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CASSIE PETERSON
A Mother’s Touch

I remember the stale musty smell of the old church on a late spring morning.
I sit watching the dust hanging in the sunbeams that dive through the stained glass
windows. The dust seems trapped in the beams, motionless, as if time has stopped.
Maybe it has. At least it seems that way to a five-year-old trying to sit still through
Catholic mass. I know what the priest is saying is supposed to be important, but his
monotone hangs in the air with the dust. It is all beyond my understanding and
quite boring. I remember standing next to my mother, gazing at her hands, which rest
on the pew in front of us. Her fingers are long and graceful, except for the pinkie on
her left hand, which is slightly crooked from breaking it when she played volleyball
in a high school gym class. It is rather an odd memento for her to carry around, her
disliking sports so much. Her hands are young and strong. She wears a white gold
engagement ring with a marquise-cut diamond that shatters the sunlight into tiny,
brilliant shards of color. Then there is her wide, yellow-gold band that never leaves
her finger. Her nails are short and plain, with a trace of dark earth from her tending
the flowers in the backyard.

[ set my little pudgy paw next to her hands. My fingers are so tiny, still
padded with baby fat. They are clumsy and not under my control well enough to
draw the beautiful pictures of Cinderella that I beg mom to draw for me over and over
again. Will my hands ever grow as big and graceful as hers? Will they become as
magical—able to create beautiful drawings, detect a fever, or heal any injury with just
one touch? Will they ever be full of warmth and security when my children grasp
onto them?

Mass finally ends and mom firmly grabs my hand and guides me out of the
pew.

[ am ten years old and standing in the same pew in the same church. I know
I should be paying attention. It may be a sin, but I just can’t seem to concentrate as
the priest’s words stubbornly hang in the air. I am chastised when I pick up her hand
and lay my palm flat against hers; I can almost reach her fingertips, especially if I
scoot the heel of my palm up just a bit. My skin is smooth except for an oval-shaped
scar between the first and second knuckles of my right hand. It’s been there as long
as [ can remember, but [ don’t know why. When I ask mom, she explains that I
burned it on a radiator while she was holding me when [ was about a year old. She
felt so bad that she cried nearly as much as I did. Now her hands are slightly older,
though still young and strong. Her skin is slightly worn and dry from years of
dishes and gardening. Her veins are slightly more visible and her fingers seem
slightly thinner. These are busy hands, those of a mother and business woman
trying to reconcile two different worlds. Her nails are painted but do not extend past
her fingertips. She never can get them to grow long. She brushes the overgrown
bangs from my eyes and then gently rubs my back.
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[ am fifteen and stand next to my mom. My sinewy hands are now longer
than hers, longer and now thinner. Young and athletic. Moderately capable of
handling a basketball. Jock hands, my mom would say, even though they spend
considerably more time clutching the bench than handling the ball. My nails are
long, amateurishly painted, and slightly chipped. The hands of a young woman are
trying to stretch through those of a child. I notice for the first time that my mom’s
fingers are shorter than mine. Her skin is not smooth: the pores and tiny creases are
becoming more visible. The engagement ring and the wedding band are gone.
These divorced hands are not welcome to rest on the pew anymore, but they remain.
This conspicuous absence of her rings is a reminder of how she was cheated of her
happily ever after when things didn’t quite work out with Printe Charming. Her skin
stretches over bones, and blue-green veins bubble over the back of her hand. Her
perfectly painted acrylic nails click against the refinished wood. The clicking echoes
the rapidly turning gears in her mind, marking the time until Mass ends and she has
to run off to the office.

Attwenty-five, my hands are elegant, complete with a flawless French
manicure. [ anxiously grip the bouquet of roses and gardenias. Mom takes my free
hand and folds it into hers. With a firm grip and a proud smile, she pats my hand.
She turns and grabs the arm of her escort. With a quick wisecrack and a little laugh,
she steps into the chapel.

At twenty-six, we return to the church, this time for my daughter’s baptism.
Grandma hands firmly, but lovingly, cradle the infant. They are fiercely protective,
yet tender and adoring. No longer slender and smooth, but thicker and tougher now.
The creases are clearly cut into her flesh. A few faint brown spots are scattered
across the back of her hand. Her professionally painted nails are shellacked candy
apple red—her color, her life. The marquise diamond has returned, now in a yellow
gold band. Tiny sapphires gather around the bright stone, which is set off by
vertical lines engraved in the gold. She’s so proud of her badge of success. The
diamond, at one time a promise to a young girl, is now the emblem of a grown
woman’s independence and achievement.

I reach over to tickle my daughter’s tummy. She clutches my index finger
with her tiny fingers. Her nails are so tiny and delicate—little slivers really. Her skin
is perfect, soft and silky, too pure and perfect for this world. She clings to my finger
with strength beyond her years, clinging as if her life depended on me, and for now, I
guess it does. My hands are plain and humble. My nails cut short so I will not scar
the baby’s perfect skin. I have no time to mess with polish. My skin is dry and
cracked from washing my hands so often.

I’m thirty-five and I stand in mom’s living room. She’s curled up on the
couch in her teal-green robe, but she’s not sleeping. I reach out to touch her hand.
I’m thrown back as if by an electric shock. All the warmth and comfort have left it.
The chill pierces my soul. Her skin is tough and pale, except for a splattering of
brown spots on the back of her hand. The underside is slightly bluish. 1look away,
unable to see more.
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A few days later we are standing in church, a beautiful new church with
pews stained the color of rich, black coffee. I rest my hand on the pew in front of us.
A damp, wadded tissue clutched in the other hand. Not far away, my daughter’s left
hand grips the pew’s back. Her nail-bitten fingers clutch the ends of the pews as she
swings her legs back and forth. She’s nine and old enough to know better. I should
scold her, but her carefree action brings a faint smile to my tear-stained face. I
whisper to her to come over and stand by me. Her busy hands momentarily land by
mine. When did they grow so big? Nimble enough to master any Lego set, confi-
dent enough to pitch a baseball, and creative enough to produce an endless number
of crayon and marker images. Now my hands are the older ones. Blue-green
highways map the back of my hands. The skin seems to buckle around my knuckles.
The lines are more defined and there are a few scars. I brush the hair out of my little
girl’s eyes and gently rub her back. ‘

Twisitng around, she grabs my hand and presses her palm against mine,
sneaking the base of her palm a bit higher than mine.

“See, Mom, I’m almost there.”
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RyaN CATHERWOOD
Twilight (Of Cough Syrup and Cherry Popsicles)

Pyretta was driving to the place that they would meet, the sherbet colored
iridescence of the setting sun reflecting in her rear-view mirror. She found herself
glancing at it over and over again, never lingering for more than a moment, but hardly
keeping her gaze from it for more than a few. She’d always liked sunsets; her life was
lined with them. The end of the day, like the end of almost anything, was the best and
most beautiful part of it. -

She shook her head, about to snap out of her trance and focus on the road.
She sighed as she brushed a hot pink lock of hair out of her face and skillfully slipped
on her leather coat to guard against the cold night. Shivering, she wished she had worn
a longer skirt. The stereo in her car was broken, so she drove in sterile silence to the
place where she would meet her boyfriend.

Shewwas thinking about the night they met. She had been on a snowball, a
sloppy combination of speed and cocaine. She had never tried it before—not the
combination at any rate. Before the party, she was relatively certain she had tried every
drug known to man, and all that was left to her now were experimenting with the myriad
blends.

This particular mixture, she didn’t like. She wandered through a maze of
chattering human bodies that all looked vaguely familiar though she could attach a
name to none of them. She wanted to listen to each person’s gibberish chattering and
laughing hysterically. She wanted to do laps around the building. Unable to decide,
she crawled into a corner and cried. No one heard her.

She cried for an uncountable amount of time. She cried for the waste that she
was, and she cried for the terrible world and the misery of her place in it. She cried until
she had no tears left. No one heard her.

When she was finished, she knew what she really wanted to do. She could
hear her mother saying, “Drink it down, dear, it’s good for you.” Her mother was right.
She stood up and looked around. She was going to find a man, she was going to ask
him to take her away from the party so that they could sit and drink coffee and talk and
not smoke anything or shoot anything or snort anything and finally be right.

She found a man who wasn’t talking to anyone, a man standing alone with his
drink. She said something to him, she wasn’t sure what it was, but it worked, and he
took her away. He took her home. It turned out, he didn’t want to talkor drink coffee,
he wanted to have sex. She didn’t mind this, as the sex took place in a nice apartment
with no drunks and no drugs and everything was finally right.

The next day, she and the man who introduced himself as Snow were dating.
She wasn’t sure how it happened, but it did. And as the months passed, she realized
that she was glad it did. She wasn’t sure what had happened that night, she couldn’t
remember the party or why she had approahed him or left with him, but she knew he was
handsome and he didn’t mistreat her, and with a bit of prodding, he could be very
pleasurable company.
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Together, they broke into a small used car lot and didn’t leave until they had
run a marathon that ensured their sweaty bodies and a fair volume of sexual excretions
had graced the back seat of every vehicle in the lot. She watched the smiles on his
faces, every one of them so pure, and she loved him for it. Together, they had gotten
drunk and ran naked in fields. His body glistened in the rain and nothing had ever
seemed so virginal and she loved him. Together they had stolen shopping carts and
ridden them around the streets in the afternoon. She loved him.

Pyretta smiled. Then, she didn’t.

She reminded herself of the time she wanted to go out to score rock and he
had stopped her. She reminded herself of the spontaneous trip to Mexico she decided
on, and that thanks to him, it didn’t happen. She reminded herself of every party she
missed and drug she hadn’t taken. In a way, she loved h1m for that too, but she could
hear her mother: “Drink it down dear; it’s good for you.”

She wasn’t frowning, she simply wasn’t smiling. She thought of Snow, thought
of what would happen when they met. After last night, there was only one thing that
could happen. She drove, a cool determination about her, reminding herself why she
was going to meet Snow.

Snow was driving toward the place that they would meet, the fiery glow of the
setting sun beaming ahead of him. He squinted and flipped his visor down, wishing he
didn’t have to stare straight at it as he drove. He didn’t understand why, really, but
somehow, the sunset always made him just a little sad.

Snow adjusted his suit, having just left the office. He slipped off the London
Fog overcoat, too hot with it over his suit jacket. He turned off the annoying chatter of
talk radio and let himself reflect.

He thought about the night he met Pyretta. That day at the office had been
like every other. It was a place without taste or smell, and that was what his life had
become. He had walked the straight and narrow path since high school. He had
graduated college near the top of his class. He was by every measure a success, even
if he was without friends. Without love.

He didn’t know why that young intern had invited him to a party, which he
described with a slang adjective that Snow didn’t know the meaning of and had since
forgotten. He also didn’t know why he accepted, but he did. When he reached the
" party, he knew why he had accepted. Life was becoming a walking death, and this was
something different.

He didn’t know a soul at the party; the intern had decided not to show up.
Nevertheless, he had a fantastic time, and drank until he couldn’t see straight. He
vomited thrice; it was fantastic. When a woman approached him asking him to take her
away, it was the frosting on the cake. Drinking, partying, and a random coitus to top the
whole thing off. He took her home and had the best sex of his life.

In the morning, Snow awoke with a throbbing headache and a strange woman
in his bed, calling herself Pyretta. He couldn’t remember what he had done, or why, but
he felt a responsibility, as he always did, and he never backed down from responsibility.
They began to date then, and he loved her.

Every time he kissed her, he tasted cool cherries.
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Pyretta was in many ways the perfect woman. She laughed like an angel and
fucked like a devil. As the months passed, she brought him to do things he never
would have imagined. She showed him joy that he never felt before. He loved her. She
had her faults, her problems, to be sure, but slowly, he was changing that. He was
helping her to keep from doing the things that would hurt her, hurt them. He watched
her change; watched the hair dye gradually grow out of her hair to give way to her
natural auburn and she was all the more beautiful. He loved her.

He was smiling at the memories until they reached the previous night. He had
invited her to his company banquet, had bought her an evening dress. He stood in his
tuxedo waiting for her to walk through the doors. An hour late, she arrived at the
banquet hall in a red leather miniskirt, fishnets, and a black tube top, her head afire with
freshly dyed pink hair.

Precious few words were spoken in precious little time. The evening ended
early for them both, and they agreed to meet today. Snow knew she was telling him
something. He knew she was.

And so he knew why they were going to meet.

Pyretta was born Stephanie McAlistor to two of the most Christian people the
world had ever known. Any time she wanted to sum up her childhood, she knew
precisely how.

“Stephanie, you are sick!”

“No I'm not! I dont want it!”

“But you need it; I can hear how hoarse you are when you yell like that. [
don t understand; you 're willing to yell that you don 't want it, which must have hurt
your throat badly, but you aren't willing to drink our cough syrup?”

She sighed, “Fine.”

She stared at the spoonful of red cough syrup for a terribly long time of
anticipation. It was like holding a gun to her head, save for the knowledge that it
was “good for her.” She hated the taste of the stuff more than anything. She knew it
was good for her, but she would rather have pain than this. She loathed it more and
more with every second it came closer to her lips.

“Drink it down, dear; it’s good for you.”

The cherry cough syrup passed her lips and lit her mouth on fire, blazing a
nearly vomit-inducing trail over her tongue and down her throat. It was terrible. It
was good for her.

What her mother didn t know was, most of the time, she would wait until she
went to the bathroom, and then spit it out.

At eighteen, Stephanie knew that something had to change. She left her
parents and lived with a boyfriend, then another boyfriend, then another, until finally
getting an apartment of her own. She dyed her hair and wore miniskirts and did drugs
and for a long time she never tasted cherry cough syrup.

Who would name their son Snow?

Born to “flower children,” Snow’s childhood had been a story of ceaseless
indulgence. But he knew exactly the moment when he came to an understanding that
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would shape his entire life.

“Mom, can I have another popsicle?”

“Have as many as you want, baby.”

This was an offer impossible for a six year old to refuse. He unwrapped it and
filled the air with the cool scent of sugary cherry. He bit into it and it fractured into icy
shards of heaven in his mouth. He ate another, and another, and another after that. At
times, he would wonder when his mother would stop him. She never did.

He almost managed to finish the box before becoming terribly sick. Sitting in
bed, holding his stomach, at only six, he came to a crucial realization: he could do
anything and no one and nothing could stop him. He could take anything, he could
have anything, and nothing could stop him. Nothing, save himself.

And he did. Snow’s life became controlled, with rigid self-discipline and
abstinence and denial. '

A Jewel supermarket stood solitary on the north side of the highway, a small
street connecting the parking lot to the highway at a T intersection with a stoplight that
was quite unnecessary due to lack of traffic. Snow and Pyretta approached the inter-
section from opposing sides of the highway, and one after the other turned into the
parking lot.

Slowly, hesitantly, both got out of their cars and approached each other. They
stared at each other for a long time. Finally, Snow spoke, his voice shaky. “Pyretta....We
know that last night means something.”

“Yeah,” she said, “It does.” She lit a cigarette and fought down a shiver in the
cold wind.

“Do you want my coat?”” He asked.

“No,” she said, “I don’t.”

Silence fell. They stood bathed in the glow of sunset. It was setting fast now.
“Pyretta, haven’t the last months been incredible? Haven’t we had great adventures?
Hasn’t life been great? I don’t understand this...”

“I know you don’t,” she said. “You wouldn’t.”

“I’ve tried so hard—I love you.”

There wasn’t a drop of sympathy in her voice. “I know and I love you too.
Look, Snow, we both know why we’re here. Shouldn’t we get it over with?” He
" nodded. They looked at each other and she seemed to want to spit him out. He seemed
to want to devour her. And he said, “Pyretta, [ have to break up with you.”

“I figured that was why you asked me to come.” She nodded and he was
crying. If Pyretta had been any other woman, she might have gone to him, hugged him.
But she didn’t. And he understood why. She had moved on already; their ending was
behind her before they had even reached it. He cried and she smoked, and both fell
back into doing what they had their whole lives.

They got into their cars, the twilight gone, the starry night upon them.

Both pulled into the intersection, one turning right and the other left, and waited
until they were signaled to drive on. And when they did, they each took one look in
the rearview mirror and saw the other’s car bathed in the red glow of the stoplight. A
red glow that for one moment looked unsettlingly like the color of cough syrup, and
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for the other, like the color of cherry popsicles.
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SHARON M. HECKMAN
Slipping Away

Ah, you broke my heart that day,
The day you felt yourself slipping away.

The keys of the piano beckoned,
Smiling like a well-remembered friend.
I wheeled you to the greeting;

Your eager, trembling fingers

Shook.

Your hands caressed

The face of your friend,

Achingly recalling the familiar lines and planes,
But you could not make it sing,

Or even speak.

The rejection sliced your soul.

Of all the insults of illness,

This last one could not be borne;
Without this ally on your hard mountain
The cords that held you would snap.

You wept at the silent piano;

You knew it, too.

“I feel myself slipping away,” you said.
The k—fsnot at the end of the rope
Had let loose.

All T could do was watch you fall.

14
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MELISSA MCCARTER
Starting

The morning yanked me,

forced me up through earth,

pulled me high while dirt slid down
my shoulders

Like pennies falling from a broken bag.

I rushed past pale seagreen bathroom tiles,
and reached for cream colored soaps,

while I screamed—

while I fell up—

I groped for baby blue blankets

and rosebud pillowcases, yellowed from sweat,
and I could smell them a little

before they drowned in

the wishing well.

The last I saw of you

was a whirlwind of paper,

all stale, so old, none of the
pieces sticking to my fingers.

I came up, surfaced through
the heavy glare of grey

mouth agape but no sound,
mending my pocket

to shut out wisps of

white noise.

My feet crunched in snow,

to melt it with the heat of me—
a new softness:

daisies pouring out,
blowing slightly in the
vacuum of my world,

[ started small.

The faintest scent of flowers

can ruin a thousand memories

in the way a flood rusts and binds

Towers
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the pages of old books in a basement.
This swirled past my neck,

wrapped around my shoulders,

and washed away the whiteness—

a silk scrape to conjure color,

to feel without prickling.

Wind led me lightly past memory,
coconut embalming my skin

and melting in my mouth,

fresh with the sting of salt.

I'licked my lips and felt

as concrete, as unclouded as the
brightest blue.

It painted me, filled the over-head,
my chest,

the in-between my toes.

The wind blew, and I could breathe.

What would it be, to live on that shore
and gulp the world like blue air?
basking, skipping, sitting, singing—
sometimes running in the sun,

under the moon.

At night dreaming safe in color;

starting small.

16
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KEeLLY RETZ
And So It Goes

My bookend and I decided to travel alone this year.

We got tired of making other people happy: always supporting other people’s
decisions, and carrying their burdens along with our own.

So, we went to Italy to get away, to, in a way, get some fresh air.

The sun seems to shine more color and cool warmth there.

We went to the picture show, my bookend and I, and saw a French film, imagine that.

But the theater chairs were too much, too heavy. The chairs kept folding over my
bookend, like trying to uphold the Oxford Dictionary of American Literature
without his sister’s help on the other side. -

So we left and went for coffee at the nearby delicatessen.
My bookend didn’t like it either—he’s tired of coffee, rings of it, pages soaked and
stained in it—enough already.

On to the theater...Il Teatro del Mondo it was.

The two of us were so excited, we got seats towards the front but not too close to
the orchestra. It was a Norwegian play about a mother’s convictions
regarding wife and motherhood responsibilities...Ibsen’s A4 Doll’s House,
that was it.

My bookend was furious at the attempted adaptation, it was merely
allegorical and nowhere near a transposition.

With his back straight, long and thin, he walked out: penguin style,
rather ridiculously actually; offended.

I stayed for the rest of the truly awful effort and returned to our villa
late in the night.

I called for my bookend....
He did not answer.

I roamed the streets, crawling on my knees to appropiate my height to his.

After several hours of searching, I glanced up from the abandoned newsstand and
saw my bookend.

Through a window, a collection of Rilke leaned up against him. She practically
plastered herself on him.

I stood and watched as she pretended not to be able to hold herself up, slipping
down—aslant.

He would catch her and prop her back up like some Pulitzer Prize Winner or
something.

Towers 17




%k

I left Italy shortly after my bookend ran away with that Professor of

German Poetry from the University, and little Miss Collection of Rilke.

*

18

Towers



GALLERY I
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Dog Hydrant
Lisa Laurenz
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Untitled
Kimberly Strom
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Still Life With Pillow
Monika Wolarek
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