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Myriads 

Everyone hides, The shell within the shell 

has lost its aura, a fear 
in a world of phobias. 
Wrestling with a dying crypt. shaken depths, 
Her eyes met his through the crowd 

questioning. Better to 
slink and shift like a lioness 
She lies on her side listening to 
the husky timbre of a voice eclipsed 
To hunt on her grounds 
is a failing of naivete 
Flash of a silver claw 

The persistance began to burn. 
Chasing the illusive serpent 
burning the scythed, Can she give? 
As crystal and steel. garrison over transparency, 
I can't do this for you, she says. 
It must be done, verily, carefully. 

tenderly uncoil the beloved 
sentinel, crumbling the unspoken 
A labyrinth ready to solve 
all the turnabouts of nuance 
Counting the tiers softly 
knowing this is the one 
content, just to know 
Falling through with a sigh. a hand slipping 
into another 

by Laurel Scott 
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Beloved 

She slips off her rings at night, 

her softly clicking bracelets, 

the thin chains of gold 

around her slender neck. 

Her dark skin blazes 

between the cool white sheets, 

eyes reflecting the moon; 

her lover thinks they shine for him. 

Her face is stone above him, 

smooth skin pulled tight 

over hard cheekbones, 

high and so far away. 

He gasps for breath, breathing her name 

as she gazes out the open window, 

counting all the stars framed there 

as she sways with the treetops. 

Eyes glowing only for herself, 

she sighs and falls down to sleep, 

dreaming she slips away from her lovers 

as easily as she 

docs her rings. 

by Donna Sanders 
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BENEVOLENT DICTATORSHIP 

The alkaline earth 

rejected my attempts to create 

an idyllic eden. 

Bloodmeal and Miracle-Gro, 

water and ammonia; 

such a careful alchemy 

to drive the arid land 

into submission. 

My 8-by-12 plot, 

each individual shoot 

nurtured and spoiled into 

shy adulthood, 

is further proof that true Utopia 

can only be achieved in miniature. 

This generation's decadent demise 

is the forgotten mulch 

an obese and unthankful progeny. 

by Greg Locascio 
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Our First Christmas 

I 

breaking bones of chickens 

b e twe e n my fing.,rs, smelling 

tho;_ thoughts of your Farh e r 

from across the room. I have s e e n 

how marrowless he is. I h ave seen 

how hollow a b o n e can be . 

.. 
II 

have touched t he l ive s of o n e thousand 

cats 

t h e i r purring r e m i n d s me 

of car "'ngin"'s 

storming t h e apartm.,nt 

III 

Ea r l i e r 

r o IIe d into t h e Atari 

as you thawed 

the ch i cke n with your t e a r s 

you wanted more 

than I could provide. 

by Chris Newton 
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Field Trip at Shedd Aquarium 

Asylum has come to me 

In this place where time crawls 

And Blue Angels swim 

rn a sea of screams 

I love surgery 

Chemistry 

And exploding nitrogen bombs 

That crystallize 

As burst swimmers streak past in colors 

The cruisers drag 

Sustain and reflect in their physiology 

The wall that slides to the slick floor 

Thick with salty dew 

Familiar fishy smells 

Their smiles entwine 

Curl into fear 

As the children swarm and scamper 

Unsupervised 

Survival depends 

On wide eyes, fish eyes 

And heartbeats 

Silversides contort 

Into a hallow 

Gaping picture show 

The ceiling drips to the floor 

Dissolves like sugar in sand 

The plot is fost 

Your frozen soul floats belly up 

Shriek at the stingray tank 

It's echo at death's door 

The gaze of a dog 

At the end of_ the day 

by Katharine A. La:mb 
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An Often Slender Growth 

Oe r t a i n 

Chronic layered Spikes 

or Racemes, 

wholly justifiable causes, 

of White lilac 

or Blue 

flowers 

.. 
and Monday's Chronic 

inflammations 

Act 

like connective tissue 

fleshy rims 

Pliable simple clavicles of brute 

copper coined in raging cantons, 

compressed tendons of cattle, 

bone black weaving filaments 

feel admired 

on shallow molded porcelain. 

by Gene Tanta 
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Statistics 

City lights ordinary above buildings breathing 

In flickers for generations past and present, 

Glow loud on rotten park bench, 7th Avenue, 

Helena's home. Tongue in spite she 

Mocks the nuns who pray she meets Jesus, 

Lifetime over they know the answers. 

Her whole life, they stare with crosses hanging 

Heavy and eternal handouts. 

Helena is tired. (I assume) Faith in a bottle 

Go years old, wrinkled, distorted. Her 

Savior the motherly lights that cradle her 

Belongings at 3 am. Her articles 

Cliche in my mind; a collection of littered 

Papers no one read, a pigeon named Bob, an 

Alternative bench one block north. 

When the black out occurred I saw her first time 

Ever, stumbling. I approached, trying to hand 

Her my imitation words for missing lights. Dirty. 

Bitter. Grateful. (I assume). Statistical problem 

Like 17 year old drunk. Hand black, she graciously 

bends onto k'nobbed knees, kissing my feet. 

Only to stand and spit in my eye. 

by Megan Johnson 
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Idle 
turn the channel please. 

Perception of reality (puffery) is careless. lest 
they keep silent in auditory hallucinations. 

turn the volume in.numbing.no-nsense.in.no(s).consensus.can sense us. 
focus. 

myv-hold. 

flutter-flutter-click-flick-blink-a completely different story. 
and the red greens man o fest themselves into a tint of- just a tinge of - 

taste wine. lots of wine. lots of excuses. lots of made-for-t.v. -rnovies. ones that are real. 
(l's) who (need)s social practice. skills.testing ... 

... when you can look/listen ... 

and then touch 

? 
.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to con­ 
sume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this 
puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only 
to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and 
digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if 
but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume 

and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and adjust this 

frequency. if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this frequency. if but only to con­ 
sume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but 
only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this 
puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and 
digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to 
consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if 
but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this 
puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and 
digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to 
consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but 
only to consume and digest this puffery.ifbutonlytoconsumcanddigestthispuffery.ifbut only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and 
digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this frequency. If but only to consume and digest this 
puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but' 
only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume 
and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this 
puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but 
only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume 
and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this 
puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but 
only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.ifbutonlytoconsumeanddigcstthispuffery.if but only to consume and 
digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this frequency.if but only to consume and digest this 
puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but 
only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume 
and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest 

this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery.if but only to consume and digest this puffery. 

by Gabriel Mejia 
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often random 

by Alec Slindc 
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Mother and Child Reunion 

Well I would not give you false hope 

on this strange and mournful day, 

But the mother and child reunion 

is only a motion away ... 

- Paul Simon 

I knelt on the hardwood floor, .!'arefully arranging my plastic dinosaurs in 

battle-formation. Behind me, monochrome cartoons flickered quietly on an 

old black-and-white TV. Suddenly, a fingernail tapped my head, hard. I 

looked up. Grandma smiled at me. "Well, she's gone," she said. "Maybe 

now things can get back to normal around_ here." She dropped an envelope 

to the floor next to my Tyrannosaurus Rex. "She left this for you. Maybe 

we'll read it together later, when I have time." 

She turned, left the room. I opened the envelope, took out a thick letter 

and a photo. It showed a beautiful young woman sitting for a staged portrait, 

perhaps for high school or freshman college. I opened the letter. I tried to 

sound out the words like they taught us at school, like I did with my comic 

books. I skipped to the ending. It said "can't, I just can't. Someday when 

y~u're big and grown-up, and all this is over, you'll understand. I am so 

sorry. I love you so much, Mark. XXXXXX 0000000. Love, your Mom." 

I looked at the letter. Mom had cried when we said good-bye. I hadn't. I 

had just wondered when she was coming back. I reached up, put the letter 

.and the photo on top of the TV. Maybe Grandma knew when she was coming 

back. Maybe when she read the letter to me it would make sense ... 

The plane's landing gear hit the tarmac, jarred me back to reality. I got my 

battered suitcase down from the overhead, waited in the line for the door. 

Through the rounded windows I saw delicate flakes of April snow falling to a 

white-crusted earth. Leaving Phoenix the heat had been oppressive; now, as 

gray evening fell, I felt cold wind leaking through the seals of the departure 

tube, the cold I had last felt as an infant, the Chicago cold of legend that 

Grandma had always warned me about. 

"You won't like that cold, Mark," she would say. "We've lived in California 

and Arizona all your life. I'll tell you right now, you wouldn't be able to 

handle that cold ... " 

In the waiting area I paused, set my bag down. My second time in an airport; 

that morning had been my first. The crowds swirled about me as I glanced 

around. A length of black glass skirted the wall; in it I saw a boy in ragged 

jeans and a T-shirt, thin, gangly, eyes dark and unreadable. I waved at 

myself. My reflection waved back. I lifted my suitcase, noticed an a9_cient, 
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decaying baggage tag hanging next to my crisp new ones. Some long-ago bus 

trip to somewhere we never went back to. The tag was covered with 

Grandma's neat, severe, blue-inked cursive. 

She's dead, I thought. The loss swelled in my throat; I tried hard to swallow 

past it. Dead. I remembered her lying in her bedroom on that last day, four 

years of cancer and suffering etched into her face. "I raised you from when 

you were three," she said, eyes clouded, lost in her endless morphine ram­ 

blings. "Took you in when no one else wanted you. Your father didn't want 

you. Your stepfather, he didn't want you." Her frail. bird-like wrists 

strained feebly against the restraints of her rented hospital bed. "And that 

mother of yours, her with her mental thing, she wasn't fit. She gave you 

up ... " She started coughing, a liquid hacking that gurgled and rumbled in 

the shallow cavern of her chest. "If it wasn't for me, there wouldn't have 

been anyone to take care of you. But when I'm gone ... " I held the curved 

plastic basin to her chin, let her spit out the brownish goo. "They didn't 

want you when you were crapping and peeing your diapers; then I was good 

enough to take care of you, but now that you're grown, they all want to turn 

you against me, make you hate your own grandmother ... " 

I brushed the tangled hair out of her perspiring face. "Okay," I said. "It's 

okay, Grandma. You know I'll always be here with you. Always take care of 

you. We'll clean your colostomy out tonight. You'll feel better. And I'll 

make you that Swanson's chicken you like." 

I watched her muttering to herself, her eyes half-lidded, fists twisting in 

their buckled straps. And I'll never forget, Grandma. Never forget how you 

cared for me. Never stop loving you, and never stop hating them ... 

A hand on my shoulder. Reality again. I turned to see my stepfather and 

stepmother rushing arme , smiling, hugging me. "So good to see you!" my 

stepdad said, grabbing my bags. "We've got your room all ready for you. 

And I talked to your mother this morning. She said not to pressure you, but 

she really wants you to go downtown and see her fast as you can." My step­ 

mom took my arm and guided me through the airport chaos. "First we get 

you settled in," she said, "and get something solid in you. My God, Mark, 

you look so thin ... " 

The desert air was like a blast furnace. Grandma and I sat at the bus stop in 

front of the pharmacy, my feet dangling, clutching my new comic books. I 

gazed down the long road hopefully, but the heat distorted objects in the dis­ 

tance, making even compact cars look like approaching buses. Grandma put 

the stiff, white paper bag of prescription pills into her purse. She zipped it 

shut. "After I'm gone," she said, almost to herself, "they'll all tell you. Say 

that I stole you. That I got custody from your stepfather after your mother 

went crazy, and then I took you out-of-state where the courts couldn't get at 

you." I kept craning my head toward the road, staring into the heat-shim­ 

mered distance as her fragile voice floated over my shoulder. "I don't know 
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what I did to any of them," she said. "Your father threw us both out when he 

remarried to that woman to Sally. If only he'd let us stay. I could have been 

such a help with their children. And with you. But my s on didn't want his 

mother and he didn't want you either." 

I turned, looked at her. She grimaced, an invisible message of pain from the 

community of tumors prospering happily inside her. "Thank God I was 

there to take you," she gasped. "Your mother was still in the hospital with 

her mind. And then she finally gets out and finds her maternal instincts? 

And wants to raise you? Comes out to visit us and says she wants to take you 

back?" Grandma made a face like she had just eaten something unclean. 

"No. No. Not as long as I live. Now she writes to have you fly out and visit. 

For what? So she can kidnap you and I never get you back? Am I stupid? 

And where was she all the times when you were sick or crying or ... ?" 

.. 
Her voice trailed off. Then, "You're not going to go, Mark. You know 

where your mother lives? In Chicago. In the slums. When she was married 

to your father, to my Joe, she never cleaned. And the cockroaches. Let you 

go there and catch something? No. And her with her colored friends, and 

her men friends, and her friends who are mentally ill like her? What if 

something happens to you? I'm your legal guardian. Legally responsible." I 

spread my comics on my lap. Grandma took exact change from her purse, 

jingled it distractedly, watched for the bus as she spoke. "Her men. They're 

more important to her than you are. Don't let her fool you, Mark. Your 

mother, where she lives, it's all drugs and gangs and filth and men ... " 

After supper, my stepfather sat me down to talk. I remembered all the photos 

sent in Christmas cards, my Daddy Bill, Jan, Brain. "Your daddy Bill's a 

good man;" Grandma would always say. "He adopted you after your mother 

leit my Joe and then married him. He gave me your legal custody, and he's 

always on time with your support money." She would set the cards out on the 

mantle, stuff the photos into battered legal-size envelopes she kept in the 

bottom drawer of her dresser. "But, don't ever forget, when you were little 

he didn't want you either ... " 

My stepdad lit a Marlboro, puffed on it slowly. "I don't know what your 

grandmother told you," he said at last, "but I think you're old enough to 

hear the other side of it." He stubbed out his cigarette, lit another. "You 

know I legally adopted you when I married your mother. Your father Joe 

signed off on it, for whatever reason. He'd just remarried himself, had a 

new family. And me, I loved your mom and you so much, I thought we'd all 

be together forever ... " He held up his glowing cigarette, appraised it intently. 

"But then your mother had her problems. Mental things. Wound up in the 

hospital. I didn't know how to handle any of it. I was working three jobs 

and there was no one home to take care of you. So I asked your grandmother 

to take care of you. Temporarily. Until your mother got better." His eyes 

grew distant, as if retreating from the building chaos of swirling smoke. "But 

your mother didn't get better. And I didn't know what to do. My life was 
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falling apart. And befo_re I knew it I was filing the papers. But I knew if I 

was going to leave, no way could I give a three-year-old boy the home he 

needed. That's when I gave your custody to Florence." 

My stepdad crumpled his empty Marlboro container, got out a fresh pack. 

"She loved you. Wanted you. It was supposed to be a temporary thing. But 

it took years for your mother to recover, and in the meantime, your grand­ 

mother took you clear out to Arizona. And I figured, yeah, Mark should be 

with his mother, or with Joe, or better yet with me and Jan, but. .. " He 

seemed to ignore his cigarette; it lolled listlessly from his lips, forgotten, 

unlit. "But by then, Florence had raised you so long, given you the only stable 

home you had ever known. Would it've been right to uproot you from that? 

To disrupt your whole life? I didn't know. I just didn't know. And on the 

phone, you always said you wanted to stay with your Grandma ... " 

I shifted in my chair. Dusk had fallen. "If you had taken me away from her, 

I would have hated you," I said quietly. He looked at me, cupped the flame 

of his lighter toward his Marlboro. 

" 'S what I thought," he said, smoke pluming from his nostrils. "But you're 

here now, and this is your home for as long as you want. And this is your 

family for good. For good." He stood up, stretched. "Okay, sermon's over. 

You want to go call your mother in Chicago now?" 

I shook my head. "Later, maybe. I think I better call someone else first." 

went to the phone, dialed my father's number ... 

Grandma cradled the phone lovingly. Her face was still thin and contorted 

with pain, but her eyes were bright, animated. "Yes, Joe," she said, "I 

remember. You looked so handsome in your uniform. I was so proud, my 

little boy all grown up and in the Navy. So proud. And they shaved your 

sideburns, too. All the girls thought you looked like Elvis Presley so 

much ... " She was silent for a moment, listening. Then: "Yes, all right. I'll 

get him. Mark! Mark, your father wants to talk to you." I took the phone 

from her. The voice on the other end was grave, serious. 

"Son, we both know that Ma, that your grandma doesn't have much longer." 

I glanced at Grandma; she smiled at me, then winced in sudden pain. I 

turned, closed her bedroom .door, talked softly into the receiver. 

"Yeah, Dad," I said. "I know. The doctors said maybe another month-" 

The voice grew louder. 

"Right, right. Mark, you know that I have a life insurance policy on her. It's 

not much, just enough to bury her. Okay? Are you following me? But I 

don't want to do that. I've made a few calls, and I can get her cremated pretty 

cheap. So we'll do that, and then I'll give the rest of the money to you. 

What do you say?" 
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I heard Grandma's harsh coughing; by its pitch, I could tell it wasn't intense 

enough to produce blood, although it could still easily turn into a sponta­ 

neous retching vomit. "I don't, don't know," I said, one ear close to her 

door. "!, I think, when it happens, she should at least have a service.· 

Shouldn't she? She has to have a funeral..." The voice on the phone grew 

much louder. 

"No. No. Mark, you're not listening to me. I want to give you the money. 

Once she's gone, she's gone, right? What good is spending all that money 

on a funeral going to do her? And you could use it for school, maybe, or on 

a car. What do you think?" 

I didn't say anything. Si lenj, minutes passed, punctuated by Grandma's 

muffled hacking. "Okay," Dad said. "I don't care, I'm going to do this. 

The arrangements are already made anyway. I'll give you the money when 

you come out here. You know, after." I heard the television click on in the 

background; the voice became softer, distracted. "We're all looking forward 

to you coming to live with us. Your room's all ready. Hard to believe I 

haven't seen you in fourteen years ... " 

I kept one ear to the door, shielded the receiver with my palm as I spoke. 

"Dad, listen. Please. I can't even think that far ahead now. I don't know 

where I'm going after it happens. I'm taking care of her twenty-four hours a 

day, feeding her, cleaning her, scooping ... stuff out through that colostomy 

,hole in her stomach ... " I pressed my ear harder against the door; the coughing 

had stopped. "Can you, maybe, come out here? She wants to see you so 

much. She cries and cries now. She keeps saying she wants to see you. I 

think she can feel she doesn't have much time. Could you just fly out, maybe 

for a weekend?" 

"I can't do that," the voice said shortly. "It's just not possible. I've got the 

business to worry about. You both have got to understand that I have 

responsibilities." The voice became loud again. "And what is this, you 

'don't know where you're going after it happens' bullshit? You better decide 

pretty goddamn quick where you're going, cause it's going to happen, I've 

called her doctors, it's going to happen pretty damn soon. All right? You 

understand what I'm saying? And another thing ... " 

Afterwards, I set the phone down, walked to Grandma's bedside. She came 

out of a light doze, face contorting with spasms of agony as consciousness 

returned. "I wanted to say good-bye to Joe," she complained softly, eyes 

watery. "You should visit your father. He invited you last year, remember? 

It would be good for a son to know his father." Her face darkened. "And 1 

know he would send you back to me. Not like your mother. He's never tried 

to get custody of you like she has. Never. Never 'visited.' Never tried to 

take you away from me." She coughed again, belching stringy ropes of 

phlegm onto her polyester gown. I grabbed the paper towel roll on her 

nightstand, cleaned the mucus up in moist handfuls. "I wish Joe could come 

out and see me," she said, sighing into her pillow. ''just for a Iitrle, A little. 

But I know. Like he says. I know he's busy .. ." 
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I hung up the phone before Dad could answer. I lifted the receiver again, 

dialed another number. Whir. Click. Whir. Click. "Hello?" Mom said. 

We had talked on the phone every week for fourteen years, but now I couldn't 

come up with anything to say. "Hi, Mom," had to do. "Mark!" she said, 

voice bubbling with joy, "I can't believe it! You're finally here! Finally 

Here!" She deluged me with questions: Was the flight smooth? Was I all 

right? Had I eaten? When could I come see her? As we spoke, I couldn't 

help but hear Grandma's words, as clearly as if she were still only a room 

away: "Nobody wanted you, Mark. Your mother and mental illness. She 

wasn't fit to take care of you. I was the only one who would ... " 

We set a day, and a time. "I love you, Mark," Mom said. Silence. "Good­ 

bye," I said. That was all I was ready for. 

I dialed again. Whir. Click. "Hello?" Dad said. I could hear the Monday 

Night NFL in the background. "I just got in," I said. 'just thought I should 

call you." 

The voice on the phone was cool, non-committal. "So. You're at your 

stepfather's. Looks like you made your choice." 

I felt something thicken in my chest. "I'd like it if I could come see you," I 

said. "You and everybody. It's been kind of a long time." 

He laughed. It sounded hollow. "Yeah. Since you were four. A long time, 

I'll say. And now you're at your stepfather's." The volume of the game 

turned up a notch. "All right. Okay. Listen, you've called at kind of a bad 

time. I was just out back barbecuing and we've got a few people over. I'll 

have to call you back later. And that life insurance thing? That we talked 

about last month? Check's in the mail." The line clicked dead. And, 

though I didn't know it at the time, ten years later I would still be waiting for 

a call, let alone a check .... 

The train chuffed slowly to a halt. I got off, walked into the eddying crowd 

of the Madison Street station. Amid the throng a woman stood motionless, 

face huddled between her knit cap and bunched winter coat, her eyes queru­ 

lously searching the crowd. I approached her. "Hi, Mom," I said uncer­ 

tainly. managing a smile. Her face lit up as she flung her arms around me. 

"Gotten so big," she breathed, squeezing my ribs into my lungs. "Taller than 

your mother! And, are your hungry? Did you eat yet? I've got roast beef 

at home ... " 

We walked out together into the cold Chicago spring. My mom couldn't stop 

talking, kept looking at me and touching me as if to make sure I was really 

real. The bus ride seemed to last hours, but at last we came to a quiet, aging 

neighborhood on the North Side. Her tiny apartment was old but clean. 

Mom made a bee-line for the refrigerator to feed me some roast beef, chat­ 

tering away the whole time. Finally she sat down, watched me quietly while I 
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ate. "It's been so long," she said at last. "Sometimes I thought this day 

would never come. I just wish ... " She looked at her lap. "I wish your 
grandmother could have been here too. I, I hated her sometimes for taking 

you away. But she loved you so much, Mark, and she raised you the best she 

could." 

I put my sandwich down, traced the crumbs on the plate with my finger. 

Mom got up, went to her room, came back with a thick photo album. "It 
wasn't always like that," she said. "When your father and I were married, 

your grandma and I would be in the living room while the men played cards. 

Your grandpa used to get so mad because Florence and I would be laughing 

and drinking highballs ... 'Carrying on like a couple of kids,' he used to 

say." She opened the album. Happy faces from before my birth grinned out 

at me in black-and-white. "But your grandma would just laugh and get us 

another round. But when Joe and I divorced ... " She turned the pages; now 

the pictures were in color, the faces older and not nearly as happy. "She 

doted on Joe," Mom said softly. "I could never understand why he treated 

her like he did, even before she took you away. But he wanted to raise you, 

just like I did, just like your stepdad did. Everybody wanted you, Mark, but 

then she took you out of state and we all, we couldn't-" Mom's voice broke; 

she turned away, drew some withered tissues from her p o cket , Her back hic­ 

cuped with the tears. I found myself putting my arm around her, heard my 

voice speaking to her in a low voice clotted with grief: "Don't cry, Mom ... " 

We hugged until we were both able to talk again. "I'm so sorry," she said. 

"rm so sorry I couldn't be with you all those years I'm so, so sorry ... " She 

dried her face with the tissues. "And I'm sorry for the pain you had to go 

through. And that Joe didn't even ... " She rose, went to the closet, returned 

with handfols of votive candles. "I know it hurt you that your father wouldn't 

pay for a funeral for his mother. But we can still say good-bye to your 

grandma." She lit the candles, set a cracked leather Bible beside the photo 

album. "We can hold our own service in her memory. We'll remember all 

the good there was and say good-bye to her in our own way. Do you want to?" 

I thought about phlegm and morphine, about anonymous, cremated ashes 

scattered in the red desert evening. "Yeah, Mom," I said. "Yeah. Let's do 

that." We sat together on the couch. Mom opened the photo album again, 

this time from the very beginning. 

And, very, very much later, the candles flickered out. 

by Marl: Rake 
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Eleanore 

She could have been a sparrow. She liked to swing upon the porch swing, 

perch, and sing, sing, sing like a little bird at dawn. Her baby dolls would be 

nestled by her side, chirping "mama" in a panicky, burbling chorus with 

each flex of her legs. She got an odd hypnotic rhythm going-the creak of the 

swing, the groan of the skewered ceiling, and the twitter of the dolls, I 

watched her for hours behind the living room window. 

Harry didn't like Eleanore to play out front. He wanted to protect her from 

the neighborhood children who creamed our front steps in egg each 

Halloween, each Friday night. When Daddy was home, Eleanore had to play 

in the shady backyard, a courtyard of cool, black-green spear trees and the 

drip of hidden water. She had to leave her dolls in the house so they would­ 

n't get dirty. She was allowed one hour in the outside air and then had to 

come inside to read-the two could not be combined, as the books might 

get dirty. 

I spoke for her, I reasoned, but Harry only turned his black eyes on me, and 

I, too, hushed. When he was at work, I set Eleanore free and sat as a sentry 

beh ind the living room glass outpost, sipping coffee, stitching, sipping coffee, 

and watching. Near the hour of his arrival, I would grab the protesting 

babies by wrists and ankles and carry them inside while Eleanore calmly and 

neatly folded her baby blanket. With the gravity of Mary Queen of Scots she 

shadowed me, and we closed the door behind her. 

Eleanore had ritual. Around the corners of the house, through the folds 

where the hyacinths stank in the heady summer warmth, between the chirping 

bushes, she would creep ten feet in front of Harry, a barefoot Indian 

princess. Harry walked so stiffly, so harshly that Eleanore, half-curled up 

and breathing gingerly, could anticipate where he was and where he thought 

she lay. I followed Harry, Eleanore followed me, and Harry marched 

between us, our circle more a dog chasing its tail than a papa stalking his little 

girl. Finally, one of us would stop, usually Harry in exasperation, and 

Eleanore would wrap her thin arms about him. 

My baby wasn't strong. She looked healthy: a round, white, pieplate face and 

shiny bob, two silver dollar eyes. But she was born too early, just a jelly 

pink thing, mewling, propped up under my and Harry's anxious smiles .. We 

fed her warm bottles of milk and cushioned her like a raw egg amid wads of 

fluffy baby blankets, rocked her daily to keep the circulation going, kept the 

cat locked in the basement. Under this regimen of coddle and restraint we 

grew a delicate, blushing girl seven years old. 

Going out nights came with the warm weather, and I, flat in a trembling 

dress, a feather sprouting from my head, and Harry, spatted and black-tied, 

stood in front of Eleanore each time as in front of a mirror, nervous and 

comforting her. She whimpered with the strong hook of her sitter resting 

upon her shoulders and an angry anxiety pulling her lips in, out, right, her 

brows down, down, and folded. 

page 20 



"Don't worry, ma'am, we'll stop this crying. You two enjoy yourselves. Say 

bye-bye, Elly. Don't make mom and dad feel bad." 

Utterly miserable . 

••••••••• 
Eleanore was a sharp little girl. We knew she was precocious, and perhaps 

brilliant; Harry wanted to get her measured or something clinical, but I 

resisted. I knew they couldn't appreciate her thoughts, such lovely thoughts. 

Filmy, musical things that when turned just right caught the light of some 

stray reason. When you examined them under the glare of thick white paper 

and formulas, they collapsed in a squeak. 

Our first and last experience with public school was only a year ago. 

Eleanore escaped kindergarten, first grade, second grade, but at third the 

school teacher was knocking on our front 

door. She was a solid woman .. with pale eyes and a frustrated hat. She 

looked like a midwife. I let her in for co~fee, and as she lipped the rim of 

her cup, she watched Eleanore. 

"Eleanore," she called. "You're a very pretty young lady. And very smart. 

Would you like some other pretty smart girls to play with?" Eleanore shook 

her head no. 

"You know, Mrs. Flynn, Eleanore needs to be socialized with children her 

own age. She should have little friends to play with." Her cup clattered 

in place. 

"Oh, I don't know," I said detachedly, watching Eleanore. "She seems per­ 

fectly content here, with me teaching her. We do have quite a lot of fun 

together." Eleanore smiled becomingly. 

Th e teacher's cup clattered. "But you must admit, Mrs. Flynn, she can't have 

many friends. No offense, but cooped up in the house like this? At school 

she would have recess, out in the sun, with girls her own age." She bared her 

two front teeth. 

"I don't think you understand, madame. Eleanore is not a dog. She does 

not need to be exercised. She is gifted. She is independent. And she's very, 

very happy here. We are not interested in your school. Now it is time for 

her piano lesson, so I must ask you to leave. We're simply not interested, 

and you can spread the word." 

Then one night later at .dinner, Harry coughed and tried again. 

"Ron Weiss was telling me about a new private school that just opened in 

Hartford. He's sending Veronica there. He tells me it's quite reputable." 

"That's good for Veronica. She is the type who is perfect for institutionalized 

learning. A rather bad piano player, though. Don't you think she played 

rather badly on Sunday?" 

"Nerves. I remember my first recital. Almost broke into tears on the stage. 

Funny how some things never change. You know, I was thinking that maybe 

Eleanore might benefit from a school like that. It's not at all like a public 

school. Purely academics and manners." 

"We talked about this already. We agreed that because she was gifted, we'd 

teach her at home." 

"I know we agreed on some kind of home learning-" 
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"Eleanore, what do you think? Do you want to go to private school with 

Veronica or do you want to stay here with us?" 

She let her cheek plump slowly with air and then pressed them flat with her 

palms whistling. Then she pointed to me with a little jab. We both turned to 

Harry. He coughed and resigned his gaze into his lap . 

••••••••••• 

I taught Eleanore everything: Reading, Math, French, Science, manners, 

with books from the library and my own collection. We would sit together, 

she close to me and we like nestling bowls, reading Cinderella and Alice in 

Wonderland. With companions like these she did not want for adventure and 

friendship. As a reward I often let her choose a book to read in bed. When 

one warm night she didn't ask me, I was worried. Her bedroom was empty. 

"She's probably in the backyard," Harry offered, yawning. 

"Really, Harry? Well, by all means, let me search for her alone." 

'Tm too tired to humor her, Emily." 

The backyard. The dark blotted the white, smooth patio and trim bushes. 

Hidden flowers waited in the dark, sending out their fragrance. Fireflies 

flashed lazily on and off. 

"Eleanore." She never answered on the first call. You had to say her name 

three times to summon her, like a genie. 

"Eleanore." A chorus of insects reeled off beside them. "Eleanore." 

"I'm here, mama." She was crouching at my feet, looking at something on 

the ground. 

"What are you looking at, dear? Don't you want a book?" 

"Quiet, mama, he's afraid." 

"Who is?" 

A peep answered me. "My birdie. Look how tiny he is. And he's bald." 

A newly hatched bird arched its neck in the grass, ugly and pink like a baby 

rat. His wings were just pimpled bent bones. 

"Why's he in the grass, mama? Is he looking for his mama?" 

"He probably fell out of his nest, dear. Do you see it?" A black wall of trees 

surrounded us. 

"No. Can I keep him'?" 

"He needs his mama. Here's a nest." A small bowl of twigs sat above us. I 

picked up the chick's sticky, clammy body and gently placed it in the nest. It, 
pink mouth gaped wildly at the night sky. 

"Come on, Eleanore, his mama won't come until we leave. He'll be alright." 

"Should we fe~d him? He looks skinny." 

"His mama will bring him something to eat. He won't eat anything we 

touched." 

"I led her away, the nest growing smaller, the bird still aimed at the sky, wait­ 

ing . 

••••••••• 
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On First Communion Day' Eleanore revealed the beginning of the end. It 

was bright white outside but bitterly cold. The sky was a lively blue. The 

first frost of the season came in the night, silently, and killed all of our 

landscaping. Harry and I had bought Eleanore a dress of cotton lace that sat 

like a wedding bell upon her tiny frame. A gently, capped veil Flo ared about 

her round face. I had never seen a child so miserable. She clenched her new 

Bible in her fist and a frown protruded from under the tulle. "Eleanore, 

what's the matter?" Harry barked. She complemented her frown with a stare 

that caught upon her dress. "You don't like the dress?" Harry asked, stepping 

toward her. "Why not? It cost us a lot of money. Your mother picked it out." 

"My birdie?" Tears dribbled down her face. 

"What 'birdie'?" Harry looked at both of us like we were conspirators. 

"She found a baby bird a couple of months ago that had fallen out of its nest. 

We put it back in, and it was doing fine, until the frost, I guess .. Eleanore, 

it was born too late, anyway.-You saw how sick it looked." 

She looked at me as if I betrayed her. "I wanted to take care of it but you 

wouldn't let me. It would've been grown up by now and safe, but you make 

me put it back." 

"Eleanore-" She turned away from me. "Your mother's right, Eleanore. A 

cat would've got it if the frost didn't. Now let's get going. I'll buy you a 

sundae or something after mass if you do a good job." 

The church was floating with white lace and net. Sober black-coated boys 

punctuated the lines forming of new Catholics. Eleanore was rigid amid the 

laughing, antsy bodies. Hands clasped and ankles locked, she stood watching 

Harry and I. My heart wrenched. to see the space widen between her and the 

other children. She seemed to repel them with her stillness and unnatural, 

heavy look. I watched the little girls examine her and whisper in each other's 

ear. A boy.' his shoulders hunched and his face deformed into a fat pout, 

crudely mimicked that expression-of bitter disappointment. And what tortured 

me most was Eleanore's refusal to see any of it, but only watch our suffering. 

The mass started. For an hour I stared at her small, hard white back. When 

she reached the pri:est, I scanned his face for a reflection of hers. But only 

the same set look of determination to get the Eucharist into her mouth that 

he had with each child. 

It was over. The parents divided and conquered rhe children, J>ut my child 

sat immovable in front of a window. Harry squeezed my hand. "She's in a 

mood, Emily." Eleanore was tinted in the pink glow of St. Bernadette. Her 

face was content, like the lady frozen in glass and gazing upon her. 

"Dear. We're so proud of you. You were the loveliest of the children out 

there. Let's have a picture. Harry?" 

I moved out of the way just as the camera flashed. 

"Beautiful. Another, Emily, with you in it." 

My arm around her, it felt as if I was pushing Eleanore into the floor, and I 

glanced to reassure myself at the still ,-ing of lace below me . 

••••••••• 
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