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THE HABITAT

There are only weeds,
Clouds of clover, seeds
Flying, mustard spills,

In the field there now.

The farmer would not plow

That corner, or plant crops.
The land escapes. It drops,
A basin, and fills

To grasstips when it rains.
White flowers wind in chains

Up to the road. The redwing
Rocks a stalk, surveying.

It deepens with the rain.

It deepens with the rain,

A pond rimmed with reeds
Of last year's corn. The light,
Watery gold and white,

Whirs with dragonflies,

And down from trackless skies
Two ducks: the mallard leads
His clucky gypsy in

The broken flowers spin—

A boy, watching them float,

Bunts the wind home for his boat.

Monica Heilbronn




CAMERA OBSCURA
(Impressions of a Closed State Hospital)

Ochre flakes dust onto the road
in weed filled cracks crazing from
chained entrance monuments

to granite exit markers

sinking in an overgrown plot
laced by broken gray pickets

and a one-way gate.

Maze-work building after building
venetian blinded behind bars
bolted against strong oaks

rigid in the sea-green park
washing through windows of one-way glass.

Rows and rows

of rusted bed springs

bend with the heaviness

of load of load of hours

spent staring at high white ceilings
dropping milk-white globes of light
across Pacific-green walls.

A cloth doll, faceless with flowers,
lying on a playroom floor

patterned with diamond shadows

of steel mesh stretched across the sun.
Brilliant blue and green watercolors
streaked with red splashes of fingers,
paper and paste, a scrap of blanket,
broken crayons, only the black whole,
a chipped white enamel basin

holding dried mud

and cracking handprints of adults.

Echoes of dripping water float

in the gray infirmary basement
filling rows of conrete tubs

with soothing waves of sound.
Wheel-worn linoleum peels away
toward a windowless room,
soundproof and rubber floored,
lined with strong wood tables
still faintly electric

in the crackling dust.
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Through the only unlocked door,
RECEPTION shrinking in moss,
mahogany stairs curl four flights
to an attic room

packed with spindrift pawn.

Dust-drifted veins of leather

crack in the desicant air

and buckles and bows

of trunks and shoes

drop soundless in the nights.

Cedar-wood boxes with

“St. Louis” and “Niagara Falls”

tarnishing in the tops

spill out watches stopped at eight,

darning eggs, severe tintype grandparents,
wicker-framed pictures of yellowed weddings,
shocks of hair bound with satin

framing faces of children

who lived on dark pianos,

hairpins and nailfiles,

brooches and teeth.

v

Under the eaves,

hung with flowered dresses

and gabardine suits,

stained oak barrels

hold jumbled angles and curves
of crutches and canes

pointing to the rafters

where rows of artificial legs
climb through the night.

Donald R. Libey
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HOUSEWIFE

standing on the picket fence
stepping from peak to peak
she sips brandied nine a.m. coffee

miles below he shouts
“have a good day, dear”
and children echo

“the cheese is moldy

& where are our tennies?”

“sure will, you too,

throw it out, look under your bed.”
reaches up, grabs the feet

of a passing jay

and spends the day

in the backseat

of a '57

gondola.

Sue Larson




10

DRUNK

Your hubris is sublime.

Overcoat full in the breezing wind,

you walk against the traffic

and give drunkenness them

in the face

and agiley stagger

off the curb

to diagonally cross the street.

A car stops as you reel nimbly before it.

You are your mask of smiles.

The hat,

which is merely contingent,

must be nailed to your head;

your shirt, neat, seems pasted on

like a label.

Your clothes obfuscate the argument:

now is drink

and the foot of bacchus pounding the earth.

Michael Hann



Pete Gagnepain
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DEAD TREES
BY DAVID STINE

He rose that morning at six-thirty—the usual time. A quarter-of-a-mile down the
road his son was rising and an hour-and-a-half away his grandson too was leaving a
warm bed to face the cold November morning. In a couple of weeks it would be
Thanksgiving and they would all be together: his son and wife and their children. This
thought cheered him as he fastened the snaps on his overalls. In the growing light the
outside thermometer registered zero. The house was dead quiet; outside the gray light
promised a cloudy day, possibly snow. It would be best to get at the brush pile soon. Now
that the season had ended and the crops harvested there would be time before the snow.
A noise from the bedroom indicated that his wife of fifty years was awake. Soon she
would shuffle into the kitchen, turn on the radio and begin breakfast. By then he would
be beginning morning chores. After so many years they moved through their daily jobs
like hands at the ends of outstretched arms of one body. Although he spent his days at
the farm and she spent hers at home there was rarely a missed meal, or a derailment in
their schedule. Sometimes he good-humoredly chided her “pokiness’” or kidded her about
getting old and slowing down but they remained faithful to a daily routine that had been
established long ago. They had known no summer vacations; he had aborted the only
one they had attempted. The farm was his life and his happiness.

The downed trees bothered him a little. He liked the farm to be neat. During chores
his son assured him they would cut up the dead trees after lunch. There were errands to
be run in town that morning and they could easily finish in a day-and-a-half. “Don’t go
uptherealone,” he warned. His son worried too much about his capabilities. Why several
years before he could easily hoist two hundred-pound milk cans into the cooling tank
with little effort. Sure he got winded a little more easily these days but he was still strong.
He would have to find some task to help pass the morning.

After breakfast he decided to tinker in the tool shed. He would be out of the cold wind
and there was always something to straighten up. In the dark of the shed, lit only by a
couple of bare bulbs, it felt good to get out of the cold air. It was still early, maybe it would
warm a little. Surveying the workbench everything seemed to be in order. The bench
stretched for almost twelve feet. Its two-inch thickness had been stained over the years
by oil and grease giving it a dark, almost black dull shine. A foot above the bench was a
shelf just as long, broken in the middle by a beam. Another foot above the shelf was the
top shelf a foot deep. Years before, he had made a sort of aluminum awning to keep the

‘bird droppings off the tools. It was attached to the inner wall, high above the top shelf.

The spare parts were stored on the top shelf. Parts to machines, some prehistoric, rested
in dusty boxes along with various belts, pulleys, old harness, plow and cultivator
handles from the horse-drawn days, an old Key Work Clothes sign, and the big electric
drills held domain over the top shelf. Below, on the second, were wooden cheese boxes,
Bugler Tobacco tins, coffee cans, glass jars, plastic trays, metal boxes, Curad Band-Aid
tins, and canvas sacks—all containing various sizes of nuts, bolts, washers and screws.
The helter-skelter assortment had switched containers over the years but remained
organized by weight alone. Heavy bolts, nuts, and screws on the bottom, lighter objects
on top. At the end of the workbench, near the door, was bolted a vice that was also an
anvil. Various wrecking bars hung next to it from the top of the bench. Hanging from
nails next to the vice were several well-used saws. Behind the vice and spreading like a
weed patch were gallon oil cans that had been de-lidded and equipped with wire handles.
Several were filled with fence mending tools: a hammer, wire cutters, nails, staples, steel
post wires, and leather gloves. Several more cans were equipped with general building
repair necessities: a hammer, screwdrivers, nails, wood screws, a hinge or two, and tin
snips. Large, machine-size nuts, bolts and washers filled other cans. Sprinkled among
the cans were new hammer handles, broken screwdrivers, hacksaw blades, broken drill
bits, oil rags, sacks of rivets, pencils, squares, washers, goggles, cogged pulleys, a
calendar with a picture of a red barn dated 1955, and assorted fan belts. Metal boxes
containing assorted drill bits, coiled extension cords, spools of wire, an electric fence
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control box, an old straw hat, oil cans, metal punches, lengths of rope, and an electric
grinding wheel, filled the rest of the bench. Underneath the workbench, buried partially
by the dirt floor, were crowbars, greaseguns wrapped in canvas, tool boxes, shovels,
axes, picks, sledge hammers, an electric sander, a pile of clean rags, and some discarded
paint clothes. It would take too long to re-sort nuts, bolts and washers. He put the new
hammer handles in a half-quart tin and began searching for smaller objects, nuts and
washers that had been tossed carelessly, missing their intended target. While working,
he thought of that bright day in ’41 when he bought the farm. So much he could be doing
on all that land—something much bigger than sorting washers.

A small group of men had gathered on the hill in front of the big red barn. FOR
SALE 206 ACRES. A barn that needed rebuilding, fields choked with cockleburs, gullies
that you could hide a car in, a gash of a dirt road to town that halved the property. Yet
there was only a mile to town, a running creek, fairly level gound, a stand of timber, and
a sturdy house. He wanted the farm. He wanted the chance to be on his own. The gullies
could be filled, the cockleburs unearthed, the barn mended. And that summer day in
1941, with a loan from his father-in-law, he left Garner’s Feed Store forever. He became a
farmer. The war brought the need for goods and the farm was soon paid off. There was
something about looking out over your fields in the evening. Something in knowing
you’d taken the soil, planted seeds, cultivated, grown crops and fed livestock. Something
in working everyday on your own land, supporting your family, and watching them both
grow. For thirty-five years he had been doing this job called farming. He didn’t like
fiddling about the tool shed waiting for his son. His body had been used hard and
long—it made him nervous to waste time. The day wouldn’t be so cold if he worked hard.

At eleven he mixed fuel for the chainsaw. He checked the teeth for sharpness. He
backed his old car up to the shed and loaded the saw, fuel, and an axe. The car joited over
rough spots in the hard dirt road that wound south to the brush pile. The air was still
cold— it sort of took your breath away. Stub-end corn stalks stood like regiments in
several fields. Across the field his neighbor was still picking corn. The green combine
devoured rows of corn, belched orange grain into a hopper, and blew dust and ragged
stalk trail out its behind.

He would cut up the smaller branches first and save the logs for his son. Parking as
near as possible, he opened the trunk of the car and filled the chainsaw with fuel. The air
tingled and nipped at his nose. He zipped his jacked up around his neck and put on his
mittens. The chainsaw sputtered several times as he yanked the starter. Choking the
engine seemed to help. Finally it snapped, exploding a gray-blue cloud, and began its
loud buzz. %

A mile away and below him, near the highway, his wife saw the speck of her
husband from the kitchen window. “Crazy fool,” she muttered, “got no business being
up there.” After breakfast she had dusted and cleaned the bedroom and living room—her
daily chores. Preparing lunch, shelooked south out the kitchen window. She looked out a
lot, noticing if the neighbors were home, if the men werein the fields, if the mailman had
gone, what the temperature was, or what the sky looked like. Only a couple of degrees. It
would be cold now. The phone rang, and one of her cronies took her away for a half hour
of chatter. In her pale blue slacks, pink flowered blouse, and green apron she sat hoping
her meat wouldn’t get over-cooked. His meal.

In town, his son waited at a counter while the clerk searched for a hard-to-find
tractor part. So much stock was moved to make room for new, and the younger
employees just didn’t know the right place for it. The clerk knew he had the part,
somewhere. The son looked through a brochure on the new Oliver 1860 diesel and noted
the high price of leather gloves. He liked coming to the implement store usually, talking
with other farmers, looking at new equipment—but today he felt anxious to get home. He
didn’t feel like wasting time. It would take a couple of days to saw up the dead trees they
had piled near the east fence line. It would be best to get it out of the way before the snow.
The tractor needed to be operating too. Soon things would slow down a little. Finally the
clerk found the part; its box had been lost; it had been tossed carelessly in a bin with some
other parts; luckily someone had left a tag on it. At eleven the son walked toward his
pickup. He could put the tractor back together before lunch, and they could start on the
brush at one. If they worked until dark maybe they could finish tomorrow. He noticed
how gray the sky was as he neared the farm. It would probably snow soon.
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She had seen him drive up in the field, his son’s wife. While doing theironing, she had
heard him back his car up tothe shed. It was too cold to paint, and the fences werein good
repair. “What could he be up to?”” To her he was a nervous man, always fiddling with
something. He couldn’t even talk to a farmer without polishing his car with a bandana.
But because of him, the buildings were always in good repair and well painted. There
was no junk sitting around getting rusty. The farm always looked neat and bright. He’d
been working so long that he knew nothing else, she thought. Never took a vacation,
never caught cold, never complained. Eighty years old and only a few whisps of white
hair, a cough he brought back from the war—remarkable. Even though he made her
nervous, he was a farmer of an era almost gone. Her husband would probably be the last
one to work this farm—just two generations. Their son was interested in books; their
daughter married a businessman. Around eleven she heard him roar toward the field in
his old car. “What was he up to?”

He liked the smell of the wood as the saw ripped into it. Small chunks, flakes of white,
made a flurry around the blade. These trees had once provided refuge for rabbits and a
few stray deer, pheasant and quail. Most of the animals had vanished—moved, killed
off, run over. Lightning had severed several trees. Old age had taken the rest. Things
come and go. He thought of how his grandchildren had played on this part of the farm.
Hiding in the little gully, pretending to shoot each other. From a tractor he had seen alot
of rabbits run through this brush. A lot of birds in these trees too: wrens, orioles, finches,
cardinals, blackbirds, crows, robins, pigeons, even a couple hawks. In summer storms he
had seen these trees bend so far that they seemed to be praying against the purple sky.
Now they were dead. Once they were cut up and cleared, a couple morerods of corn could
be added—if the gully was filled in. The sun was a vague white ball in the gray sky. The
wood looked black by contrast. Maple and hickory. The box elders had gone first, then a
couple of cedars. Now these maples. The oaks and pines would probably last forever.
When the cedar got hit by lightning he had taken chips of the sweet, red wood homein a
small canvas sack to his wife to put in the dresser drawers. The yellow chainsaw grew
heavy, and the vibration made his hands numb. Soon it would be noon and he would
quit. There would be hot coffee, bread, butter, meat, potatoes, and a salad; maybe some
cookies or a pie. My, the chainsaw was heavy; it pulled on his arms so. He grew careless
about stopping to stack or separate branches and logs. Almost in a frenzy he reduced
limbs to small cylinders. He could finish this tree by noon. A sudden coldness shot
through him. He shut off the chainsaw and walked to his car. The cold air pushed
against his chest. He noticed the dust hig son’s pickup was raising on the road.

And suddenly thelight changed and it was a sunny spring day and he was being taken

" to his aunt’s houseto live. Then he was a young man in a buggy with a black horse, going

up atree-lined road to court a girl. In a drab uniform, wet and cold in France, lugging feed
bags in Garner’s Store. A man of thirty-three being married in a small church, calling
the doctor on a new phone to deliver his son, standing at forty-five on a hill in front of a
big red barn, the first view of his grandchildren. The images sped. He sat down next to
the car, cold and numb. The sun was very pale—the light was fading. It was his
heart—after all these years. He should have taken it easy. No air. Cold. No air. Cold. In
the dying light, he saw the form of his son running to him and the faces of his family and
everyone he had known and finally, a face he had never seen.

This may have been the way it was. I don’t know. I am the grandson who was miles
away. I didn’t believe it when I got the phone call. He was as strong and ageless as the
oak tree near the tool shed. The mahogany of his hands and arms, the striped overalls
and rolled-up work shirt, paint spattered shoes, work cap folded to protect his eyes, the
whitewall haircut, German nose, pocket watch, blue bandana—all these things that
were him stay with me. It snowed the day after. I was a pallbearer. I hear his voice
still—it whispers through the leaves of the trees.



Robert Sill




TERRE HAUTE

Indiana lingers in the night.

Memories of musty rooms with mildew-laden chairs
And sugar-starched doilies grown limp.

Screen doors banging,

scraping cement steps as they close.

Flecks of red paint clinging to moist palms

after slicing night air with pump handles.

And bats shot with B.B. guns littering the ground
beneath telephone lines.

Rusty chains mewing like a kitten’s pink mouth,
protesting the motion of a porch swing.

Dead grass and clover left in the wake of tire tracks
from a green truck parked beside a hill-cellar.
Strains of fuzzy jazz tunes

slipping over warped window sills,

blending with the rumbles of nearby trains.

A glimpse of flying barefeet slapping

on a glistening clay road,

dodging bruised corn cobs and Buckeyes.

But the recollections fade with a rush of the wind
that scatters the patches of sweet, damp air.

Tricia McNellis

STILL LIFE

The violin laid on the bed
needs no rest. The curtains

splash around it; sun squeaks
in its scroll. The bow’s caught

on the zigzag rocks of Kreutzer,
abandoned on the bleached bedspread.

Wild roses framed above flare
with brushes of light. The room

is blue as a southern sea—
wind, its whipping spoon. Silver

strikes a string: an open E
sings straight into the eye.

Monica Heilbronn
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