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Rufous City Review 

Introduction 
Please, lose yourself. If only for a moment. Enjoy your stay.  
  



Molly Kirschner  

Blackness 
It’s like this: twin flowers back to back  
in a jar of water, unable to turn.  
It’s the deep groove where the lightning  
split the wood and then moved on.  
It’s what drowns the shiny, shapeless rain. 
Once when I meditated, I saw the world  
in pixels, and I was sure the universe was  
computer-generated. Now I’m not sure  
of anything but the look on those flowers’ 
faces, saying, I want out of this make-shift  
vase, I want to be the one of the two of us 
that gets out. The sun has me fooled these days. 
I think of juice fermenting and the fruit it came from 
rotting away untasted. I’ve been standing outside 
the definition of “woman” waiting to be let in.   
  



Bryan S. Harvey 

WAIMEA CANYON 
Sunlight flickers off the eucalyptus-- 
a butterfly flame on the canyon wall-- 
as the trade winds inhale and exhale 
through molten lungs. 
 
Wisps of bird descend like snowflakes 
and hover like cotton; the pollen 
of the sky-- 
 
and we, the tread of our hiking boots  
and our sunglasses, down to the flashes  
of our cameras and the folds of our maps, 
are just passing through the bloodshot soil, 
silting out into the ocean until mountains 
slump into shadow-- 
 
and the waves pass over us like so many canoes-- 
 
we are water  
  and grime 
 
 and somewhere  else.  
  



Katie Berger 
from Swans 

The Rest of Our Expertise 
Swans know the lime tree blossoms while we are well-taught in tea and terror. 
Territory: waiting room chairs and unremembered umbrellas. Take mine--or take more, 
I thought more, I saw more. I thought pages were tea leaves--hot when steeped, wet 
when dead. I thought door, I thought floor, I thought you were dead or detail-oriented, 
made of detail, but it was procedure. Or cosmology. Swans tore into the rest of our 
expertise. A whole chapter on feather identification. 
  



Sarah Grodzinski 

Autism 
Sunday, at the Beacon Street Market 
I watch as Daniel is pushed in his wagon, 
limp feet hang off the side, two empty spigots. 
 
He gazes in wonder at the people,  
collects stamps that fall on the ground,  
lick the backs of them and sticks them to his stomach.  
They hide under the loose wind of his shirt. 
 
Dan doesn’t speak, just gazes at the close-up faces 
of people selling records and scarves, 
photographs and old rotary phones. 
 
He was born into a land that calls him by  
by his father’s name, cauliflower cheeks tuck behind 
great stamen lashes that magnify his face.  
Eyes tilt away from the noise. 
 
When handed a balloon, 
he brings it to his mouth, 
bites the red rubber until it pops and shrivels, 
dangles like licorice off his tongue. 
  



Alex Rieser 

Why Some Girls Come to Arroyo 
Sin Tiempo 
 You just couldn’t be there alone. You couldn’t be there you just couldn’t, not in 
the least alone. You wanted to take someone so time would stand still and you could 
amaze that person by dropping a rock that wouldn’t quite fall not all of the way. But the 
gorge was fenced off. The men paced about with their rifles. Let me tell you about life 
after that. 
 Nicknamed arroyo sin tiempo by the Mexican boys in our class who always would 
try to levy a kiss on my hand as they passed. I’m not just a pretty one and you knew 
that outright that I was something like the way the water rose uphill there. You wanted 
to take me in mid-winter perhaps when the snow would stop all around us. I heard you 
tell tales to the boys in our class about how the flakes would drop fast and then slow 
when they danced near your ears.  
 You said that you stayed there all night with your best friend named Jim. You 
said though your body wouldn’t fall when you jumped from a boulder and the hands 
of your watch wouldn’t turn that the sun kept on rising when morning in the rest of the 
world would come. You wanted to lead me there by the hand. The men with their 
fences wouldn’t allow it and that’s maybe what kept you from asking.   
 But the creek is your autobiography. Your tale, you found it. With the tv 
segments and the radio shows and the book that you wrote and the career that you took 
surveying. It has nothing to do with me. I’d have been like a layer of dust there that 
never quite settled. Because I missed its inception I felt right in my doubt. The lightness 
would be like something was lost in the hollow of joining. Though still you said: let me 
have worth to you.  
 You have it. You have worth to so many as it’s discoverer. Imagine. A boy, just a 
kid and he found something like this.  
I want to describe the place that you found like a moor that drifts quietly into the dim 
that could use the stimulus of a lamp or a kettle’s shrill call, an impossible canvas 
evading the familiar with its bighting crests that shoulder off into what’s around, but I 
am all too familiar with the distance between two people. I decided never to go there 
because for you it was never an act of asking. Because of this I had to rely on the 
newspaper reels that covered your tale.  
 You wandered there one day after class with Jim by your side and found it by 
accident. You said it was because we’d had a fight. I know that urge—I’ve felt it myself 
just tearing into the national forest like a girl with an axe—you’re mad on your legs so 
you ran ‘til Jim couldn’t keep up. The slopes of the hills of Anza-Borrego buried behind 
you. The shrubs and cacti and coiled up snakes that you passed like the wind. What 
chance did you have to run out of breath at such an opportune time? I picture your shirt 
floating off and over your head. The dirt on your laces dancing up at your face from the 
tops of your sneakers.  
 It was then that Jim would’ve died. He came running just after you and didn’t 



notice the rock face that came to a stop. He toppled. Head first over the edge. But the 
eidolon of the weird caught him mid fall. His body stopped like some hero in a movie’s 
slow motion that your abuela would show us on Sunday evenings. His shirt dropped 
over his face his feet in the air his head toward the earth. I laugh at when I think about 
you having to help him down. You both couldn’t believe what had happened. You 
spent what must have been minutes looking into the eyes of the other in wonder. You 
kicked at the rocks by your feet. The ones that would have split Jim’s head into pieces. 
You said in the memoir that you wrote years after that moment’s what inspired your 
concept of the centrifuge. A kind of string theory only this place could inspire.  
 Being boys you had to try it again. Had to see for yourself. So you positioned 
your body over the rock ten feet above Jim’s head on the dip just below. You jumped. 
This proved a problem when your motion lost hold of itself just out of Jim’s reach. You 
must have been twelve or so feet from the ground. Your boyish body held in the air like 
a thin little leaf. I laugh again when I think of it. When I think of how Jim had to break a 
branch from a bush and hold it out to you. You grasped it between your dirt coated 
sneakers as he pulled you back to the ground.  
 Being boys you had to try it a hundred more times. A thousand perhaps there for 
so long that your mothers called the police saying my niños never came home after 
school, and they staged such a search. When they came it was months before they 
would leave. You tried to share the credit with Jim but he was such a bashful young 
boy. They put you on television, the five o’clock news the headlines that read: A Child 
Discovers that Newton Was Wrong.  
 They came with their airplanes their equipment their fencing and blackened 
sunglasses. They came with their clipboards and moustaches and hazmat suits. They 
came with computers and algorithms they came with their compounds and protocol. 
They came with their round the clock shifts and their god given right to observe. They 
came with their statements and with their amazement. Their questions and restricted 
access signs.  
 When the years passed and we passed each other in the halls you were a local 
celebrity then but you kept your eye on me that I could tell. I wanted to tell you as well. 
When graduation day came and I left Calipatria for Columbia University and 
eventually my PhD in physics. When my husband proposed and my first daughter was 
born and I lived everyday by a coda. When work took me to the world and I took it all 
in with my eyes and my ears and my mouth. When I first ate the curry of Madhya 
Pradesh. When I first clapped my hands at the top of the pyramids of Tenochtitlan and 
heard the sound of my clap echo back. When I landed in Tokyo and led my first 
meeting as a member of the board of trustees.  
 Each time I did this I wondered what it would be like to go home and be truly 
weightless.  
 You wrote in your memoir that the eidolon of the rise of the day lifts its swath of 
pink ribbon to etch the tympanum of the early again like a great god that actually does 
show up. The theory that you and Jim made: we are built many a time the self pulls the 
rotation of a centrifuge. You said: this is the context in which one thing can become 
another. That what we feel of the world could manifest corporeal.  



 When it was clear that there would be no answers in this place they packed their 
equipment and went on their way. Only then was the creek given back to you. Only 
then the wonder had gone in a way. Didn’t it? Not for me. The lack of gravity was fun 
but that didn’t come close to the most amazing part. How you could be there for hours 
and the time would have drawn itself out. That a day on the outside measured mere 
seconds at that little place. The hazmat suits with their synchronized watches would 
watch as synchronicity slipped. Things were moving just not ahead. In circles. 
Everything is truly in circles. Rotation.  
 I suppose you’re asking why I am telling you this. It’s been years, why now? I’m 
not just a girl anymore. You’re not just a boy anymore. Your bio on the book-jacket said 
you have your own family to think about now. It must be apparent that I’m saying it all 
because I found the place myself. I crawled through the fence that the suits left behind. I 
said that I never would come but I just had to know. What amazed me the most was not 
that my watch didn’t move it was not that I had to push myself back to the ground 
when I jumped up at the face of the rock.  
 It was a loggerhead shrike that came round to play in the absence of law. It 
danced all about without using its feathers for balance. Its grey and its black and its 
white like the snow anti-fall that you had described. It perched on the sky, letting its 
feet grip at the nothing. It was perfectly home. 









Brandon Jordan Brown 

Nature Show 
You and I will never have sex in an outdoor public space, but we will always imagine 
how good it would feel if we were brave enough to do it. We will, however, have many 
more evenings like last Friday – the two of us, in the dark, faces lit bright white by the 
TV. You looked at me through the summer heat and said, Popsicles… I can’t stop eating 
these popsicles, while some expert on the screen was in the middle of explaining how it 
probably didn’t happen – Native Americans probably didn’t hunt animals by burying 
knives in the ground that were covered in fat and stuck upright in thick blocks of ice.  
But I don’t really care if they did it this way or not. In fact, I happen to like the idea of 
me, watching you from behind a snowdrift – blade standing up like some greasy 
bouquet or savory pinwheel. You’re circling it, sniffing this horrible offering, then 
licking at the fat as the heat from your paws begins to melt the snow. Now I’m so 
mesmerized that I’m standing up and my face is showing, and all I can do is look at 
your bared teeth and whisper to the trees, You’re a wolf, baby.  
 

  



An Answering Machine Elegy for 
Tommy 
I’m not sure if you know yet… 
Something bad happened, 

to Tommy… 
You hear about this stuff, but never think someone is going to do it.  
 
A month ago, 
he kept telling me 

there is a roof on the world.  
That it sits on top of all the trees  

like a heavy stone. That he felt things shaking  
sometimes, and nothing  

that falls on our heads is  
brand new.  

It all may look different,  
but it lands on you the same,  

like snow. 
  



Tafisha Edwards 

Between the state sanctioned 
murder of your son and mine 
there is the old pain.   the old tongue.  blood and its heavy hand.  
 

its spread fingers.   its hunger for concrete.   its fear  
 
of containment.  of commitment  to the body.  its  slide  

 
down  

the             
  torso of  

your 
boy— 

 
love made flesh:   object permanence.  your boy: silent and sullen.   
 

your boy:     long limbed.   
 

voice   deep 
as a well. 

 
your boy.    between your waking   and his last   
 
sleeping  there is       the bared throat 
 
  of a hungry god.    a trillion cells  
 
stalling.   arresting the cardiac,    the heartbeat  
 
of your womb   made flesh    made fire.    
 

the unbuckling  of the sky.   rain. rain.    a memory  
 

of the water.   the bodies in the water.   the spirits on  
 
the water.   the water:  mother   you cannot   name.    
 

tongue    you cannot   swallow.  
 
there is silence.  its heavy hand.  its closed fist.   its yawning mouth.  
  



Jackson Holbert 

Small Things  
I do not remember my birth.  
The years before. 
The years after. Years  
of pain. I remember small things. 
The stars at nightfall.  
Her hair.  
  



E. H. Brogan  

Raspberry 
Once there was that wasn't 
a bone. Once it was a lemon color, 
shade and ochre, black and tint. 
It was less a nerve and no  
part skin, a piece twinging,  
tingled at the bit. It was electric.  
In the night it hummed against the skyline and 
the crickets, louder than a bee and when  
it was, brilliant brilliance.  
Sometimes this is it like fishes,  
still and often, one time  
hummingbirds when started.  
Handed off, returns determined, 
in an instant, in a flash. 
  



C. Wade Bentley 

Drought 
Harrows scything 
only smoke, 
tractors retracing 
the fields north 
to south, south 
to north, not 
out of habit  
alone, out 
of love for 
lost things. 
  



Allyson Hoffman 

How You Lose Worry 
 You are a wanderer.  
 Your mother identified this before you could spell the word, maybe even before 
you could pronounce the letter “r” without making it sound like a “w.” She stood in the 
backyard, hands on her hips, watching you monkey crawl up the low branches of the 
oak tree, unfurling from your braids, and declared you were a wanderer. You rolled the 
letters over your tongue and relished the whisper through your lips. Wanderer.  
 Most mothers have a trait they hand down to their daughters: the ability to cook 
a tender pot roast, or to knit mittens where the tops fold down so you can still use your 
fingers, or to get bloodstains out of anything with salt water and spit. Your mother gave 
you none of these. She gave you the wanderer trait, the desire to be everywhere at once 
and nowhere for very long. The burning in your lungs from breathing the same air too 
long tells you when it’s time to go.  
Much later you will realize the real difference between you and your mother is that you 
still act on your wandering instincts and she found a man who beat it out of her. He 
also got her pregnant with you. 
 She wrote notes while she was carrying you, sometimes on hotel stationery she’d 
collected, other times on the back of a Meijer receipt. When you learned to read, you 
read the notes every few weeks with your mother while she tried and failed to teach 
herself how to knit. You kept the notes rubber-banded in a Ritz cracker box and they 
smelled of wheat and plastic. Your favorite was You’re so still today—worried because 
“worried” really meant “I love you.” 
 During your wild child years, which were really just the prelude to your wild 
life, your mother didn’t make you wear dresses or shoes, unless you wanted to, which 
wasn’t often and meant your feet were crisscrossed with pricker slashes and coated 
with gray-black dust. Your father yelled and yelled at your mother the first time you 
dragged dirt and pine needles onto the linoleum floor. After that she helped wash your 
body down with the garden hose and dish soap before you came into the house. When 
your father left, just before you turned ten, you learned about the impermanence of 
relationships and stopped worrying about anything lasting forever. The only forever 
you had was your mother and her notes.  
 When you turned thirteen you drank beer on the front porch with your mother, 
sitting on the peeling blue wood, listening to stories about her traveling, bar-tending in 
little nothing towns around the lakes, and the happy surprise that was you. She never 
called you an accident, which you were, never blamed you for slowing her down, 
which you did. She said you were the best thing that ever happened to her. You tried to 
believe this and wondered if a child could be the best thing that ever happened to you.  
 By your sophomore year of high school you thought you had developed asthma. 
You woke in the middle of the night struggling to breathe, your chest felt heavy when 
your teachers droned on about the transitive property or the American Revolution. You 
asked the boy whose locker was next to yours if you could borrow his inhaler. You took 
a puff of magic medicine that was supposed to make your lungs relax. It tasted like 



dirty air and stung your throat and didn’t make you feel any less heavy. You returned 
his inhaler in a used paper bag with a dandelion head, naked of wish seeds. For some 
reason the boy asked you out again and again, even though you said no. He told you he 
couldn’t stop thinking about you, no matter how hard he tried. He was the first in the 
list of dozens of people who would repeat this sentiment. You would never understand 
it.  
 You started going for walks at night, stepped around frogs creaking by the pond 
and let the lightning bugs land on your hair and face. Your mother would wake up 
sometimes, sit on the porch in her pink nightgown while you paced around the front 
yard. In the dusk you could only see the outline her face and the mountain slope of her 
nose, but if the lightning bugs landed on your mother you might see the dotting of 
moles on her cheeks. Neither of you said anything. Just before you graduated high 
school you found a note in the chest pocket of your favorite overalls. Your mother’s 
handwriting—I understand.  
 That June you moved to the Upper Peninsula for seven months, served shitty 
beer to hunters and hermits in a dusty tavern called The Brown Bear, and discovered 
that only black bears are native to the wilds of Michigan. You learned beautiful, ancient 
names of places and visited them: Tahquamenon, Keweenaw, Menominee. Before you 
fell in love with the land and the harsh and lonely snow, you left. At times you still miss 
the land, never the men.  
 For years you enjoyed bar-tending, meeting strangers and men and falling in 
love for a night. Some nights you let yourself remember: Josiah, missing the middle 
finger of his left hand, who played the banjo; Ronnie who showed you Orion’s belt in 
the stars and recited Walt Whitman; Mark, with a purple splotch under his eye that 
stretched across his cheek, who taught you how to fire a gun before you became a 
pacifist. You drifted around the state, dipped down to southern Indiana for a time or 
two. Once, you strayed to Wisconsin where the people were friendly and the bar you 
tended was full but you are lactose intolerant and the cheese culture didn’t suit you.  
 Most mothers are bothered if their daughters don’t call and don’t have a 
husband. Your mother was different, patient, even though her wanderer nature had 
been tapered by the stings of motherhood, marriage, and age. She wrote you notes, 
sending you love. She only asked you stop by when you could and on Christmas. You 
always did. But when she was diagnosed as terminal, with maybe a year, probably less, 
you heard in her voice the pinch of longing. You went home. Gave up bar-tending for a 
time, found a day job so you could spend nights with her. You wiped the oils from her 
sharp nose, the drip from her eyes. In your mind you connected the moles on her 
cheeks in constellations so you wouldn’t forget the random patterns that made your 
mother. 
 And then here you are, in the dark of your rented apartment. You will trace the 
curves of your hips, the soft of your stomach. Press your thumbs at the edges of your 
bellybutton, marveling at how your were connected to your mother, here. She is the 
only person you have ever loved and who has also loved you despite the wandering 
trait, not because of it. You will crave this connection, this love, with another person, 
not a man, but a child, your child. You will tell yourself it doesn’t matter if your child is 



not a wanderer, tell yourself your child will be the best thing that ever happens to you.  
 You will meet him in a dark, Irish bar with the steins of the regulars hanging on 
hooks in the rafters and the mozzarella sticks served on greasy paper in baskets. Order 
a beer, domestic, listen to the authentic jig piped through the speakers. When he comes 
in through the back door watch him stomp the snow off his boots, leave the snowflakes 
resting in his beard, hold his hat in his hand with a lost look in his eyes all men who 
love you have. In the bar mirror watch him, the white Christmas lights blinking on, off 
in a halo glow around his ears. Say yes when he offers to buy you a drink.   
 He will ask your name, introduce himself. He will ask you to tell him about 
yourself. They always ask, they always want to know about you. 
 You could tell him you’re a long-term substitute teacher at St. Mary’s Catholic 
school even though you don’t know how to pray a rosary, or that you once ran into the 
middle of the street just to see if cars would stop, or you biked to Chicago in two days 
without a helmet, or that when you were born there was supposed to be a twin but he 
was small and blue and you often thought as a child how much happier your father 
would have been with no children rather than a wanderer and a dead blue boy. 
 Say none of this. Tell him your favorite color is burnt sienna and you’ve never 
been to Canada.  
 He will tell you how beautiful you are, how he’s never met a woman like you 
before. He will think, like all other men who love wanderers, that you are risky and 
adventurous and sexy. That’s the problem with these men; they can spot a wanderer in 
a bar crowded with women, even though you have ping-pong balls where you should 
have breasts and your left front tooth angles over your right one a bit, but they don’t 
understand that most days your chest feels tight and your lungs sting. If they are 
honest, like the Potawatomi boy in Manistee, they will express a desire to tame you, 
domesticate you. But you want to be a mother, not an animal.  
 He will beg you to come home with him. Say yes, remembering that drinking in 
a bar and going home with men you are not married to goes against your long-term 
substitute contract at St. Mary’s Catholic school, but you know the contract doesn’t 
matter because the school is closing in May from a deficient enrollment, and you could 
tell the principal that if there is no football team he cannot possibly expect to keep 
enrollment up: this is America and piety is reserved for athletics.  
 You will feel a pulse in your stomach, waiting to be filled. Grab his hand, run out 
into the falling snow, beg him to drive, quickly. He will consent. He will know you are a 
wanderer and that if he blinks you will disappear.  
 Do not fall in love with him. Know the love of strangers is a strange and lovely 
kind of love that lasts one night. He will fall in love with you. Do not apologize for this. 
Never apologize.  
 The stranger will lead you into his saltbox house where a cat sleeps on the TV set 
and there are socks, lots of colorful socks on the couch and kitchen table and wooden 
floor, so many you will not know how many feet are necessary to fill them. He will not 
tell you the socks belong to his children but you know—he does not wear socks with 
purple daisies. Follow him to his bedroom where you both will shed the skin of snow 
and strangers. He will shout your name, but you will have already forgotten his. This 



will only be a problem when it comes time to complete your daughter’s birth certificate, 
after they’ve taken her away to clean her up, so you will leave the father line blank. 
After tonight, you will never see this bearded stranger again. 
 He will love you for the rest of his life—they always do, the men who meet 
wanderers. The pattern started with an asthmatic high school boy who still thinks about 
you daily and how his only kiss from you was by the transitive property because you 
used his inhaler. These men should know better. Wanderers never stay for long. And 
yet they love you more deeply and fully than they love their girlfriends and wives. 
Perhaps this is because men are created to desire what they cannot have, boyhood 
dreams, the stars, you. Do not dwell on their suffering.  
 When you return home, you will take the $3.95 receipt for the only beer you 
bought that night out of your purse, find a pen. Write your first of many notes. I know 
you’re here.  
 Pregnancy is strange. For the first time in your life your lungs do not hurt. 
Something foreign grows within you. You have plenty of envelopes and receipts for 
notes to your daughter, and you will store them in gold tin with naked cherubs painted 
on the lid. You will love the movement in your belly, little kicks. When you tell your 
mother she will be happy for you, and worried. She will tell you to move into her 
house, to start getting it ready for your child. Tell her no. What you don’t tell her is you 
cannot stand the rooms full of sadness and empty of her. You won’t want to live in a 
house like that once your mother dies.  
 You will avoid bars, spend time holding your mother’s hand. Take her on drives 
when she’s up to it. You both love the smell of October. She will remind you of the 
afternoon you spent capturing leaves only to set them free as you ran home. Feel a 
wave in your stomach, down there. And another. You will tell your mother it’s time. 
You will write a note for your child on a hospital cafeteria napkin: You’re early—worried. 
This will be your last note, which you won’t realize until later.  
 Birthing is difficult and painful. The doctors will have to make an incision in 
your abdomen to let her out. You cannot tell if she’s a wanderer because she’s just a 
baby, but she comes early enough that it makes you wonder why she couldn’t stay 
inside you any longer. Her screams will be loud, shaky. The doctors will tell you this is 
normal. You will wonder if her lungs are on fire. She will be quiet once she’s swaddled, 
still.     
 All babies are cute, and you will suppose your daughter is too, without really 
looking.  Your mother will start wearing a fluffy yarn hat she knitted while you 
were gone. She will sleep most of the day. When she and your daughter are both asleep 
you’ll drink a beer on the porch. Drink another, for your mother. You will realize that 
your mother is the best thing that ever happened to you. Turn on the garden hose, 
spray yourself down, fully clothed. It will be difficult to do without your mother and 
while you’re crying. Your daughter’s screams from her crib inside will make you 
understand what you didn’t know, but should have: you are a mother, but you aren’t 
your mother.  
 Six weeks later you will dress your daughter in a pink lace dress, hold her in 
your arms at the Rogers & Rogers Funeral Home, waiting to see your mother—her body 



painted with makeup and cold. Greet your relatives whose names you can’t remember, 
let them hold your daughter. When everyone has held her, twice, you will have to take 
her back and go for a walk. 
 You will try to ignore the eight-foot grandfather clock in the lobby. Ticking 
makes you anxious. The man standing behind the desk will walk over to you, ask if he 
can help you with anything. Say no, but talk, talk because you do not know what to say 
at funerals. The last one you went to was in your mother’s backyard for a bullfrog 
named Rupert. This funeral home man is the first one you’ve talked to in months, and is 
the only man who doesn’t watch you, which will surprise you and make you happy. He 
will watch your daughter in your arms.  
 For the first date he will come to your apartment with a dozen paper flowers, 
folded out of atlas pages. You’ve never been given flowers of any kind before. He will 
bring a stuffed German Shepherd puppy for your daughter. You will apologize that the 
sitter canceled, but he will be content with staying at your apartment. He will find a jar 
of Prego and a box of whole wheat spaghetti in your cupboards and will volunteer to 
demonstrate the extent of his cooking abilities.   
 After he does the dishes, he will insist you relax at the table, let him hold your 
daughter. His hands are so large you imagine you won’t be able to wrap your fingers 
through them. His arms are strong, thick veins curling around his muscles. Your 
daughter will fall asleep in those arms. He will fall in love with your daughter. Do not 
try to understand this love. Someday he will tell you he always wanted to be a father 
and could not. You will not ask what “could not” means. He will love you too, although 
he will not fall in love with the wanderer part of you. Sometimes you believe you could 
love him, too.  
 That night, after just one date, you will decide your daughter deserves a good 
father. You grew up just fine without yours, but that was probably because your mother 
was good enough to parent for two. You didn’t anticipate needing help when you 
wanted a baby, but you know you need it. It isn’t in your nature to sit still bottle feeding 
every three hours.  
 Six months later the funeral home man will ask if you would grant him the honor 
of joining your family. Marry him. He will adopt your daughter, call her sweetheart. 
You will move into his house in town, the town where you grew up. Do not call it 
home. You will let him keep the furniture, the man cave in the basement decorated with 
Detroit Tigers pennants, framed puzzles of Tigers Stadium, and baseball cards. He will 
convert the guest room into your daughter’s room and ask what color he should paint 
it. Tell him burnt sienna.  
 You will become a substitute teacher at the local high school to help pay for a 
new station wagon. During geometry quizzes you will ignore the cheaters with 
formulas written on their wrists. Pretend to read a book, make sure it’s a long, foreign-
sounding one like Les Misérables or Anna Kerenina. Hear tapping against the floor, think 
its kid with restless leg syndrome. Realize you are the one tapping.  
 Make frozen lasagnas for dinner. Watch the baby sit still on the floor, her drooly 
mouth curled around the paw of her stuffed puppy. She will watch you move from 
freezer to oven, drawer to counter, and will not follow you. She will make almost-word 



sounds, but you won’t be able to tell when she’s calling for you or your husband. They 
both sound like questions: “Ah?” Wonder what your first word was and when you said 
it. Wonder how well you ate, slept.  
It’s okay if you miss your mother when you think about these things. You will be 
surprised at how angry you are that the answers aren’t in the notes she wrote for you. 
It’s okay to be angry.  
 When you look out the window you will see mountains and waterfalls, 
somewhere beyond the cul-de-sac. Your husband will come home, tell you dinner 
smells good. He will put his arms around your waist, run his fingers down the curves of 
your hips, as you count out silverware—one, two forks and a baby spoon with giraffe 
spots. Try hard not to flinch and pull away, apologize when you do. Tell him the truth: 
your chest hurts. He will let go of your waist, pick up his sweetheart. When he holds 
the baby, his daughter, see how beautiful they are together. They look alike, dark, quiet.  
 In the evenings the three of you will watch Jeopardy! Your husband will sit on the 
floor with the baby. He thinks you shake the couch too much with your legs. The baby 
will giggle when he blows on her belly. You will listen to the clue Alex Trebek reads, 
answer, “What is Canada?” aloud. The baby will slap her hands on her father’s thighs. 
“Da?” She will say it over and over, drool dripping from her gums. Your husband will 
scoop her into his arms, kiss her forehead. Pretend the baby’s first word is Canada.  
 Substitute teach in a French classroom for a week. Play the Les Misérables tape 
your husband gave you for Valentine’s day. The students will learn all the lyrics to “I 
Dreamed a Dream” and the only French words they will know are bonjour, oui, and 
baguette. This is not your fault.  
 You will go for a drive after you’re done teaching.  Drive past the city limits, 
west to the beach. Hike up a dune, feel the cold sand between your toes. Sit down with 
your feet in the water. You will miss your mother when you picture her sitting like this 
on the porch with you. 
Let the wet sand stick to your butt. You will keep your feet in the water until you can’t 
feel them, then leave them in for three minutes more. You will leave when it feels dark. 
There will be too many clouds for you to see the sunset.  
 Your husband will not yell at you for forgetting the baby at the sitter’s. He will 
hold the baby, sleeping, in his arms. He will ask where you were. You don’t have to 
answer. Your feet will answer for you as you drag sand crystals across the wooden floor 
of the kitchen. Spraying your body down with the hose is a distant habit. You will not 
apologize. He will not tell you he loves you. Realize what you felt for him was never 
love, but necessity. You are grateful he is a good father, parent enough for two.  
 By the time she can form real words you will stop holding the baby. You will 
stop sleeping with your husband, start walking through the neighborhood, barefoot, in 
the early mornings. Take the tin box with the cherubs painted on the lid and the old 
Ritz cracker box with you. Read the notes you wrote while you were pregnant with 
your daughter. I picture you’ll be born with dirty feet and You like it when I read Whitman 
out loud. Try to grasp the enthusiasm for motherhood you had back then. You will not 
be able to explain where it went. When you go home, set the tin on the bookshelf in the 
baby’s room, watch her sleep. Her breathing will be soft, steady. Happy baby, healthy 



lungs.   
 Let your walks grow longer, let your feet be toughened by a nightly assault of 
gravel and stone. And, one morning, go. Take the Ritz Cracker box holding your 
mother’s notes with you. Back the station wagon out of the garage, speed down 
Conestoga Lane. Drive barefoot with the windows cranked down.  
 Your husband will not chase after you, and he will not file for a divorce. He has 
always known you are a wanderer. As you drive north, be glad you could offer him 
more than your body.  
Count the cars in front of you on the Mackinac bridge. Run your fingers along your 
stomach, let your thumbs trace your C-section scar. It healed smooth, a small stripe of 
raised flesh on your lower abdomen. Tell yourself it’s a good thing your daughter is not 
a wanderer. You will wonder if you should have left her a note, but you are not worried 
for her, and haven’t been since labor. 
 You will not stop driving for another two hours, but you will be hungry. Reach 
your hand into the Ritz box. Trace your fingers along the stationery edges, the remnants 
of your mother. Pick out a note, the one she wrote before you left the first time. I 
understand. Place the paper on your tongue. Let it grow soggy in your mouth before you 
chew, swallow. And this time, when you feel that empty space in your belly waiting, 
you’ll start to feel full.  
 









Jordan Gertner 

A Memory 
I once was on a tall ship near the Channel Islands.  
But you wouldn't know we were there  
or that we were anywhere  
because the fog was so thick and the water was glass  
so we were anywhere in the world.  
And we knew it and it was joy. 
  



Todd King 

Love 
Desolate continent upon rudimentary atoms and breaking waves strewn with the shape 
of a heart, which would swallow a whole world at a mouthful. 
 
A large number of peculiar birds deafening us with fear, and pressing familiarly close. 
 
An awkward assembly, sober in gesture, but extravagant in clamor. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Erasure poem from:  Verne, Jules, and Victoria Blake. Twenty Thousand Leagues under the 
Sea. New York: Barnes & Noble Classics, 2005. Pg. 236. Print. 
  



Tourette’s 
A mouth in thimblefuls retelling biggedy silence to swell clean away from people. 
 
The company of a snake to a girl thriving behind bars. 
 
The sudden notice yanked from the honed half-light thrum of bodies. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Erasure poem from:  Morrison, Toni. Love. New York: Knopf, 2003. Pg. 59. Print. 
  



Stephanie V Sears 

Sailor's Gall 
When I see you sail and surf in one, 
face flushed with brine, 
hair twisted, 
when your thick arms draw the wishbone  
to trap the speed that sends you up 
into a beam of light 
so like a man steering for heaven, 
I want to be a privateer, 
stand braced by gusts on deck  
with coiled cables and copper winches, 
shirt loosened by the wind, 
waist tight in red, 
my sailors cussing softly  
in the topsails,  
their teeth engraved with diamonds, 
gold equators at their lobes.  
 
Through you I summon the sailor's gall 
to take all seas by storm, 
know each and every island 
that gives the world its mercy, 
swim by their pellucid shores, 
roll on their powdered bellies 
the way you sleep with women 
you've never seen before.   
  



M. Marques 

The Atoll 
I found it in one of my old books, and it had been sitting there protected by 

increasingly brittle paper and fading ink for several decades: a postcard of the islands. 
It’s an aerial shot, and it shows the circular sliver of sand that makes up the atoll. Its 
colors have shifted: the yellows are diluted, its greens have turned to that odd hue that 
only seems to exist in print work from the sixties. On the picture there’s ripples on the 
sea, the white lines of frothy surf that challenge the outrigger boats on their departure 
for the fishing grounds. There’s the village, the small houses with corrugated iron roofs 
that sing songs when it rains and break into a ferocious beat when it pours.  

I look at the streets and swoop down into them like a seagull. The colors shift back to 
everyday tones. It’s like they’re all still there, the people from the last generation.  

A woman walks down main street passing a hand through her hair without thinking 
and regrets it immediately. What if this is the thing that would tilt the odds in her favor 
with the cute guy from a few doors down? 

Kids are playing soccer on the grassy patch besides main street. The one with the 
short legs is running like he’s possessed, and between the panting he’s puzzling how to 
beat his pesky, longer legged friends. He’s going to get them some day, he knows that 
for a fact.  

At the convenience store on the corner a group of teenagers drink beer. Their 
boisterous cat-calls to the girl with the pretty hair passing by can't conceal how little 
they know about what they claim. The woman behind the store counter is called away 
from her magazine with pretty people for another round. While she works the bottle 
caps she can't decide if there's more pleasure or more pain in spending so much time 
imagining how life would be if she owned a swanky mansion and a just so sports car.  

Further down on the beach there's a crew working an outrigger boat. The captain is 
old and the crew doesn't call him captain but just old man. He worries about the day he 
won't be able to lift himself into the boat anymore, the day he'll stop going out to sea. 
The three young kids in the crew are also preoccupied with his atrophying tendons, his 
worsening eyesight. But only because it fires up arguments about who is best at 
trimming the sails, at handling rough weather, at finding fish. It will determine who 
succeeds him when he's gone. 

I can see the alley between the beach and the main street where my family used to 
live. My cousin goes out to play hopscotch, unaware that she’ll trip this time and the 
resulting cut on her cheek will stay a scar. She’ll despair over it and doesn’t yet know 
that it will be the first thing her future husband notices about her. In our old house 
mother is pregnant. She reshuffles herself on the uncomfortable couch, lifting her belly 
from one side to another and me along with it.  

Everyone has so many challenges they need to address.  
 
Shortly after the grave looking officials will arrive by flying boat. Sometimes the 

flying boat brought men in gray suits, sometimes men in khaki uniforms. They never 
stayed very long nor did their visit change anything: the main street remained rutted, 



the big generator conked out every so often, and the small water plane didn't do its mail 
run to the mainland often enough. Some of the elders sitting at the other side of the 
grassy patch will talk about this group arriving, but for the rest nobody will take much 
notice.  

When the elders and the men in khaki are done there will be a deal about relocating 
to a vacant island. The officials will seem to know what is best, they'll sound well 
intended and compassionate. The roads would turn out better, the fish would be more 
plentiful, the mail would arrive more regularly. Life can be precarious on the atoll, is 
there really much too lose? Why pass up on an opportunity for improvement?  

The people will go. 
Once on the vacant island they'll see the big flash and the vapor mushroom peeking 

just over the horizon, indicating precisely where the old atoll is. It is my birthday gift, 
because immediately after my mother goes into labor. It will take time for newspapers 
to arrive at our new home because the mail runs remain as erratic as ever. But when it 
arrives the people will understand that they've given away their atoll to headlines all 
over the world.  

On the vacant island roads will never materialize and the fishing grounds won't 
provide enough to go around. Some will move back to the atoll, but they'll pay with 
mysterious illnesses and deformed babies. The rest will spread out. Some of them will 
end up here, in the country that convinced the elders to give up the atoll. 

I pry my eyes from the postcard and look at the high rises I can see from my window. 
All are like the atoll, not because they're islands but because they're full of people who 
are distracted by worries and dreams. They doubt their lovers, they want to be noticed, 
they wonder why their kids aren't keeping up at school, they struggle to get ahead in 
their jobs, they ask themselves if they aren't getting too old.  
There are so many challenges they need to address. 
  



Haley Lane Thompson 

Husband & Wife 
There’s been a lot of talk 
of notes in lunch boxes  
of men, 
not now, but before  
they were married. Before she became 
A wife.  
 
I think about this and I think about 
a small room where I could see 
small towers of beer cans 
tapped to hands as wands.  
 
This was before Ellie shaved her head & 
received a sexual harassment settlement.  
Now she makes corsets & 
works in sandwich shops. Like a wife, but not.  
 
I think, is this the same thing as old notes? 
I remember a note left for me, 
before, when we were young.  
It was of two birds drawn to the palm 
of a baseball glove.  
 
The man who left it, sad & blonde, 
was a good husband to his wife, 
far, far, away.  
  



Patrick Venturella 

The Music Is the Same Today 
and a beetle crawls across the soft 
part of my wrist until its red 
 
carapace splits     fragile wings 
splay     spread like slender knives 
 
and it reminds me of the first time 
I had to pin back my sagging face 
 
skin for a close shave     it reminds 
me of the ambulance siren that ran  
 
down the street     sound waves 
scrunching tight then spreading out 
 
slowly     at first     then more     like your 
thighs the night we drank too much 
 
PBR at the Mardi Gras Bar     it reminds 
me of hot Julys 
 
when packs of wild dogs sprinted 
through our veins     rabid and on fire 
  



Jude Marr 

After You Come At the Appointed 
Time 
rain smacks  
against a pitched roof 
rhythmic 
as finger-drum: 
 
when you bite my bottom lip: when your hip  
grinds me  
between bed and bored: I try 
to lie straight—imagine space 
between each vertebra: 
from cervical to sacral curve 
a screw unscrewed— 
 
I try, but still 
my upper spine contracts 
into a jointed shrug: when I hug  
my knees, close  
against my hollowed chest, you rest— 
 
stewed sheet-roil sets 
around our lees— 
 
and then: when 
your glittery fingers curl 
around my thigh, I am  
owned again 
 
then free:   
 
After. You 
leave. Then, me. 
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