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IOWA SWAMP 

NINA WILSON 
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INCOMPLETE 

BOB KUNZINGER 

 

One: Winter, 1980-1 

 The Allegheny River flows through western New York and brushes the 

shores of St. Bonaventure University. In the spring when the water is high, you 

can wade along the tree-line or across to the other shore, or watch the rising 

tides from snow melt, anticipate its recession come summer. In fall and winter, 

you can sometimes walk across the rocks or ice to the River Road on the 

south bank. I studied and wrote papers at the riverbank. It became classroom, 

dorm, even dining hall.  

      I spent my time at the water because it was free from the nonsense of 

the dormitory life and the boredom of the classroom routine. I quickly 

understood I lacked two elements necessary to appreciate college—interest in 

attending classes and an understanding of their relevance. I was your typical 

ex-high school student at college because in my family that’s what you did. 

My standard and all-too-common attitude was, “You can lecture about 

philosophy and social science all day; what does that have to do with me?” I 

even registered for early morning classes not out of drive or ambition, but 

simply to get them out of the way so I could walk the paths along the 

Allegheny or borrow someone’s car, buy two dollars-worth of gas, and head 

to Canada or Niagara Falls just to the north. Oh, I received decent grades, but 

I wasn’t a good student; they’re not the same thing. I’m certain my 

indifference was clear.   

 Then Joe Kohn showed up.  
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 He wore a round brown leather hat, a light brown leather coat, and a 

shirt with wild patterns of swirls and colors handmade for him in eastern 

Zaire. Around his neck hung a silver chain with an ivory tooth, and his skin 

was tanned, contrasting with the cold, snowy weather of western New York. 

His floppy, dirty-blond hair and small round glasses left him looking precisely 

like seventies singer John Denver.  

    “Holy crap!” I said when I saw him there. He threw his head back and 

laughed.  

 I met Joe through my sister several years earlier when I was in high 

school, and we got along right away. We both were avid bike riders, and 

neither of us fit in very well, preferring to dominate a conversation’s direction 

as we moved ideas toward plans and eventually reality, rather than sitting idly 

by. Since that first meeting, Joe had graduated from St. Bonaventure, traveled 

to South America, spent several years in the Peace Corps in Zaire, traveled 

again to South America, and eventually headed north until one Friday 

afternoon in 1980, when I found him leaning against the desk in my dorm 

room waiting for me to return from my daily routine of morning classes. 

Nothing about my existence would be routine again.  

 

 He laughed loud and exclaimed, “I’m back! Let’s eat!” 

We ate. He talked.  

Across from campus was a small Italian restaurant, Antonio’s, where 

over the course of the next several months we spent nights having pizza and 

wings; so often, in fact, that eventually the waiters and bartenders and cooks 

came to know us. Every conversation included them at some point, and more 

often than not included other customers. Couples invariably pulled their chairs 

to our table after Joe absorbed their conversation into ours. He talked about 
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being an exchange student in Brazil and having dinner with Pelé, who he met 

there, and about how several years later he rode back to South America, by 

bike this time.  

“I started at home near Buffalo,” he told us. “I made it all the way to 

the Panamanian border, but the forest was impenetrable, so I flew to 

Colombia and continued riding.” He laughed hard and recounted how the 

spring before that trip he had crashed his motorcycle into a tree and broke 

his leg in three places. The university doctor forbade him from walking for six 

weeks, minimum.  

“What did you do?” a woman eating pasta at the next table asked, 

sipping her wine, absorbed in our conversation. She wasn’t eavesdropping—

no one ever was—Joe had a way of sliding his presence into the path of 

anyone nearby.  

“After four weeks I cut off my cast and rode out of town on my 

Schwinn.” He laughed hard again. “I averaged just twenty miles a day at first.” 

By the time he crossed the Mexican border, he kept a two hundred mile per 

day pace, dodged bottles thrown by passengers of passing cars and veered 

into ditches more than a few times. He didn’t consider this ride an adventure, 

really, he said. It was more an excuse to go away for a few months, and we all 

laughed. People bought us food, faculty joined us and treated me, just 

nineteen, like an equal, invited me into their world, a place Joe fit as easily as 

he did the South American highways. Everyone listened to his stories.  

He spoke of food in Africa and breakfasts in a Brazilian jail. “I met a 

woman on a bus near Belem,” he said one night. “She gave me her name and 

number to call her if I needed anything. A few days later on another bus, I fell 

asleep and somebody cut my bag away from my arm. I was arrested later that 

day for vagrancy.” 
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“I called the lady for help,” he continued, “but her husband answered, 

and he was a cop and very jealous! He threatened to find me and beat me. 

The police let me leave so I could get out of town as quickly as possible.” The 

next morning he left on a boat up the Amazon to help start a fishery for 

former farmers he met in town who had been displaced by floods. While 

there, he traded his skills for their semi-precious gems. He carried home small 

bags of smoked and yellow topaz, uncut rubies, and various other stones like 

malachite. “They will help pay my way later,” he said. At the time I didn’t 

know what he meant. The conversation was always casual, like he was just 

answering the standard, “So, how was your day?” inquiry. It’s just that his days 

were decidedly more interesting than ours. 

And his stories tore through my bored and irrelevant life, feeding some 

subtle ideas that lay dormant. His tales fed my imagination with oxygen, and 

something like hope finally rose to the surface. I had planned to ride my own 

bike across the country, from Williamsburg, Virginia, to Coos Bay, Oregon—a 

plan I made before knowing of Joe’s own Pan-American adventure. I wanted 

to travel through Europe. I wanted to do a lot of things, but like a lot of 

things, my plans remained secondary to my situation—I was, after all, a 

college student with a smattering of interest in journalism on my way to a 

degree. But then, sitting in the dimly lit Antonio’s listening to Joe, feeling 

falsely more important simply by association, something suddenly seemed 

different, plausible, as if those plans of mine had been waiting for a catalyst 

to ignite their possibility, and they finally took on a life of their own.  

Often, Joe talked about the Amazon, about the animals and people, 

and about how time disappeared there and left one clueless to the days, 

sometimes the seasons. He talked about the differences between Brazil and 

Zaire but more often noted the similarities, how they both seem to recede 
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from the United States, and how the more advanced we become, the more 

the people in Zaire and Brazil appear left behind by what we might define as 

“cultural advances” such as technology. Everyone listened with interest; I 

listened with intent. This was the early 1980’s, before computers, cell phones, 

before Brazil woke like a sleeping giant, and before Zaire—now the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo—imploded from competition for the 

precious minerals required for phones. Mostly, he liked talking about the 

people and their grasp on the immediate. “Conversations in my village lasted 

days. No one ran out of things to talk about despite having nothing to talk 

about,” he’d joke. “Everyone here keeps jumping from topic to topic and can’t 

keep still. How can you stand it?” he asked. He talked about the differences 

between so many things. He compared his bike trip to South America with my 

plan to cross the United States. We examined the different hobbies his friends 

had when he lived at college compared to those antics of my floormates; how 

similar they were; how similar we were.    

And, of course, he talked about the river. 

The Congo River.  

He’d tell of how it winds and bends, and how the branches near 

Lumbumbashi cover the water like shrouds. The sun in the dry season shatters 

the surface and fish die or disappear. The woods are quiet in Zaire because 

many villagers believe spirits live there, and it’s a good place for non-believers 

to get away, to be alone. He spoke of the Moma villagers’ perspective of 

time, of how they have no concept of “later.” If fruit on the vine wasn’t yet 

ripe, they’d still pick and eat it, even get sick, not understanding the value of 

waiting.  

“It’s like every day they wake up and are surprised,” he joked.  
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He had respect for the villagers, their beliefs, and he had a sense of 

romance about the Congo. At Antonio’s he spoke of the river like a woman 

he once cared for and could not wait to see again, to recapture something 

they once shared. He described the area as what it might have been like 

before humans marked time. Joe described the river itself as timeless, and he 

talked of it with the passion of a lover and the eyes of a writer. “Still,” he said, 

“No one captured the atmosphere like Conrad.” Joseph Conrad once wrote, 

“Going up that river was like traveling back to the earliest beginnings of the 

world, when vegetation rioted on the earth and the big trees were kings. An 

empty stream, a great silence, an impenetrable forest. The long stretches of 

the waterway ran on, deserted, into the gloom of overshadowed distances.” 

Joe would quote Heart of Darkness like a missionary citing scripture, and then 

spend hours clarifying for me the “overshadowed distances.”  

Sometimes Joe just sat quietly and stared off, his mind abandoning 

western New York, wandering aimlessly amongst the villages near 

Lumbumbashi, Zaire’s second largest city and eventual target of the Alliance 

of Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Congo-Zaire. Yet it is remote, at 

that time populated with less than half a million poor, dying people. The 

Union for Democracy and Social Progress developed well there, though the 

local authorities jailed most of the members in the ‘80's. These rebels 

supported Zairian President Mobutu’s programs, which opposition forces 

claim starved the country and drowned its progress. Yet these same 

opposition forces insisted on not receiving military help. They believed 

sending troops to the area might escalate fighting and lead to further death 

and “bloodletting.” They were right. Later, in the ‘90's, Hutu militants who 

slaughtered villagers in Rwanda and Eastern Zaire would wander the streets. 

Some could be seen near Kolwezi manning gates and check points as early as 
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the late-eighties. But back in 1980 or so, it was peaceful, and on campus Joe 

would mentally wander its serene streets. Ethnic groups throughout Zaire 

traced roots to the region. It symbolized the source of many aspects of 

African life. But most notably for Joe, Lumbumbashi sat near the source of the 

Congo. 

And so it became a new routine that whenever Joe visited campus from 

his family farm in North Collins, just an hour away, we ate at Antonio’s. He 

lived at home again, surviving off his readjustment pay from the Peace Corps.  

But to avoid being home all the time, he stayed at campus more frequently, 

sleeping on my dorm room floor, telling me stories until three or four in the 

morning. We grew close, and professors remembered him. He felt at home. In 

fact, he told me once of all the places he had traveled in the world, he always 

felt most at home at Bonaventure. Still, the topic of nearly every conversation 

drifted toward Africa, and I can’t recall if I pushed him there or he went on his 

own and pulled me willingly along. On one occasion, we had just finished 

eating when Joe turned over a place mat. On the back he penciled the 

Americas and outlined his bike trip, pausing near Panama to describe the 

chartered plane ride across the forest.  

“The forest is too thick,” Joe said, marking the borders with sauce, 

making sure the Pacific entered the canal further east than the Atlantic 

instead of further west, as most people think. He insisted on accuracy in the 

tomato-sauce details.  

“We flew just above the trees along the entire length of Panama and 

on into Colombia where I continued by bike. Once I rode into Brazil, I knew 

what my goal would be.” I ordered more wings and the waitress sat down 

with us, calling back for the order but not taking her eyes or attention off of 

Joe. “I want to canoe the entire length of the Amazon. That’s my plan,” Joe 
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said, slapping down his pencil. I don’t recall Joe using the word “dream.” It 

was always “plan.”  

  “Sounds dangerous,” the waitress said.  

“Not if I practice,” Joe responded quite casually, reflectively. Our 

innocent image of Joe practicing for a canoe trip was of his paddling back 

and forth across the Allegheny River, and he made it all seem that easy, like 

all adventurers and explorers make their plans seem that easy.  

The waitress went to help others, and we finished the wings and the 

pizza and ordered dessert. It was late winter, and a cold fog settled into the 

valley from the “Enchanted Mountains” in the south to the hills to the north, 

toward Buffalo. That’s when Joe drew another map for me. I sat back and 

watched the hazy vagueness become clearer, like a photograph in a dark 

room or a reoccurring dream. I could see what was coming, but it took awhile 

and a bit of agitating for the image to reveal itself. 

Sauce splattered his place mat, so Joe grabbed mine and flipped it 

over. He sat upright, his eyes darted to me, then to the mat as he drew slowly 

and smiled his wide, John Denver-like smile, and nodded. At first, I thought he 

drew the Amazon, but it looked kind of like New York or Virginia. He carefully 

covered the entire sheet then drew a line with blue cheese dressing on a knife 

to resemble a highway running from the southeast in a bell-curve, back down 

to the southwest.                          

“Brazil?” I asked. 

Zaire.  

“I have an idea,” he said, and by the time the restaurant closed, the 

mat sat stained with sauce and blue cheese dressing, symbols of borders and 

rivers. The sketch of the Congo River stretched from Lumbumbashi across the 

equator twice to Banana Beach on the Atlantic. I reached into my backpack 
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and gave him a notebook I normally used for my composition and natural 

science classes, and within a few hours it was filled with lists upon lists of 

things to get, people to contact, activities to learn, all made in the course of 

the night. Eventually, we stood to leave. “I need your help,” he said to me 

quietly, this time not wanting others to hear. “No one in history has ever 

done this alone.” He told me of Henry Stanley, of Conrad. He spoke of friends 

who wished to do this but never did, opting instead for graduate school or a 

job.  

“I don’t know the Amazon like I do the Congo. This really is just 

practice,” he said, laughing. Then, more seriously, he added, “We need to 

figure this out, Bob.” Something interesting was finally about to happen, 

something relevant. I sat up. My life sat up. My very being and existence 

stood at attention, as if I just began to breathe on my own.  

 

 

Two: Spring 1981 

 

We walked across the street to campus, but it was different. It was now 

a proving ground, a whole new playing field, and a new relevance existed that 

I imagined no other student had discovered. All the old realities of the boring 

classes, the un-scribed notes, the study groups, the dorm parties, the drinking, 

all evaporated. Suddenly, it was the library that breathed, the faculty offices 

and classrooms which pulsated.  

In late-night discussions in the Rathskeller with faculty, we talked about 

Joseph Conrad and Beryl Markham and Henry Stanley. We questioned what 

made these people travel to Africa and then we searched until we found out. 

Conrad chased a fortune, Stanley chased Livingstone, and Markham chased 
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clouds. We read passages aloud while all about us students drank two-dollar 

pitchers of Labatt’s Beer.  

“Two dollars?!” Joe exclaimed. “That’s enough to buy gas to get out of 

here awhile!” And so we would head for Niagara Falls up Route 16, and make 

more lists—authors to read, maps to acquire. It was a whole new way of 

existence. And we didn’t just read these authors, we digested them, swallowed 

them like river water on a hot day. We listened to the music, studied the art, 

absorbed the very humanity of the Congo. The hues and texture of the small 

village of Allegany eroded to the sweeping flow of African culture. 

And whenever we returned from Niagara—or Chautauqua, or Elmira, or 

Letchworth, and all the other “training grounds” we could conquer—I was 

more aware that I was no longer living the life of a standard college 

freshman.  

 

Joe and I walked along the old railroad tracks covered by weeds and 

fallen trees. 

“Fish?” Joe asked.  

“Mbisi.”  

“Good. And in Swahili?” 

“Samaki.”  

“Snake?” 

“Lingala or Swahili?” 

“Both.” 

“Nyoka. Actually, nyoka for both, right?” 

He smiled and nodded. “Blood?” 

“Makila in Lingala and damu in Swahili. Why do you need to know how 

to say blood?” 
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“Good. River?” 

“Ebale and Mto. Why do you need to know how to say blood?” 

The practice wasn’t for me. I was never going to have to speak either 

Lingala or Swahili. I’d need a little French for when I arrived in Kinshasa for 

the celebration at the end of the trip, but even then, I’d be with someone 

who spoke English, so these daily quizzes were for me to help Joe remember 

the languages during these months he was home.  

“You did great!” Joe said.  

“Asante Mengi.” 

“Karibu! Now, hebu tula!” He had to tell me: let’s eat! 

“What’s the word for pizza?” 

“There is none.” 

“Uncivilized!” I said, and we laughed our way to Antonio’s.  

 

“We will start with animals,” Joe said like a professor at a round-table 

discussion.  

Our server seemed disappointed at first. “Animals? I’ll sit this one out 

tonight, guys,” she laughed, but Joe never noticed.  

“Animals play important roles, and each creature is identified with a 

particular trait. The antelope or gazelle represents intelligence, the pig is 

considered foolish, the lion stands for strength, and the crocodile is usually a 

villain. Honestly, Bob, this is important if you want to relate to the villagers.” 

And so on weekends we’d wade into the Allegheny River west of campus 

where the current flowed deeper, and he’d call to me, “Gotta respect the 

crocs! I never met one that had enough to eat,” he would joke.  

So, from a vantage point of ten thousand miles away, in a circular way 

of helping Joe remain immersed in the culture he came to absorb and to 
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which he would return, I became a student of Africa. I discovered local 

Congolese folklore and the legends and tales of each ethnic group, which 

though separated by language and culture, all share certain characteristics. 

We saturated the evenings with literature. We concentrated on pre-twentieth 

century material, mostly by or about explorers, but recent writings intrigued 

us as well. After the Second World War, a large body of literature developed, 

written in French, local Bantu languages and, in some cases, Flemish (a 

language carried to the Congo by the Belgians). Two of the region’s best-

known writers are Antoine-Roger Bolamba, who was not only an important 

poet but also the author of sociological and folklore studies, and V.Y. 

Mudimbe, who has published poetry, criticism and several novels, beginning 

in 1973 with Between the Tides, in which the protagonist discovers a whole 

new way of seeing the world. We talked about translation, laughed over 

misinterpretation of words, and realized the dangers in trying to 

communicate.  

“See why you’re taking etymology classes?” he said, just a few weeks 

after I had complained about the required Greek and Latin etymology for 

journalism students.  

“None of the…Joe, not one of the languages I’m quizzing you about 

have any relationship at all to either Greek or Latin!” 

“How’s your French? Spanish?” 

I was quiet a bit and smiled.  

“You’re between your own tides, Bob! How is your new view of the 

world? Remember, you’ll be in Kinshasa in about a year!” 

“Oui,” I said, laughing. “Now, hebu tula.” We talked continually while 

eating, and many of those conversations were, in fact, about food. Each of our 

meals included a discussion about breakfast, about dinner, about finding food 
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in the jungle, in the mountains, about trading for food in villages, and about 

water, its deadly saturation and its deadly absence. And we tried to converse 

in other languages, albeit only one word here and one word there. Still, my 

grades in etymology drastically improved. Relevance.   

We listened to music. My floormates played Stray Cats, The Doors, The 

Dead, The Ramones. I played Warren Zevon and the music of griots. 

Traditional music serves a social purpose and is customarily performed by a 

group of people, sometimes known as griots, who are usually the village 

historians and genealogists. Songs about fishing, planting, or paddling canoes 

are sung to alleviate the tedium of work. Joe had carried home tapes of this 

music, and I listened while he translated, told stories of villagers he knew, 

“family” he called them. “You can tell a lot about a group of people standing 

around just by listening to the music they might be playing,” he said. So I 

stood in the dorm hallway in the late-night and early morning hours and 

listened to the music of the “villagers” on my floor, and I wanted little part of 

it all. I had no interest in partying or the pursuit of a good time. I suppose I 

felt above that, which was probably immature and rude, but I simply never fit 

in. Joe’s arrival didn’t “save” me from a college dorm-life I despised as much 

as it allowed me to remain on my own terms. I attempted to get along with 

them, but they never really understood where I was coming from, or I always 

seemed to say the wrong thing. The truth is my floormates and I never spoke 

the same language.  

 So Joe and I studied the etymology and the similarities of Lingala, 

Lomongo, Kikongo, Kiswahili and other Bantu derivatives. More importantly, 

we discussed when to speak and when not to speak a particular language. 

Those who speak Congolese fight with those who speak Lomongo. Villagers 

speak Kiswahili in the east. Lingala is used more now than it was then, but 
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then it was still used more than Kikongo. African borders reflect colonial 

history rather than linguistic boundaries, so many languages are spoken in 

one area. Some Congo languages use tones. In Zaire, for instance, some 

languages only count to five, and the other numbers are derivatives of that. 

Six, for instance, is five plus one. Some villagers rely upon click language, 

using fifteen click consonants borrowed from South African languages. We 

found out the political reasons for this, which led us to the Political Science 

department. Villagers fight over land use, over river use. Villagers fight over 

religion and money. The government controls the fighting by feeding 

whichever faction most favors their objectives and whichever group of people 

has the most influence in the region. We learned the province names, the 

origin of customs. I knew more about central African life than I did my own, 

and the notion that this was “Joe’s trip” seemed to slowly slip my mind.  

 

 

Three: Spring 1982 

 

“This has happened before,” his mother reminded me on the phone 

after no one had heard from him for almost a year.  

“Yes,” I said. If Joe taught me nothing else, he taught me hope. “I’m not 

worried, Mrs. Kohn. Communication is difficult and I’m not surprised. We just 

under-anticipated how long it might take.” 

“That’s what his father said,” she replied.  

Still, I naturally assumed he would eventually turn up as he had before. 

We only briefly considered the concept of missing. Not because anyone 

feared his disappearance, but because “missing” carries the connotation of 

“not in control.” While Joe’s whereabouts remained a mystery to us, for quite 
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some time we figured he knew exactly where he was and “missing” lies 

outside that. It eliminates Joe’s ability to have chosen not to contact anyone, 

to stray from the course. This makes “missing” difficult to define. It is one of 

those rare ideas we must explicate by what it isn’t, like “not found” or 

“unknown whereabouts.” 

But hope grew elusive and a dull sense of undefinable malaise settled 

on me like the mist on the Allegheny River. I moved about, took jobs, moved 

on. Every once in a while I’d think about Joe, about the possibility of his 

surviving and living in Africa somewhere, on a farm in Kenya, or in a village 

near Lake Upemba, but those thoughts faded along with my ambition to cycle 

to Oregon. I stopped writing letters to the State Department and Zairean 

officials. At some point, I suppose, the time we spent planning the trip came 

to seem like little more than a movie I had once seen. The person I was 

during that time became a character I played, a role I rehearsed for a play we 

never performed.  

 Then the truth was buried beneath a variety of possibilities. I don’t 

know how he died, when he died, if. Any guess is at best speculation, and 

even then, I must rely upon sweeping generalizations and unsupported 

judgments. “The rebels will kill you” is true, and evidence of the slaughter in 

later years, long after Joe had disappeared, justifies that theory. But no 

evidence exists to confirm Joe’s death. Unfortunately, the primary attribute of 

“missing” is an absence of evidence. 

 For years, people presumed David Livingstone was dead. The 

nineteenth century stories in England contended cannibals devoured him, or 

“natives” pursued and poisoned him. In truth, he lived quite peacefully among 

villagers. He knew where he was, the rest of the world did not, not until 

Stanley found him; a happy ending, closure. No legends, no mysteries. 
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 This begs the question: if there is no body, can there be a death? 

“Probably dead” is not absolute in the minds of those who know a missing 

person. The widest variety of possibilities exists in the space between missing 

and dead. Like endlessly dividing a number in half, where one never will reach 

zero despite the infinitely minuscule fractions, no matter how long someone is 

missing, and no matter how many searches occur in forests and waterways in 

the south-central Congo River area, without a body, the search will never 

reach “dead.” There may be memorials in small western New York towns, and 

services, masses, remembrances, but no one lives in peace if a friend remains 

missing.  

 

 

Four: Three years later 

 

When I first traveled to Zaire, the idea of the river washed over me like 

ancient truths, as if I’d somehow found the source of something both divine 

and original. The Congo River system is the most expansive in Africa. Some 

parts of the main river are several miles wide and carry a volume of water 

second only to the Amazon. In some areas, rapids and waterfalls block 

navigation. The sudden descent of the river creates hydroelectric power 

potential greater than the power found anywhere else on the planet. The 

Congo cuts through mountain passages and hills throughout the provinces. 

Much of the river is so thick with trees along its shores, leaning in, tilting 

toward collapse, that resting on shore is not as simple as pulling to the side. 

The river near villages remains the source of food and water, bathing. It is a 

playground for children, a means of employment for adults, a bathroom for 

everyone. And, of course, near the larger towns and cities, such as 
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Lumbumbashi, Kolwezi, and Bukavu, industry can prevail, reminding a single 

man in a raft he is little more than an insignificant transient desiring again the 

more dangerous wild of the wooded shores. Most of the southern extension 

of the Lualaba River and lakes on the other side of this remote frontier drain 

north, into the Nile Basin. This is what David Livingstone, and later Henry 

Stanley, searched for. Just south of this region where the Lualaba artery seeks 

the Congo is where Joe was last headed. 

It was like searching for Conrad himself. Joseph Conrad and I became 

good friends back in college. Henry Stanley, too, was there. And Beryl 

Markham, Hemingway, Dinesen. We all gathered in my dorm, at the library, at 

Antonio’s. Joe introduced us, and we spent long nights searching deeper and 

deeper into Africa, the Congo River in particular, until it started to take on a 

life of its own. That happens with ideas. Tug on them, tear at them, probe 

their tender walls, and they come to life and take form. I became Stanley, only 

in my version there would be no “Joseph Kohn, I presume.”  

I told the story to my guide and translator and he asked several times 

why I was bothering since, he said, “Clearly your friend perished quite some 

time ago.” I could not possibly explain to him something I only came to 

realize myself several days later when standing, finally, at the Congo: I’m not 

looking for Joe. 

  

I knew I wasn’t going to find something definitive. We had always 

figured in “dying.” Starvation maybe, killed by humans, killed by animals, 

death by disease. Absolutely. We figured that in the library and on the river 

and talking over wings at Antonio’s.  

But we never anticipated the possibility of “missing.” 
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I stared at the maps. My thoughts ricocheted between two worlds: one 

of innocence on desk tops in western New York where these villages and river 

lines leaped off the page begging me to explore and discover their origins 

and mysteries, and another of the red clay and brown dust on the languid 

green hills of Zaire beneath my feet. Lack of understanding concerning “our 

trip” forced me to search the most dangerous and remote region of AIDS-

ridden, rebel-occupied, animal-dominated Zaire for someone I already knew 

was dead. 

Africa is a wild mare, and explorer after explorer followed each other 

into the corral, saying, “Let me have a go at her.” Joe stood in line, and when 

his turn came, he had already studied what the others had done, where they 

had failed, succeeded, or, more importantly, what they had not yet attempted. 

But what by nature can never be studied is someone else’s sense of isolation, 

loneliness. We spoke often of the difficulty of traveling in literally unchartered 

waters alone for what might be months at a time without contact with 

anyone. Joe said he was prepared for this, and in his preparation he read 

literature about being alone, including the writings of former St. Bonaventure 

professor, the hermit monk Thomas Merton. But isolation isn’t something one 

prepares for. It creeps in slowly, like a rising fever, and it is difficult to see it 

coming, making it even more difficult to defend against. 

There are rules here, though, which must be followed. First, people 

must travel lightly, remain in the middle, away from the dangerous shore and 

its overhanging branches. They look for skid marks made by crocs moving in 

and out of water. They avoid the wet, fresh skid. They don’t reach below the 

surface, don’t reach into the trees, don’t wander too far from shore, don’t stay 

too close. They can’t sleep near the water nor too far from shore. Everyone 

avoids meat for possible contamination, fish for the same reason. Foreigners 
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let villagers talk first to isolate and identify their language. They don’t let 

anyone see a gun or large knife but don’t travel without one. The Congo 

remains one of the most unpredictable areas on the planet where even 

nature’s laws are often irrelevant. In 1981, Joe wrote, “I’ve seen a lot of 

animals: crocs, hippos, they don’t bother me. They all seem afraid of man, so 

far.” The river bends west and then north after Kolwezi. Most travelers start in 

Kinshasa, like Jeffrey Tayler, author of Facing the Congo. Stanley started there, 

ending in Kisangani, and then traveled to Lumbumbashi and headed north, 

splitting the trip into two segments. Livingstone entered the region from the 

east, Conrad from the west. They all wrote of animals, of the brush that 

needed hacking away for passage. They all wrote of villages that moved 

because of drought or rain or war. They all wrote with confidence and 

assurance to whoever read the journals or letters or wires that the trip 

proceeded well and that great goals would be reached. Standing at its edge I 

wondered, how could one not travel on this river of ours?   

I stood on a shore to the west of Kolwezi. 

I had reached my destination. Joe stayed here before heading out 

again. It was here that he wrote me the letter in my pack. It was here he 

pushed his raft into the river. The last time Joe was here, he must have been 

emaciated, like a refugee leaving again. He fought a case of worms, and it 

was his birthday, January fourth.  

He probably tried to be just as enthusiastic as when I last saw him, but 

his exuberance would have been a thin disguise for his illness and exhaustion. 

His raft was in poor condition, held together by the inner tubes of a bike. Did 

one of the tubes give out a few days later, bringing him to his death? His last 

journey may have ended because of inner tubes, which, ironically, carried him 

on his first journey ten thousand miles to South America.  
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How far did he get beyond here before something happened? Did 

animals attack? Could anyone hear? Did he become too weak to continue, to 

come back, to call for help? Did he get lost amidst the rivers and brooks, too 

far into the heart of darkness? 

He would have headed west toward the Congo, though everyone here 

calls this the Congo. Years passed through my mind. I fixed on our final 

moments. I recalled stories of the villagers not far from here where he lived; I 

pictured a painting one villager made of the river. For years I pictured here, 

this spot, the sensation of dark water running around my ankles, the coarse 

sand under my shoes.  

I stared a long time toward the west, then waded in, slowly at first then 

with more confidence. The water tugged at my sneakers. When I waded in 

just knee deep, I stopped and stared west again. Maybe he didn’t get very far. 

The trees bent toward the water and men fished and spread nets. To the east 

was Kolwezi with its seeming safety and buildings and market. To the west 

was wilderness and the mystique of my imagination. About me were men 

who must have worked these waters most of their lives. Did they watch Joe 

paddle by? Did they wave? Maybe he traveled for weeks before some wide 

tributary teased him off course. Perhaps after just a few days he became too 

weak to continue. It might not have mattered to him whether he was sick or 

in danger. It wouldn’t have mattered to me. The water ran up my thighs as a 

small canoe moved behind me. I wanted to turn and see him standing on the 

shore, laughing, shocked, wondering what the hell I was doing in Africa. I 

wanted that so bad. Two boys stared at me from the shore.  

I remembered our conversations at Antonio’s when faculty associated 

me with adventure and daring, and fellow students counted me among the 

few that didn’t belong there. For the first time since the soiled place mat in 
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Antonio’s, the maps, the books about this place, the stories he told were all 

real. I stared upriver and knew for certain not far away were answers. The 

water crept further up my thighs and I thought, this is not the Congo. 

This is the Allegheny.  

This is 1981. 

I’m not looking for Joe at all; I’m searching for myself. 

 Campus should be right there, across the hill, and students should be 

staggering toward breakfast smelling of beer. A student should be walking by 

and give us a wave, laughing at our splashing about in the shallow water. At 

any moment, Joe will emerge and suggest we dry some fish in the sun to eat 

later. I should be younger, and the river should be cooler, flowing southwest 

toward Pennsylvania. I should be more awake, more alive. 

Perhaps the possibility of dying in Africa didn’t scare Joe half as much 

as ending up missing in civilization, drowned in the dysentery of ordinary life.  

I understood Joe’s passion. The river moves through the trees like blood in 

the veins, and the hills pulsate, the sky covers it all in a blue light, and the 

river runs brown but not dirty. It all blends into some organic aspect of 

existence, womb-like, and it feels comfortable, as if nothing could possibly 

hurt anyone here. The reality of Joe’s death suddenly didn’t bother me here, 

nor his incomplete journey, if that is even possible, nor my own. Later, others 

asked why I went since I knew I wouldn’t find out anything new. But that’s not 

true. In fact, I discovered something very ancient, as primeval as Africa herself, 

and it is probably what called Conrad, and Stanley, Livingstone and Kohn. Like 

the first explorers a millennium earlier, I carried the brand new, yet ancient 

concept that despite our hopes and expectations, all journeys are, in fact, 

incomplete. 
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The skies turned grey and it started to rain. My face was wet, and I 

waded back to shore thinking about the overshadowed distances. We bury 

our dead. We have a wake, a funeral, and we bury them. When time passes, 

we remember them. Sometimes we visit their grave, and sometimes we bring 

flowers. But what do we do when someone disappears? Part of us never 

moves beyond the last moments with that person. There are no last rites. We 

wait. 
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LITTLE BIRD 

NINA WILSON 
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THE JOURNEY 

AMANDA SPILLER 

 

Perhaps you will be born 

Not once, but  

Over and over, 

Because what is birth other than 

Entering a world unknown, brilliant and harsh, like 

Jumping off a dock into a 

Lake's chilly abyss. 

 

Perhaps you will learn 

Not just from the creased hand of an aged person, but 

On your own and forever, 

Because what is learning other than 

Discovering the existence of things, like 

That butterflies start in a crawl, too, and 

That all things marvelous are somehow fragile. 

 

Perhaps you will dream 

Not only at night, but 

With your eyes wide open and 

Of things truly imaginable, 

Because what is dreaming other than 

Knowing yourself like the back of your hand and  

Writing that verity into life’s rocky gait. 
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Perhaps you will love 

Not only others, but 

Yourself, 

Because what is love other than 

Shining a light into the deepest crevices of your being, and realizing that, 

Without that darkness, 

You'd never see the moon. 

 

 

For Mary Oliver (1935-2019) 
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OPPENHEIMER BLUE 

EILEEN VORBACH COLLINS 

 

 The necklace is on a hook by my dresser. The center bead of clay, 

resplendent swirls of orange and blue, is large and heart shaped, creating a 

gravitational boldness that won’t be swayed. Next to the heart are three small 

plastic alphabet beads. They spell “MOM” or “WOW” depending on how you 

look at it. They’d worked on the gift while I was away and were excited to 

give it to me. 

Today I took the necklace off the hook and put it on. Its weight is 

impressive. I welcome the heft of it because forgetting is what I fear most. 

The sound of her voice, the exact blue of her eyes, now faded in the 

photographs.  

My son, co-creator of the necklace, called for no particular reason.  

       “Hi Momma, Whatcha doin’?” 

“I’m wearing the Wow Mom necklace.” 

“Oh, are you having a bad day?” 

“No, baby, I’m okay,” I tell my adult son. And finally, finally, I believe that 

it might be true.  

There was a time when I knew which child had made each bead. It no 

longer matters—each one is a blessing.  

I wouldn’t trade this necklace for the Hope Diamond. It’s more valuable 

than the Oppenheimer Blue. The Queen can have her tiaras. Before I go to 

bed, I will clean the beads with a soft cloth and hang them back on the hook. 
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I close my eyes and I see my children clearly. As I take off the necklace, I read 

the beads. WOW. I turn them gently back to MOM before I hang them on the 

wall. 
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MERCY 

HOLLY KELSO 

 

One day very soon now it will happen, a day 

much like this one, when the layer of clouds dissipates 

and the sun shines through, warm but not oppressive, 

and the breeze will be soft on this day and it will bring 

the hollyhocks and the bougainvillea close to the earth, 

boughs of soft pink and crimson bending low. 

And on this day, I will accompany my elderly shepherd  

from our yard for the last time, having sat next to her first,  

in her favorite spot—the lavender garden, under the careful watch  

of the St. Francis statue, birds alighting on his outstretched arms—  

and fed her mouthfuls of warm roast chicken, the meat  

pulled delicately from the bones, she will eat, insatiably,  

and I will talk to her about the day I brought her home from the pound—   

12 years earlier and close to Christmas—and I will thank her  

for her loyalty and her gentle countenance with my children, 

softly I will speak to her, as I spoke softly to my youngest child, 

of dignity and dying, our ability to be tender and to comfort  

during one’s passing, how it is nothing less than a blessing to prepare  

to lose the ones we love, how we must never lose sight  

of the beauty of things given us, the sanctity of things on loan. 
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IF PAGES COULD SPEAK 

NINA WILSON 
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LINGUICISM 

KELSEY SMOOT 
 

despite the violent summer heat   

i reveled in the shared warmth of our palms,   

bound together by tenuous finger lacings   

we struggled for discussion   

took gaudy gulps of tepid water from your bottle   

both of us keenly aware   

that the season’s end was near   

our latent togetherness was doomed   

i snuck a glance at you   

spied the smudge of raspberry jam on your chin   

rubbed it away tenderly with my free thumb   

you pursed your lips   

with tacit resentment   

toward my small, loving act   

the sun perched hauntingly   

shone boastful rays on your fast-rosing cheeks   

i prayed that the words, coiled tightly in my chest,   

would slip outward and stir you   

perhaps you would reward me with a sweaty, august grin   

but before i could form the syllables   

a final, wistful incantation   

i felt coolness meet the dampened belly of my grasp—   

your hand no longer in mine    
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AGRA’S THICKET OF FLOWERS AND BLOOD 

AMI J. SANGHVI 
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TREES BY SEA 

AMI J. SANGHVI 
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MATTER 

MARIA BERARDI 
 

Eating, eaten. That's how it works, here. 

And the only thing to call your own 

 

is an ongoingness, 

this process that is your life. 

 

The creek bed is not the water's home, 

the water has no home, only movement. 

 

I have come to coalesce 

from mother, from father, 

 

and come to awareness at all 

to tell you this: 

 

there is nothing to hold on to, 

you are not walking but falling 

 

and catching yourself, falling 

and catching yourself,  

 

this is walking,  

this is how it works, here. 
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No answers.  

Maybe a hint: 

 

the sweet deep rose of raspberries, 

their sparkle like fireworks in your mouth, 

 

evolved to be eaten, consumed,  

incorporated, the last un-nutrient bit  

 

scattered hither and yon  

from nether regions to earthly regions again,  

 

some luck, some rain, 

new seedling, new life. 

 

Out of nothing (but not quite)  

back to nothing (we don't know, though): 

 

the sun and soil, the jewels on the raspberry cane 

in their setting of jade and thorn. 
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GENEALOGY 

DON THOMPSON 

 

I’ve got marrow of dirt farmers 

in my bones, generations 

vanishing behind me like fence posts. 

 

Stripped of barbed wire 

to protect them from themselves, 

I guess, knowing what I’m like, 

 

They lean away from the wind 

or sometimes, just for spite, 

lean stubbornly into it. 
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LOOKING THROUGH WINTER WINDOW OF HOTEL, 

MANHATTAN 

REBECCA PYLE 
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THE ONE THING STILL STANDING 

CAROL BARTOLD 

 

 Queens isn’t on my way to anywhere. I make a rather straight-line 

commute from Westchester to Manhattan every day for work, so it was a 

special trip in a new direction to see the Never Built New York exhibit at 

Queens Museum. The buildings and architectural projects on display never 

made it past the design phase to actual construction and completion. Of all 

the museum shows I’ve seen I couldn’t recall seeing one dedicated to what 

didn’t happen. 

I left the 7 train at the Willets Point station in Queens, the only 

passenger to get off the subway on a rainy and raw Sunday afternoon in 

February. Willets Point sits near the end of the line, only one more station 

beyond. The ride from Grand Central Terminal in Manhattan on the local train 

had seemed much longer than thirty minutes. I was ready to stretch my legs. 

Bundled up in a heavy coat, wool hat, and gloves, I stepped into a deserted 

environment and opened my umbrella. The empty hulk of Citi Field loomed 

behind me, an island rising from acres of empty parking lots surrounding it, 

pristine wet asphalt shining like a wide moat. Until about ten years ago Shea 

Stadium had stood there. Except for the planes that roared overhead every 

few minutes, out of sight above low gray clouds, and pouring on the thrust to 

gain altitude out of LaGuardia Airport, the world around me sat quiet. I 

walked toward Flushing Meadows-Corona Park, a place I remembered as the 

1964-1965 World’s Fair. I crossed a wide boardwalk bridge above a swath of 

Long Island Railroad tracks, built to give safe passage to thousands of fair 

goers. Strings of commuter trains, idle on a day off, sat below, side by side at 

the Willets Point commuter station.  
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Two people headed in the same direction as me. 

I had taken summer walks on this same boardwalk many times with my 

family. Back then, more than 50 years ago, a sea of people filled the breadth 

and length of the walk and the crowd’s momentum carried me forward. This 

was my first trip here in the winter. It was also my first trip back in all that 

time. 

* * * 

 Curiosity and interest in the museum exhibit brought me to back 

Queens but a deeper desire also pulled me here. The New York World’s Fair 

had its run in Flushing Meadows-Corona Park over the summers when I was 

ten and eleven years old and at my most secure within the shelter and love of 

my family. At that age I assumed they would always be around. We made 

several day trips by train from our hometown in Delaware to the fair during 

those two summers, weekday excursions I enjoyed most often with my 

mother and grandparents, but also with Dad when he could take the day off 

work. We joined the mass of people, most of them taller than me, spilling out 

of subways and Long Island Railroad trains, more people than lived in our 

small town. Being hemmed in with thousands of eager fairgoers worried my 

mother. She grabbed my hand so we wouldn’t get separated, but it was a 

struggle to stop people from breaking through our grip. Like a driven herd, 

we jammed up against the Googie-style main gates to squeeze through and 

gain entrance to the fair. My grandfather laughed when the turnstile tapped 

me on the backside, and his reaction made me giggle. 

From our high point inside the gate, I saw the fair’s skyline, each 

pavilion catching my interest right away and drawing me to them through 
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elegant, creative and sometimes irreverent architectures of unusual shapes, 

colors, and building materials. The architecture served as barker on one 

midway after another and its siren songs lured the crowd. We all streamed 

into the park and dispersed toward every corner of the fair, chafing to get our 

day started. 

I tried to get Mom and my grandparents to move faster. I wanted to 

see everything, all the gizmos, exhibits, and over-the-top presentations. At the 

RCA pavilion, just inside the main gates, we joined a long line of people to 

shuffle through a small studio so we could see ourselves on color television. 

Color! Nobody I knew had color television yet. My grandmother was so 

excited she waved at the camera, as if someone she knew in “television land” 

could see her. The AT&T exhibit had picture phones right out of The Jetsons 

that we could make a “call” on, and actually see the person we were talking 

to.  

General Motors’ Futurama building stretched before us like a long, 

sleek rocket-plane poised to take off. Inside we took a ride into the 21st 

century through colonies of large, ultramodern, and productive cities that 

would be built to civilize the thickest jungles, populate the moon or nearby 

planets, and even make the deepest depths of the oceans inhabitable. I could 

picture myself living an adventure in one of those romantic places. Ford 

Motor Company let us “drive” a brand new car on an elevated roadway 

through its pavilion. If you were at the right place in line, and we were, you 

got to time-travel back to prehistoric times in a Mustang convertible, a sports 

car so new that it wasn’t even on the roads yet. I took the driver’s seat on 

that ride. Never mind living on Mars or in the jungle, how cool would I look 

driving a Mustang for real when I was old enough to have my license? My 
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grandfather sat shotgun in the front seat. Good sports Mom and 

Grandmother folded themselves into the cramped backseat — not much of a 

seat — and rested their chins on their knees. 

Every avenue at the fair, every corner turned brought new rounds of 

sensory overload. Aromas of exotic foods and spices — some we had never 

heard of nor tasted — filled a boulevard lined with exhibits from all over the 

world. Samosas, Belgian waffles, tacos and more enticed us. I wanted burgers 

and fries but Mom made me try a few new somethings. In no time we were 

sampling off each others’ plates and trading dishes as we ate our way 

through the fair, one delicious discovery after another. 

I never tire of revisiting these memories of the fair. When I lived on the 

west coast, I imagined going back to the park, even promised myself I would 

on a trip east. 

But I didn’t make that journey to Flushing. There would always be 

another time, I thought. I also wanted to believe my family and I still had 

ample time together. But then, as I reached my late 40s, one by one, I lost 

them, and it didn’t take long — a year-and-a-half — for me to lose everyone. 

My mother died, then a few months later my father, within the year my 

brother, and finally my grandmother. There was no time to grieve between 

deaths. I had too much work to do winding up estates and caring for 

survivors. I ran on adrenaline for a few years until I ran that well dry. 

I shunted grief aside and got on with my life. Grief cooperated by 

receding into the background and making no demands. But it quietly lived 

on, sending gentle reminders that it was still waiting for some attention, 

especially on holidays, or when tasks so mundane as to name an emergency, 
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next-of-kin contact on a form came up. When I didn’t acknowledge it, grief 

withdrew again. It let me suppress it without argument and let me believe I 

was handling things well. 

Then the Never Built New York exhibit came along and I realized that 

almost ten years had passed since I moved to New York, twelve since my 

grandmother died, and I still had not made the trip back to Flushing 

Meadows-Corona Park. No reason, simply something I had put off until I 

forgot about it. I felt confident that I had moved far enough along in my life 

unattached to a family that the trauma of my losses wouldn’t interfere with 

retrieving happy memories of the New York World’s Fair.  

* * * 

 I stood just inside the park and looked around. Without landmarks to 

jog my memory I had trouble placing my recollections of the fair’s layout in 

this stripped-down landscape. Any hope of recreating a route through the 

park that would summon images of my favorite attractions was dashed. The 

flood of vivid images I was ready for didn’t turn up. I came up with only one 

definite recollection — the RCA exhibit had stood dead ahead just inside the 

main gates. Otherwise, I stared at an empty, expansive park, with lovely green 

meadows stretching before me, and long boulevard walkways lined with 

benches and mature trees. I had printed a Google map of the park and 

stuffed it in my purse in case I might need it, certain that I wouldn’t. The last 

thing I wanted was to admit defeat and dig it out. But I did.  

I got my bearings and headed toward Queens Museum on one of the 

boulevards. The very few structures left from the World’s Fair that I could see 

barely stood as crumbling souvenirs, more like ruins. Some were decrepit 
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reminders that they outlived their temporary usefulness, having survived far 

beyond a line in time when promise fades to hope diminished. Where once 

they pointed toward the future, that long-gone spirit of optimism could no 

longer hold them together. 

The New York State Pavilion’s three observation towers poked above 

the tree line, trying to keep their tenuous place in the sky. Fifty years ago they 

had risen as majestic launch pads, as staking a rightful claim to the heavens. 

Elevators had carried crowds to the top for a panoramic view of the fair. 

The tall, former Port Authority Heliport, once a dynamic entry point into 

the sky, sat silent, a static shell. I remembered when glass elevators zipped up 

and down the building’s exterior, carrying people to bulky Sikorsky helicopters 

that ferried up to a dozen passengers at a time to and from Manhattan. One 

helicopter would take off from the roof and, within a minute or two, another 

would touch down. Rotors beat the air with a force strong enough to stir up a 

wind on the ground and rumble in my chest.  

As much as I had reveled in one amazing attraction after another 

during our trips to the fair, I looked skyward every time I heard a helicopter 

taking off. I watched it rise from the heliport’s roof, straight up off the pad. 

Once it cleared the building, the pilot dipped its nose as if giving a nod to 

the fair and turned toward Manhattan to fly away. I assumed the brief flight 

was expensive so, as much as I longed to be aboard, I didn’t mention that to 

Dad. But after a couple of hours enthralled by the arriving and departing 

helicopters, he must have noticed my fascination. We were walking near the 

heliport when he stopped still to watch a take-off. He turned to me and 

asked, “Shall we?”  
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“Shall we what?”  

“The helicopter. Let’s take a ride.” 

I got my first taste of our coming flight when the elevator rocketed up 

the side of the building, leaving the fair, and part of my stomach, to fall away 

beneath me. I pictured stepping out onto the roof, at our waiting helicopter’s 

door, but we were dumped in a waiting room at the end of a long line of 

people. Although the surge of adrenaline I felt at Dad’s offer had eclipsed any 

initial fear I might have had, I began to have second thoughts. 

And then our turn came. An attendant opened the door and we 

emerged into bright sunlight to enter the sky. I covered my ears against the 

deafening engine noise and leaned into a stiff wind whipped up by the 

helicopter’s rotors. Inside the cabin I raced to a window seat on the starboard 

side and buckled myself in. I managed to relax until the door closed to seal 

us in, and the engines revved up, then revved up some more. I grabbed the 

armrests with a death-grip. An electric frisson traveled up my spine. The 

helicopter shook and we lifted off. When the pilot did the dip, I discovered 

that my seat was on the downward side. I looked out the window straight 

down to the ground and tried to lean away, as if my shift in weight could 

level us out. The pilot took care of that and we headed toward Manhattan. I 

had never seen so much city landscape before.  

“You can breathe now,” Dad said with a chuckle. I took a couple of 

deep breaths and, once I got acclimated to the helicopter’s motion in the sky, 

and the distance to the ground, I didn’t want to come back to earth. 

But I did, and now, decades later, I was disappointed to see that a 

banquet hall, plopped on top of the building has supplanted the rooftop 
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airfield. Those flights are long gone. The Port Authority name has been 

scrubbed off the building, erasing any visual history of the heliport’s original 

purpose. 

This place wasn’t at all like the sensory wonderland I had loved during 

the summers of 1964 and 1965. The few people I encountered looked young 

enough to have been born well after 1965 when the fair closed up. I kept 

walking and looking for one thing still standing that would sweep me back in 

time and revive the spirit of the fair as I remembered and celebrated it, but its 

derelict remnants blocked my way and trapped me in the bleak present. That 

other world with definite edges and details I had come to find felt close by, 

but suspended and chimerical, just beyond my reach.  

* * * 

 When I was a kid, finding the perfect souvenirs to capture the spirit of 

a place and memories of my time there often eclipsed the expansion of my 

horizons that travels were designed to introduce. Creating the perfect places 

to display my haul at home became a way to relive and extend my trips, if 

only in my imagination. I hung pennants and posters on the walls of my 

bedroom, displayed stuffed animals and knick-knacks on my bed and shelves, 

pasted tickets and pamphlets in scrapbooks, and wore World’s Fair hats, pins, 

and shirts. My souvenirs were my first foothold in an expanded world. They 

let me retrace where I had traveled and served as tangible markers on the 

map I was drawing of my life. More than that, my souvenirs helped me see 

new horizons to aim for and reminded me there was a world beyond my day-

to-day life. 
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At about the time of the New York World’s Fair, it began to matter to 

me that I could lay my path through the world, make my mark, and look back 

on where I had traveled. Perhaps I became aware that, as I got older, I would 

have more experiences I didn’t want to forget. At the fair’s every turn, my ten-

year-old eyes spied some shiny, one-of-a-kind memento of the fair that I 

didn’t want to leave without. Even though a two-year run bordered on 

eternity in my mind, I knew that time to acquire “official” World’s Fair 

merchandise was limited. If I didn’t get what I wanted before closing day, I 

would regret it because once the fair was gone, its souvenirs would be, too. 

Forever. I also had a grandfather who couldn’t say no to me. He couldn’t bear 

my not having whatever I set my heart on. Every trip to the fair included time 

to scout for souvenirs — a white ten-gallon hat from the Texas Pavilion 

whose inside headband was embossed with the official New York World’s Fair 

logo; a doll dressed in traditional Greek military regalia; a large map of the 

fair, almost a work of art drawn in remarkable, full color, three-dimensional 

detail. 

I kept my souvenirs close at hand for a few years. They kept the New 

York World’s Fair alive for me long after it was dismantled. I still have my 

stash of maps, books, figurines, postcards, photos of me and my family, and 

more. Even now when I enjoy looking through my souvenirs the fair’s spirit of 

endless possibility and a limitless future comes back to life. 

* * * 

 Fifty-some years after the fair the park didn’t offer any souvenirs. 

Disappointment stalked me, threatening to ruin my trip. I was about to give 

up on excavating any memories. The park’s desolation, shrouded in gray 

weather, made me feel sad and alone. I had only ever come to this place with 
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family members. I was bereft, being here without them. I had arrived in a 

landscape, once enveloping, that had become alien. 

There was no broad view of the boulevard ahead of me. Trees, small 

when planted in the mid-1960s, had grown tall. Their trunks had thickened 

and even their bare mid-winter branches formed an opaque canopy. I saw no 

more than a sliver of open space ahead. I thought maybe I should forget 

wanting to “find” the World’s Fair again. I had come to reminisce, and now 

grief was at my heels. Having traveled all this way to see the Never Built New 

York exhibit, I meant to enjoy it. So, I kept walking toward the museum. I 

emerged into a plaza, broad and round like the hub of a wheel with spokes 

of other avenues converging on it. Dead ahead stood the Unisphere, the 

giant, openwork, steel globe built as the symbol of the fair, very much intact. 

Things that loomed over me, larger-than-life when I was a child, have tended 

to shrink when I’ve revisited them as an adult. Not the Unisphere. It was as 

big and impressive as I remembered it. Back in the day, almost all paths led 

to it, a beacon and the spiritual, if not the actual, center of the fair. 

* * * 

 I forgot about the rain and stood for a few minutes, entranced, looking 

up at the massive globe’s openwork latitudes and longitudes, and the stylized 

continents and islands mounted on them. Three 1960s vintage futuristic and 

intersecting “orbits” still ringed the sphere to symbolize space travel and 

exploration, an adventure barely begun in the 1960s but real, nonetheless, 

and full of promise when the fair opened. How quickly time had gone by. 

I walked a slow, clockwise lap around the Unisphere. It was a welcome 

and permanent marker remaining from an environment momentary by design, 
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and, when I saw it, I realized I had been searching for more than a souvenir. I 

had hoped to find a monument but found something better. For a few magic 

minutes the Unisphere tugged me back to 1964 and 1965. And frozen in time 

was the delicious anticipation of exploration embodied in those three orbits 

encircling the globe. They traced John Glenn’s 1962 three orbits around the 

earth. This is just the beginning, they said, this is proof we can go into space, 

and we won’t stop until we land on the moon. I walked laps around the 

Unisphere back then and imagined I was in a space capsule a hundred miles 

above the earth.  

I was the 20th century child who had loved the fair, who had delighted 

in having that common experience with my family. I was the child who talked 

a mile-a-minute with them, maybe at them, about what we had seen and 

done together, and planned what we still wanted to see. And now, in the 21st 

century, I no longer stood in unfamiliar territory. I relaxed and looked around. 

I not only enjoyed wider vistas from the plaza, I could picture where some 

pavilions and buildings used to stand. As I completed circumnavigating the 

Unisphere I saw Queens Museum, a short walk away. 

Despite the winter cold and dampness, the museum brought back 

memories of when it housed the World’s Fair City of New York exhibit, and 

gave rise to images of summer at the fair — asphalt avenues that burned 

with heat absorbed from a blistering sun, heat that radiated through the soles 

of my shoes until I thought my feet might ignite. I remembered pulling my 

family toward the air-conditioned building and selling the merits of ducking 

inside to cool off. Grateful for the respite, they followed me in. 

* * * 



N o n - F i c t i o n   B a r t o l d | 49 

 

 When I first saw the museum building in the 1960s it was one more 

interesting structure among avenues of engaging pavilions at the fair. It 

looked staid and old-fashioned compared with one after another fantastical 

and futuristic structures nearby. More solid, but not out of place. 

I didn’t care what was inside the building in the way of an exhibit, if 

anything. I was happy to get inside and out of the sun.  

We walked to the back of a long line. Even standing in a long line to 

see something-or-other was fine with me because the cool floor and air gave 

relief from the heat outside.  

We inched forward toward the front of the line where we entered a 

large, darkened room, as if we had stepped under an evening sky, peaceful 

and subdued, a nice change from the bright, cacophonous world outside. I 

couldn’t see what was going on until we boarded a little enclosed cabin car 

and took seats facing a wall of windows. The ride left the dock and revealed a 

view that captivated me and left me speechless. Below us lay a massive, 

three-dimensional model of New York City, a panorama of all five boroughs. 

The voice of Lowell Thomas welcomed us aboard the simulated helicopter 

flight over the city and pointed out highlights in the vast live map before us, 

every building, bridge, and landmark in New York City built to scale. In the 

distance, lights gave the illusion of planes taking off and landing at LaGuardia 

and Kennedy Airports, of cars crossing the bridges and driving along city 

streets. Night brightened into day on our “flight” around the panorama’s 

perimeter. Our helicopter gave the illusion we were thousands of feet above 

the city. I wished the ride would hover because I wanted to study the layout 

and its details. But seeing the panorama was all about motion. The ride was 

set up to accommodate thousands of patrons each day, designed to move 
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people in, around, and out with efficiency. When our nine-minute flight ended 

it was late in the day and we didn’t have time to go back to the end of the 

line and wait an hour to take the trip again. But those nine minutes stayed 

with me for over 50 years, an intangible souvenir. No photo could have 

captured the sweep of the panorama; its size and presence enthralled me. 

* * * 

 I came back to the present, wet and shivering. The afternoon, as well as 

the years, had gotten away from me. I wanted to get to a dry place. The 

museum would be open for a few more hours and, if I got right to the Never 

Built New York exhibit, I wouldn’t have to hurry through it. No worries there. I 

left the lonely outside landscape and entered a lively, crowded space. The 

throng of people inside the museum thwarted my usual strategy of staying 

ahead of or behind a crowd but I didn’t mind. They actually did me a favor. 

I joined a very slow shuffle through a gallery that could have been its 

own fantastical city. A metropolis of architectural projects was packed with 

models of buildings, each built to a different scale. Imagined, formulated, and 

proposed for New York City but never realized — a Frank Lloyd Wright 

cantilevered apartment tower planned for the East Village; a west side 

Manhattan airport, above street level, that would have extended from 71st 

Street south to 24th Street, from 9th Avenue west to, and over a sliver of, the 

Hudson River; several beautiful visions for a post-9/11 World Trade Center, 

other than the monolith we ended up with. My slow pace through the exhibit 

gave me all the time I could want to see everything, to stop and read about 

the projects, examine the models from different angles. I studied drawings 

and elevations and noticed details. I was so taken with one model after 

another that I paid no attention to where I was headed. 
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* * * 

 I let the crowd move me along. We headed up a long ramp, a gentle 

slope I assumed led to another gallery. But when I passed through the door, I 

stepped into an altered atmosphere, dark and quiet. I entered what appeared 

to be an auditorium, and I stood on an elevated walkway. I looked up at a 

ceiling that depicted the night sky. Before and below me stretched the same 

magnificent panorama of New York City that I had last seen 50-some years 

ago. It was as if, standing still, I was hovering over it, doing, finally, what I had 

wanted as a child — take as much time as I wanted to look at it. I was so 

stunned to see this layout again, that I gasped and let scores of people walk 

around me while I shed a few tears. Here was the living memento from the 

World’s Fair, better than I could have imagined, the anchor to my past I had 

longed for, and I wasn’t subject to a nine-minute time limit to reconnect with 

it. 

The size and breadth, the wide and long views of a landscape made me 

think about the span of life I had experienced since I had been here last — 

college, a bad marriage thankfully with no children, divorce, moving across 

the country twice, and losing the family I had first seen this magnificent 

creation with. The beauty I saw in the panorama made me ache.  

Still impressive, it presented another side of a “what if” picture. 

Illuminated models of the projects I had just seen in the Never Built New York 

exhibit galleries stood where they were intended, highlighted and to scale 

within the larger context of the city. I spotted the Frank Lloyd Wright tower 

on Manhattan’s Lower East Side and that unbelievable airport on the Upper 

West Side. Not often can we see what a world would have looked like, how 
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the landscape would have changed, if a dream had been realized. The 

projects had achieved some measure of realization, albeit not as intended. 

Here, on display for the world to see in the galleries and carried a step 

toward realization in the panorama stood ideas and dreams I probably would 

have hidden away in disappointment, and never mentioned, had they been 

my unrealized projects. The irony was that I didn’t look at one of the never 

built ideas as anything approaching failures.  

Nostalgia was as far and emotionally deep as I had wanted to go 

before I came upon the panorama. Standing in a place I had first seen and 

enjoyed with my family underscored their absence. I almost envied the 

illuminated models, the way, although never built, they fit within the 

panorama.  

Creeping out of my unconscious mind, where I had shoved it years 

ago, losing everyone in my family began to taunt me as my worst failure. I 

doubted myself without them and wondered if I was a project unrealized, 

maybe one that never would be. On an intellectual level that made no sense. 

There was nothing I could have done to save any of them, to change the 

course of decline that disease and age brought about. A few decades of living 

in the adult world didn’t take the edge off the sting and shock when one and 

then another family member left me to flounder in the wake of their deaths. 

There was no time to register one passing, to adjust to who I was with one 

less close relative, or recover before the next death happened. I was losing 

the people I had always looked toward when I needed to see my reflection. I 

turned to indifference, and even anger to vent my fear of sticking out as the 

loner in a world of friends with families. It eclipsed my healing process and 

hardened me, and I didn’t even notice. I came to a full stop. 
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      * * * 

 I’m still looking for a place to stand where I feel to scale with the 

world, where I can acknowledge my grief, a place where my reflection no 

longer comes back to me as an aberration. Seeing the panorama again gave 

me a physical model for what that might look like and courage to try a few 

places to test how I fit in, to move along if I sense that I don’t. And if I need 

to refresh my inspiration or confidence, I can ride the 7 train back to Corona 

Park-Flushing Meadows. Now I know where to go when I get there. I know 

what to expect. 
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BUT ITS OWN 

TRENT BUSCH 

 

Over the ground I walk 

on which he walked and now 

lies under, I have walked 

with my children and wife, 

mother and grandmother, 

father and grandfather. 

  

A hill that overlooks 

houses of those that all 

hours might have stood in yards, 

on porches, and seen where 

they too, barring nothing, 

would lie down separately. 

  

The day is any day, 

but its own, crows quiet 

in the wooded hollows 

once fields for the houses 

with yards and porches, earth 

in no way singular. 

  

Seeds that blew, took root, bore 

lie under wind above 

the ground on which I walk, 
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over which he walked tall 

as a poplar, too long 

ago now for grieving.                          
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UNDER INFLUENCE  

GEORGE STEIN 
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SANFORD PARK  

WAYNE BOWEN 

 

 Although I recognized the park easily enough, it bore scant 

resemblance to the paradise I remembered. The large, white-tiled fountain still 

stood there in the center of the park, asserting its domination over an 

expanse of green grass, just as it had fifty years ago. But now no water 

splashed merrily into the broad basin, whose cool depths had once irresistibly 

invited the immersion of hands, feet, or even—illicitly, of course—one’s entire 

body. The pipes had probably rusted or mineralized, and would never again 

spew forth iridescent arcs of water to delight the unjaded senses of children. 

Tall Chinese elms still grew at intervals along the four sides of the city block 

occupied by the park, but all the bushes that had once stood in thick clumps 

in the angles formed by the intersecting sidewalks were gone. 

 The cinder-block restroom and the wooden recreation shack had also 

vanished as if they had never existed. The two concrete shuffleboard slabs, 

upon whose smooth surfaces innumerable kids had shoved discs back and 

forth throughout seemingly endless summers, were still there. The paint on 

them, however, had faded almost to invisibility, and cracks had rendered their 

playing surfaces forever useless. The drinking fountain stood yet in its old 

position near where the restroom had once been, but when I turned the 

handle, not even a trickle of water appeared. As with the decorative fountain, 

time had evidently done its work here, too. The change that filled me with a 

sharper sense of loss, however, was that nowhere on the close-cropped lawn 

that surrounded me on this warm July morning did I see even a single child. 

Like the water, the bushes, and the buildings, the irrepressible exuberance of 



F i c t i o n   B o w e n | 58 

 

youth had apparently also disappeared forever—or perhaps been banished—

from Sanford Park. 

 I sat down on the broad edge of the fountain and surveyed the 

emptiness around me. Through the time machine of memory, I could see my 

eleven-year-old self playing a furious game of tetherball, swatting inexpertly 

at an erratic shuttlecock, or racing around the bases of our makeshift 

diamond as one of my companions frantically searched the bushes for the 

elusive softball. I will never forget that wondrous summer of 1961, a summer 

in which for a period of time all too short I was blessed to visit Eden each 

day. I will also never forget who it was that, like an Old Testament God of 

Wrath, expelled me from that garden forever. 

* * *   

 “Chew your food before you swallow,” my mother chided me as I sat at 

the kitchen table eating breakfast. I had been stuffing huge spoonfuls of 

cereal in my mouth in an effort to finish eating as quickly as possible so that I 

could head over to Sanford Park. The recreation shack opened at nine o’clock, 

and I had learned that if one wanted first choice of games, one had to arrive 

there just as Mr. McKinney was twisting his key in the door lock. Mr. 

McKinney was a math teacher at Crockett Junior High during the school year 

and supplemented his meager school teacher salary by working for the 

Amarillo Parks and Recreation Department during the summer months. He 

was a soft-spoken man who seemed to like working with kids, so checking 

out the tetherball or box hockey sticks to eager youngsters—and teaching 

them how to play if they did not know how—was the ideal job for him. He 

was teaching several of us how to play chess, and I wanted to play the first 

match against him today. I had never won, of course, but I knew I was getting 
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better because each time we played, it took him longer to checkmate my 

king. 

 My family had moved to Amarillo from Arkansas right after school was 

out; and my parents, brother, sister, and I shared cramped quarters in a 

duplex apartment just a couple of blocks away from Sanford Park. We had 

moved because my father was an inveterate optimist who always espied 

green pastures anywhere except where he happened to be at the time. Back 

in Rogers, Arkansas, he had managed to scrape together enough money to 

keep his family fed and clothed by selling furniture and appliances. An 

acquaintance had told him that Amarillo, Texas, was a place where one could 

make good money in that line of work, so we packed up and moved. So far 

the good money had stubbornly refused to materialize, but my father assured 

us all that as soon as he settled in at his new job with D.L. Johnson and Sons, 

we would be moving to roomier, more luxurious accommodations. As far as I 

was concerned, however, our present abode was just fine because it was close 

to Sanford Park, even if I did have to endure the ignominy of sharing a tiny 

bedroom with my little brother, who was only eight and still wet the bed 

occasionally. 

 The first new friend I had made after our arrival in Amarillo was Jimmy 

Taylor, a boy a year older than me, who lived with his parents and sister in a 

dilapidated wooden house just up the street from us. Jimmy had red hair and 

a face full of freckles, and his favorite interjection was “Shit fire and save 

matches!” He had picked up this expression from his father, a profane man 

who fixed cars for a living and spent his evenings sitting in front of the TV 

drinking beer. A couple of days after we had moved in, I was standing on the 

tiny patch of grass we called our front yard, throwing a baseball up in the air 

and catching it in my worn-out baseball glove, when Jimmy came ambling 
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down the sidewalk. He watched me for a few seconds in silence, and then, 

apparently having decided I was okay, intoned, “Shit fire and save matches, 

son! Why you hangin’ out around here all by yourself? Let’s go over to the 

park. If there’s enough guys there, we can get up a softball game.” That there 

was a park in the neighborhood was news to me, and welcome news at that. 

It did not take me long to get Mom’s permission to go, and Jimmy and I 

were soon on our way. By the time we arrived, we were fast friends. 

 For me, stepping into Sanford Park that day was like stepping into 

paradise. Everything an eleven-year-old boy’s heart could desire was readily 

available there: an expanse of soft green grass that invited running, tumbling, 

and wrestling; every game imaginable, from chess to shuffleboard to softball; 

plenty of shade to cool off in after a vigorous game of tetherball; a drinking 

fountain that, with the twist of a handle, never failed to provide a steady 

stream of refreshment; and, most importantly, lots of other kids to play with.  

I fell in love with the place immediately. 

 Over the next few weeks, I spent as much time at Sanford Park as 

possible. The recreation shack was open from 9 a.m. until 6 p.m. each day, 

and since Mr. McKinney brought his lunch, there was no midday hiatus when 

games and equipment had to be checked in for an hour. For me, though, 

there was a midday hiatus. My family ate lunch precisely at noon each day, 

and Mom required us kids to attend meals without fail and on time. If my 

father did not have a customer, he sometimes joined us. My recreation was 

not just interrupted by lunch, however. My mom gave my siblings and me 

each a list of chores to do each day, everything from doing the laundry at the 

little laundromat around the corner to mopping the linoleum-covered kitchen 

floor. Furthermore, once a week she herded us all into the station wagon and 

drove us to the main library, where she made sure each of us checked out at 



F i c t i o n   B o w e n | 61 

 

least one book. But in spite of these irritating interruptions, I still managed to 

spend a good portion of each day in Eden. 

 I did not think of Sanford Park as Eden back then, of course. To me it 

was just, as I would have expressed it, the “funnest” place on earth. But 

inasmuch as my family was quite religious—church twice on Sunday and once 

on Wednesday evening, with home devotionals on the other weekday 

evenings—I knew all about the Biblical Garden of Eden. I remember thinking 

that it must have been a pretty neat place since there was only one rule, not 

to eat the forbidden fruit; which meant that Adam and Eve could do whatever 

else they wanted, whenever they wanted. No required meal times there, no 

chores, and no mandatory trips to the library, for sure. It seemed to me that if 

Adam and Eve had been kids, they would not have been so foolish as to get 

themselves kicked out of such a great place. 

 I did not much mind going to church, since there were other kids there, 

but I absolutely hated the evening devotionals. The church we belonged to 

taught that only baptized males could speak during the worship service, and 

since my father viewed the family devotional as a form of worship, he and I (I 

had been baptized two years before) did all the talking. I read aloud the 

scripture he had chosen, stumbling over strange names like Nephthalim and 

wondering what a publican was; and he gave a short sermon, in which he 

explained the significance of the passage for Christians and then spoke the 

closing prayer. Meanwhile Mom sat there rubbing her temples with the tips of 

her fingers in an effort—usually unsuccessful—to massage away the chronic 

headache that had afflicted her ever since we had left Arkansas. My older 

sister sat leaning forward with her hands folded in her lap, the expression on 

her face one of bored resignation. My little brother spent the entire time 

fidgeting.   
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These devotionals only lasted about thirty minutes, but I still bitterly 

resented them. They were not quite as bad during the school year because 

my siblings and I had to do our homework afterwards, which, needless to say, 

we were not terribly keen on. But during the summer we were allowed to 

spend the rest of the evening watching TV or playing outside. As far as I was 

concerned, all those devotionals did for me was rob me of precious time I 

could have been spending with my buddies over at Sanford Park. Since we 

ate dinner at precisely six o’clock each evening, followed by washing and 

drying the dishes and then that damned devotional at seven, I usually did not 

make it back to the park until a quarter till eight, which left only an hour or 

so of daylight. Furthermore, I really felt I was getting quite enough of that 

Bible stuff in Bible class every Sunday and Wednesday, and the worship 

services were replete with prayers and homilies. I had no desire to waste the 

long summer daylight rehashing what I had already gotten a bellyful of. 

Besides, as far as I knew, none of my friends from church had home 

devotionals. Why did I have to be the exception? But I had no choice. Every 

weekday evening I gritted my teeth and endured it as patiently as I could. 

 

I finished my cereal as quickly as Mom’s vigilance allowed, rinsed out 

the bowl, grabbed my ball cap, and headed out the back door. “You’re not 

goin’ anywhere till you brush your teeth, mister,” Mom stated in a voice that 

invited no contradiction. I groaned and then raced to the bathroom, only to 

find it occupied. Damn! “Hurry up!” I bawled. “I gotta get to the park.” My 

plea was met with stony silence from behind the locked door. I paced up and 

down in the hallway for what seemed like an eternity until at last the door 

opened, and with a self-satisfied smirk on her face, my sister slowly shuffled 
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past me. As I darted into the bathroom, she said with her usual syrupy 

sarcasm, “It’s all yours, darling.” 

I arrived at Sanford Park just as Mr. McKinney was unlatching the door 

to the recreation shack. With a sigh of relief, I noted that I was the only kid 

there. The first chess match of the day would be mine. A few minutes later, 

Jimmy showed up and had to content himself with watching Mr. McKinney 

systematically decimate my army and corner my king. My superior opponent 

had just taken my rook and declared checkmate when Mark Langdon and his 

sister Shirley arrived. They were regulars at the park. Mark was thirteen and 

Shirley fifteen, and she and my sister had recently become friends, yakking on 

the phone half the day, mostly about boys, at least as far as I could tell. Mark 

was very athletic, so when we chose up sides to play softball, whoever had 

first choice always picked him and thereby assured victory. 

 Shirley was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen, and I was 

madly in love with her. I had never really paid any attention to girls before. I 

had ignored them whenever possible, and when they absolutely refused to be 

ignored, tolerated them with as much good grace as I could muster. But when 

I first laid eyes on Shirley Langdon, I was utterly smitten. Being four years 

older, she was completely out of reach for me, of course; and even if she had 

been my age, I would not have known what to do about my feelings because 

I had never had such feelings before. I was lost in the wilderness of my 

emotions without map or compass. She generally took no notice of me. A 

couple of times, however, she actually deigned to speak to me; but all I could 

do was gape at her or stammer something incoherent. She probably 

commiserated with my sister for having a congenital idiot for a younger 

brother. 
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 “Is Friday evening okay for the dance?” Shirley asked Mr. McKinney. He 

finished setting up the chess pieces for his match with Jimmy, then looked up 

at Shirley and replied with a laugh, “Well, my wife gave me permission to stay 

here late on Friday, so the dance is on. In fact, she said she’d join us.” Shirley 

clapped her hands and cried, “Super! Thank you so much, Mr. McKinney!” I 

looked around at everyone in profound bafflement and finally managed to 

blurt out, “Dance! What dance?” Jimmy snickered and gave me a friendly 

punch on the shoulder. I glanced at Shirley, but all her demeanor indicated 

was that I—and any questions I might have—did not exist. Then I turned to 

Mark, who grinned and responded, “We’re gonna have a dance here in the 

park this Friday evening right after Mr. McKinney closes up at six.” Then he 

swelled out his chest and added, “My band’s gonna play.” I had once heard 

Mark mention that he had an electric guitar, but I had no idea that he played 

in a band. I was deeply impressed. Not only was he athletic, he had musical 

talent as well. As Mr. McKinney was situating himself at the chess table, he 

stated blandly, “But just till seven-thirty. Then I gotta pull the plug on you 

guys and head for home.” Shirley giggled and said in superior tones, “That’s 

okay, Mr. McKinney. Mom and Dad don’t let Mark stay out past eight 

anyway.” Mark scowled at his sister, and it suddenly struck me that for him, 

Shirley was exactly what my sister was for me—a real pain in the butt. Of 

course, the recognition of that fact did not diminish my infatuation for Shirley 

in the least. Then something else struck me, something that made my heart 

sink down into the pit of my stomach. On Friday evening, my chances of 

getting to dance with the gorgeous Shirley Langdon were zero. Our 

devotional would last at least until seven-thirty, so that by the time I arrived 

at the park, the festivities would be over. To my eleven-year-old mind, this 
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dance was the opportunity of a lifetime, and I was going to miss it. I felt 

rotten. 

 All that afternoon, while I was doing chores at home or playing games 

at the park, I mulled this unsettling situation over. Why the hell did the dance 

have to be on Friday? Why not on Saturday instead? We never had a 

devotional on Saturday, so I would be able to go to the park right after 

supper. I could dance for an hour. Or maybe Dad would have to work late 

Friday, and there would not be any devotional. That had happened a couple 

of times back when we lived in Arkansas. Or perhaps Mom and Dad would be 

invited to visit some friends from church for coffee and cake. As far as I knew, 

though, they had not made any friends yet here in Amarillo. I realized I was 

just grasping at straws. Then another troubling thought occurred to me. I did 

not know the first thing about dancing because I had never been allowed to 

learn. Our church did not approve of dancing because it—according to our 

preacher and Bible school teachers—led to impure thoughts. In spite of the 

fact that I was infatuated with the beautiful Shirley Langdon, I had no idea 

what impure thoughts were. After all, I was only eleven. I just knew that they 

were something bad, and that Dad would never, under any circumstances, 

allow me to go to a dance. So asking for permission to skip the devotional 

just this one time was out, too. 

 As Jimmy and I walked home from Sanford Park that evening, my 

distracted demeanor tipped him off to the fact that something was wrong. 

“What’s eatin’ you, man?” he inquired bluntly, his freckles vivid even in the 

deepening twilight. I replied in dejected tones, “I can’t go to the dance on 

Friday.” I explained to him about the devotional and my parents’ attitude 

towards dancing. As he listened, his normally cheerful countenance subsided 

into a perplexed scowl. “Shit fire and save matches, son!” he exclaimed 



F i c t i o n   B o w e n | 66 

 

bitterly. “I’m glad I ain’t got your parents. Mine love to dance, go just about 

ever’ Saturday night.” Then his face brightened, and he gave me a friendly 

punch in the arm. “If I was you, I’d just sneak out and go anyway.” He 

reflected for a moment, ran his hand through his red hair, and stated 

emphatically, “Yeah, you’d probably get in trouble, but it’d damn sure be 

worth it.” 

 That radical idea sent a thrill trickling down my spine. What if I just left 

right after supper and went straight over to the park? Dad did not know there 

was a dance going on, and even though I knew I would be in big trouble 

when I got home, I could always make up a story that did not involve 

dancing. For instance, I could say that I had skipped out on the devotional 

because I did not want to miss a special chess tournament that my friends 

and I had organized, an explanation that would ensure that my penalty would 

not be so severe. After all, even though skipping the devotional was bad, 

chess was what our preacher would call a wholesome activity. I swallowed 

hard and let that idea roll around in my fevered brain for a while. After a few 

moments, I said to myself, Well, why not? Getting to dance with Shirley 

Langdon—I did not know how to dance yet, but I was sure I could learn 

fast—would be worth suffering through whatever punishment Dad meted out. 

Before my head hit the pillow that night, I had decided that I was going to 

attend that dance no matter what the consequences might be. 

 As I ate supper on Friday evening, I kept fidgeting in my chair, and 

every other bite of mashed potatoes or green beans seemed to spring off my 

fork and land with a plop back on my plate. My sister found my agitation 

highly amusing, but Mom kept glancing over at me with growing concern. 

Finally, she put her fork down and asked pointedly, “What’s gotten into you? 

You’re a bundle of nerves this evening.” I choked down the bite of pork chop 
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that had somehow managed to reach my mouth and blurted out, “Nothin’!” 

After a moment of reflection, I added, “I just keep thinkin’ about the big box 

hockey tournament they’re havin’ over at the park tomorrow mornin’. The 

winner gets to compete in the city tournament.” There was no box hockey 

tournament, of course. That excuse for my nervousness had just popped into 

my head, and before I realized what I was doing, the egregious lie had 

already slipped past my lips. Now I really started getting nervous. Here I was 

already fibbing to cover up a crime I had not even committed yet. Maybe I 

should just forget about the dance altogether and participate in the 

devotional like the dutiful son I had hitherto been. But then the vision of me 

dancing with Shirley Langdon rolled through my imagination like a flash flood 

in a mountain valley, sweeping away the last scruples that were still tenuously 

clinging to my crumbling conscience. I put down my fork and said hoarsely, 

“I’m not feelin’ very good. May I be excused?” After trying unsuccessfully to 

ascertain the cause of my indisposition, my parents granted my request. As I 

stood up, my eyes encountered the visage of my sister. She was staring at me 

with a deep furrow in her brow and eyes narrowed to slits by suspicion. She 

knew I was up to something. I pushed my chair up to the table and hurriedly 

left the kitchen. 

 I went into my bedroom and shut the door behind me. After a few 

seconds, I cautiously opened it and peeked around the doorpost to make 

sure that my family was still sitting at the table, and then quietly slipped out 

the front door. My heart had risen into my throat and was about to choke 

me, and my defenseless conscience writhed under the jabs of a thousand 

needles. But as soon as I got close to the park and heard the twang of 

electric guitars and the steady beat of drums, my agitation rapidly began to 

evaporate like dew on a warm summer morning. When I arrived and saw what 
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was happening on the stretch of grass next to the recreation shack, my mind 

and senses soon became oblivious to everything else. The sharp pricks of 

conscience, the crazy risk I was taking, the certainty of punishment were 

temporarily forgotten. All I was aware of was the intoxicating throb of the 

music and the spellbinding sight of a laughing Shirley Langdon gyrating 

rhythmically in the vicinity of some guy I had never seen before. 

 When the tune ended, I was able to shake off the trance I was under 

just long enough to notice that the band’s musical accouterments consisted 

solely of two electric guitars and a set of drums patched by duct tape. Hardly 

impressive, but to my eleven-year-old eyes, awe inspiring. Mark seemed to be 

the leader of the group, and after a brief discussion with his fellow musicians, 

the band began a new tune that I recognized—not immediately, but after a 

few bars—as a Buddy Holly number. The band had no microphone, so Mark’s 

rendition of “Peggy Sue” was barely audible over the amplified screech of the 

guitars and the pounding of the drums. As I once more focused my full 

attention on the girl of my dreams, who was now dancing with Jimmy Taylor, 

it suddenly occurred to me that my concern about not knowing how to dance 

had been completely unfounded. Instead of gracefully gliding across the lawn 

in stylized embraces, the couples before me were rhythmically twisting their 

torsos and flailing their arms about wildly. With a little practice, even I could 

do that. 

 Just beyond the mass of dancers, I caught sight of Jimmy’s older sister, 

Karen, standing all alone and making gaga eyes at Mark. She was tall, thin, 

red-headed, and as freckled as Jimmy was; but it suddenly occurred to me 

that she might be the very person to help me get the practice I needed. I 

sidled up to her and tentatively inquired, “Uh, do you, uh, wanna dance?” She 

looked at me blankly for a moment, glanced back at Mark, sighed, and then 
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shrugged her skinny shoulders and replied, “Oh well, why not.” We were soon 

twisting and flailing wildly with the rest of the dancers. Karen’s movements 

were jerky and angular, but she danced with a zeal that made up for any 

awkwardness. I have no idea how my contortions looked to her. She probably 

did not even notice that I was a novice in the terpsichorean art, since her 

eyes—even while she danced—seemed glued on Mark. I guess I was lucky 

that she was so infatuated with him because she was willing to dance with me 

a couple of times more. 

 At last I felt that I was ready to try out my newly acquired skills on 

Shirley Langdon. I followed her like a puppy over to the water fountain and 

watched as she took a long drink. I swallowed hard, flashed what I hoped was 

my most winning smile, and managed to blurt out, “Hi, Shirley! Wanna 

dance?” At first she just glared at me, apparently disgusted at being accosted 

by one of her younger brother’s goofy friends. But then as she exhaled slowly 

through pursed lips, her brow smoothed out, and she replied in resigned 

tones, “Well, I guess so….but just this once.” As we walked back to the grassy 

dance area, Shirley inquired in an off-hand manner, “Where’s your sister? I 

invited her to the dance when we were talkin’ on the phone today.” I 

suddenly remembered the suspicious look my sister had given me at supper. 

My heart sank. I had no idea why I had assumed that she would know 

nothing about the dance, especially since she and Shirley were always 

gabbing on the phone, and she spent almost as much time at the park as I 

did. The idea that she suspected I was at the dance was quite disconcerting. I 

muttered something about her not feeling well this evening. 

 Just then the music resumed, and I tried to ignore my discomposure by 

throwing myself into saltatory spasms with complete abandon. Here I was at 

last dancing with Shirley Langdon, the most beautiful girl in the world! I 
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should have been ecstatic. But the fact that my sister knew about the dance 

kept intruding on my consciousness. Would she tell Dad? She and I fussed a 

lot, like brothers and sisters often do, but I did not think that she would rat 

me out. It was more likely that she would keep our secret, and to ensure that 

she would never tell, I would have to do her chores as well as mine from now 

until Christmas. But could I be sure she would not tell? As Shirley and I 

danced together, my thoughts kept dancing around my fear. I tried to focus 

my attention on her, but it did not help. She, on the other hand, never even 

so much as glanced at me the entire time. She was dancing with me, 

however, and that should have been all that mattered. But I could not stop 

thinking about what was going to happen when I got home. If my sister told 

Dad that I was dancing, he would skin me alive. He might be able to forgive 

my skipping out on the devotional for a chess tournament, but dancing was 

beyond the pale. My joy was shattered. 

 The tune came to an end. I smiled wanly at Shirley and managed to 

say, “You’re a great dancer.” She looked at me for a moment as if she had no 

idea who I was, then murmured, “Thanks!” At that she turned and walked 

away. Just then Mr. McKinney yelled out, “That’s all folks! I gotta pull the plug 

on this shindig.” A groan of disappointment went up from the dancers, who 

milled around for a couple of minutes as if they hoped Mr. McKinney would 

grant a reprieve. Finally they began to drift towards the exits to the park. 

Jimmy came up to me, grinned broadly, and crowed, “That was pretty cool, 

huh?” Suddenly the corners of his mouth drooped, and I saw his lips silently 

form the words “Shit fire and save matches,” as his wide eyes focused intently 

on something just beyond my shoulder. I whirled around, and a shock 

twitched through my frame as my eyes encountered the icy stare of my 

father, who was standing there with his arms folded across his chest. 
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 During the agonizingly slow walk home, Dad said not a word. I kept 

glancing up at his face in an effort to divine what type of punishment he was 

planning for me, but his visage revealed only sadness and disappointment. 

When we entered the house, Mom was lying on the couch, a wet washcloth 

folded over her eyes. Apparently my misbehavior had brought on another one 

of her headaches. My sister was sitting cross-legged on the floor, playing 

checkers with our little brother. When she looked up at me, she gave her 

head a furtive shake as if to say, “It wasn’t me!” She told me later that Dad 

had cut the devotional short and had immediately headed over to the one 

place he figured he could find me. It had never entered my wildest dreams 

that he would come looking for me there. I had always envisioned myself 

showing up at home to face the music on my own terms. 

 Dad led me into my bedroom and closed the door behind us. He stood 

gazing at me for several seconds as if he hoped to see something in my face 

that would explain why I had misbehaved. At last, he said in a quiet, 

controlled voice, “I find your actions inconceivable, son. Our evening 

devotionals are one of the ways we worship God, and you know that dancing 

is a sin.” After letting those words sink in, he added, “What got into you? You 

know what God expects of you….at least you used to.” I looked down at the 

floor. How could I make Dad understand how much I adored Shirley Langdon, 

how utterly compelled I had felt to attend the dance? Was God really so hard, 

so strict, so inflexible that He would not grant me even an hour of joy? Then I 

remembered the Bible verse, “Children, obey your parents.” Apparently, God 

wanted a child to obey his parents no matter how unfair, unfeeling, and 

arbitrary they might be. I realized I had no moral ground to stand on. I 

looked up at Dad and saw once again the bitter disappointment in his face. 

My conscience felt as if it had been skewered. I wanted to say, “I’m sorry, sir.  
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I did a very bad thing. Please forgive me!” But when my reprobate 

imagination presented the exquisite vision of Shirley Langdon dancing with 

me, those words of contrition turned to ashes in my mouth and my heart 

hardened. I could say nothing. 

 Dad shook his head a couple of times and then unbuckled his belt and 

pulled it through the loops of his trousers. I felt almost relieved. This was the 

way he had always punished me before; and, although I knew the whipping I 

was about to get would hurt, not just physically, but emotionally as well, I 

also knew I could bear it and that I would feel better for it tomorrow—

absolved, as it were, of my wrongdoing. But then Dad shook his head again, 

started threading the belt back through the loops, and stated, “No, son, 

you’ve gotten too old to whip now.” After buckling the belt, he continued, 

“No, I’ve thought of a better punishment for you, one that will give you 

plenty of time to think about what you’ve done.” I hung fire as I waited for 

him to go on. After a moment he added with a terrible air of finality, “You 

can’t go back to that park ever again. The kids that hang out there are a bad 

influence on you, and I won’t have you associating with them any more.” My 

jaw dropped. I stood there gaping at my father in utter shock and disbelief.  

How could he do this to me? What about Jimmy, Mark, and all my other 

friends? Oh, God! What about Shirley?!! “Please, Dad, just whip me, please!” I 

cried out in despair. He raised his eyebrows as if to say, “Just as I thought. I’ve 

chosen exactly the right punishment.” Then he turned to leave the room. I 

reached out to grab hold of his shirt in order to make one last appeal. But 

then my hand fell limply to my side. It was hopeless. Once my father had 

made up his mind, I knew there was nothing I could do or say to move him. 

After I watched him turn the corner to return to the living room, I sank down 

on the bed and buried my face in my hands. 
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* * *  

 I sat on a bench shaded by a tall elm tree, gazing at the dry, neglected 

fountain in the center of the park. I did not know why I had accepted my 

banishment, but I most assuredly had. Occasionally over the remainder of that 

summer, I would walk to the corner across from the park, wrap my arm 

around a lamp post, and stare longingly at my lost paradise. Now that I too 

had eaten of the forbidden fruit of disobedience, I felt that, for the first time, I 

understood how Adam and Eve could have behaved so foolishly. As I caught 

the occasional glimpse of my friends playing merrily in the distance, I saw 

before the park no angel standing guard with a flaming sword; nonetheless, I 

never set foot in Eden again until this very July morning. Perhaps back then 

my tender conscience could take no more abuse, or maybe I had simply lost 

the courage to defy my father again. I do not know. The following summer 

my dad finally found some greener pastures, and we were able to afford a 

larger place across town; and, although I made new friends and found new 

places to spend my time, I never forgot Sanford Park. 

 I had come back to Amarillo two days ago to attend Dad’s funeral. He 

had died at the ripe old age of ninety-two. During all those long years, I had 

tried to avoid him as much as I could, and I had never once tried to explain 

to him what had induced me to misbehave so grossly, or how much anger 

and bitterness towards him had rankled in my heart from that time forward. 

Perhaps he understood now and could forgive both my youthful wrongdoing 

and my dogged resentment. But would I ever be able to forgive him? Maybe 

that was the reason I had returned to my lost Eden on this warm summer 

morning. Dad was gone now, just like the paradise of my youth was 

irrevocably gone. Time takes everyone and everything, just as surely as it has 
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taken the water, the bushes, the buildings, and the youth of the children who 

had once laughed and played here. I stood up to leave and suddenly realized 

that tears were streaming down my cheeks. I wiped them away, took one last, 

long look at Sanford Park, empty and forlorn, a fitting counterpart to my 

bereft soul. 
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PLANT WALL  

AMI J. SANGHVI 
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GREEN BEANS  

CATHERINE DIMERCURIO 

 

     Some moments are green-bean-shaped, I thought. 

 “Tell me more,” Rebecca said. “I’m not sure how we got to green 

beans.” 

 “Oh,” I said, not realizing my wandering thought had spiraled away 

from my deep brain into the front of my mouth and past my teeth, all before 

I could swallow it back. “That’s okay. Never mind.”  

 “No? It’s fine. Everyone has strange thoughts sometimes. It’s easy to fall 

into them when we feel overexposed. Maybe you were feeling that way when 

you were talking about the break-up.” 

 I nodded. It wasn’t my first post-divorce break-up. But it was the 

scariest. I said that, and Rebecca asked me why.  

 This was one of Rebecca’s easy questions. “Two reasons,” I said. “One. 

His rage. Like, where had he been hiding that for two years? I mean, there 

were glimpses. But still.” 

 “Glimpses. Like your birthday last year when he threw your flowers 

away?” 

 I nodded. I had told her all about that explosive evening, when I 

thought we were breaking up, when we should have. He had turned inside-

out, worn all the cruel darkness on the outside and tarred me with it. And I 

stayed another year, because the tar was all words, nothing more. “I didn’t 

know I could make someone that mad just by being myself.” 

 Rebecca waited for me to continue. My mind drifted to green-bean 

moments, the way they elongate and grow out of histories, some we can see 
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and some we can’t, and the way if you let them grow too long, they’re not 

good anymore.  

 “And?” Rebecca asked. “The second reason?” 

 I shrugged. “I don’t care.” 

 Her head tilted to the side and she waited. 

 “I don’t care. I don’t miss him. I don’t care what happens to him. I don’t 

care if he’s lonely forever or if he finds the woman of his dreams or if he gets 

hit by a bus.” 

 “And that scares you?” 

 I nodded again, my eyes filling with tears. She talked about how normal 

it was to feel that way about someone you felt threatened by, once you had 

safely extricated yourself from the situation. I let her talk for a while. And I 

tried to listen. But she was missing the point.  

 “I know,” I said, when she paused. “But, I mean, what if I can’t care 

anymore? About me. About what happens to me. I don’t know.” I said that a 

lot. Ninety percent of the time I think I’m smarter than everyone because I’m 

thinking so much but it doesn’t add up to anything, all that thinking. I don’t 

know shit. 

 “That’s not true,” Rebecca said. “You do know. You do care, about you. 

Or you wouldn’t be here. And you can and will care about someone else 

again. We’ve talked about you being too hard on yourself before. This might 

be one of those times.” 

 “Yeah. Okay. But, is there a way to unlearn it all?” 

 “Unlearn? Unlearn what?” 

 “Everything I’ve learned about love?” 

 “Why would you want to do that?” 

 “Because it isn’t working.” 



F i c t i o n   D i M e r c u r i o | 78 

 

 “Why do you think it isn’t working?” 

 “Because,” I began, thinking it was one of Rebecca’s easy questions. It 

wasn’t. Because love doesn’t stay. Because I mess it up. Because even when I 

have it I’m afraid of losing it. Because even when I have it, it hurts. Because 

I’m doing it wrong. I shrugged. “Because.” 

 “Liv. You’re still learning what it is you want. You have time.” 

 “I have time.”  

 “Yes. 

 My time in Rebecca’s peaceful office had ticked away, though. I wished 

I could have remained there on the blue couch, while Rebecca worked at her 

desk, answering emails, typing up invoices. I wanted that soft blue moment to 

envelope me, keep me in-between everything. Talking and living.  

I walked back to my car, drove to the office. Shuffled through a mist of 

mumbled greetings, hey, Liv, while people didn’t look up from their screens, 

and I sat at my desk and stared at my screen and answered emails. There was 

no window near my cubicle, so I had no plants to look at, no long green 

tendrils curling toward me, no graceful comfort. It was January and the 

nearest window was eleven feet away and partially blocked by other cubicles 

and the light coming in was gulag-soup light. I starved here.  

 Later I drove home in the dark. I had never known this dark. New dark, 

new house. I had just moved after my youngest left home for college. I 

tripped over boxes after key-fumbling. I dribbled into the house, inching 

through rooms, as if they weren’t mine.  

I wondered where I should sit.  

I wondered if you could grow green beans from seed in the winter, in a 

sunny window. I had one now, a big southern facing window that my plants 

liked. I wondered if I could find a me I could live with and grow it, let it take 
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root, let it stretch out toward the sun, and if I could find a me someone else 

would ever want to live with, wondered if it would be the same me as the 

other one. The same as mine.  

 In the dark I sat on the floor and closed my eyes and looked at the 

garden back at the old house. Last summer the green beans were the only 

thing that grew well. The soil had exhausted itself, rejected the tomatoes and 

herbs, peppers and eggplant. But the green beans thrived, and not even the 

ones we planted. The beans from the previous year that had fallen to the soil 

uneaten had seeded themselves and grown tall and strong and skyward, 

trellis-braced and happy, beans dangling in bright clusters, all of them. I 

wanted to be just like them. All of them. 
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SPACE  

MATTHEW BETTENCOURT 

 

“I’m an astronaut,” Daniel said with all the conviction his twelve-year-

old self could muster. 

Mary, sitting across from Daniel on the grass, pursed her lips. 

“You’re not an astronaut,” she said. 

“Am too!” Daniel said. 

“You are not!” 

And that was how it went. During recess, while the other kids played 

soccer or swung from the playground equipment, Mary and Daniel sat in the 

grass and talked. Daniel was prone to making outrageous claims that both his 

teachers and peers deduced to be products of an overactive imagination and 

an immaturity unbefitting a soon-to-be thirteen-year-old boy. Mary would do 

what she could to quell Daniel’s wild imagination. In class, her teachers 

praised her for being so mature, so focused and moderate. Her fellow 

students didn’t share that opinion. They called her boring, annoying, 

depressing. 

“I am an astronaut, and I can prove it!” Daniel said, sifting through the 

pockets of his hand-me-down cargo shorts. 

“Mhm, of course you can.” 

“Found it!” Daniel said, yanking a half-crushed daisy out of his pocket, 

“What do you think of this, huh?” 

Mary looked up and narrowed her eyes. 

“It’s...a daisy?” she frowned, “Why do you have a daisy in your pocket?” 
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Daniel threw his hands in the air and a made a distressed noise. All 

eyes on the playground snapped in his direction.  

“It’s not just any daisy! It’s a daisy from Jupiter!” 

“Mhm, yeah, from Jupiter, for sure,” Mary said, casting a sideways 

glance towards the growing group of onlookers. “Can you, uh, stop yelling 

now?” 

Daniel crossed his arms, defiant. 

“My dad and I went to Jupiter and we brought this daisy back.” 

“Daniel, please-” 

He sighed and shoved the daisy back into his pocket without further 

protest. 

“Thank you,” Mary said, watching the onlookers disperse. 

“My dad brought me to Jupiter and he found that daisy,” Daniel 

repeated, quieter this time. 

“Well, my mom says your dad is crazy. She said he has to see 

a...a...psycho-chitriasist or something.” 

“My dad isn’t crazy. And he doesn’t see a psychiatrist. He says it’ll make 

him lose his spark.” 

“I don’t think NASA would let crazy people be astronauts, whether they 

have a spark or not.” 

“My dad isn’t-” 

Daniel was cut off by the ringing of the school bell. Mary rose and 

turned to the growing group of children leaving the playground. 

“Come on, Daniel, let’s go.” 

Daniel didn’t respond. The half-crushed daisy was back in his hand and 

he was staring, blank, into the distance. 

“Daniel, let’s go, we’re going to get in trouble.” 
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He gave no indication of hearing her. Mary shook her head and walked 

away. 

Daniel hardly noticed Mary leave. His focus was on a smattering of 

daisies a little ways behind him.  

And as he looked from those Earth-daisies to his Jupiter-daisy, he 

realized they were exactly the same. 

      * * * 

Daniel’s birthday party was on Wednesday, and his father had spared 

no expense. The backyard was decorated with the best space-themed 

decorations the local dollar store had to offer. The table clothes were covered 

in glitter and constellations, the “Happy Birthday!” banner flapped 

triumphantly in the wind. The cake was shaped like a rocket ship and it had 

the message “Houston, We Have a 13 Year Old!” written on top. 

 Daniel was sitting at one of the empty tables, wearing a tasseled party 

hat, and he couldn’t stop smiling. Mary said she couldn’t come, she had a 

ballet recital, but Daniel had invited everyone in the seventh grade. His dad 

was working but he would be there soon.  

It was three twenty-five. The party was going to start at three thirty. 

Daniel bounced up and down in his seat, his eyes glued to the door, and he 

waited. 

 Three thirty came and went. The door remained closed. 

 Four o’clock came and went. The door remained closed. 

 By four thirty, Daniel began to wonder where it went wrong. It must 

have been the invitations. Yes, he messed up the invitations. He thought back 

to when he made them—blue marker on white printer paper and then 

photocopied thirty-three times—and the more he thought about it, the more 
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he remembered writing the wrong address. That was it: the address was 

wrong. Everyone went to the wrong place, but they would figure it out soon. 

They had to. 

 At five thirty, the door creaked open, and Daniel’s father walked 

through. He was still wearing his work clothes, a smock with “Johnson and 

Son’s Painting Services” stitched on the left breast, smeared in reds and 

yellows and oranges. 

 “Hey, buddy,” he said, “Everyone leave already? How was the party?” 

 “I messed up the invitations,” Daniel said. “Everyone just went to the 

wrong place. They’ll be here, though.” 

 Daniel’s dad paused in the doorway, wringing his hands. His mouth 

opened and closed without making any words. 

 “Oh man, buddy, I’m so sorry,” he finally said, walking over to the table 

and sitting down next to Daniel. “I didn’t reali-” 

 “Why’re you sorry?” Daniel asked. 

 Daniel’s dad looked at the uneaten cake, the sagging “Happy Birthday!” 

banner, the spotless tablecloths. He hugged Daniel, the still-wet paint from his 

smock smearing across his son’s clothes. 

 “Tell you what, we can...we can go back to Jupiter. You liked Jupiter, 

right?” 

 “Yeah,” Daniel said, fishing the crushed daisy out of his pocket, “but 

what’ll happen when everyone starts showing up? I’ve got to be here when 

they get here.” 

 “Daniel…” Daniel’s dad frowned, “I don’t think, well, it’s not likely that, 

uh, well-” 

 Daniel stared at the daisy in his hand. Nearly all the petals were ripped 

off. The stem was twisted and bent. The golden center, a greenish-yellow. 
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 “Yeah, you’re right,” he said, his voice level, his hands shaking, “It’s 

getting pretty late. Everyone is probably at home. We’ll leave the cake out for 

them, though. In case they come.” 

 Daniel’s dad opened his mouth, but closed it wordlessly. 

 “Can you drive me somewhere, Dad?” Daniel asked. “After we clean up 

and stuff.” 

“Yeah, yeah, of course,” his dad said. “Where do you want to go?” 

      * * * 

 Blinded by the flash of cameras and deafened by the applause, Mary 

held her final stance for one theatrical moment, and then released, the staged 

smile dropping off her face. She took a bow and made her way offstage. In 

the midst of all the unfamiliar faces and expensive outfits in the crowd, 

someone caught her eye. In the back, hidden behind an old man in a much-

too-small suit, was a young boy wearing a tasseled party hat and a man 

wearing a paint-smeared smock. The boy was clapping and cheering with 

unbounded enthusiasm, much to the disdain of the attendees seated near 

him.  

But Mary couldn’t help but notice that his eyes glittered under the 

glare of fluorescent stage-lights, silver rivers curling down his cheeks. 

      * * * 

 It was the next week, during Mrs. Lengel’s math class, when the chief of 

police came to school. He politely knocked on the door and walked in before 

anyone had the chance to answer. Without any words, he ushered Mrs. Lengel 

into the hallway. No one dared raise their voice above a whisper as the class 



F i c t i o n   B e t t e n c o u r t | 85 

 

had unanimously, wordlessly, decided to stay silent and listen to whatever 

snippets of conversation floated past the door. 

The chief spoke softly so that no one could hear him. Mrs. Lengel had 

no such reservations. 

“Oh, oh God, the river? That's horrible!” she said. 

Daniel leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms, his math work 

abandoned. Next to him, Mary was still working, her pencil flying across the 

page. 

“What do you think happened?” Daniel whispered, glancing to the 

doorway. 

“Car crash,” Mary said. 

“You think?” 

“Mhm. Probably fell off the bridge.” 

Daniel was silent for a moment. 

“It was probably the river people,” he said. 

“The river people?” Mary’s pencil paused. 

“Yeah, the people who live in the river.” 

“There’s no such thing as river people.” 

“Are too,” Daniel said. “My dad showed me the caves where they 

hibernate.” 

“You mean the sewer pipes?” 

“No, I mean the caves.” 

“River people don’t exist, and they definitely don’t live in the sewer 

pipes.” Mary said, fixated on the final, inexorable math problem. 

“They do exist, and I can prove it,” Daniel said, reaching into the pocket 

of his hand-me-down cargo shorts. 

“Let me guess, you have a river person daisy?” 
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“No,” Daniel said. “That’s just stupid.”  

He set a smooth rock on the desk.  

“It’s a river person rock.” 

“That’s just a normal rock!” Mary said. “There aren’t any river people!” 

“Are too! This rock came straight from their caves!” 

“Sewer pipes! And they don’t even exist!” 

“You know what?” Daniel said, putting the rock back in his pocket. “It’ll 

suck when the river people pull your car into the river.” 

“You know what sucks is question thirteen,” Mary muttered. 

There was a brief silence, and the entire class heard Mrs. Lengel gasp. 

 “Do you think they're okay?” Daniel asked. “The people that went over 

the bridge?” 

“I think a car crash has nothing to do with rates and proportional 

relationships.” 

Daniel frowned, creasing and uncreasing the corner of his paper. 

“I went to your ballet recital,” he said. 

Mary stopped working on question thirteen and looked at Daniel. 

“What about your birthday party?” 

“I wrote the wrong address on the invites, it’s no big deal.” 

“The address wasn’t wrong,” Mary said. “My invite was perfect-” 

“Yeah, well, I guess I did one invite right. The others were wrong.” 

“You can’t mess up a photocopied invite, Daniel.” 

Daniel looked Mary in the eyes, holding her gaze for a long, drawn out 

second. He turned away without a word, his chest, aching. 

The door creaked open and the class did their best to look like they 

had never stopped working. 
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“Daniel?” Mrs. Lengel said, her voice quiet, her face gray. “Could you 

come out here, please?” 

 Daniel stood up and walked into the hallway, pretending to be unaware 

of everyone watching him. The police chief had removed his hat and was 

holding it over his heart. 

“Mr. Holden is going to take you home, Daniel,” Mrs. Lengel said, her 

voice trembling. “Isn't that right, Mr. Holden?” 

Police Chief Holden nodded like his head had suddenly become too 

heavy for his neck and Mrs. Lengel gave a weak smile. 

And like that, Daniel found himself in the passenger seat of a police 

car, driving down a road parallel to the river, the silhouette of a bridge 

hanging somewhere in the distance. 

“I've never been in a police car,” Daniel said, eyeing the complicated 

dashboard with the utmost curiosity, relying on the distraction of youthful 

inquisitiveness to mask the cold sweat on his brow and the beating of his 

heart. 

“Good,” Police Chief Holden said, and nothing else. 

It was quiet as they drove past Daniel’s dad’s home. 

“You missed the turn,” Daniel said. 

“We’re going to your mother’s house.” 

“I don't go to my mom’s house on Fridays.” 

“Things are going to be different now,” Police Chief Holden said, as if it 

was the simplest thing in the world. 

And Daniel remembered his mother saying the same thing two years 

ago while she sat at the dinner table and took long drags on a short cigarette 

because her and Dad couldn't make it work and it just wasn't worth trying 

anymore.  
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It used to be okay when they did normal things like argue over what 

color the new drapes should be, about Dad skipping therapy and 

disappearing for hours, but everything changed when it was all going so well 

and they decided the drapes should be green, Dad swallowed all the pills in 

the medicine cabinet and Daniel found him unconscious on the bathroom 

floor, eyes vacant, mouth slightly agape, fingers twitching and his skin so pale 

he looked just like the tiles, and then Mom called nine-one-one and Dad was 

in the hospital for almost a month and then he was in a different part of the 

hospital for seventy-two hours and after that he came home, but it was 

different. Mom smoked more and more and Dad smiled less and less and the 

house would be silent, save for the white noise of daytime television, and 

after Mom finally decided she'd had enough, the lawyers came and decided 

Daniel could only see his dad on Wednesdays, Thursdays, and Fridays and 

that was that. 

“Okay,” Daniel said, and he let silence settle on the police car. 

When they crossed the bridge and arrived at Daniel’s mother’s house, 

Police Chief Holden went to the door while Daniel waited in the car. The door 

was big and oak, stained to look like spruce, with a gold knocker in the shape 

of a lion’s head. Police Chief Holden’s hand dwarfed the knocker but the door 

opened before he could knock it. Daniel’s mother was there looking like she 

really needed a cigarette. There was a quick exchange, and then Holden was 

in the car and Daniel was walking towards his mother’s outstretched arms. 

She hugged him for a long time, longer than she usually did, and 

brought him into the kitchen. She sat down at the table. 

“Things are going to be different now,” she said, rapping her fingers on 

the tabletop, nicotine patches peeking out from underneath her sleeve. 

“I know,” Daniel said. 
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“You're going to stay at my house all the time from now on, okay?” 

“Was it a car crash?” Daniel asked. 

“No. No, it wasn't.” 

“Oh.”  

Daniel pulled the daisy out of his pocket. It was destroyed. There was 

no indication it used to be a flower at all. Daniel felt like crying then, because 

he knew that now he could never go back to Jupiter to get a new one. The 

many pockets of his old cargo shorts were full of so many treasures—the twig 

from the Brazilian tree people, the napkin from the mummies, the bottle cap 

from France—but Daniel and his dad only went to space the one time. 

      * * * 

“Dad, have you ever been to space?” Daniel had asked one Friday 

night, because he was a young boy and it fascinated him. 

“Space?” his dad had said, looking up at the stars. 

“Yeah, space,” Daniel said, “like Jupiter and stuff.” 

Daniel’s dad had stared at the stars for a long time, his eyes vacant, his 

mouth slightly agape. 

“Dad?” Daniel said. 

His dad jumped, startled. 

“Sorry, buddy, what’d you say?” 

“I asked if you’ve ever been to Jupiter or anything.” 

“Oh, yeah, tons of times,” his dad said, and Daniel chose to believe it. 

“Could you take me?” Daniel asked, his eyes gleaming in the 

moonlight. 

His dad chuckled. 

“Yeah, yeah, of course,” he said. “Get in the car, I’ll take you right now.” 
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And with the enthusiasm of someone who believed he was going to 

space, Daniel got in the car and his dad drove. They were on the road for 

hours, the radio blasting the 80’s greatest hits. 

      * * * 

He woke up to the sound of his dad’s voice. 

“We’re here,” his dad said. “Check it out.” 

Daniel looked out the car window with eyes full of wonder and saw 

Jupiter. The sun was rising on the horizon, painting the desert landscape in 

streaks of red and yellow and orange. He had never seen anything like it 

before: empty of all traces of people, no roads, or houses, or bridges. It was 

hard packed earth, cacti reaching spined arms into the sky, rocks that had sat 

through more history than any living person ever would. 

Daniel reached for door handle, but his dad stopped him. 

“Hold on, buddy,” he said. “It's dangerous out there. Let me go first.” 

His dad stepped out of the car and walked across the desert, poking at 

rocks and cacti with animated curiosity. Daniel watched it all with delight until 

his dad disappeared from sight and didn't come back. 

Daniel waited for his dad to resurface from whatever void he had 

disappeared into, but the seconds turned to minutes, minutes turned into a 

half hour, and then an hour, but it felt like forever. The car was starting to get 

hot, but Daniel’s sweat was ice cold. He thought about opening the door and 

looking for his dad, but he couldn’t force his fingers to work. It’s dangerous 

out there, his dad’s warning rang in his head, it’s dangerous out there. 

The sun had almost broken through the horizon when his dad 

reappeared from behind a rock, his clothes caked in dirt. 
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“Sorry, buddy,” he said, climbing back into the car, “that took a little 

longer than I thought it would.” 

“What happened?” Daniel asked, the question bursting from his lips. 

“Where were you?” 

“It was the martians,” his dad said. “They tried to stop me from getting 

this.” 

And from the pockets of his cargo shorts, his dad pulled out a daisy. 

The most beautiful thing Daniel had ever seen. 

      * * * 

“Oh dear,” Daniel’s mother said, looking at the greenish mess in her 

son’s hand. “What is that?” 

“A daisy,” Daniel said quietly, his lips barely moving. 

“Let's just throw it away, okay?” 

“Okay,” Daniel said, walking over to the trash can, “it's fine.” He stared 

at the mess in his hands and, with a start, he realized how silly it was to keep 

such a useless thing in his pocket. He could see Mary scratching down the 

solution to that last problem. 

“It's fine,” Daniel repeated, dropping his mess into the trash. “It was 

stupid, anyways.” 

And before he realized it, he was throwing more into the trash: a dirty 

rock, a dry twig, a crumpled napkin, a rusty bottle cap, more and more until 

his cargo shorts were empty and the trash was full.  
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SEA OF LAVENDER  

AMI J. SANGHVI 
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A HOLE WHERE YOU THROW YOUR MONEY  

JOHN RICKMON 

 

She has a hole in her soul where she throws things. 

Valuable, shiny and tiny acquisitions; a new car neatly 

supplants the echoes of missing but not being missed. 

Choices made and results deafening, the QVC doorbell 

largely unused, stacks upon stacks of plates for parties 

that could have been but weren’t. She’s 76 now, dad in a home, 

excuses piled like a rug against the great downsizing. 

One tchotchke at a time, a Jenga of Rubbermaid totes 

labeled “donate” in yellow masking tape. I make another run 

to Super Thrift in mechanical slow-bleed, all the dollars 

now making sense and cents against face value. Backed in, 

unloading at the store, I take a close look at the totes 

just to make sure there isn’t anything I want to rescue 

to throw into my hole in the water that one day I will call a boat. 
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WHEN THE MOUNTAINS TURN BLUE 

JOHN LEONARD 

 

The nights you spend alone feel the most familiar,   

so you try not to define them. They’re intangible; 

 

like fields of cotton breathing after a rainstorm,  

or pieces of yourself that get left behind on the  

far away sidewalks of your childhood. 

 

One day,  

 

it will be the hottest summer recorded in fifty-seven years.  

Your wife and children will be in Muskegon, without you.   

 

You’ll sit on the front porch, eyes fighting the sun’s dying glare;  

neck sweating out sour beads of memory.  

 

You’ll think about the time your father took you on a road trip  

through the Rockies; the only time you ever spent alone with the man. 

 

You’ll think about your childhood home, and all the nights he slept  

on the couch; the acrid and familiar smell of his breath every morning.  

 

You’ll remember how he and your mother almost never talked above  

a whisper; how they drove through life trying not to make a sound. 
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You can’t remember if the mountains were blue back then,  

but they are now.   

 

The evening forgets you as you pull back another tab.  
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PLAYING GUITAR ON A SATURDAY NIGHT, ALONE  

S.A. VOLZ 

 

Playing guitar on a Saturday night, alone 

as the fragments of a country song 

echo through the room like the ghost  

of a Hank Williams whine. 

The heart-pains rise and fall  

as rain rolls across the windows  

and pools in earthen furrows. 

 

There are times when feeling low feels good,  

if only for the letting go— 

like a rest-stop piss after a hundred miles  

of holding. But sometimes low is low— 

a Lord-a-mighty-she-done-me-wrong  

kind of blues that crawls through your guts  

until your dreams all end with harmonica howls. 

 

Her laughter—soft—was the twang  

of steel guitar as cowboys and cowgirls  

close-stepped, a juke-joint rife with diesel  

and the memory of highway signs.  

 

The lonesome rain will run away with morning,  

though the distance from here to dawn may be  

as far as that place where earth and sky shake hands.  
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The ashtray’s full and there’s no whiskey— 

just a few skunk-warm beers and the thought 

that there are some songs you have to play 

until the fingers move without memory. 
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HOW TO SMOKE A CIGAR  

KATE FETHERSTON 

 

Curl into the passenger window of a ‘47 split-windshield 

Ford pickup parked on a side street in Sacramento’s worst 

part of town. Rain pounds the hood, a soft hammer  

blunting your brain. You downed enough bad 

 

coffee at the Stockton Blvd. 24-hour joint to stay wired  

into next week when you kiss the flannel-shirted  

woman in the driver’s seat. The coolest  

babe in town, hold her while she 

 

chain-smokes brown cigarettes between sobs 

over the lover she’s split with for the umpteenth 

time. Almost believe her when she says it’s always 

been you, and that tomorrow you’ll get an apartment  

 

together. Then, Watch—I’ll teach you how 

to blow smoke rings. And she puts her fingers on your mouth, 

your throat till you get the rhythm and the rings  

pierce each other, vanish. Remember the cheap 

 

blueberry Tiparillo teenaged-you puffed 

in your mom’s backyard while a thunderstorm boiled 

over the mountain, morphing from black smudge  

into sky-blotting purple. Petrichor, that earthy 
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smell of water after prolonged drought,  

suffused the air. Skin-warm droplets 

splotched your shirt; you choked  

on the exhale. Your mom, framed by the sliding 

 

glass door called out, I still crave a Chesterfield 

King, even after all these years. Let me have 

a whiff. In the indistinct 

future, one you don’t even believe, a Pacific  

 

sunset’s firing the ocean jade and celadon. You pucker 

up for the new woman who shyly lights your bootleg 

Cubano and, still coughing, you practice breathing 

in, letting go.   

 

Of the wanting. Of all that.  



A r t   S a n g h v i | 100 

 

WINDOW PANE  

AMI J. SANGHVI 
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FROST HEAVES 

JEAN LEBLANC 

 

Not a country famous for its sunlight.  

There’s maple sugar season, the rising sap  

diverted into buckets, boiled down 

to crystal sweetness that cuts right through 

your teeth. Two months later: apple blossoms, 

if there isn’t a late snow or hard freeze  

(no one in these parts trusts early May). 

Put up those memories well, the syrup 

and the blush, and the other few fine days. 

It’s not much to live on, when that  

peculiar gray returns. Night, cloud, silence— 

we’re beyond such quotidian terrain. 

The soul’s a small-windowed house  

on a north-facing slope. Welcome home. 
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SORROW 

JEAN LEBLANC 

 

— after Vanessa Bell's Interior with Table 

 

I am the table, polished, smooth, reflecting sky. 

I am the rocker, always promising repose. 

I am the blue-white walls and blue-gray shadows 

 

of your favorite corner. I am the curtains. 

If you want, I'll be the wind that billows them, 

I'll be the stillness between gusts. 

 

I am the window; I am the distance that it frames. 

The orange roofs over all those other lives. 

The road to the blue hills. 

 

I am the flowers in the vase, 

sentinel and still, seeing what may happen 

in all four corners of the room, 

 

watching the road, the empty road. 

Keeping secrets, even from each other. 

I am the vase, who knows all, 

 

knows when a petal is about to fall, 
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knows that when it falls, it will land on sky, 

knows that the empty road is still a road. 

 

I am the idea you have in the morning, 

which, by evening, you know 

you must let go. You must. 
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FUNERAL BLUES 

ADAM COLLINS 

 

As a senior in high school fighting for a collegiate tennis scholarship, 

my days were chewed up with court time and work, leaving me little time to 

spend with my girlfriend. We’d often only have late night phone calls and 

breaks between class periods to catch up with each other. I’d had many jobs 

leading up to the summer of 1992 after my junior year, from working hay 

fields to the catalog department at JCPenney, to pay for tennis lessons and 

my car, but the job I picked up that summer was probably the best and worst 

job I’ve ever had. The local funeral home offered me a part-time position, 

which was known to be demanding but paid very well in my small town. And 

while that job left me with many unforgettable experiences, one stands out 

from the rest – an evening in the fall of that year, a few months after I 

started.  

Around 9:30 that night, I was on the telephone in my kitchen talking 

with my girlfriend as was our routine. An unexpected knock at the back door 

interrupted our conversation, so I excused myself and answered. My boss, the 

owner of the funeral home, stood there in a navy suit, all five-and-a-half feet 

of him, the porch light reflecting off the large lenses in his oversized, wire-

framed eyeglasses. He was always put-together, and I often imagined him in a 

suit even as a child, though there were rumors of an absurd afro wig, 

porkchop sideburns, and bellbottoms in his past that no one ever confirmed 

to me with any evidence. He was quirky enough that it was, however, 

plausible. 
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“Time to go to work,” he said curtly through the frosty-glassed storm 

door while waving me outside, expecting compliance without question as 

usual. 

“I have to go,” I stated to my girlfriend, my voice inflecting upward as if 

asking a question, so we said a quick goodbye and hung up. Holding up a 

finger to my boss through the door window to indicate I’d be there 

momentarily, I went to tell my parents sitting in the living room watching 

television that I had to go back to work. They were as confused as I was. My 

boss showing up at my house at night long after my shift had ended was 

perplexing, and I was sure I’d done something wrong and was about to get in 

trouble.  

It didn’t help that he often chastised my work, sometimes brutally. 

Once, he’d given me a list of chores that needed to be done before my shift 

ended, a common occurrence as he was well-known as an extremely 

organized perfectionist and taskmaster, and on that list was the task of dead-

heading the over-bloomed roses on the various rosebushes that were planted 

around the funeral home’s landscaping. When I finished the list and checked 

in with him in his small, wood-paneled office inside the home as he required 

before leaving for the day, he asked me in a knowing tone, “Did you get all 

the roses?” 

“I did,” I answered, thinking that was an odd question. But I began to 

doubt I had when he suddenly placed his hands on his desk and stood up, 

staring intently at me as if to ask me, “care to rethink that answer?” When I 

didn’t reply with anything else in my bewilderment at his seeming 

overreaction, he quickly stepped around his desk, firmly grabbed me by the 

scruff of my neck, and dragged me stumbling out of his office, down the 

hallway I’d just vacuumed, and out the side door of the funeral home.  
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Once outside, my boss continued to tow me toward the front of the 

building, squeezing my neck intensely with his gnarled fingers and holding 

my six-foot high head down to his eye level. “Adam, if I don’t kill you, I’ll 

make you a better worker,” he growled through clenched teeth. We stopped 

at the far corner of the yard where a lone rose bush adorned with a single, 

dying rose grew mostly hidden among larger evergreen shrubs. He pushed 

my head down to the flower, placing my nose directly on the bloom. “What’s 

that?” he asked. 

“That’s a rose, sir,” I replied. I had clipped maybe forty to fifty dying 

roses that day and missed one. From missed smudges on windows to dusty 

lightbulbs in the chandeliers to forgetting to reset the toilet paper rolls to a 

clean tear across the square’s perforations, he was notoriously a stickler for 

things getting done exactly as he expected them to be, and he was relentless 

in that pursuit. If he asked you to scrub the baseboards with a toothbrush 

and a solution of one cup of Murphy’s Oil Soap to eight cups of water, you 

did exactly that. And he always knew when you missed something or took 

shortcuts.   

He gruffly released his grip on my neck and stormed back to his office. 

I looked around, embarrassed, to see if anyone had seen that interaction. The 

funeral home fronted Main Street in the middle of our small town’s busy little 

downtown area, and there was a strong likelihood that someone who knew 

me would’ve witnessed it. I imagined, terrified, that someone would tell my 

dad I was screwing up at work. My boss’s mid-thirties son, who also worked 

at the home, did, in fact, see it and pulled him aside to tell him, “Dad, you 

can’t threaten to kill our employees.”  

To be fair, he only threatened to kill me that once. There were many 

times I thought I’d end up dead at his hands, like anytime I rode in a car with 
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him or when he set a brush-clearing fire on his property deep in the 

countryside that quickly grew out of control and required us to fight by 

ourselves with just rakes, brooms, and five-gallon buckets of water from its 

lake. But no other threats.   

When he showed up that evening, I assumed the worst and wracked 

my brain wondering what I could have possibly done to warrant this late-

night visit. “Where are we going?” I asked, climbing into the passenger seat of 

the home’s minivan. 

“Death call,” he responded. I looked down at the dirty work jeans and 

sweatshirt I was still wearing and wondered aloud if I needed to change to 

something more professional. “Not for this one. You’re fine,” he responded. 

While I immediately became anxious about what I would see when we arrived, 

I was also relieved that I wasn’t going to have to run his gauntlet again for 

something I’d done wrong. 

This was my first removal. I had never done a death call before, and 

even though some months earlier when he’d hired me he’d responded to my 

question about what my responsibilities would be with an abrupt “whatever I 

tell you to do,” I thought I might get away with building and equipment 

maintenance and simple janitorial work. Until that day and even in my work 

there, I had only ever seen dead bodies fully prepped and in final display in a 

casket, including one of my childhood friends who died in a car accident 

when I was a freshman. As I sat there dreading what I might see, we drove 

down the side streets of my hometown in silence, finally pulling into the 

driveway of the house behind the new gas station just a few blocks up the 

street from the funeral home. The police and paramedics were there already 

waiting inside for us. 
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“Don’t say anything, keep your composure, and do exactly as I tell you,” 

he commanded as we unloaded the gurney from the back of the van. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Exactly as I tell you,” he stated again, looking me in the eyes to make 

sure I understood. We were to be like ghosts in the event there were any 

friends or family inside. Grief is a strange thing that often causes one to 

notice, and be annoyed by, minor inconveniences or things out of the 

ordinary, hence my boss’s over-attention to details like dusty lightbulbs, dead 

flowers, window smudges, and less than pristine rolls of toilet paper. Certainly, 

how we handled the deceased would remain with them if it went any way but 

smoothly.   

We could see our breath in wisps of steam in the brisk air of the fall 

evening as we approached the front door, all the lights in the house on. One 

of the officers held the door open while greeting my boss, a familiar 

exchange, before looking at me in slight curiosity. Normally, this would have 

been a job for my co-worker, Dave, a superman in my eyes. He’d been in the 

job seven years, also starting when he was in high school, and staying after 

graduation as he took community college courses and worked toward a 

mortuary science degree. Dave knew all about our boss’s quirks and 

idiosyncrasies and how to navigate them and had a developed an incredible 

repertoire of handyman skills maintaining the buildings and equipment 

around the three funeral homes our boss owned. But Dave wasn’t available 

that night on short notice, so the call went to me. I nodded as I passed the 

officer while pushing the gurney through the doorway. 

The smell and the heat hit me first. The poor old woman who’d passed 

away and who we were there to remove had turned up the heat before she 

went to bed a couple of nights earlier, likely anticipating the cold snap we 
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were experiencing, before dying in her sleep. She also had cats who roamed 

around the house as we made our way to the bedroom where she lay. The 

odor of death and kitty litter combined to make me queasy, and my boss 

shot me a look of “keep it together, Collins” when he saw me wince. 

When we stepped into the bedroom, he shut the door behind us and 

whispered to me, “You’re doing fine. Be professional.” He had me prepare the 

cot while he pulled back the blankets covering the deceased who appeared to 

be sleeping, the only evidence of anything amiss being the small patch of 

dried blood on her pillow under her nose. She was a tiny woman, curled 

snugly into the fetal position of a side-sleeper, which, given the stage of rigor 

mortis that she was in, would make it difficult to arrange her within the 

confines of the gurney’s cover that shielded the public from seeing the 

deceased being wheeled to and from the van. My boss tugged loose the 

corners of the fitted sheet under her, and working quickly and carefully, he 

and I used the sheet to transfer her to a removal bag and then the gurney. 

After strapping her down and covering her, we wheeled her through the 

house, out the front door, and into the back of the van. My boss went back 

to talk with the first responders while I waited in the van with her. 

“Good work,” he said when he climbed into the driver’s seat. “I 

appreciate it.” That was as close to kudos as he ever proclaimed. Once we had 

her inside the preparation room and on the table back at the funeral home, I 

was excused and walked the six or eight blocks home.  

When I strolled through the back door of my house an hour or so after 

I’d left, my mother, waiting up for me sipping tea and reading a book at the 

kitchen table, asked, “What was that about?” 

“Death call,” I answered before heading to my room. I wasn’t interested 

in discussing it further.  
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I was given the full story on the woman the next day from Dave. She’d 

lived in the town a long time, was a widow, and had no relatives nearby. A 

friend hadn’t heard from her in a few days and discovered her during a 

wellness check the day we picked her up. My boss would spend weeks 

searching for her next of kin to get the necessary instructions on what to do 

with her remains while her body stayed in cold storage, finding only a very 

distant relative in someplace like Iowa who didn’t even know who she was. 

That, of course, meant the bare minimum of arrangements, including using a 

cardboard casket covered in Robin’s-egg-blue, paisley felt for the service her 

few friends gave her. I felt terrible for her. 

I’ve thought about her a lot over the years, though I can’t remember 

her name or the names of most other deceased persons I picked up and 

helped prepare for viewings. But I remember her and the sadness I felt for a 

woman who lived into her late eighties and died alone. A long life and only a 

few who were even aware she existed, let alone cared. It frightened me, to be 

honest. I come from a long line of loners, including my grandfather who was, 

as the stories went, a thief for organized crime in Chicago and Detroit who 

drove a tractor-trailer and died alone on Highway 6 near Westville, Indiana, 

when his load shifted and rolled his truck. His only son, my biological father, 

is also a long-haul trucker and car salesman, though he isn’t the miscreant his 

father was despite his father’s best efforts. But he is a loner as well, like his 

half-sister, my aunt. I also have those tendencies, which I understood even in 

high school. Dying alone really wasn’t the issue I was afraid of, though. 

Everyone dies alone. My fear was the potential that I could be forgettable 

enough alive that no one would care when I died.  

I learned a lot from that job. My boss was right, he did make me a 

better worker. He’d promised me that and had held up his end, which is one 
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of the best compliments I can give him. He was generous to me and kept his 

word. I learned everything from basic construction to cleaning strategies to 

landscaping and gardening to small-engine repair. But the best lesson I 

learned on that job is the frailty of life and the importance to live it to the 

fullest, making sure that the people you love know you love them. Growing 

your circle, never missing the roses in their lives, and connecting with others 

are the keys to making the most of your time here so that you are genuinely 

loved enough that you’re missed when it’s your time to go, which is a 

certainty. That’s the best most of us will ever do in life, and, frankly, that’s still 

a pretty incredible accomplishment. I love the poem Funeral Blues by W.H. 

Auden, and when my day comes, if someone loves me enough to say “He was 

my North, my South, my East and West, my working week and Sunday rest,” 

I’ll have done well, all roses accounted for and clipped.        
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Carol Bartold’s essays have appeared in Critical Read, The Hunger, Prairie 

Schooner Blog, Haunted Waters Press, and Old Farmer’s Almanac. As Senior 

Reporter for My Hometown Bronxville she covers municipal government, 

education, and land use. She holds the MFA degree in Writing (Nonfiction) 

from Sarah Lawrence College, and BA degree With Honors in Music from 

University of Mary Washington. She is an active choral singer and the 

Accounting Manager at the American Institute of Architects New York Chapter 

and The Center for Architecture. She lives in Westchester County, New York. 

Twitter: @cbartoldwrite  

Instagram: @cbartoldwrite  

 

Maria Berardi’s work has appeared in local and national magazines and 

online (13 Magazine, Voca Femina, Mothering, the Opiate, getborn and most 

recently Twyckenham Notes, SOUTH BROADWAY GHOST SOCIETY, 8th st. 

publishing guild, Luna Luna, Leaping Clear, DASH, Heirlock, From Whispers to 

Roars and forthcoming in Panoply), as well as at the Arvada Center for the 

Arts and Humanities, in Arvada, CO, in collaboration with installation artist 

Bonnie Ferrill Roman. Her first collection, Cassandra Gifts, was published in 

2013 by Turkey Buzzard Press, and she is currently at work on her second (a 

chapbook, or perhaps not, entitled Pagan, from which “The Matter” is 

excerpted). She lives in the Front Range foothills west of Denver at precisely 

8,888 feet above sea level. 

Twitter: @MariaBe62160915 

Instagram: berardi1791 

Facebook: maria.berardi.92 

 

https://twitter.com/cbartoldwrite
https://www.instagram.com/cbartoldwrite/
https://twitter.com/MariaBe62160915
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Matthew Bettencourt is a student, studying creative writing at UW Madison 

and working as a Fiction Editor at the Madison Review. 

Twitter: @mattb9_matt 

 

Wayne Bowen was born in 1949 in Fayetteville, Arkansas. When he was 

twelve years old, his family moved to Amarillo, Texas. There he attended 

junior high school, high school, and community college. In the fall of 1970, he 

entered Abilene Christian College. Halfway through the spring semester, he 

dropped out for financial reasons and soon found himself in the United States 

Army, which sent him to Germany. After his honorable discharge from active 

duty, he attended The University of Texas at Austin, where he majored in 

German. After completing a BA and an MA degree, he taught high school, 

first in Port Arthur and then back in Austin, where he has lived ever since. 

When he retired from teaching, he began to write, mostly fiction. He does not 

always find writing fun, but he does always find it satisfying. To him, that is a 

good reason to continue writing. 

 

Although Trent Busch grew up in rural West Virginia, he has lived in Georgia 

for many years and has discovered that the warm weather and slow pace fit 

him. He owns a small place out in the country where he has a workshop and 

builds furniture. He makes coffee tables, night tables, chests of drawers, and 

other items for the house from such woods as oak, walnut, cherry, and maple.  

His recent book of poetry, not one bit of this is your fault, was published by 

Cyberwit.net in 2019. His poems have appeared in The Best American Poetry, 

Poetry, The Nation, Threepenny Review, North American Review, Chicago 

Review, Southern Review, Georgia Review, New England Review, Crazyhorse, 

Prairie Schooner, Northwest Review, Kenyon Review, American Scholar, 

https://twitter.com/mattb9_matt
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Shenandoah, and more recently in Notre Dame Review, Evansville Review, 

Agni Online, Boston Review, Sou’wester, Poetry Daily, Natural Bridge, and The 

Hudson Review. His poem “Edges of Roads” was the first place winner of the 

2016 Margaret Reid Poetry Prize, published by Winning Writers. 

 

Adam C. Collins is an attorney and writer living in Issaquah, Washington. 

Having been a writer his entire literate life, he only started publishing his work 

within the last decade, including his three self-published books 'Corky Bear's 

Life as an Outsider' (2012 - ISBN 1470092549), 'Jonas Fogg' (2013 - ISBN 

1494235196), and ‘The Juno Wars: Barbaricus’ (2020 - ISBN 9798633819908) 

available on Amazon. Currently, besides writing personal nonfiction essays for 

submissions to literary journals, he is working on the follow up to ‘Barbaricus’ 

and on his two other books in various stages of drafting. 

Website: www.accollinsbooks.com 

Twitter: @accollinsbooks 

Facebook: AC Collins 

 

Eileen Vorbach Collins is from Baltimore, Maryland and now lives on the Gulf 

Coast of Florida. She writes because it’s cheaper than therapy. Her writing has 

been published in SFWP Quarterly, Lunch Ticket, Reed Magazine, and others. 

Her essays have received the Diana Woods Memorial Award for Creative 

Nonfiction and the Gabriele Rico Challenge Award. 

Website: www.eileenvorbachcollins.com 

Facebook: Eileen Vorbach Collins- Stories Etc. 

Twitter: @evorbachcollins 

https://accollinsbooks.com/
https://twitter.com/accollinsbooks
https://www.facebook.com/AC-Collins-240399406123427/
http://www.eileenvorbachcollins.com/
https://www.facebook.com/vorbachcollins/
https://twitter.com/evorbachcollins
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Catherine DiMercurio is a Detroit-based writer whose blog, Chronicles of the 

Open Hearted, can be found at cathchronicles.com. Her work has appeared in 

Ruminate Magazine’s online publication, The Waking, and in Past Ten. 

 

Kate Fetherston is a poet, visual artist, and psychotherapist living in 

Montpelier, Vermont. Her first book, Until Nothing More Can Break, was 

published in 2012. Kate co-edited two anthologies: Open Book: Essays from 

the Postgraduate Writing Conference, and Manthology: Poems on the Male 

Experience. Kate’s poetry and essays have appeared in numerous journals, 

including North American Review, Hunger Mountain, Nimrod, and Third Coast. 

Kate has received several Pushcart nominations, as well as artist grants from 

the Vermont Council on the Arts and Vermont Studio Center residencies. For 

more information, visit: katefetherston.com. 

 

Holly Kelso is a career educator and has made language and literacy her 

focus for twenty-four years. She has taught kindergarten through adult 

education to native speakers and non-English speakers and has enjoyed being 

present in the epiphany when someone learns to speak or to read. An English 

Literature major from Stephens College, she published a chapbook of poetry 

in 1993, and has written intermittently about life and family. Holly resides in 

Boulder City, Nevada, the town that built Hoover Dam, where she teaches 

reading to middle school students. 

 

Bob Kunzinger's work has appeared in many publications, including the 

Washington Post, Kestrel, St Anthony Messenger, World War Two History, the 

Chronicle of Higher Ed and more. Several pieces have been noted by Best 

American Essays, and he has published eight collections, including the recent 

http://cathchronicles.com/
http://katefetherston.com/
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"A Third Place: Notes in Nature," praised by Tim O'Brien (The Things They 

Carried) and NPR's Jacki Lyden. He lives and writes in Virginia. 

 

Jean LeBlanc lives in Newton, New Jersey. She has taught writing and 

literature at a community college for more than twenty years. Her poetry has 

appeared in numerous journals, and Ancient Songs of Us, a collection inspired 

by her students in Literary Masterpieces classes over the years, is forthcoming 

from Aqueduct Press.  

Facebook: Jean LeBlanc Poetry 

 

John Leonard is an English teacher and assistant editor of Twyckenham 

Notes, a poetry journal based out of South Bend, Indiana. He holds an M.A. in 

English from Indiana University. His previous works have appeared in Poetry 

Quarterly, Roanoke Review, Sheila-Na-Gig online, Rappahannock Review, Mud 

Season Review, North Dakota Quarterly, Rock & Sling, Up the Staircase 

Quarterly, Rockvale Review, IthacaLit, Trailer Park Quarterly, Genre: Urban Arts, 

and Burningword Literary Journal. His work is forthcoming in Chiron Review, 

December, The Oakland Review, and The Blue Mountain Review. John was the 

2016 inaugural recipient of the Wolfson Poetry Award, 2018 recipient of the 

Josephine K. Piercy Memorial Award, and the 2019 recipient of the David E. 

Albright Memorial Award and Hatfield Merit Award. He lives in Elkhart, 

Indiana with his wife, three cats, and two dogs.  

Twitter: @jotyleon 

 

Rebecca Pyle, named at birth for Daphne du Maurier's and Hitchcock's 

masterpieces, Rebecca, is a writer and artist with recent work in JuxtaProse, 

The Chattahoochee Review, Muse/A Journal, The Menteur, Hawai'i Review, 

https://www.facebook.com/Jean-LeBlanc-Poetry-113361275423038/
https://twitter.com/jotyleon
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Cobalt Review, Belle Ombre, and The Penn Review. Rebecca Pyle has lived the 

past dozen years or so in Utah, not far from The Great Salt Lake. She 

graduated from the University of Kansas, which William Inge and Douglas 

Fairbanks and Daniel Woodrell graduated from, too, and the Wizard of Oz 

adored. Website: rebeccapyleartist.com. 

 

John Rickmon is a writer from Pensacola, FL. His work has been featured in 

Otis Nebula and the Dead Mule School of Southern Literature, with a 

forthcoming essay to be published in Havik’s Las Positas College Journal. He 

is a real estate broker and antiques dealer by trade who lives in historic, 

downtown Pensacola. 

 

Ami J. Sanghvi is a female, Indian-American, Hindu-Jain, queer author, visual 

artist, satirist, and MMA fighter. She’s published six poetry/poetic-prose books 

at this time (Amaranthine, Devolution, Armageddon, Silk & Cigars, Cerulean, 

and The Book of Soft, Sweet Nothings), and is currently pursuing her M.F.A. in 

Creative Writing. Her written work was recently published in Awakenings (The 

Nightingale), For Women Who Roar’s e-book, Me Too, The Showbear Family 

Circus, Rigorous Magazine, and Prometheus Dreaming’s Prometheus Unbound 

print collection. Her visual art appeared in four of Fusion Art’s recent 

exhibitions (winning 2nd place for Photography and Digital Art in their 4th 

Annual Colors Art Exhibition), as well as on the cover of High Shelf Press’s 

Issue XIV. Sanghvi was the cover artist and featured photographer for 

Snapdragon: A Journal of Art & Healing’s Spring 2020 issue, and her work 

was shown in both the 2020 Los Angeles stARTup Art Fair and the Santa 

Clarita Artists Association’s Spring 2020 exhibition. Most recently, her work 

http://rebeccapyleartist.com/
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was exhibited in the Light Space & Time 10th Annual Figurative show, 

receiving a Special Recognition in the “Photography & Digital” Category. 

Twitter: @BabyVampAmi 

Instagram: @EyebrowsandRoses 

Facebook: facebook.com/babyvampami 

Website/Blog: bloodinkandroses.org/ 

Books: amazon.com/author/amijsanghvi 

 

Kelsey L. Smoot (They/Them/Theirs) is a full-time PhD student in the 

interdisciplinary social sciences and humanities. They are also a poet, 

advocate, and frequent writer of critical analysis. 

Instagram: @nonbinarypapi 

 

Amanda Spiller is a writer, singer and creative coach living in Berkeley, CA. 

She just dropped her first single “Home” on all streaming platforms and her 

work can be found in Siren Magazine and Off Assignment. Amanda’s current 

projects include a genre-bending EP about grief and her first chapbook. 

Instagram: @a_spills 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/aspills1 

 

George L Stein is a writer and photographer in the New Jersey/New York 

metropolitan area. Interest in monochrome, film and digital photography and 

urban decay/architectural subject matter has come to include street 

photography, fashion, fetish, collage, and oppositional/juxtapositional projects 

in digital format. His work has been published in Midwest Gothic, NUNUM, 

Montana Mouthful, Out/Cast, The Fredericksburg Literary and Art Review, and 

DarkSide magazine. 

https://twitter.com/BabyVampAmi
https://www.instagram.com/p/B9QAjkXgkLk/
http://facebook.com/babyvampami
https://bloodinkandroses.org/
http://amazon.com/author/amijsanghvi
https://www.instagram.com/nonbinarypapi/
https://www.gate.fm/7yzaWgu
https://www.instagram.com/a_spills/
https://www.facebook.com/aspills1
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Don Thompson has been writing about the San Joaquin Valley for over fifty 

years, including a dozen or so books and chapbooks. For more info and links 

to publishers, visit his website at www.don-e-thompson.com. 

 

S.A. Volz lives in Newburgh, Indiana. Aside from writing, Scott enjoys nature, 

the films of Classic Hollywood, and playing guitar. His work has appeared in 

the Red Earth Review, the Foliate Oak Literary Magazine, The Offbeat, and 

Sand Hills Literary Magazine. Twitter: @savolz 

 

Nina Wilson is a photographer, poet, essayist, and novelist from Indianola, IA. 

She has been published in numerous literary magazines as well as being the 

author of two books, "Surrender Language" and "Malady." She loves hiking, 

kayaking, and traveling for photography and research. 

http://www.don-e-thompson.com/
https://twitter.com/savolz

