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Editors’ Statement

Any medium that allows for the spread of creativity in any
form—artistic, poetic, or prosaic—across the NIU campus is both a
boost to our university’s reputation and an asset to any student
who takes part in enjoying it. Students have preserved TOWERS as
a publication representing the elite in creative achievement. Of
course, we all have our favorite genre—poetry, art, short stories,
creative or critical essays—but we firmly believe that all of the
works presented in this issue are of outstanding quality.

We would like to thank everyone who contributed in the selection
process, especially editors Laurie Evans, Diana Jackson, Pandra
Kroll, and Amy Poskon for their hard work, dedication, and
professionalism. Also special thanks to Janet Heller and Ben
Mamoud for their contributions.

Our contributors have made the high quality of this issue
possible. We hope it promotes reflection, emotion, and fuels a cer-
tain creative spark within.

Daniel Bingley
Jeanne Forst

Co-editors

(Cover) Untitled—Kelly Day
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Swim Hole

Head down to the swim hole
in old tennis shoes-

pack of cigarettes

from Super Valu.

Muddy catfish water

skirts slick green stumps
collecting foam.

Nettles bristle the sand bar.

Pungent Saturday-
Eddie cannonballs in
with mouthful

of lit cigarettes.

Tad A. Vogl
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Los Manos de la Tierra

An old man swings a rusted scythe.

He pauses, explains, continues.

A child struggles to mirror

the smooth, well-wom strokes of the man.
The man and the child labor together
among the stalks of corn,

until the sun dims the land.

La tierra es duro y suave.

The hands blister, callous, and harden.
Dirt embeds in the creases,

the fingernails yellow and split.

The hands come to echo the land
which sculpts them.

Tierra es buena, the old man whispers,
crouching toward the child’s ear.

The old man kneels and praises the soil,
the harvest, the daily bread.

The child kneels, smiles,

and pats the earth.

C. G. McCabe
poetry prize



REALITY

by JoAnne Dowdell
fiction prize

Seated at the kitchen table, she fanned herself vigorously with a magazine. The
room was hot. A small fan perched on the countertop. The whirring blades turned
right, left, back. Hypnotic. The curtains at the open window hung limp. The table
was set for two, lunch meat, cheese and bread. Yellow plates and napkins mat-
ched the flowers in the oilcloth. A small jagged tear crept along the stem of a
flower. She moved one of the plates to cover it, then saw a chip in the plate and
frowned. The glass of iced tea was sweet and cold. An icy chill pressed in her
hand. The happy screams of children playing in an open hydrant came from the
street below. She envied them, tried to imagine herself running back and forth un-
der the icy water, closed her eyes and smiled.

At half past five the downstairs door opened and slammed shut. Heavy booted
footsteps sounded in the stairway. He came in carrying his hard hat and lunch
box. She got up quickly, took them from him and put them on the counter.

“This overtime is great for the pocketbook, Rose, but it sure is tough workin’ in
this God-awful heat,” he said. He sat down and wiped his face on his sleeve. She
took a beer from the refrigerator and set it before him. He flipped the cap off with
his thumb, drank and gave a hearty belch.

“Supper’s ready,” she said.

“Can’t. Union meeting tonight.”

“Tonight? it's Sunday.”

‘I know, I know, but Charlie thought we ought to get together. The boss is
making noise about cutting back if we don’t get this job done. He’s pushing us as
it is—”

“But the overtime—"

“Only temporary, he says. You know Kendall—always trying to squeeze a buck
’til it yells.” :

He chuckled to himself, finished the rest of the beer.
“I'll eat on the run, Rose.”

In a moment she heard the bath water running, heard him splashing. She
slathered two slices of bread with mustard, piled them high with bologna and
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salami and wrapped the sandwich in waxed paper. As an afterthought, she took
out a dilled pickle and laid it on top the sandwich.

He came back wearing a fresh shirt and slacks. His sleeves were rolled up,
heavily muscled forearms covered with fine blond hairs. His face was shaved and
scrubbed to a pink shine. He had scoured the dirt and dust from his hair and it lay
wet against his head save for a few yellow curls that had escaped his comb.

“You look nice,” she said.

He grabbed the sandwich and started for the door. She walked around the
table and tilted her face. He kissed her lightly on the cheek, went down the stairs.
The door slammed.

She put the plates back in the cupboard, wrapped the lunch meat up and put it
away, then wiped the crumbs from his lunch box, rinsed the thermos. She made
two cheese sandwiches, took an apple, polished it with her apron, put everything
into the lunch box and put it in the refrigerator. She set up the ironing board,
plugged in the iron, adjusted the fan to blow directly on her. She tested the iron,
then flipped on the radio next to the stove, turned the dial back and forth a few
times, finally settled on music. Picking up a dampened pair of work pants, she
spread them carefully on the board and began to iron. That first hiss of the hot
iron always made her feel good—so useful. Her work was slow, careful, as she
pressed heavily with the iron so there would be no wrinkles. The room was hot,
sticky. The sweat trickled down her sides and tickled her forehead. Several times
she set the iron down to wipe her face. Five pairs of work pants—three to
go—four cotton dresses—two shirts—three aprons—the fan droned on. Over the
radio a chorus was singing, “All alone, 'm so all alone—There is no one else but
you...

Scarlett sat demurely on the sidelines, hands folded primly in her lap, feet
tucked neatly under her black dress. She tried to ignore the stares of the other
ladies. She smoothed her skirt, despising the rough cloth under her fingers,
thinking about the green voile with the wide sash she had worn to the summer
party. How wonderful it had all been, how admired she was, courted by every
young man there—oh, how they had vied for her hand, for a moment’s grace—a
smile—a word of encouragement—all but Ashley—her Ashley. She glanced
about casually, hoping no one could read her inner thoughts. Ashley. She lowered
her head, focused on the black dress. Widow’s garb. Was this her punishment for
marrying a man out of spite? His death had not stirred her. She bit at her lip. He
stood before her, tall, handsome, the slight hint of a smirk crossing his dark
features. I would be delighted to dance, Captain Butler. He extended his hand.
Audible gasps rose from the cadre of ladies. He led her to the center of the room.
You're quite scandalous, he mocked gently. Oh, fiddledy dee, she pouted. I want to
dance—uwhy shouldn'’t I? She gathered her skirt up in one hand and they danced
the reel. They whirled and spun wildly, Scarlett’s skirts whipping about to reveal
slim ankles, her black bonnet straining at its ties. Her face grew flushed and she
laughed with joy. The clucking women became a blur. When the music ended, he
offered her aglass of punch. Hardly the grieving widow, are you? he said....



The iron sputtered and hissed, sending up a fine mist of steam. She refilled her
glass with iced tea, pressed the glass to her forehead, then drank.

Scarlett did not answer, looked steadily at him over the rim of her glass.
Someone called for quiet. As an upturned hat passed among them, the ladies
solemnly removed their jewelry and placed it into the hat—gold for the war effort.
She looked at the hat brimming with bracelets and pendants. He was watching
her. Without hesitation, she removed the wide gold wedding band and dropped it
into the hat. Well, I never—one of the ladies blurted. She looked at him, a satisfied
smile on her lips. The others buzzed and turned away. He bent close to her. Come
away with me, he said earnestly. We're two of a kind. She drew back, haughty
now, smug in her selfrighteousness. Certainly not, Captain Butler. I love you, he
said. We are dlike ...

She spread the apron out on the ironing board. Over the radio Andy Williams
crooned softly, “If it takes forever, I will wait for you . .. Through a thousand sum-
mers, [ will wait for you...”

No—no—her face began to crumble—I love Ashley—my heart belongs to
him—my sweet, blond Ashley. He doesnt love me now, but he will, he will
Someday—someday I'll make him love me. Someday he'll be truly mine. Ashley ...

Sthie finished the last piece, folded it and placed it in the basket. Outside it was
quite dark. The fire hydrant had been long shut off and the children had gone. She
turned the radio off, unplugged the iron and put the board in the closet, then
carried the basket to the bedroom, put his shirts into the second drawer, his work
pants into the bottom drawer. She arranged her things in the other bureau. She
liked the neatness of it, the cotton dresses still warm from the iron, nestling in the
sacheted drawers smelling of apple blossoms. Sighing deeply, she again became
aware of the oppressive heat. On her way to the bathroom, she stopped before a
closed door, paused, then opened it and turned on the light. She stood quietly,
taking it all in. Everything was in order, the little white chest stenciled with yellow,
pink and blue tulips, frilly white curtains at the window, the small iron bed,
rescued from a junk pile, sanded and painted white. She stepped lightly to the bed,
reached out hesitantly, smoothed the pink and blue coverlet. Soft and sweet. Her
eyes welled with tears. How long? Two months? The early moming silence
broken by the sound of sirens, gentle hands lifting her from the bloody sheets, the
buildings flying by, no, no, it’s too soon, hoping, praying, wishing he were there,
nurses fluttering around the bed, the doctor’s face. Sorry. And tears, nights filled
with tears ...

The long journey had been difficult. He eased her down from the back of the lit-
tle animal. She hobbled painfully on stiffened limbs to the pile of hay and sank
down upon it. The pain gnawed at her belly. The man knelt beside her. I am so
sorry, he said. This isn't the right place for you. He stroked her damp brow
giistening with her effort, removed his heavy cloak and covered her. Another
spasm gripped her. She reached for his hand, clasped it and squeezed until her
knuckles whitened. Not much more, he soothed. lam so afraid, she whispered, her
eyes wide with animal terror. She moaned and twisted beneath the cloak. His
eves were filled with pity, tenderness. I must be brave, she gasped. Oh—give me
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your hand again. I need your strength. Give me your hand! She strained, her body
pitching wildly. Then a final spasm of agony, so great she thought she was being
rent in two, so white-hot it consumed her, and then—then—the piteous wail of a
babe. Hands shaking, the man lifted the infant from betWeen her thighs and
placed it gently on her chest. She put the squalling baby to her breast. It quieted
and began to suck greedily. So beautiful, he said, in a voice hushed in awe and
reverence. Tears of joy and relief flooded his eyes. He put his huge hands to his
face and wept. She looked down at the babe. Oh, my rose, she whispered, my life,
my sweetness. She touched the tiny blond head, the pale delicate lashes, the pink
cheeks. The man lay down beside her then, fitting his body close to hers under the
cloak. It is done, she said softly, touching his wet face. I will take care of you, he
murmured. [ will always be your strength. He closed his eyes and slept. She gazed
at them, the big burly man and the tiny infant, resting peacefully against her
body—blooming now with life and vitality. A qwet serenity filled her. Behold she
whispered, I am the handmaiden of the Lord ..

She switched off the light, closed the door quietly. As the bathtub filled, she un-
dressed, pinned her damp hair up off her neck, and appraised herself in the mirror.
Plain, so plain. She frowned, a furrow appearing across the bridge of her nose,
studied the pale blue eyes under white brows, pinched the thin cheeks, watched a
hint of color rise then quickly fade. My little bag of bones, he teased her. True. All
angles and knobs, long arms and and bony fingers, curveless thighs, breasts small
and flat against her ribs. She looked ruefully at the image before her, bland,
without shape, empty.

The woman in the mirror grinned at her lasciviously. I am strong, I am life, the
woman laughed, caressing her swollen breasts and rounded stomach. She stood
with legs apart and folded her arms across her chest. She laughed again, winked
knowingly. Her teeth were even, blue-white under full red lips, her auburn hair
curly and wild around her smooth plump shoulders. And who are you? she
demanded.

She turned the water off, eased into the tepid coolness. She closed her eyes and
lay quiet for a long time. Then she washed slowly, deliberately, patted herself dry,
slipped on a fresh cetton gown, pink and soft as her skin. She lay down on the
bed, closed her eyes. Tonight. It will be different tonight. Slowly she caressed her
arms, felt their thinness, touched her abdomen, concave and hollow between her
hip bones, felt the pain and desire there. It will be different.

She ran as lightly as a deer, kicking up spurts of wet sand with each step. The
moonlight shimmered on the shore, silvering each wave as it broke. The waves
covered her footprints, then fell back to the arms of the sea. A wave splashed sof-
tly against a rock as she passed. She felt the salt spray against her face, heard his
steps padding eagerly behind her. She shook her long mane of hair, laughed with
excitement and quickened her pace. Then a stab of pain in her foot and she tum-
bled to the sand. He ran to her. What is it? Only a bruise. He grasped her foot,
brushed away the sand, lifted her foot to his lips and touched the spot where a
dot of blood showed cimson. She stared at him, her breath coming in quick gasps.
He was extraordinarily beautiful, his hair pale yellow in the moonlight, his body
tanned and hard. Come, he said, lifted her in his arms and carried her to a grassy
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dune. He released her gently, but she clung to him with desire. Give me life, she
whispered. ..

The sharp banging of the door startled her. His footsteps were heavy and
uneven. She shifted her body, waited. He came into the dark room. She heard the
shuffling of clothes and the dull thud of shoes on the carpet. He bumped the
bureau and swore, got into bed. She waited.

“Darling,” she whispered. She touched his arm. “Darling?” No answer. He mum-
bled, turned violently, thrust one arm over her and began to snore. He smelled of
beer. She lay quietly for a moment longer. Then she eased herself from under his
arm and turned toward the window and stared out at the darkness.

Hand and hand they walked toward the sea. They stopped, he kissed her. She
leaned heavily against him, sensed his pleasant weariness and felt her own
strength. He smiled and led her into the water. The coolness covered her knees,
her belly, her breasts. She reached out for him, pulled his face to her. I am so hap-
pv, she said. I love you, he said. I know. She smiled blissfully. I have everything
now, my dearest, she said in a tremulous whisper. I have you, my darling love and
now I have life. You'll soon see. She whirled and sent silvery ripples spinning from
her fingertips. Tears of happiness slid down her cheeks and mingled with the sea .

She lay perfectly still, felt the heat of his body against her back, listened to his
heavy even breathing, knew he would not wake until morning. She sighed, curled
her legs up and closed her eyes. Tomorrow, perhaps tomorrow. She hoped he
would come to her in her dreams.
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Eat The Glass Shards—Adele Rose
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Just a Feeling

Some days
I'd just rather jack off

or caress your teeth
with a ballpeen hammer.

It’s nothing personal,
just a feeling.

james tolan
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