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Paula Martinez Self Portrait




Falling Poets

read
I other poets
hanging themselves
from walls
where blind movers
push past
hurrying time
and
sometimes
i will be
to cushion
falling poets
against hard floors
and
always
when i fall
blind movers
tramp mud
across my crumpled paper
tomb.

Tad A. Vogl




The Engagement

0 you remember just when the fluttering chains
dissolved in air
and left us soundly numb, victorious? Family ties
spun on dead necks and streamed into vapors
as if intelligence like an avenging paw
had struck for good.

So with a clawprick began the Light Ages
and since then—when precisely did the old fabric
shred?—we’ve glowed as only expatriates can.

We've known ten years or more that legal bliss
went out with the dodo.

But expatriating through the patriarchy

breeds an eventual halt: in like an insinuating lamb,
hoof left, hoof right, fleece

trapping our fine free radicals,

a clump of old hair binds vision.

Dearly beloved, folds are gathered here

and air shakes with a clump clump clumping,
wall constructed for our safer passage,

hairshirt risen from the earth we took for breath.
How, faced with it, can we not dine?

Chew hairs we must and in our chewing
contract. This for that.

Our hearts bead this fiber, that fiber,

are lost home, stuck bugs tapping at the linen.
That's that.

Do you remember exactly when we created a free world?
It was sometime during the period we said eek

in imitation of mice and not because,

tickled by our roots,

we grew afraid and grasped them between ringed fingers
to ease our laughter.

David Antos




Teresa Iverson \What Potential The Lonely Heart Has Shown
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My Soul to Keep

Christopher Tabbert

hen Justin was five years old he was extremely curious
about everything, and he often embarrassed adults by
asking them questions they preferred not to answer. Some-
times he received misleading answers or none at all. Still, he
discovered new and amazing things every day. He memorized
his address and telephone number. He learned that caterpillars
turn into butterflies. He learned that his parents, whom he had
regarded as elemental and inevitable, had parents of their
own. Each discovery suggested new questions, and Justin
always wanted to know more of the answers. And more.
One night he learned that his parents went to sleep at night.
_This somehow hadn’t occurred to him before. He was sent to
bed very early every night, almost immediately after dinner, and
his parents were already up when he woke in the mornings.
Justin knew that his parents had a bedroom and a bed of their
own, but he thought it was used only occasionally, on week-
end afternoons when he was supposed to be taking his nap.
It seemed to him that his parents were above the need to
sleep. One night in early spring, though, he found out other-
wise. Justin’s parents had gone out to celebrate his mother’s
announcement that they would soon have a new baby. Justin
found himself sudderly awake in the middle of the night, and
seemingly alone. The house was dark and silent. He called out,
in a sort of stage whisper, for his parents; tired from being out
late and buried beneath their blankets, they couldn’t hear him.
He needed a drink of water and he realized that no one was
going to get it for him. So he made his own way. And from
then on he knew that his parents had to sleep just like other
people.
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“Justin, baby—please!” said Justin’s mother, with unchar-
acteristic impatience. “Stop that.”

Usually relegated to the back seat of the car, Justin was
impressed by the novelty of riding in front. From the moment
his mother started down the driveway, he had fiddled with
everything he could reach that interested or amused him. He
buckled and unbuckled his seatbelt. He played with the push
buttons and the volume control on the radio. He found a flash-
light in the glove compartment and turned it on and off for a
while. He took out a road map, studied it, then tore it trying to
figure out how to fold it. Justin kept himself quite entertained
this way. As he practiced rolling the window up and down,
though, the squeaking of the handle had become too much for
his mother.

“Could you please stop that?” she said. “For me?”

“I'm hot,” Justin said.

“Well then just roll the window down and leave it down.
We'll get a nice breeze that way.”

Justin complied. He was not sure exactly why his mother
had spoken harshly to him, but thought it might have some-
thing to do with the baby.

“l wasn't mad at you, honey,” his mother said. “But | wantto

get to Dr. Quinlan’s on time and | get a little nervous driving in
traffic like this.”

“Okay.”

Justin folded his arms across his chest and squinted ahead.
He could hardly see at all because of the intense glare on the

~ car's hood. After several minutes he said, “Are you going to get

the baby today?”

“No, not today, Justin. A couple more weeks—in Sep-
tember.”

“Will it be a boy or a girl?”

“Well,” Justin’s mother said, “Dad and | were kind of hoping
for a girl. Would you like to have a little sister?”

“That would be okay,” said Justin. He began to perform a
drumroll on the dashboard but then noted his mother’s glance
and stopped. “Where’s she now?” he suddenly said, pointing.
“In there?”

“That’s right, honey.” She patted the round front of her

blouse. “Right here.”

“Where was she before that?”

His mother hesitated, regarding herself in the rearview mir-
ror.

“Was she in heaven?”

“Well ... " his mother replied.

“Was | there, too, before you got me?”

She only smiled, and reached over to squeeze the back of his
neck. Justin pursued the matter no further. For the rest of the
ride he worked on cracking his knuckles, which he hadn’t yet
learned how to do.

Justin spent the day with his grandparents, who had agreed
to watch him while his mother was at the doctor’s. Grandpa
had several errands to run that morning and Justin accompan-
ied him. They walked the few blocks to Clark Street. Whenever
Justin slowed down or stopped to look at something, Grandpa
tugged him brusquely by the collar. “Come on,” he would say.
“Keep up.” Grandpa knew where he was going and he did not
approve of dawdling.

Their first stop was a corner newsstand. Grandpa bought a
paper and tucked it under his arm. The newsdealer, a rotund,
balding man, flipped Justin a piece of butterscotch candy. Jus-
tin did not like butterscotch, but he unwrapped it and put it in
his mouth, smiled, and thanked the man. After blending with
Grandpa into the crowd of pedestrians, he stuffed the candy
into his pocket. They went into a pharmacy, where Grandpa
filled his and Grandma’s prescriptions, a hardware store, for
the purchase of paint and brushes, and a bakery. Justin liked
the bakery best. Grandpa instructed him to choose any one
from the available selection of cookies and cupcakes. His face
pressed to the glass display case, Justin tried to decide
between a yellow cupcake with chocolate frosting and a giant
chocolate-chip cookie. Grandpa ordered two loaves of raisin
bread and five cinnamon sweet rolls. The lady behind the coun-
ter packed them in white boxes and wrapped them with plain
string. Outside-——Grandpa with his packages and Justin with
‘his strawberry jelly donut—they noticed a small crowd assem-
bled by the newsstand at the corner and went to investigate.

It was the newsdealer. His round body was spread out on
the sidewalk just outside the shade of his dark green wooden




hut. His eyes looked as if they were focused on something far
away. Beads of sweat settled on his upper lip and on the ridge
above his eyebrows. His lips were parted, his teeth clenched to
form a grimace. His breathing was hard, slow, anguished: each
time he inhaled, gasping, his eyes widened grotesquely. Like
the other people, Grandpa and Justin stood reverently over
him. Justin saw the people shaking their heads and muttering
to each other. Grandpa whispered something to another man,
who nodded solemnly. After some minutes an ambulance
arrived. The man was quickly taken away. The passersby
dispersed.

Grandpa and Justin walked home through the alley so that
Grandpa could drop off his new paint and brushes in the
garage. When they came out of the garage they discovered a
dead robin in the backyard. Its head was crushed, its beak
cracked and twisted; on its matted feathers were stains of
black, drying blood. One wing, perpendicular to the ground
and to the rest of the bird's body, swayed lifelessly in the wind.
“Aw, the poor thing,” said Grandpa. “Probably someone’s cat
got him.”

Justin bent down to look closer. “Don’t touch it!” Grandpa
shouted, pulling him firmly by the arm and leading him toward
the house. “Stay away from there.”

Grandma had prepared lunch and so the three sat down to
eat. As soon as grace was finished Justin said, “Grandpa, is the
man we saw going to be like the robin?”

“I don’t know, Justin.”

“\What happens if he died?”

“Maybe he’ll go to heaven,” Grandpa said.

“He will,” Grandma said, “if he was a good man.”

Justin let the subject rest a while and concentrated on his
lunch. After a few minutes he held his fork upside down in
front of one eye, closed the other, squinted through the
prongs, and said, “Grandpa’s in jail.” He turned to Grandma
and was about to announce that she, too, was in jail; Grandpa
advised him to hush if he wanted any dessert.

“Does everybody go to heaven if they die?” Justin said.

“Not if,” said Grandpa. “When.”

“Shh!” Grandma said, giving her husband a pointed look.

“Why baby him?” said Grandpa.

Grandma dipped her index finger into her steaming cup and

then flicked a few drops of coffee at Grandpa. Justin had seen
her do this before.

“Justin,” Grandpa said, touching his napkin to his chin,
“you’re much too young to worry about that.”

“But do they?”

“People go to heaven,” Grandma said, “who live holy lives
on earth.”

Justin was not satisfied by this answer. He took a few
mouthfuls of food. “What about birds?” he said. “Do they go to
heaven?”

Grandma dipped her finger and said that maybe there was a
special part of heaven reserved for birds.

“Dogs too? | like dogs. Not cats.”

“l don’t know,” said Grandma. “You ask the strangest ques-
tions.”

“Justin,” Grandpa said, “try and forget about the man we
saw today. And the bird. Try and forget it.”

On the way home to the suburbs with his mother, Justin
kept thinking about the mangled bird, dead, and about the
stricken man, almost dead. Perhaps fully dead, by then. Sud-
denly he remembered something: he reached into his pocket
and took out the sticky, lint-covered piece of candy the man
had given him. Maybe the man was already in heaven. Justin
could not understand why anyone would want to go there; it
seemed a frightful place, full of dead people. (And dead birds,
too, if Grandma was right.)] He was glad that his new baby
sister was now safe inside his mother.

Justin tossed the piece of candy out the window. There
were some things he wouldn’t learn until later. In the late
afternoon on the way home with his mother driving, he felt
quite sure that his parents would never, never leave him.
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Mornings in Moscow

¢y winds on white knuckles.
Black coats huddle at bus stop.
No one talks.

It arrives, painted lukewarm,
hissing carbon,
the same color as the air.

They tell me it is free;
yet squeezed among dark shoulders
| am shoved up steps

to the old woman, nodding,
who rings paper kopecks
for some Russian purpose.

Another old woman sweeps
state’s street with pine broom.
Her heavy black coat

makes a small shadow
against Saint Basil’s.
Even her babushka dims

in the swirling incongruous colors
of this giant’s turban.
It is still white night.

| walk alone to Red Square.
In vertigo, | sink into
this red cobblestone lake.

There is blood beneath my feet,
and | remember why there are so many women,
so few men.

1

He is still preserved:
A line of chaffed inscrutable faces wait
as if waiting is the thing itself.

Perhaps it is hatred of lines
or the remembrance of Easter crosses kissed,
after learning of germs,

but | cannot bear to look.
| choose to watch the children,
whose fur boots, caps, and embroidered coats

reincarnate a time when red:
was the color of children’s faces,
decorated tunics and sashes of cossacks,

the sparks of fires they danced around.
Now, no trees break the bitterness
of this cutting snow.

1\

“Beneath the floating landmass”
sticks in my throat like bone sliver.
| pierce through ground: a miner’s canary.

Down. Down. Down the escalator,
a three hundred foot broken arm of a giant.
| am inside the cast.

When | slide off the giant’s fingertips,
I have become a Jack in the Beanstalk gone awry:
blended marbles, gilted chandeliers for miles.

If red becomes giant nuclear sunsets,
only these rooms will not hold those
steamed eyeless in subways.

A strange idea of afterlife, | think,
riding the subway nowhere,
looking into faces | know are not the enemy.

Christine Swanberg







