Dave, though. He was overtly affectionate, easy-
going, intelligent, and physically very much my type—tall, muscular,
blond and blue-eyed.

Sex was an issue—I liked it a lot more than he did, rather a rarity
judging by my previous relationships. [ attributed it to Dave’s strict
Catholic upbringing—his alcoholic father once attended seminary with
the goal of becoming a priest. Then he met Dave’s mother, and that was
the end of that, though his rigid Catholic standards, and his fondness for
wine lingered. He frequently told Dave he shouldn’t be dating me
because | was divorced.

Dave had been on a search for an appropriate old house to
remodel for several months before he settled on this faded gray, wood-
shingled house that resembled a tall, skinny old man. | accompanied him
on his house search frequently, and did my best to steer him away from
the ones that caused the tiny hairs on my arms to stand up straight and
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triggered a feeling like a pine cone rolling down my neck and spine—
there were lots of houses with the reputation of hauntings in that part of
Virginia.  Fortunately, the house he chose was benign—I felt no
disgruntled spirits lingering. That was a good thing, because if there had
been, ’'m sure they would have registered their protests as we attacked
those walls.

Remodeling efforts had taken over most of our weekends. |
didn’t mind that, since it was such a departure from the strictly cerebral
occupations of my weekdays. Whack! Aimed in my mind at some
troublesome students. Whack! At their unhelpful parents. Whack! At the
smug face of my less-than-intellectual principal. Whack! At the
contentious peers and demanding professors in my graduate school
program.

One Saturday during that frigid February is particularly
memorable.  Dave was in one of his critical modes—another
characteristic | attributed to his upbringing, where everyone in the family
seemed to have a favorite person to pick on. Since Dave had moved
away from his family, and saw them rarely, his critical side sometimes
spilled over on me. | never put up with much from him, since fighting
back and stubborn defiance was a major part of my own family dynamic.

Anyway, on that day Dave was in a particularly contentious
mood. It seemed like every two seconds he found fault with something |
was doing. Since | definitely was not an expert at the remodeling
business, I listened to him—to a point.

But when he shouted, for the fourth time, “No, Jenny, don’t
swing the hammer at an angle, but straight at the wall.”

I fired back, “What the hell is the difference? The wall is
coming down, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but...”

“But, nothing! If you want my help, shut the fuck up and let me
do it my way.”

Dave’s mouth set in a grim line, and he redoubled his efforts
with his hammer. After a while, he started to laugh.

Still furious, I demanded, “What’s so damn funny?”

He laughed harder. “Y—you!” he finally got out. “You’re
hardheaded and feisty; I’ll say that for you. You are the damndest
woman | ever came across.”

Somewhat mollified, I muttered, “Yeah, and don’t you forget it.”

For the rest of that day, we worked side by side in relative peace.
When Dave made a suggestion to me, he was careful to keep his critical
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tone in check. We got quite a bit accomplished. By the time afternoon
light faded and the bitter wind started to chill the room through the
denuded walls, we had most of the living room cleared of its plaster and
lath.

Dave stepped back to admire our handiwork. “Okay, enough for
today,” he announced. Let’s retreat to our apartments to clean up. I’ll
pick up a pizza and come over to your place about 6:00—okay?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

| trudged out to my car, muscles protesting the heavy labor, and
drove the few blocks to my apartment. | stood in my shower, letting the
hot water beat on my sore back and arms for at least half an hour.
Reluctantly, | finally climbed out, pulled on a clean sweater and jeans,
poured myself one of two glasses of wine | allowed myself on weekends,
and collapsed on my leather sofa. As often, | admired what | had done to
this first place where | had ever lived on my own, furnished completely
to my taste. It was tiny, but warm and inviting. It always made me smile
to come home.

| was almost asleep when Dave knocked. | roused myself to
open the door, and welcomed in the fragrance of cheese and pepperoni,
along with a sweet-smelling man. We settled at my two-seater dining
table, which was in a corner of the living room, and enjoyed our slices.
Dave looked askance at my glass of wine. Unlike me, the lessons of his
family made him a complete teetotaler.

“Don’t even say anything,” I told him. “You know I keep it
under strict control.”

He nodded and sipped at his Coke. We finished the meal and
cleaned up together, then settled on the sofa. Dave put his arm around
me and | snuggled in.

“You know,” he said, “sometimes I can envision the house all
finished and decorated, you and me married, our kids upstairs. Wouldn’t
that be great after all our hard work on the place?”

I pulled away. “Dave,” I said. “We’ve discussed this before.
Marriage is not on my agenda for quite some time, if ever. And kids are
not on my agenda at all. [ never wanted to be anybody’s mother. I know
I’d be crappy at it. After all, look at my role model.”

“Jenny, you’re nothing like your mother. Anyway, I know
you’ll change your mind someday. It’s unnatural for a woman not to
want children.”

“UNNATURAL?”
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Dave held up his hands. “Okay, okay, don’t go ballistic on me.
Look, we’re both tired. I’ve got my guitar in the car. What do you say
we have a peaceful musical night?”

Without waiting for my reply, he headed for the door.

“Leave the door unlocked, please. I'm not getting up off this
sofa any time soon.”

Why is it, | wondered wearily, that every man | meet believes
that my greatest ambition should be to complete grad school only to
trash my career and dedicate myself to changing diapers and wiping
snotty noses?

A few minutes later, Dave reappeared, guitar case in hand. “It’s
getting really cold out there,” he said. “We’re going to have to wait for it
to warm up tomorrow before we go back to the house, or we’ll freeze our
butts off.”

He spent a few minutes tuning his guitar, and then launched into
one of his favorites, “Norwegian Wood”. | once had a girl, or should I
say, she once had me...

| relaxed against the sofa cushions and smiled as | listened to
Dave’s mellow voice. I knew that he’d stay the night, and we’d make
love (or not) and snuggle together in our sleep. I knew that we’d get up
in the late morning, have a leisurely breakfast, and read the paper
together before going to whack at more walls. But I also knew that in the
not-so-distant future, I'd become that once had girl for Dave.
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Savannah Cooper

Domestic

I like to think of myself as feral—
bog witch, strutting she-wolf,
fox flashing through trees.

But | am tame—housecat startled
by loud noises, dog watching
the world from a sofa.

You have to take me as | am—

love me, feed me, lay

a reassuring hand on my head.
Call me home when | wander too far.

Circumscribe the boundaries—
of yard, of house, of carefully
plotted walking trail. And if | go
missing, run the streets
in whatever shoes are near,
call my name in a voice
thick with panic.

I will hear you, I’ll come running.
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Savannah Cooper

Little House

I would be delighted to carve / a space in my days / for you // to whittle a
nook / into which you might / just fit / snug and warm // I’d buy you
picture frames / hardcovers / throw pillows // make sure there are enough
/ windows to see out of / to feel the sunlight // and curtains / so that you
may choose / what you see / and how much / and for how long // so that
you may hide / the light if you grow tired / of its gaze //so that you may
embrace / the light if the darkness / grows too heavy // maybe you’ll
bring home / a cat small and soft / dark-furred // it will nestle against you
/ as you read / or sit / on the window ledge / basking in sunlight // maybe
its paws / will knead you awake / its purrs sing you to sleep
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Savannah Cooper

Retrograde

astrology isn’t real, but I am already exhausted

day one, worn out as every online tarot reader
promised. & this my season too, wry & earthy,

cooling to a slow-baked cinnamon scent in the air.

I look at stars sometimes like | can read them,

what few I can see. [ don’t even live in a metropolis
& still the glow strips the older light from the sky.

light burning out light, fire upon fire.

astrology isn’t real, I say as I check my horoscope,

try to attach meaning to maybes. Sometimes | fear
I’ve traded one religion for another, symbols for signs.

| specialize in detachment, a casket for feeling.

it’s all just a game anyway, saints & sorcerers, magical thinking.
still looking heavenward for answers, still afraid of what lies below.

40



Issue 14

Jane Mary Curran

Death of Jephthah’s Daughter

Jephthah made a vow to the Lord, ‘Give me victory over the Ammonites
and whoever comes first to meet me shall be a burnt offering.” His
daughter came out to meet him. Jephthah said, “My daughter! I cannot
take back my vow.” She said, ‘Do to me according to what you said.
Grant me two months, that | may wander on the mountains.”

—Judges 11. 30, 31, 34-37, 39

that I may walk barefoot on soft grasses
sit upon an outcrop of rock

wrapped in a cloak against the desert chill
sleep beside the river

soothed by water’s constancy

two months

to hover between heartbeats
between ground and sky

summer’s vision to autumn’s shadows
wandering their edges

a scrim of puzzlement

turning inward

toward sorrow

and fear

the moon

a white cup filled with night
dripping cool darkness onto

poppies black iris willow gentians
their pods fat with next year’s colors
bending on withered stalks

drawing life into themselves

before the quieting

the song changing

After two months, Jephthah’s daughter returned
and her father did according to his vow.
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Jane Mary Curran

First Woman

in the darkness
a portent stirs

starry spirals spin
sowing cosmic dust
across fields of new-made suns

Woman straightens her back from the curve of bone,
her hair, a silken river of flame,

skin lustrous as moonlight, a white star on her brow.
Clouds of sparrows swirl at her feet.

In the silvered light of Eden

Woman opens her wings.
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Jane Mary Curran

Ruth Took Naomi’s Hand

and said, | will not leave you.

In your sorrow do not stare at the dusty earth.
Tilt your head. Look up at the hills,

at the red in the terebinths.

The stir of air tickling the colors

is the same breeze freshening your skin.

Open your hands to the angled sun.
Look at the olive trees,
how old they are. How fruitful.

Death will come soon enough, beloved,
but today is too soon to die.

Here.

Catch this falling leaf.
Here.
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Jane Mary Curran

The Exile of Eve

I was sent into exile from apple trees,
the tart fruit, sharp in my mouth.
Only in memory will | breathe

the scents of cypress,

palms heavy with dates,

field after field of ripening wheat.

No more the shade of cedars.

No more the cattle, their soft noses ringed in whiskers.
They nibbled clover from my hand.

No more the river.

In the mornings we swam there,
evenings we rested on the bank,
sipping dark wine laced with honey,
listening to thunder in the mountains.

My sentence is to travel east,

fleeing the Terror that guards the gate.
| breathe dust and pray in grit.

A dry wind bites and tastes of rock.

Where now are the long sweet days,
the soft fur of tigers,
the midnight sleep?

Where are the fields,
where is the rain?
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Laurie Didesch

Costume Jewelry

My mom and | rummage through a box of costume jewelry that
belonged to her mother who died long ago. My mom herself has

begun to forget things. The stash includes vintage earrings, pins,
necklaces and rings. | like best the latter. They consist of colors

like emerald green, purple amethyst, and coral pink. Once a middle-
class luxury, these items to us are precious despite the faux gemstones.

I relish seeing my mom smile as we take turns as models. She likes
most the pieces with rhinestones so | let her keep them. We come

across her nametag from when she was a saleslady. She worked at
a famous department store for much of my childhood. Back then,

she did not have time like this to play dress up. Her income was
needed to supplement my dad’s paychecks as a teacher. I ask her

if I can have the nametag as a keepsake. She hesitates at first.
I am sure she is proud of her many years of service embodied

in this small object. In the end she relents. Perhaps she knows
I will remember this moment when she is gone and | happen

upon this memento sometime in the future. The heart of the
little girl in me leaps joyously for the time spent with her mom,

even at my age. | imagine my grandma adorned with her baubles,
which will now add flair to my wardrobe. The jewelry makes
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a statement but | prefer the nametag. It serves to remind me
that a mother loves in many ways and throughout life’s seasons.
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Lisa Egle

Roses in the Courtyard

It’s not quite dawn, and several birds, perched near light pink
roses, have begun their morning songs in the courtyard below and here
on the rooftop where | sit. Hundreds of other birds are singing similar
melodies from the rooftops of nearby riads—traditional Moroccan
houses with peaceful interior gardens, many converted into hotels. They
seem to be serenading and welcoming a new day in the medina, the old
walled city of Marrakesh.

Momentary peace and mindfulness wash over me as | enjoy the
interconnectedness with the birdsongs and recall the Buddhist concepts
of the impermanence of life and the importance of living in the present
moment. The words of Thich Nhat Hanh—the Vietnamese Zen Buddhist
monk, known for his teachings on mindfulness, compassion and peace—
echo in my mind:

"Life is available only in the present moment."

The quote resonates, but it is only fleeting. Tears fill my eyes as
the familiar grip of grief returns. I’'m thinking about my mom, who
passed away nearly one year ago, and all of the birds, mostly ceramic
figurines and wooden carvings, that my brother and | discovered in her
house. She’d even drawn and painted her own versions of them. Seeing
birds now, full of life, evokes both peace and pain.

I’ve been away for three weeks, with a certain goal in mind: to
drink, bike and shop. Maybe heal, too. Using travel as an escape from
reality—a way to live a different life for a few weeks and find a
geographical cure along the way—nhas usually worked in the past. Would
it work this time?

My 3.5-week trip was structured like a sandwich: solo at the
beginning and end, with couple time in the middle. My journey began in
Edinburgh, Scotland. After several days there, | moved on to the Western
Balkans, where 1 met up with my partner Don and two of his friends,
Gillian and Duke, for a bike trip through several countries that were part
of the former Yugoslavia. My final destination was Morocco.
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In Edinburgh, | was a tourist living in a non-tourist
neighborhood for several days. | immersed myself in tales of kings and
gueens and Mary, Queen of Scots, of course. Lots of intrigue and drama
to escape into. | thought of my mom, a natural storyteller, who would
have been happy to hear me retell the stories | encountered while on
tours, sometimes told by actors reenacting the past in full costume.

By night, | was also part wanderer and part tourist, walking
through local neighborhoods and visiting pubs. While 1 don’t typically
drink whisky at home, it became appealing in the rainy weather that was
even chillier than I’d imagined possible in early July. After going on a
walking tour, in my rain gear, | found a pub with a friendly vibe and sat
at the bar.

"First time in Edinburgh?" the bartender asked, wiping down the
counter.

I nodded and smiled. "That obvious, is it?"

He chuckled. "Aye! Fancy a quick intro to Scotch?"

"Yes, please," | replied.

"Right then, I'll set you up with a flight, 3 samples, for a quick
tour of Scotland's whisky styles."

He poured the first glass. "This is Glenfarclas from Speyside—
rich, sherried and family-owned."

He moved to the second. "Next, Auchentoshan from the
Lowlands. Triple-distilled, so it's lighter and sweeter."

For the last, he grabbed a bottle from the shelf. "Kilchoman from
Islay—newer distillery, but proper smoky."

He slid the flight over. "Take your time. Let them breathe."

"Cheers," | said.

"Aye, slainte mhath!" he grinned, wishing me good health.
"Enjoy!”

After the whisky warmed me up, | ordered a beer and wrote in
my journal, lingering at the bar. I soon connected with British Navy
officers—in uniform--who said they’d met King Charles III that day at
the Holyrood Palace, at the bottom of the Royal Mile, during Holyrood
Week. They asked me about American politics and recent controversies.
I did my best to answer. Then, we moved on to another pub. Connecting
with people in a friendly city was quick and easy, especially via the pub
circuit.

While in Edinburgh, I did my best to be in the moment, but | was
certainly looking forward to the bike trip Don and | had planned, even
with its physical challenges. It would involve at least 30 miles of biking
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per day (me on an ebike) on rolling hills, sometimes steep and in the July
heat.

After Scotland, | moved on to the second leg of the trip: the
Western Balkans. Solo for a few days in Dubrovnik, Croatia, | strolled
the medieval walls early in the morning to avoid the cruise ship crowds
and to bask in the soft morning light. | also spent some time cooling off
in the Adriatic Sea at a pebbly beach. The brief pause before the bike
trip was exactly what | needed.

Cycling through mountainous areas and busy towns and cities of
Bosnia, Montenegro and Albania turned out to be somewhat demanding;
it certainly required focus. This meant there wasn’t a lot of time for grief
to pull me in all the way.

It was only when | was in the Adriatic, a second time and with
Don, that my thoughts drifted to my mom. She used to tell me about her
near-drowning experiences as a teenager, stories filled with fear and
panic.

"l never liked the water after that,” she would say, her voice
trembling just a bit, even after all those years. "I still see the waves
pulling me under whenever I’'m near the ocean."

| thought about that as | floated in the crystal-clear water,
shimmering turquoise with hints of dark emerald. She might have liked
this particular spot—so still and peaceful.

Yet despite the calm around me, a well of sorrow began to rise
within. It came out of nowhere, a sudden rush of sadness that caught me
off guard. Tears welled up in my eyes and soon spilled over.

"I can’t stop," I gasped, trying to explain to Don the emotions
that had no words.

"It's okay," he said softly, pulling me into a hug. "Let it out.”

I wept uncontrollably, clinging to him, feeling the comfort of his
arms around me. I didn’t realize how much I needed that hug and the
catharsis it brought about until I was in it.

After the bike trip, Don and his friends flew home and I returned
to solo status and the final leg of the trip: Morocco. That’s when the grief
kicked in a bit harder. Although I’ve come to enjoy my solitude, saying
goodbye and being alone again could have been the trigger.

Morocco's major cities each have their own distinct color, and
Marrakesh is known as the "Red City." The ancient reddish-ochre
sandstone walls contrast with the bright azure sky, but both radiate the
intense North African heat and seem to magnify the city’s chaotic
energy. Street vendors shout to each other and customers, locals on
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minibikes zig-zag through the crowds and car horns seem to honk
nonstop as they make their way through busy streets and impossibly
small alleys.

Winding through the narrow medina streets, my luggage in a
wagon lugged by a porter, | finally made it to the riad. Staff welcomed
me with tea and sesame cookies in the courtyard, where | admired the
colors—the deep Marrakesh red paired with muted teal—everything in
perfect feng shui, with colors, corners, and spaces in flawless harmony.
Entering my room, | paused in the doorway, taking in what would be my
home for the next five days. Hand-carved tiles in warm reds and whites
spread across the floor in symmetrical patterns, while intricate lanterns
cast shadows on the walls. It was the most beautiful room I’d ever seen,
something out of a dream.

My mother, who always longed to pursue interior design, might
have found her muse in the riad and in my room. The vibrant colors. The
flowing spaces. The antique fabrics. | could picture her face, that look of
wonder when something beautiful caught her eye or she wanted to buy
decorative art or furniture. She would have spent hours studying the
colors and designs, then making it all her own.

I longed to show her pictures of my room. To tell about the
shopkeepers and the ridiculous attempts they would make to charm me
into buying something. And to see her face when | showed her the rug |
eventually picked out—with red, teal and pink, exactly what she’d have
chosen. But | would never get that chance.

One night, | had a dream about her and a psychic | wanted to see
and how | needed to borrow money to pay for the reading. She wrote me
a check, and I was angry, telling her that the psychic wouldn’t accept it. |
needed cash. We argued, and then | woke up, feeling the same anxiety |
would have felt had the experience been real. | knew this dream was
related to a time in my mom’s life when I began to notice her becoming
more challenging to deal with.

This was the first dream I’ve had about her since her passing that
was not positive. The others portrayed her at a different phase of her
life—when she was in her mid-40s and perhaps at her best. In those
dreams, | felt like she and | had reconnected somehow via some astral
plane. This dream, however, was more like an unpleasant memory.

It plunged me into a deeper sadness, one that would last several
hours and haunted me several times.

But the next day, the magic | needed arrived—as it often does
when | travel.
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At a co-op market in Marrakesh, | met a Berber instrument
maker whose workshop was filled with drums and string instruments
and, on the wall, black-and-white photos of his father who had also been
in the business and taught him. He noticed me admiring a darbouka, a
small goblet-shaped drum, and gestured toward it.

He tapped it and pointed to me, asking with his eyes: “Do you
play?”

"Shwiya," | replied, using my limited Arabic for "a little."

He nodded and handed it to me. | began tapping out a rhythm,
and his face lit up. He joined in on another drum, a larger one, and we
had our own jam.

We communicated through gestures and the few words we
shared—him in Tamazight, the Berber language, and me using Arabic
from a translation app.

When | chose a pink darbouka, he touched his heart in approval.
"Zwin," he said, meaning "beautiful” in Moroccan Arabic.

Pink had been Mom's favorite color, which | hadn't appreciated
before. But now, holding this drum, | was beginning to see its charm.

The next day, the serendipity continued.

While at the Saadian Tombs, a royal necropolis that has stood
since the 16th century, | noticed two black women—one younger than
me and the other, older—struggling to take a selfie in the intense midday
heat. Something about them pulled me in and led me to offer to take the
photo for them. Maybe it was the way the younger sister naturally
leaned into the older one's shoulder as they posed, or how they laughed
together afterward.

After the photo session, over lunch in a shaded courtyard, |
learned their story. They were sisters with a 24-year age gap. The same
father, different mothers. The older sister had helped raise the younger
one, and | could see their love in their interactions, especially the secret
language only close siblings speak with each other.

"It was just the two of us after Dad passed," the older sister said
quietly, stirring her mint tea. The afternoon heat was settling around us,
but in our corner, it felt like time had slowed.

"l still miss him every day." The younger sister's eyes went
distant. "He raised me," she glanced at her sister with a small smile, "but
so did she."

"l don't know how I'd have managed without you," she added.

Maybe it was the setting, or maybe just one of those magical
travel moments, but | found myself opening up too. "I lost my mother not
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too long ago," | told them. "It's hard, isn't it? How the grief never really
goes away but kind of... softens?”

They both nodded—that deep nod people give when they really
getit.

"We all carry it the older sister said, her eyes sad. "It just
changes shape over time."

Sitting there, near ancient tombs where centuries of loss and
celebration had occurred, our shared grief felt a little lighter. Three
women, strangers, enjoying a moment of connection and gratitude.

*

It’s my final day in Marrakesh. The sun has risen, but it is still
morning. Most of the birds have moved on, with just a few still singing.
In a few hours, I’ll be leaving the riad, breaking free from what has come
to feel like a womb, tucked into a tiny alley, and stepping back out into
the world. My final two stops: a Berber village in the Atlas Mountains
and then, a windy beach town where the shopping is supposed to be
good. Then, back home.

Drink, bike, shop...and heal. Maybe it was that after all. With a
Buddhist twist.

I think of another passage by Thich Nhat Hanh in which he
recounts the profound realization he had after the passing of his mother.
Through a dream and a moment of clarity while walking outside, he
understood that his mother's presence was not truly lost, but lived on
within him and in everything around him, leading to a deep sense of
connection and comfort.

“From that moment on,” wrote Hanh, “the idea that | had lost
my mother no longer existed. All 1 had to do was look at the palm of my
hand, feel the breeze on my face, or the earth under my feet to remember
that my mother is always with me, available at any time.”

I’d copied that quote into my journal months ago when the grief
was heaviest. Reading it again now, | feel a little closer to a place of
peace and healing. Perhaps my mother has been with me on this journey
and has seen and experienced it with me somehow. If so, then she has
taken, with me, the journey of a lifetime.
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Keriann Eklund

Her Sweetheart Dance

My daughter’s jumpsuit hangs by the open window
like a calyx of the future woman she will be.

Subtle in color

but not in meaning: a maturing
magnolia with cap-sleeve petals

of loose linen longing for her frame.
The pant legs sway to a song, a refrain
too sinuous too soon,

to kiss

her girlhood room

goodbye.

She will not suit up smart nor will she dress up dreamy
to be

romanticized, fantasized, sexualized — stop

this conversation and listen. Lift her up

to be.

She will simply pluck her look

from the plastic hanger, step in

one leg then the other, one arm then the other.
She will not mind the binding smocked bodice,
corset of ancestors clinging close.

Her makeup suits her:

dirty Chuck Taylors, a bracelet charmed by soccer balls,
a smile reflected back in the pane of glass
bright from February’s sun.

She is glorious in light, galvanized

and girl girl girl

to be the pistil of herself.

Who cares if she
wants to be a grand, pink flora?
She will not be
fulfilling a rooted stereotype
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like the pollinated
pattern of freckles

fixed down

her porcelain skin.

She will go with girlfriends, giggle and jump,
bunched together on the dance floor.

And after, [ will hang it up

to behold the wrinkled linen licked by her sweat.
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Sara Femenella

My Name Is Sonia

I am both a particle and a wave

I am a field of flowers

When my mother asked the world

to wait for my name it answered with a particle

and a wave

I am a language of words that do not exist

My name is a future vanishing in my mother’s blood
In the language of fields where my words will

never exist | have

no name no future I am unflowered

I heal what she can’t

My name is Sonia
I name myself

My name refracts across the rare dream
where | visit my mother dressed in milk and blood

and she holds me
I won’t let her heal from me

We cast no shadow
just light bending the edges of time

I ask my mother has the world stopped waiting for me?

Her answer is full of flowers
rare dreams and no way to heal
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Katrina Irene Gould

The Drink

Other young men in their writing class turned toward her, but she
turned toward him instead. When he invited her to a cheesy motel
restaurant near campus at the beginning of summer, she accepted. They
sat in the lounge and ordered drinks.

The drink helped her. It helped to gloss over the facts: he wasn't
lighthearted; he had an ax to grind about his father; he didn't seem sold
on her. The drink made her interested in standing beside their bicycles
before riding home and allowing him to kiss her, his tiny mustache rough
against her upper lip. When he pressed the length of his body against
hers, it felt like validation. Surely the drink helped with that as well.

He’d handed back her short stories with big x’s through entire
paragraphs. “Needs more punch,” he wrote for every one of them. She
hadn't enjoyed his stories either, but the drink helped her overlook this.

His stories were brilliant, actually, if distasteful - especially the
one about the circus. “Round and perfect were the oranges Hans juggled.
How he found such ones for every show Lena didn't know.” She
remembered those oranges, and also how every one of his characters was
detached and petty, mean, even. Halfway through the drink, she stopped
wondering what this might say about him.

The first night they met at the lounge, his freshly washed hair
was still damp. He wore his usual tattered jeans, but also a snowy white
button-down shirt, the kind she associated with men who used dry
cleaners rather than washing their own clothes. These touches made her
wonder. Perhaps he wasn't as indifferent as he seemed.

The drink definitely made him appear less indifferent.

Night after night they had two strong drinks, maybe three, and
kissed beside their bicycles when it was time to leave. Under other
circumstances, she wouldn't have stood in such a public place and
allowed a young man to move against her in this way. But it was dark,
and summertime.

One evening, he asked, “Want to come to my place?”

There was a certain inevitability to this step. They couldn't keep
meeting at the motel lounge for large drinks that, oddly, were always the
color of grenadine. So she said, “Sure.” He had purchased many drinks
over the last few weeks.
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The 2:00 a.m. sky was a soft, smudged charcoal. The air lifted
the hair on her forearms as they biked, a delicious, shivery sensation.
After twenty minutes, they reached a shabby ranch-style house in a
residential neighborhood.

“I'm not sure who’ll be home,” he said, and for the first time she
understood that, like her, he had roommates. They wheeled their bikes to
the backyard and entered through the kitchen. A bare bulb hung from the
ceiling and glared over the grimy counters. Crusty dishes and pots filled
both sinks. A young man stood at the open refrigerator. She was not
introduced.

His bedroom was spare, the only decoration a poster that said
“God is dead -” He lay her on top of the bedspread and they kissed. He
drew her shirt over her head.

She looked down at her body, naked on top, jeans on the bottom.
Maybe the wind on the bike ride had blown the drink out of her. Maybe
it was the state of the kitchen, which didn't instill confidence about the
bathroom she’d have to use at some point. Maybe it was the roommate,
who now knew some nameless girl was in his room. Maybe it was the
Nietzsche quote.

“You know," she said, "I think I'll go home.” She reached for her
shirt behind her on the bed.

His eyes narrowed. The drink did not cover the disdain in his
voice when he asked, “Why? Are there three words you need to hear
first?”

Possibly the drink didn't hide her disdain either. She pulled her
shirt over her head and said, “No. Thanks for the drink.”

She bicycled hard, pumping her legs, elated with the burn in her
thighs. The evening could have taken a different turn, the drink, his bed,
her state of undress. As it was, she’d said no, and he’d allow that “no” to
stand.

The deserted streets were hers. She flew down hills, the warm air
on her skin, her face, and for a moment, she forgot to be afraid.
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Rachel Griffin

Raw

He wants it raw

It feels good to be skin to skin

To feel the motion

For the emptiness to disappear and in its place the perfect puzzle piece
If I give in this time, it’s forever.

There are the pills, the lotions, the lubricants, the birth control based on
the moon or

Just hope.

If it’s raw, we are closer
We are connected
At least, to him.

They want it raw too

They want poems that slice like papercuts

They don’t want to hear about my first puppy, lounging in the ocean
The smell of mom’s spaghetti,

Or how | feel in a field of sunflowers,

It’s cliche, it’s corny,

It’s overdone.

No, they want the white-hot pain

They want the metal gun tapping my head
The dead mother stories

The slurp of drinking a martini alone

The cuts along thighs and wrists

Or the way | grab my stomach in the shower.

They want it raw.

The connection, the sharing of pain.
The un-aloneness.
It really speaks to them.

Be more raw, they tell me.
Share what’s really in your heart.
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That is the job of an artist.

So I'will and I do.

I have (to).

We are connected.

It’s giving giving giving

And hoping

One day, it will only feel raw to you.
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K.D. Hance

My Genevieve

Dust has settled on the shelves lining my sitting room, the
surfaces holding my memories neglected in my old age. It’s been a while
since [’ve felt the urge to clean and tidy the room I feel most comfortable
in. In the afternoon, when the light shines through the windows, dust
particles sparkle as they float through the warm air. I’'m curled up in my
armchair, which has faded from a vibrant red to a softer shade of
magenta over time. The dip in the cushion fits me perfectly, for it is my
bottom that has carved the perfect seat. This afternoon is overcast, and
the dust isn’t glittering in the light as usual. I groan as I stand and stretch,
my ligaments and bones popping and shapping in creaky protest.

“I’d better make myself useful,” I mumble to myself as I hobble
into my kitchen and peer beneath the kitchen sink where | keep my
cleaning supplies. An old bottle of Pledge, also discolored with age, still
stands out amongst the greens and blues. | grab the yellow bottle and a
clean rag from the wicker basket in the corner. I’ve made up my mind,
I’m going to tackle my sitting room today.

Cleaning this room is always a struggle for me. As | wipe away
the layers of dust, memories become exposed and it’s easy for me to
spiral back to the past where I’d rather not be. I sigh as I hobble back
into the room, my eyes darting from surface to surface, wondering where
I should start. My eyes catch on a small silver jewelry box sitting on a
shelf near the window. Despite the cloudy day, the light coming in from
the window reflects off the tarnished surface of the box and the sight
immediately transports me back in time.

Many Years Ago...

They’re shouting again, their raised voices echo down the long
hallway and filter through my closed door, which does nothing to block
the words I shouldn’t hear. They’re arguing over me again. My father is
always angry with me, but tonight he’s angry with my mother because of
me.

“She just needs—”

“WHAT SHE NEEDS IS—”
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I’'m curled up on the floor of my bedroom, on the threadbare
carpet that’s from the seventies when brown shag was popular. I try to
block out the words that come so clearly from the other room. I don’t
want to hear what my father believes I need. I’ve heard it before — a
beating, a pillow over my face, to get dropped off at the fire station down
the street.

I swallow the emotions that seem to be choking me and | open
the small jewelry box | had been playing with moments before the
fighting started. A small, hand-carved ballerina twirls to the tinkling
music that starts whenever the lid is lifted.

“John, listen. We’ve got another appointment next week—"

It’s always about me, the fighting. About how I'm weird and
different and am the biggest disappointment to a parent. I’'m not what
they wanted — but specifically what he wanted. He wanted a normal child
that enjoys playing outside, that doesn’t cry at the feel of the grass on her
feet. That doesn’t spin in circles for hours, or who can communicate with
words spoken aloud. He wanted a child who could eat whatever was put
in front of them, could bear the feel of cheap polyester clothing on their
skin, could be in the room with more than one person and the television
at the same time.

But that’s not what he got. He got me.

The ballerina stopped spinning as the yelling outside grew
louder. | went to turn the box over so | could wind the box again, but a
sudden movement stayed my hand. | squinted, trying to find the source
of the movement. Had it just been my reflection in the small mirror
behind the ballerina? | was about to give up my search when the
ballerina itself moved. From the spring it was positioned on, the small
wooden figure hopped down onto the lip of the jewelry box. The painted
pinks of the ballerina’s dress, shoes, and cheeks shone brightly in the
lamplight beside me. She looked up at me, smiled, and began to dance.
The little figure used what surface she had to spin and jump, her wooden
self stretching with a grace I’d never be able to emulate. Her movements
made me forget completely the chaos of my home. | could hear the
tinkling beat of music she danced to, her wooden shoes tapping lightly
against the silver of the box. | watched her, completely transfixed, and
the action helped me to calm down.

That night, she danced endlessly as my parents fought. Her
kindness wasn’t something I knew I needed, but its warmth eventually
led me to fall asleep there on the scratchy carpet of my small bedroom.
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I learned to leave the lid open on my jewelry box, so when the
fighting would inevitably begin again, | could just look over at it and get
lost in sparkling moves of my small wooden friend. The music of that
jewelry box became the backdrop of my childhood. Each night, the
music would drown out the fighting of my parents, and eventually the
abuse that made it to my room where | cowered.

Genevieve, | called her, naming her after a character in a book
I’d read years ago. It was a name I’d always loved and it felt fitting to
give it to the little wooden person that helped me through the darkness.

The sharp slap of my fathers hand across my face was dulled by
the presence of Genevieve. The hands gripping my shoulders as | was
shaken, the action meant to imbue some sort of sense [ wasn’t gifted with
at birth. The tinkling music filtered through his harsh words and
grounded me. | could survive if | just listened, if I just watched my
friend’s performance. We would lock eyes across the room and I would
disappear into Genevieve’s world. It never ceased to bring me hope in
those scary times.

My father wasn’t the only monster Genevieve helped me to
withstand. After years of abuse at my father’s hands, I learned that
outside really was a sanctuary after all. My little silver jewelry box and |
would walk the streets of my neighborhood, sometimes long after the sun
dipped below the horizon. It was a quiet area, the houses far enough
apart to where nobody really bothered one another. I didn’t feel safe
outside, but it was safer than being in the place | had to call home.
Having my friend with me made my moonlit walks a little more
bearable.

I would whisper to her sometimes. Words | had trouble getting
out with other people seemed to come easily for Genevieve. | would tell
her stories | had made up in my mind — she especially liked the ones
involving horses. One of the neighbors down our street had a small,
fenced paddock where a little white and brown horse would wander. We
stopped to watch it sometimes, the horse’s attention also on us. In my
stories, the horse would grow wings and fly us to a land far away, where
there was no screaming or hitting. Genevieve always encouraged me to
come up with more stories to occupy my mind.

One night in April, the moon especially bright, | stumbled upon
a boy not much older than me sitting on the paddock fence.
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“Hey,” he said when he saw me. I noticed his eyes flicker from
my head to my sandaled feet, and then back up to the silver box | held in
my hands. “What’s up? You’re that Bowen girl that lives over there,
right?”

He gestured behind me in the general area of my house. | nodded
and took a step back, not wanting to interact with him any longer. | had
just wanted to see the horse.

“Wait,” he said as I turned and began walking away. “Why don’t
you go to my school?”

I said nothing, the words locked inside. Why didn’t I go to his
school? Because I’'m a freak, my inner voice reminded me. Abnormal. 1
didn’t belong with the regular kids.

The concrete sidewalk was cool underfoot and | hastily walked
past the paddock and the boy, turning my head so he couldn’t see the
tears welling in my eyes. Genevieve’s box was digging into my stomach
as | clenched her to me, fear of him chasing me speeding me along.

“You go to the retard school, don’t you?” He called from the
fence, already knowing the answer.

I squeezed my eyes shut and continued down the familiar path |
walked every night. The word he’d used wasn’t one I hadn’t heard
before. Many times, from the lips of my own father, I’d feel that burning
slice of contempt as he threw it at me.

When | was far enough away, | opened my jewelry box and
Genevieve was there, waiting for me. She began a slow dance, her arms
still extended gracefully above her head. | slowed my walk and watched
her move, her now familiar movements bringing me the calm | needed.

*

I thought I was safe from ever seeing the boy again when I didn’t
run into him over the next week, but my luck eventually ran out. One
night, Genevieve and | were on our walk and he popped out from behind
a tree a little ways down the road. | gasped, clutching my jewelry box to
my chest as | stared at him with wide eyes.

“Why do you always walk at night?”” He asked, his face barely lit
by the moon overhead.

I just shook my head and looked at the ground, wanting nothing
more than for him to disappear. | squeezed my eyes shut and listened as
he took a step toward me.
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“It’s not safe for a girl to be outside at this hour.” He was
directly in front of me now. | could smell the sweaty stench of a teenage
boy, hear his breathing.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

“What’s in here?”

I opened my eyes to see him touching the rim of my jewelry box.
A sound like a groan escaped my throat and | jerked away from him. |
took off down the sidewalk, hoping once again that he wouldn’t follow
me. But, [ wasn’t as lucky this time. The weight of the boy tackled me to
the ground and | cried out as the jewelry box bounced off the grass
beneath the tree. | desperately looked around, hoping somebody
would’ve heard the clatter and come outside, but they didn’t.

I was dragged by my kicking legs into the woods a few feet from
the sidewalk. Sticks and leaves poked at my raw back, scratching the
delicate skin there. The boy was saying something to me, but his words
were making no sense. | opened my mouth and tried to scream, but
nothing came out.

A soft melody broke through the chaos and caught my attention.
I turned my head, looking away from the expression on the boy’s face,
and my eyes snagged on the small pink figure of Genevieve. The music
played on and she danced, her painted-on eyes locked on mine. I found
solace in the artistry of her movements, the warmth she wrapped around
me that protected me from the horrors of what | was really experiencing.
I didn’t dare look away from her, from the promises in her eyes that told
me | would be okay.

I learned two things that night. One, outside was not my
sanctuary afterall. And two, Genevieve would be there for me no matter
what.

Present Time:

A tear slipped down my cheek as | stared at my old jewelry box.
The silver was tarnished now, the edges a darkened gray. | opened the lid
and there was my old friend, my Genevieve. She twirled on her spring,
the paint on her little wooden body now barely visible.

“Hi, Gen,” I whispered to her, amazed that after all this time, she
was still the only thing | could ever manage to talk to. A pain radiated
through my chest as | stared at the only thing that had gotten me through
some very hard times.
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I carried my jewelry box over to the armchair and | sat. | could
see my wrinkled complexion in the mirror behind her. My eyes were as
gray as my hair, I realized. It had been a while since I’ve looked in a
mirror and my reflection somewhat surprised me. I could feel my heart
begin to race as | took in the old woman | had become.

Despite the horrors of my childhood, | had managed to make a
pretty good life for myself. Genevieve had encouraged me to write my
stories down, and that influence had started me on my writing journey.
The few books I’d published when I was younger have managed to
sustain my simple life here in the country.

I ran a shaking, wrinkled finger across Genevieve’s head, her
bun still perfectly in place. Another pain tore through my chest, causing
me to gasp. | nearly dropped the jewelry box with the hurt, but somehow
managed to hang onto it.

Something’s wrong, a voice in my head said and fear blossomed
in my aching chest. I looked across the room at the telephone hanging on
the wall, wondering if | could make it there in time.

Another stabbing throb, another strangled gasp. | looked down
and saw Genevieve slipping off her spring. The music began and then
she started to dance.
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Jillian Hanson
High Wall

you spoon-fed me rice cereal
sewed tiny dresses

propped me up

for wide-eye

photos

you let me eat
black olives

off my fingers
pushed me out
the back door

to hide

between blades
absorb the
wormy mysteries
of dirt

you showed me
how to do
woman things:
bake
sew
diet
dress
type without
looking
look good
no matter how
| felt
take all
the blame
you made yourself
into a high wall
to push off from
so that |
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could become

myself
a different kind of
kinder mother
thank you
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Alison Louise Harney

409 Grace Street, Apartment A

What winds today! The panes rattling
in their ancient frames. What soup these days!
I read in a poem this morning,
and how | wish for broth now: a kitchen simmering,
bubbling drowning boom and bang, bare feet
shifting salt across the linoleum.
What soup! What soup?
What fear rising when the wind blasts
this hard, swinging the stop lights—two green
pendants on Grace’s namesake necklace—
and I am alone and afraid, my minutes dripping
into dirty bowls. If the old oak cracks, the ceiling
beams snap—no one here to see a desire to live,
now pulled out, assuredly,
from some girlhood box—the ballerina
spinning in her gale, yearning to be held
by a hand a little gentler than God’s.
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Alison Louise Harney

Late Season

All the sadness I bury in the soil. It is best
when the ground is hard, requiring

the hack of a spade. It is good to yank weeds,
better if they break, roots toiled

from the underworld—jointed, hairy snakes
replacing with the mind's mistakes,

mis-wantings. The earth
will grow something new

be it chive, cilantro, or mint, its fruits
infinite, its failures never tallied.

I let the child help, even when her help
is hurt, even when she pours dirt on my scalp

and down the sweaty v-neck of my shirt.
Even when she sprays me, clenching the lever

of the hose nozzle with both hands, stance casual
and cocked, fabric clinging to my belly and buttocks

as if | have been shrink-wrapped, and she has risen
powerful and comedic. Wet, dirty, defeated,

I thank her, silently, wringing the bottom
of my shirt into these late-season sprouts.
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Alison Louise Harney

Let the Temples Burn

Let the temples burn, it is the flame
that stills us. Let the elders find their graves

comfortable and cold. Let love fly its course,
that zig-zag, shocked wing.

Let us know no right or wrong
in the heart’s bending river.

There are billions of galaxies, filled
with billions of stars—some just now delivering

light though they boomed and faded
long ago. Have you read Basho?

Of course you have. No,
I don't want to join that Facebook group,

I quit that mailing list. Stop saying
stevia and agave, upgrades and updates,

omega-3s and chia seeds. | am tired of articles
that ask: “Does poetry matter?”

Do houseplants?
Elders responsible for a plant

die at half the rate of those with nothing
to tend. Someone

fund a study. I am tired of “looking”
followed by “for.” Let us be

unknown. Let us watch the ashes billow.
Let us talk about the wind.
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HR Harper

She Walks Out to Twist the Plot

for Layne

You’d walked out this door

S0 many times. This last time

your walking made the dusk transparent. You walked
out barely catching light; | did not notice.

As always you were dressed

in rocket ships and perfect colors.

A lampshade on your head.

A purpose in your step.

A husband in tow in the passenger seat.

The night before your laughter was unfettered,
and your eyes confirmed your confidence

in unfinished stories. Before you snoozed,
leaning on your human helpmeet,

we watched bad TV,

you anthropomorphized our dogs,

and then snored softly on your way

out of our lives.

Dogs, cats, llamas and Yo La Tengo in the safe box
of your carefully written stories.

You shoved those stories in your pocket

with each mortal step. | did not notice.

Stories of barriers beaten down, artful struggles
of a righteous woman, though more comptroller
than complement in marriage, friendship, and business.

For the last time again, this time firm

and numinous and finally happy in your maturity—

you walked from one continent to another.

You walked with new steps,

exactly the person you thought you’d be.

And you took the incompletion, the glorious incompletion
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away forever. A raft of stories
floating in your secrets, floating in the space ahead.
Unfolding in the pages you will never write.

You walked out to twist the plot.

But with every possible glorious story

left open-ended for us. Notable stories only possible
in the space of your bright absence.

A woman'’s substance fading with each step.

An absence measuring what’s left of us.

Yet no presence speaks as eloquently as your absence.
No music so haunting as the sound of your steps
walking out the door, on the gravel, around the corner.

I did not hear that you were walking away.
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Eventually the Old Codger

reminded me
of a kingfisher—

the dagger-billed nose
the lululemon belt bag

slung loosely
at his hips.

But first | thought
rat—

one more
rodent-faced creep

sniffing round
my middens—

then | noticed
his spiky punk toupee

and his bright eyes
beading in my direction.

Was he really
sizzling on

about New Jersey law?
Seems women over sibilant 70

no longer need
a fishing license.
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| do not say | love you

more than the earth,
for what would that say of me—

bur