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Spring is on the rise.  
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Brenda Taulbee lives and writes in Portland Oregon. Her poetry and personal essays 
attempt to unravel the difficulties of becoming. Brenda self-published her chapbook, 
"Dances with Bears …And Other Ways to Lose a Limb" in June 2013 and has been 
published by the Gobshite Review, the Inflectionist Review, and UndergroundBooks. 

Inchworm Lullaby 
by Brenda Taulbee 
 
When I was young 
my mother measured 
the length of these limbs 
in lullabies, 
fingers gliding over dimpled 
baby skin, singing 
inchworm/inchworm 
measuring the marigolds. 
My mother was 21 
the year chemicals birthed rapture 
the year her friend 
birthed a corpse. The year 
my mother gave birth 
to her own dead end 
she called me ―daughter‖. 
When I was young 
my mother traced roadmaps 
into the canvas of my skin, 
labeled each landmark— 
declared my fists  
sovereign nations, named my 
kneecaps redemption. She 
carved Pangaea into my spine 
and asked me to stay whole. 
My mother 
was postcards at summer camp 
and unwrapped birthday presents 
because she didn’t trust herself 



with scissors.  
My mother was 21 years old 
the year crystal bloomed 
behind her eyes one last time 
the year we cried 
for 6 months with 
our bellies full  
of sharp edges.  
When I was young 
my mother had artists hands 
and on the days they rattled 
like a dying breath 
 brought her my baby teeth 
like peace offerings 
so she could cling to  
something. 
My mother 
was 26 years old when 
she broke down: 100 lbs. 
in a hospital gown, her ribs 
like the riveted doors of an 
empty cupboard. My mother 
was a ghost town or Christmas 
at the halfway house.  
She asked me to be origami, 
folded me precisely into  
a blue heron dream.  
Now she’s the string I tie 
around my wrist  
so I never forget that 
―I love you means don’t leave 
and I’m not just the ghost 
of her dream. I’m a house 
full of memories saying 
I love you. Stay with me. 



Darren Demaree’s poems have appeared or are forthcoming in The South Dakota 
Review, Meridian, The Louisville Review, Grist, and Whiskey Island. He is the author 
of "As We Refer to Our Bodies" (2013, 8th House), "Not For Art Nor Prayer" (2014, 
8th House), and "Temporary Champions" (2015, Main Street Rag). Darren is the 
recipient of three Pushcart Prize nominations and a Best of the Net nomination. He 
currently lives and writes in Columbus, Ohio with his wife and children. 

ADORATION #91 
by Darren Demaree 
for Mark Yakich 
 
Dry clarity 
in the low grass 
& always mid- 
season, I have 
stared at the rust 
on my back door 
without longing. 
The long fire holds 
all poses here. 
 

ADORATION #92 
by Darren Demaree 
for Elizabeth Herbert 
 
Sometimes 
there is  
one girl 
meant to  
splinter 
your aw- 
fullness. 
She hates 
her role. 
 



ADORATION #93 
by Darren Demaree 
for the elderly man at Teejay’s Country Restaurant 
 
Un-ready to be responding  
to any stricken time, I am  
imagining for both of us 
that our wives have passed on into 
nothingness, that we have only 
each other and our water cups 
accumulating time by over- 
flowing. They return and I toast 
our good fortune with coffee, cream. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Rebecca Wilder is a college student and budding author and photographer. She enjoys 
hiking, writing, singing, photography, and reading. 
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Kelly Ferry is an emerging poet and fiction writer living in northeast Ohio where she 
works with area farmers to support the growing local food movement as manager of her 
county’s oldest farmers’ market. 

 

Daughter of Possibility 
by Kelly Ferry 
 
As if you never dropped us at the Pac Man table  
with a roll of quarters and a warm Shirley Temple  
to wait for the grease-puddled pizza we called  
our supper on your weekly visitation nights. 
As if you did not sink like over-proofed dough  
onto your Monday night stool at that sticky bar,  
your face tipped up only to sip Dewar’s rocks or  
study the v-hold-challenged black and white. 
As if I had no knowledge of your limbs tangled  
with the barely-legal babysitter’s. As if the ten  
bucks tucked in her pocket was her only payment  
for making sure we didn’t burn down the house.  
As if all that time you weren’t the one striking the match.  
As if I wanted to stand with you and your bride 
candle tips touching, flames rising, purple wax pooling  
on white linen beneath our hands while you repeated  
those second-chance vows and cried your collar wet. 
As if you answered of course, more than anything  
when I asked if you even wanted fatherhood, or me. 
As if a boy would know the answer to such a question,  
even when answering from the vantage point of fifty-three. 
As if I was not conceived on a high school date at the drive-in  
and you did not learn of my birth by a telegram I still have 
As if you did not first meet me two years later on your return  
from your Vietnam tour of duty in Frankfurt Germany. 
As if you did not drunk dial me in search of program-required 
forgiveness – hoping to make long-distance, spirit-fueled amends. 
As if I did not cut you short and hang up the phone, hands shaking, 



all the words filling my mouth like dry pink eraser shavings. 
As if I had not, in the previous hour, wrapped my miscarried fetus  
in a square of soft flannel to bury in the yard. As if I was able to tell you 
that my second child was a small mass of tissue, blood-filled and warm,  
its partial spine grinning at me from the palm of my hand. 
As if we did not then let ten years pass in silence. 
as if we did not 
as if we are not 
this is how I stretch the membrane that encases my heart  
across a thousand miles, offering its translucent, empty pocket 
as if we might begin to fill it now. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Stanley Noah  has a BGS Degree from the University of Texas at Dallas. His work has 
appeared in Wisconsin Review, Nexus, South Carolina Review, Poetry Nottingham, and  
other publications. He has won The Mississippi Valley Poetry contest (2006) and been 
recognized as poet of the month at www.fullcrow.com (September, 2009). 

 

Backward, Turn Backward  
by Stanley Noah  
 
Quiet in this square,   stained wall-paper room,  haunting low-toned 

mirror and slow moving  music dancing out the short ban radio.  My 
mind seem easily to walk backwards  the steps of years. 

Then profoundly 
reality is repeating my personal history  with so many persons 
 I lived through 
their faces, voices, events like a movie. I do not need to meet them as they 
are today.     Some memories are sacred like fresh linen folded and put away 
 
like rivers to the sea like beach bone-dried sea shells waiting for generations 
to be collected. Remembered for what they were, and went like stamps on  
  letters,   traveled. 
 
Just to be put away in glass jars like red sweet jam held to sun light. 
 

You wonder beyond yourself and with those who knew you as they are 
constantly on edges, disappearing, again and again---taking a little of you 

with 
them as if until now you had never been here, hardly lived, even known by others
   today. 
Then fate like gravity soon has its way of placing you alone in this room 

somewhere in this hour. And the mirror you look into is like an abstract 
image you cannot fix. Becoming more invisible each time you take a peek. 

You hate 
to cut the lights off. Fearing next morning the mirror  can no longer hold 
you. 

It’s the quietness,  isn't it,  that makes you think these types of 
thoughts. 

 
 



Christina Jones is a writer, editor, blogger, mother, wife, personal trainer and sometimes 
photographer. She does a lot of stuff and still wants to do more. She currently lives in 
Germany and dreams of seeing the World twice over. 
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Holly Painter is an MFA graduate of the University of Canterbury in Christchurch, New 
Zealand. Her poetry has been published in literary journals in the US, New Zealand, and 
Australia. Holly lives with her partner in Singapore, where she writes love poems on 
behalf of besotted people around the world at www.adoptapoet.wordpress.com 

 

Gelatinous 
by Holly Painter 
 
It’s the second syllable. It comes out 
of nowhere. Gelatin sounds civilized. 
Gelatinous sounds trashy. It’s a shout 
across Wal-Mart to check out these great buys 
on Spam and fish-heads that we can suspend 
in a molded bubble of orange and lime  
jello for a delicious savory blend 
the family will wolf down every time.  
Or else, gelatinous sounds like the name  
of a species that’s related, linguistically, 
to the Galapagos turtle and the famed 
creature of Loch Ness, and looks, physically, 
like an amorphous jelly blob who dwarfs 
the skyscrapers as he flattens New York. 
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Emily Gibson has been a photographer for twelve years.  She was originally inspired by 
her Father, who was also a photographer. She is currently inspired by the range of 
human’s and nature’s emotion. 

 

 
―UP‖ 

 



 
―Linear‖ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Seth Jani was raised in the woods of Maine. He is the founder and editor of Seven 
CirclePress (www.sevencirclepress.com) and his own work has been published widely in 
such journals as Writers’ Bloc, The Foundling Review, Phantom Kangaroo and 
Chantarelle’s Notebook amongst others. He currently resides in Seattle, WA. 

 

Plink 
by Seth Jani 
 
Your longing is naked, 
A bare tooth in the brain, 
A stone in the arteries 
Gumming up the tracks. 
It’s the thought of suicide 
On Cold Chicago streets, 
Or the deep hurt fostered under stars. 
Sometimes you cradle a fire, 
Whiskey-fed, inside your heart 
And dazzle the sparrows  
With your rants. 
Here, there is no place for tears, 
Instead a kind of rage must get you through.  
You find your angels fetal in the grass, 
Their luminous wings, like shattered circuits, 
Circling after God. 
One by one you snap their necks. 
A sound like hard stone 
On hardened walls. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Adina Newman’s poems have appeared in Enchanted Conversation, The Camel Saloon, 
Yes, Poetry, Eunoia Review, Poetica Magazine, and other print and electronic 
publications. She lives in the Washington, D.C. area 

 

Cherry Blossoms 
by Adina Newman 
 
I miss the cherry blossoms 
that painted my barren 
pavement with pink 
delicacies and  
ease. 
 
I live with the 
present given to me 
by my choices. 
Nostalgic for the days 
ahead of dreams 
that will emerge 
beyond the tranquility 
and safety of slumber. 
 
The cherry blossoms always disappear 
until they make 
their triumphant return. 
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Rachel Castro has a B.S. in English Literature from East Carolina University. She will 
begin an MFA program for Nonfiction in the fall. Currently, she lives and writes in Falls 
Church, Virginia. 

 

Our Lady of Wanting More 

by Rachel Castro 
       Jutka slowly kneaded the clay with her spotted hands. Purple veins 
gathered along her arms in angry clusters, quarreling about whose fault the 
feebleness was.  
       ―Look at what I’m doing; you’re not paying attention.‖  
       In her small house at the top of one of the hills in Buda, she was 
teaching six other women and me how to make pottery with our hands. 
Every week, I’d wake up early to catch the bus and two trams it took me to 
reach her house on the opposite side of town.   
       Her house was more of a home to me than the various places I slept 
while I lived in Budapest. It was always filled with women speaking their 
various languages in quiet, eager whispers. The walls were adorned with 
pieces she had made and pots, lamps, or dishes that her students of 15 years 
had left behind. Someone had to appreciate them, she had decided. Colors 
gleamed luminously from the tables and shelves and windows, and on the 
rare winter days when the sun finally appeared, tempered by the relentless 
clouds, her house was the only reminder I had that spring was coming.  
        Everyone in the class spoke some semblance of English, and Jutka, 
though fluent in Hungarian after living in Budapest for so many years, was 
from England. She spoke to me about her life as a potter, how she had 
begun her studies in ceramics, and her son.  
       ―I’ll have to find another place for my extra pieces once he comes home 
from university,‖ she said, as she peered into a room beyond the studio with 
dozens of pieces of pottery stacked around a bare bed.   
      With a frayed, red scarf tied around her head to keep her hair out of her 
face, Jutka walked around to each of her students, pressing her fingers into 
their work, mending its flaws. All of the other students, who had been there 
for years, had regaled her with stories about their lives, and she knew every 
character in each of their stories by name. 



       The women in the class forced their weight onto the clay as they rolled 
it out, talking about ex-husbands, plans for travel that seemed to refuse to 
abandon their role as merely plans, children that were all grown, and 
tarnished friendships. Every week, they’d leave class with their clothing 
mottled white with their labor.  
       Because I couldn’t join their mostly Hungarian conversations, I usually 
sat quietly and listened. I watched as their eyes widened whenever their 
words leapt and quickened, and looked away as their voices dragged quietly 
during the heavier parts of their stories. The sound of their voices reminded 
me of the indecision and frenzy of shuffling feet, as urgent as they were 
uncertain. 
      They noisily collaborated with one another, wondering aloud about 
how they might make themselves happier the next day or the next year. 
Every week, they showed up at this potter’s doorstep, eager to be distracted 
and to have something to hold them in place. Jutka bobbed from one set of 
hands to another, guiding them until their owner was happy, teaching them 
how to use their hands for something other than praying or begging.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Briana Cox was born and raised in the small town of Tullahoma, TN and is currently an 
undergrad student at Swarthmore College. 

 

The Hopeless Father’s Guide to Average 
Daughters 

Newly Edited for 21st Century Phenomena 
By Briana Cox 

 
Room Décor, Chronology of  
 The daughter’s bedroom will undergo a series of very definite 
changes indicating the passage of time and the gradual estrangement of the 
daughter’s identity from your own. She collects horse figurines—expensive, 
painted things with spindly legs that always snap—and the interest makes 
Christmases and birthdays easy. You spend a week in the garage building 
the shelves where the creatures can live, and years later, after the horses have 
all gathered dust, you find her wrapping their super-glued, taped-up limbs in 
old t-shirts and storing them away for good.  
 
 Her room is painted over too many times to remember, favorite 
color under favorite color until she can find a permanent answer to the 
question, and you’re sure she never will. She insists on doing the work 
herself, and there are fingerprints and paint drips and thin spots in the 
corners where old favorites show through, but you both know it’s too 
transient to matter. (see also; Posters and Pop Stars) 
  
Familial Communication, Electronic  
 It will start with the daughter pleading for a cell phone, and you will 
refuse, fundamentally convinced that age and responsibility should precede 
it. However, afterschool activities and potential emergencies weigh on the 
mind, and you buy her a cell phone with pre-programmed top-40 songs and 
no real buttons. Afterward, she seems to communicate mainly through text 
messages and spends dinner times and car rides texting smiles and frowns at 
appropriate points.  
 



 You buy your own cell phone and tell her that it’s for convenience, 
and you record her playing at a winter recital and use the muffled notes of 
the Moonlight Sonata to signal her calls. Texts are sent asking about her 
day, you hoping the new medium will prompt more conversation on her 
part. She responds hours later with single words and brief fragments, and 
you learn very quickly that this is an unrealistic hope to have. (see also; 
Social Networking, Dangers and Benefits)  
 
Dating  
 The daughter will start painting her nails not because she likes the 
color, but because the polish tastes bitter and the flakes of glittering blue 
and pink stick to her teeth like bruises, discouraging her from biting her 
nails down to the nib. You find out she’s kicking this habit for a boy, and 
when he arrives at your door to take her away you can’t decide if you’re 
worrying too much or too little. When she steps out of his car and onto the 
lawn, smiling and waving and ten minutes late, a heart attack sometime in 
the near future seems unavoidable.  
 
 The boy plays ice hockey, and your memory associates him less with 
the daughter and more with cups of neon-tinted sports drink crushed 
underfoot—with color seeping into ice. The daughter loves him more than 
she should, nothing about him in particular garnering this emotion, but 
simply her need to be in love with something. Trying to say comforting 
words through the bathroom door, her crying on the other side, you hope 
the next time she falls for someone that it’s something impossible, that she’ll 
have all the love with none of the consequences. (see also; Romantic 
Relations, Lesbian or Otherwise)  
 
Food, Preparation and Appreciation  
 The daughter will prepare family meals on rare obligatory occasions, 
days usually centered on you in some way—Father’s Day, your birthday. 
She wakes you up just after the sun and brings you a bowl of breakfast 
cereal and a piece of undercooked toast, and when she’s older you run into 
the kitchen in the morning and find her standing half-panicked at the stove, 
fanning away smoke, or balancing shakily on a stool trying to switch off the 
fire alarm with the tips of her fingers.  



 
 Eventually, you walk into the kitchen sleepy-eyed and paying no 
mind to the smell of burning things, and she presents you with buttered 
toast and scrambled eggs and coffee with the milk already stirred in. Leaning 
against the counter, eating the colorful sugary cereal that she’s embarrassed 
to buy, the daughter looks so proud of the successful breakfast that when 
you go to throw your paper plate away, you pretend not to notice the 
remnants of not-quite-meals resting burnt and inedible at the top of the 
garbage bin. (see also; Gifts, Homemade)  
 
Nest, Empty  
 You will never give the daughter permission to shave her legs or wear 
mascara, but you’ll find yourself with a bathroom cupboard stocked with 
lavender scented shaving cream and cheap bottles of makeup remover, and 
you will ask no questions. One day you go to her room and sit on the edge 
of her bed and watch the past and future colliding—pictures of far off 
colleges tacked up next to post cards from zoos and pictures torn from 
horse themed calendars.  
 
 There is a bottle of stolen vodka hidden underneath a loose 
floorboard that curls up in the corner like a half smile. You briefly consider 
confiscating it, but don’t want to disturb anything. When she goes off to 
college on the West Coast, you return to her room and find her memory 
packed away and painted over, all except for the vodka forgotten underfoot. 
Taking the first drink of alcohol you’ve had in years, you want to ask her 
not to leave, not just yet, but she cannot hear you. (see also; Independence, 
Irrational Insistence of)  
 
For further reading:  
The Hopeless Father’s Guide to Average Daughters  
College and Marriage  

 
 
 
 



Clinton Inman was born in Walton-on-Thames, England in 1945, raised in the 
Carolinas, graduated from San Diego State University in 1977, and is a high school 
teacher in Tampa Bay.  He lives in Sun City Center, Florida with his wife, Elba. 
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Cherita Harrell recently graduated Summa Cum Laude from Rowan University's 
Writing Arts program. In 2013, she received the Excellence in Writing Arts Award at 
Rowan University. She is currently pursuing enrollment in a Master of Fine Arts 
program, and hopes to further her academic studies in poetry and creative writing. 

 

The Dead Husbands Club 
by Cherita Harrell 

 
―Ashes to ashes, dust to dust…‖ 
 
Inside the church, a bell tolls five times, each strike representing a 

decade of the deceased’s life. The sound echoes through the cemetery, 
startling those of us seated at the gravesite as it signals the end of the 
ceremony. As the mourners begin to exit the gravesite, a few pause in front 
of my chair and utter a string of superficial sentiments before parting. They 
deliver their condolences out of politeness and respect, but I know I am not 
the reason for their attendance. Instead, their true devotion lies with the man 
who rests inside of the casket positioned at the center of the gravesite, a man 
whose recent death had abruptly changed my title from wife to widow.  

 
I watch as the group moves toward the parking area beside the 

church, and continue watching as they end their assemblage, breaking off 
into smaller pairs, and then into singles, before disappearing inside their 
vehicles. Each will return to their individual lives and, for many of them, the 
somber gathering will become nothing more than a distant memory.  

 
As the last vehicle vacates the lot, I return my attention to the 

gravesite. In my hand is a dry handkerchief, and I use it to dab at the 
moisture collecting along my brow. Although it is early evening, the setting 
sun offers little relief from the humid air.  

 
I unravel the handkerchief and lay the fabric over my lap.  The bright 

cloth stands out against my dark attire, adding the only bit of color to my 
long-sleeve dress. I’m wearing black, the color of mourning. The hue I am 
expected to wear as the bereaved as I honor my husband and display my 
sorrow.  



 
At the foot of the casket, parallel to where I sit, is a large photograph 

of my husband positioned on top of a tall metal stand. In the picture, he 
wears a wide smile and an expensive Italian suit. In life, my husband labored 
over his appearance. He placed great importance on the way he presented 
himself to the world, and cared how others perceived him. Beyond that, his 
concerns were minimal.  

 
I stand and drag my chair against the hard soil, scraping the earth as I 

move toward the foot of the casket. I place the chair in front of the 
photograph and sink onto my seat, shifting my weight on top of the hard 
metal. Sitting up straight, I position my body so I’m eye level with my 
husband’s smiling face, but quickly collapse back onto the chair, his frozen 
image towering over me. My stomach flutters, and I lean forward on my 
seat, rest one hand against my abdomen and press the other against my eyes.  

 
―Sweetheart, you alright?‖  
 
I start and the chair nearly tips over from my sudden movement. 

Standing at the edge of the gravesite is an older woman who appears to be 
in her late seventies. She’s wearing a pair of khaki pants, a white cotton shirt, 
and on her head is an unusually large sun hat. In her hands, she holds a 
bouquet of wilted lilies. She moves toward where I am sitting and stops 
beside my chair.  

 
―Oh, I didn’t mean to scare you. Just wanted to see if you were 

alright?‖ 
 
―Yes, ma’am, I’m fine.‖ 
 
―You sure? You’re up here all alone,‖ she persists.  
 
―I’m sure. I’m fine.‖  
 
Her eyes move to the photo in front of us. ―What a handsome man. 

Is this your husband?‖  



 
―Yes, ma’am.‖ 
 
―I’m sorry for your loss,‖ she says.  
 
―Thank you.‖ 
 
―I was visiting my husband, too.‖ She points to a row of tombstones 

behind us, then extends her hand. ―I’m Olivia, by the way.‖ 
 
―Cara.‖ I shake her hand and detect the scent of nicotine coming 

from her skin.  
 
―How long were you married, Cara?‖  
 
―Seven years.‖ 
 
―Oh, you two were practically newlyweds,‖ she says.  
 
―I suppose,‖ I say. Olivia doesn’t respond. Instead, she moans and 

extends her arms, stretching her aged frame.  
 
―Would you like to sit?‖ I ask.   
 
―How sweet of you, thank you,‖ she says.  
 
I stand and Olivia lowers her body onto the chair. Again, she turns 

toward the photo, and examines my husband’s picture.  
 
―Looks very distinguished—was he a doctor or something?‖  
 

 ―Lawyer.‖ 
 
 ―Oh. Looks young, too. How old was he?‖  
 
 ―Fifty,‖ I say. 



 
 ―My, that is young,‖ Olivia says, turning from the photo. 
 
 ―Yes, ma’am,‖ I say. I tug at the cross dangling from my neck. 
 
 ―How did he die?‖ 
 
 ―In his sleep.‖  
 
 ―Goodness. He was sick?‖ she persists.  
 
 ―Yes, very sick.‖ 
 
 ―Oh, that’s terrible,‖ she says with genuine concern. 
 

―It was.‖  
 
―You must be devastated?‖ 
 
―I’m managing.‖ 
 
―Well, that’s all you can do.‖ 
 
―How long were you married?‖ I ask.  
 

 ―Forty-six blissful years, but he had to go and die on me. Been dead 
six years now. I come and visit him every week.‖ 
  

―I’m sorry,‖ I say. 
  

―Thank you, sweetheart,‖ she pauses and looks around the cemetery, 
―So, where’s your family?‖  
  

―Oh, they’re—uh, I have none.‖  
 

 ―You have to have someone, sweetheart. Any friends?‖ 



 
 ―No, no. I’m here alone. It was just me and my husband.‖ 
 
 ―You shouldn’t have to grieve alone.‖ 
 
 ―Well, you’re here alone.‖  
 
 ―My son usually joins me, but he couldn’t today. Had him drop me 
off a few hours ago. I don’t usually stay here this late, but I just felt like 
spending the day with Frank—that’s my husband’s name. Frank.‖  
 
 ―When’s he coming to get you?‖ I ask. 
 
 Olivia takes a glimpse at her watch. ―Should be soon, but I’ll just sit 
here with you until he does.‖  
 
 ―Is it just you and your son?‖ 
 
 ―Yes, just me and my Daniel. Was that way for some time before I 
met Frank. Oh, Daniel isn’t Frank’s son. He came around when Daniel was 
about five. Daniel’s real father—well, he was a nasty drunk. Couldn’t keep 
his hands off of me, and not in a good way,‖ she says.  
 

I turn toward her, surprised by her candor. ―Daniel’s father, he used 
to…‖ 

 
 ―Oh, yes. I would have to fight that man from the minute he came 
home until the minute he left. I got away from him, though. Then I met 
Frank, and he took Daniel in as his own. That’s my Frank, you know, such a 
kind and generous man.‖ 
 
 ―You must miss him a lot,‖ I say.  
 

Olivia nods and her eyes become misty. She removes her sun hat and 
begins to fan her face. ―Yes, I certainly do.‖ 

 



Awkwardly, I pat her back not sure how else to console her. Olivia 
dries her eyes, reaches for my hand, and rubs it gently.  

 
―I’m fine dear; at least I met a man worth shedding tears for. 

Definitely didn’t waste that sentiment on Daniel’s father.‖ 
 

 ―Was it hard to leave him?‖ 
 
 ―It was, but if I’d stayed—let’s just say it wouldn’t have ended well. 
Besides, Daniel deserved better.‖ 
 
 ―I’m sure he did,‖ I pause, ―but starting over with a young child had 
to be terrifying.‖ 
 
 ―Oh, it definitely wasn’t easy raising him on my own. I spent many a 
day scared, and angry, and frustrated, but I made the right choice.‖ 
 
 ―What happened to Daniel’s father?‖ 
 
 ―Who knows? Probably drank himself to death. If he did, then trust 
me, the world is better off because of it.‖ 
 

―I guess you’re right,‖ I say.  
 
Olivia stares at me, and her expression is apologetic. ―Oh, 

sweetheart—here you’re grieving and I’m bothering you with my nonsense.‖  
 

 ―It’s fine. I don’t mind.‖ 
 
 ―No, no, let’s change the subject. How’d you and your husband 
meet?‖ 
 
 ―Um, a friend introduced us.‖ 
 
 ―A friend?‖  
 



 ―An old friend. One I haven’t spoken to in a long time.‖ 
 
 ―Oh, well people grow apart.‖ 
 
 ―Yes, I suppose they do,‖ I whisper. 
 
 ―So, what happened?‖ 
 
 ―I’m sorry?‖ I turn to her.  
 
 ―You know, after you two met. How did he court you? I’m sure it 
was exciting,‖ Olivia says, a wide smile on her face.   
 
 ―Oh. Well, I wouldn’t really call it a courtship. My husband wasn’t 
the type of man who took no for an answer.‖  
 
 ―You know, I always wished my Frank was that type of man, but he 
was one big softie. Never demanded anything, and couldn’t make a decision 
to save his life.‖ She chuckles, amused by her own words. I don’t reply, but I 
find her comment interesting. She knew nothing about my husband, yet she 
was intrigued by the man in the picture, and curious about the life she 
thought we possessed.   
 
 Olivia’s cell phone begins to chime, and she pats at her pants pockets 
as she searches for it. ―Where is that stupid thing?‖ She locates the phone, 
pulls it out of her back pocket, and flips it open. ―Daniel? You’re here? Ok, 
I’m coming.‖ She closes the phone and returns it to her pocket.  
 
 ―Your ride?‖ I ask. 
 
 ―Yes, he’s in the parking lot, but I don’t want to leave you alone. 
Maybe you should come down with me. It’s getting dark.‖ 
 
 ―No, I’m fine. I’m going to stay a little longer,‖ I say. I can tell she’s 
disappointed, but she doesn’t persist.  
 



 ―Well, alright. Cara, it was lovely meeting you. I visit Frank all the 
time, so I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again.‖ 
 
 ―I’m sure.‖  
 

Olivia stands, her hands wrapped tightly around the wilted lilies. She 
moves toward the edge of the gravesite, but pauses. ―Sweetheart, what are 
you going to do now?‖ 

 
 ―What do you mean?‖  
 
 ―Well, you said you don’t have any family or friends. What are your 
plans, exactly?‖  
 

I shake my head and glance around the gravesite. ―Honestly, I’m not 
sure. I’ve been wondering about that all day.‖ 

 
Olivia grows quiet. She turns toward my husband’s photo and 

studies it for a while. She then eyes the gravesite, and the dozens of floral 
arrangements—none of which are addressed to me. ―You seem like a strong 
woman,‖ she finally says, ―I’m sure you’ll figure it out.‖ 

 
I shrug. ―I don’t know about that.‖  
 
Olivia nods and a small smile appears on her face. ―Trust me, you’ll 

figure it out. Goodnight, Cara.‖ 
 

 ―Goodnight, Ms. Olivia.‖  
 

Olivia returns the sun hat to her head and, with a final wave, heads 
toward the parking lot. I see a man exit the car, jog toward her, and grab her 
hand, looping her arm through his as they walk. Daniel, the child she’d 
pulled from an abusive home and had given a new father. A man named 
Frank who was kind and generous, and one of the good ones.  

 



Olivia and Daniel disappear inside their vehicle and, although I can 
no longer see her, I imagine Olivia is watching me. She had expressed her 
concern for my wellbeing, and hadn’t wanted to abandon me at the 
gravesite. Probably figured we shared a common bond as the new widow 
and the old widow—reluctant members of the dead husbands club.   

 
The vehicle putters out of the parking lot, and I follow it with my 

eyes until the taillights are no longer visible. Olivia had assumed she would 
see me again, figured we would wave to each other from our corners of the 
cemetery as we visited our husbands’ graves and wallowed in our misery. 

 
 I dab at the sweat on my forehead and glance around the cemetery. 
The area is silent, almost dark, and all of the mourners have gone home. 
Finally, I’m alone. I stretch out my arms and roll back the sleeves of my 
dress. Several dark scars cover my forearms, and faded bruises stain my skin. 
I survey my arms, examine my marital scars, study the marks left by a man 
who’d promised to cherish, honor, and protect me, each wound a reminder 
of the times when he’d broken those promises. My eyes move to my left 
hand, and I eye the gold band that rests on my ring finger. I twist the ring 
around before slipping it off and dropping it in my left palm. 
 
 My stomach flutters, and I rub my abdomen, press my hands against 
my belly. Most women didn’t feel quickening until the second trimester, but 
I’d already begun to experience the tiny beats from the life growing inside of 
me.  
 

As I caress my abdomen, my thoughts shift to Olivia. I’d sat at the 
gravesite, for most of the day, playing the role of the bereaved as I struggled 
to find the appropriate words to say to my deceased husband. I’d wanted to 
curse and shout my hatred for him until I was barely able to breathe, but the 
words never came. In listening to Olivia speak about her life, the reason why 
became clear. In this moment, words weren’t important. Choices were. And 
I’d already made my choice. I’d chosen life over death—my life and the life 
of my unborn child.   

 



As I step toward the casket, Olivia’s parting words resonate in my 
mind. I had no support system. No one I could lean on. No person for 
whom I could elicit assistance. No one else but me and a baby that would 
soon arrive, a child I would be expected to provide for as well as protect. I 
knew the only thing I had to offer my child was my love and devotion, but 
that would have to be enough, for now. As for the rest, well, I would do as 
Olivia had suggested. I would figure it out, like she had done for her and 
Daniel. Maybe someday I would find my own Frank, if I so desired.   

 
Reaching for the casket, I place my wedding band on top of the 

smooth, mahogany wood and bend down until my face is inches away from 
the side.  

 
―Good-bye.‖  
 
It is the only word I whisper. There is nothing else left to say.  
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Foreign Objects 
By Elizabeth Sidell 

 
         ―She’s not very cute, is she?‖ 
 
 ―She’s a new baby.‖ 
 
 My sister brought her white face close to the baby’s. 
 
 ―She’s so dark.‖ 
 
 ―She’s black, Jillian. You adopted a black child.‖ 
 
 ―She’s really dark.‖ She stared at the baby like she was a foreign object 
then rubbed at her brown skin as if wiping off blush. 
 
              ―Here. I don’t think I want her.‖ Her voice was quiet as when 
telling a secret. ―I need to lay down.‖               
 
              I lowered myself and the baby carefully to the couch. My hand felt 
for the phone which had fallen in between the cushions. 
 
              ―Hey, Dad.‖ 
 
              Phone calls in my family were never a good decision.   
 
              ―What’s up, Pokey?‖ 
 
              ―Jillian locked herself in her room.‖ 
 
              ―Where’s the baby?‖ 
 



              ―With me. She doesn’t want it.‖ 
 
              My dad sighed from fatigue and memory. 
 
              When Jillian was seventeen and I was twelve she had her stomach 
pumped after swallowing a bottle of her medication. I held her hand, 
rubbing my thumb over her white knuckles, and counted the pills as they 
came up: 52. 
 
              ―Did she forget to take her meds?‖ 
 
              ―It’s not her bipolar, Dad, it’s her daughter.‖ 
 
              ―She’s a cute one for a black baby, huh?‖  
 
              ―Yeah, she’s pretty cute. Really small.‖ 
 
              ―Your sister was always tiny. Your legs were fatter. You were like 
a fat little chicken.‖ 
 
              ―She’s sucking her fingers.‖ 
 
              ―She’s hungry. Is there food in the house?‖ I heard the flare of a 
match and an exhale into the receiver. The distance between us was moving 
faster than usual.  
 
 ―Yeah. Geoff bought everything before he left. Just in case.‖ 
 
              ―You don’t want a screaming baby.‖ 
 
              I put my pinky in her mouth. Her eyes closed to form two dark 
slits and she sucked my finger like a nipple. It tickled. 
 
              ―What do I do if Jillian won’t come out of her room?‖  
 
              He exhaled roughly and the distance pushed between us.              



 
              ―You know I hate to leave your mother. Your sister’s husband 
should be there.‖  
 
              ―It’s not his fault. He had been planning to do Doctor’s Without 
Borders for years.‖ 
 
              ―Maybe he should stop saving those little African kids and come 
home.‖ 
 
              The baby’s face turned the color of a boiled beet and her tonsils 
vibrated her scream up to intolerable decibels. Jillian’s door opened and she 
lunged her head out. 
 
              ―Shut her up!‖ 
 
              ―She’s hungry.‖ I bobbed her up and down hoping to calm her. 
 
              Jillian stood against the door frame running her fingers through 
her knotted hair. She tugged out from her dark roots. Her other hand was 
propped on a jutting hipbone. Had she been eating?                            
  
   ―Find out how to give her back.‖ She stepped back into her room, as 
if she had commenced a speech, and shut the door.  
 
              ―Are you kidding, Jillian?‖  I opened her door. 
 
              ―I need to speak to Geoff.‖ Her voice shrunk under the baby’s 
screaming. She laid with her knees pulled into her chest. 
 
              ―Why do you want a baby, Jillian?‖ 
 
              I asked her this a year ago. We were at my parents’ house. Jillian 
was leaning back in bed with my mother while my father, Geoff, and I 
waited for an answer. 
 



              ―I just think it’s time and so many unwanted babies need to be 
adopted. Right, Geoff?‖ Geoff shrugged his shoulders and pulled at the gray 
whiskers on his chin.  
 
 ―Jillian, it will be a real baby that you will have to take care of, you 
know.‖ 
 
            She turned in towards our mother and wrapped her feet around her 
legs. 
 
            ―Of course I know that.‖ 
 
             After one bottle the baby was passed out in my arms. My free hand  
fidgeted with the phone before surrendering.                            
 
              ―Daddy, please come over. Now, she wants to give the baby back.‖              
 
              ―That’s ridiculous.‖ He sighed as if briefing over the past and 
today and realizing they were the same.              
 
              ―I can’t take care of Jillian and the baby.‖ 
 
              ―Your sister needs you.‖ 
 
     ―She needs Mom.‖              
 
            ―Well, I’m sure your mother would love to be there. You know... 
Give it a chance.‖ 
 
 I walked with her between the kitchen and the front room wondering 
how I would give her back if Jillian didn’t come out of her room. It was a 
possibility.  How would this baby feel if she knew she was going to be given 
back? I looked down as she looked up at me. I guess nobody had to tell her. 
 
      I did well with apologies; I tilted my head down like a dog with its tail 
between its legs, smiled without teeth, sometimes teared up, and spoke with 



shaky words – Sorry, you made a huge mistake by giving my sister a baby. 
She’s too dark. 
 
              The baby was better off.                              
 
 I nudged the door open with my foot. Jillian was sitting up pulling her 
bra strap out from under her T-shirt as if now she was free from playing 
grownup.  
 
 I sat down next to her. 
 
           ―Just hold her.‖ One step at a time.  That was how my dad got my 
mom out onto the front porch once in spring – one foot from the back 
door. She felt real sun and smelled spring. It took five hours but he did it. 
 
              Jillian held out her arms to cradle the baby. 
 
 She settled into her arms as if it knew this was the person to take care 
of her. 
 
 ―Smell her head. Babies' heads really do smell like baby powder.‖ 
 
            Jillian and the baby were breathing together. 
 
            ―See? She likes you.‖ 
 
            My head found itself onto my sister’s shoulder. She ran her palm 
over my forehead. 
 
            ―You cut your bangs.‖ I felt for my hair. I forgot I had done that 
myself. 
 
            I nodded. Real unforced tears snuck out. 
 
 I closed my eyes and held my breath like a child does underwater when 
they’re not ready to come out of the pool. 
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On the Snake 
By Jaren Watson 

 
 When I met Gwen I was lying on my back with spit pooling out the 
side of  my mouth. She appeared over me, shadowed and masked, jabbing at 
my teeth with a weird array of  metal implements. After she made me bleed 
we had a great conversation. I had a cavity on twelve and she was Dr. Allen’s 
hygienist. That night we ate twice-baked potatoes in a restaurant below her 
apartment. A quiet place, simple and nice.  The food was filling, Gwen was 
gorgeous, and if  you believe such a thing, the stars were aligned for new 
beginnings. Three months and a porcelain crown later, we were married. 

 I’d recently gone back to school to study the Realists after my own 
stab at reality culminated in abject failure. In 1993, I partnered with Reece 
Lannom, a friend I’d known since high school, at a high-end gadget shop 
which we had started after undergrad. Technolo Gee! (give me a break, it was 
Reece’s idea) did alright in the beginning. We cornered the market with our 
spray-on suntan remover, but the bastards at Sharper Image moved in and 
wiped us out. So it was back to hitting the books and ignoring my gums 
when Gwen came into my life.  

 Pretty set from selling a few patents when the store tanked, I was able 
to stay in school, get my degree and a teaching job at Idaho State. Due to a 
resilience she’s always had, Gwen just rode the changes and kept scrubbing 
teeth for Dr. Allen. I’m a little tired of  the work, she said. But she took the 
hit for both of  us because who turns down money? and she didn’t want to 
stay home. I feel antsy, she said, being cooped up all day. However, she’s a 
people person and she loved the people she worked with. Pranksters, these 
folks. Big time. One time Gwen made Dr. Allen some brownies filled with 



hair from every employee in the office. She said, you should have seen it. 
When he took a bite and saw the stringy mess hanging from his teeth, he 
thought it was caramel and, get this, he kept on munching. He got halfway 
through before he said anything. He must have been afraid he was going to 
hurt someone’s feelings. It was that kind of  place. 

What I’m saying is that we had it good from day one. I learned the 
value of  floss and we didn’t look back.  For eight years we fairly breezed 
through life and other than the normal bumps along the way, we had little to 
complain about. We wanted kids, but something wasn’t clicking somewhere 
in one of  us—wires crossed, perhaps—and we figured if  the universe 
wanted us to have children, they’d come along when it was time.  

# 

 In that inauspicious summer of  2001, Gwen and I decided to go 
camping and float a raft down the whitewater of  the Snake River. Growing 
up, my family rafted several times a year down the same stretch of  water in 
western Wyoming. Navigating those waters was our family tradition, 
something I always looked forward to. But I hadn’t been since getting 
married, and Gwen never had. We were both outdoorsy, but this was 
something she hadn’t tried. 

Those weeks she never said anything, which was how I knew 
something was bothering her. Because she used to tell me everything, even 
the little stuff. Like how she would eat crepes for breakfast everyday if  we 
were millionaires, as if  that’s standard fare for millionaires, and how on the 
way home from work she saw an endless line of  swallows above the trees in 
the park and the way they flowed together and moved was like a slow, airy 
dance, a shadow alive and flashing, so beautiful it made her cry. So when it 
stopped, when she stopped talking, I knew.   

For a few weeks there I’d come home from the campus and Gwen 
would be sitting on the couch in the living room. The television would be 
off  and the lights too were off. She always had her feet up on the edge of  
the coffee table. Not relaxing, either, but as if  she were afraid to touch the 
floor. I don’t know. How do I explain it? You live with a person so long 



you’re practically the same person. These bodies we inhabit, these bodies we 
share. We touch so often, these hands and that hair, this belly and those 
breasts, is it any wonder we begin to think alike? So on a Friday in August, 
we loaded up the truck with our gear and headed out. 

# 

 Along the tortuous highway through the aspen-clothed mountains 
towards Alpine, Wyoming, there’s a shack filled with fireworks where you 
can buy a wheel of  firecrackers as big as a car tire any day of  the year. When 
I was a teenager, my brothers and I used to drive over there on glassy roads 
in the middle of  winter and buy bottle rockets that we’d shoot into the sky 
on Christmas Eve. We’d carry them tromping frozen wheat stubble in the 
empty field across the street from our house and light the fuses of  a dozen 
at a time. Sometimes I’d watch them fly, but mostly I watched the frozen 
ground because when the rockets burst, the snow would catch their light and 
the lot of  them would glaze a rainbow across the pale white field. Better 
than strung lights on the neighborhood trees, the snow around me colored 
flash –  quick and precious.  

Over there the road winds as much as the river, and the river winds 
enough to name it the Snake. As the crow flies the whole float is only about 
three or four miles, but its generous meandering makes it last the better part 
of  a day. We were launching at East Table Campground, a put-in used less 
than West Table because there are no rapids between the two, but we were 
there for more than that. With Gwen’s work and my classes, we hadn’t been 
in the mountains for a very long time, which is a big deal for us. Like not 
drinking water for a week, like not making love, not being in the mountains 
for us built a tightening tension we carried in our shoulders. I knew Gwen 
needed some kind of  release, a chance to get out and breathe good air. I 
didn’t plan on pressuring her. In the months following I would wonder why, 
when something is wrong, people must travel to find out what’s wrong at 
home. 

We arrived at the put-in and I eased my foot off  the gas and rolled 
down the window. I was fairly blasted by the smell of  pine. There, it is a 



thing of  freshness. Clean enough to make the sick feel well. Freighted with 
memory, it is a smell you feel. 

Gwen must have known what it was for me because she put her hand 
on my arm and said, ―You really do like it, don’t you.‖ She wasn’t asking a 
question.  

I smiled with my mouth closed and nodded. She laughed. Her laugh 
is a great thing, so quiet you can barely hear it. But as quiet as it is, it shakes 
her whole body.  

It was pleasant to be driving in the mountains. Pleasant is the right 
word. It made me feel good to be there. As we rounded a bend, I looked at 
Gwen on the seat next to me, and though she looked a little rough from a 
night of  little sleep, red hair tousled, she was bumping her knees together 
fast so I figured she was excited. 

It’s said that there is no bad day to be on the river, and while that 
may be debatable, the weather that day was perfect. The thermometer on the 
rear view said ninety-two and the sky hadn’t a rumor of  cloud. I put my 
hand out the window and I was driving slow enough to tell there was no 
wind. 

There, the water is a changing thing. In the spring, it grows thick 
with winter sludge sluiced from the mountains that feed its flow. The river 
runs high and fast: a roiling, bubbling froth with branches and other deadfall 
it has stripped from its banks. Some deposited on mid-river jams and bars, 
some pinballed off  the sides, the natural junk of  a million acres is carried 
downstream at thirty thousand cubic feet per second. Even at this capacity, it 
takes the river a period of  a few months to run itself  clean. But by July, the 
river has carried away its filth. Receding from the banks’ high-water marks, it 
calms itself  from the mad early season tumble. It still runs, but it is a 
measured running, and the color creeps toward emerald. The river still 
carries its passengers, but they are different now. Trading deadfall for rafters 
and kayakers, its surface floats the flies of  fishermen who stand in it waist-
deep, hoping to cull cutthroat trout from its depths, to ripple and gleam in 
the afternoon sun. The river is as alive as the people drawn to it. Both 



malleable and forceful, rough and gentle. It can take your breath away in 
three ways. 

# 

We had been on the water for a few hours, had ridden over the swell 
at Station Creek and bobbed through the swirls in the S-curves. The waves 
in those rapids aren’t very big, but the currents are wild and shifting. I’ve 
seen whole sides of  rafts submerged in the whirlpools. Not really dangerous, 
though you want to keep an eye open. We had just reached to the middle of  
the long, slow stretch of  the float and Gwen lay supine on one of  the raft’s 
tubes, soaking up the sun. I wanted to talk to her, but she looked so serene I 
was content to let her be. Other than an occasional course correction with 
the oars, I was free to relax. I have always liked that part of  rafting—just 
riding the slow current, slow enough you feel a part of  the river, moving at 
the pace of  the world. It feels like going home. Most of  our existence was 
spent in the sea. A billion years ago we stuck our noses out of  the water, 
tested the air, and crawled out for the first time. Riding the river, you’re 
headed back. Sure, you get off  before the journey is complete, but for a little 
while—a few moments, at least—you are homebound. 

In these calm stretches I always wonder how many fish we are floating 
over and what they must think of  our huge rough shadows flying over them. 
Are we some misshapen bird or have they come to tell the difference? I try to 
spot their slim profiles in the lee of  the blurred rocks we pass. And doing 
this, I looked up when Gwen said, ―Paul, what would you do if  I fell out of  
the raft?‖ I love her to death. She can be out of  the blue at times. 

 I answered, ―That depends, honey. If  the water were calm, like here, 
you could just swim to the boat.‖ I smiled at her. ―Are you hungry? I could 
get the sandwiches from the bag. We have a while before it picks up.‖  

She shook her head and lay back down on the tube, her hand hanging 
over the edge, trailing in the water. For someone who had never been in a 
raft before, she seemed very relaxed. 

 Something on the bank. Scrambling on gray rocks at the river’s edge, 
an otter was fishing around with what looked like an animal’s tail, though it 



was probably a wet twig. It had the thing in its mouth, and even from the 
river, I could see the white tips of  its teeth. I started to point it out when it 
slipped silently into the water and disappeared in the dark. I said, ―You 
missed it.‖ 

―What?‖ she said. 

 ―An otter.‖ 

Gwen was still on her back. She was twisting the ends of  her hair in 
her fingers. ―Okay, but what if  I was being swept away and couldn’t make it 
to you?‖  

―Then I’d throw you a rope.‖  

―What if  the rope couldn’t reach me?‖  

I laughed. I wasn’t making fun of  her. ―Then I would have had to 
been daydreaming or made a bad throw. The rope is thirty feet long. What’s 
the matter?‖  

I wasn’t paying attention, and was startled when our raft scraped over 
the top of  a rock. Not much, just enough to nudge the raft a bit. I looked 
over the edge and saw the long jagged shape of  a rock that I recognized. 
―That came fast.‖ We had always called the rock Razorback, and used it as 
signaling the end of  the calm stretch. Around the corner we would 
encounter some big water, Kahuna being the first in a series of  rapids. The 
bump convinced Gwen that it was time to move, and she took her spot at 
the front.  

Kneeling on the floor of  the raft and holding onto a nylon strap, 
Gwen turned her head and said, ―Say you did make a bad throw and the 
rope can’t reach me and I’m being swept downstream and there’s rocks ahead. 
What would you do, Paul?‖  

―That’s pretty specific. Are they sharp rocks?‖  

Gwen wasn’t looking at me. She was staring ahead with her arms 
gripping the tube. ―I’m being serious, Paul. What would you do?‖  



I swiveled the oar in my right hand, and using the oarlock, pulled 
back, swinging the blade in front of  me. The oar slapped the side of  the raft 
next to Gwen. She didn’t budge. Sometimes she would get like that. Like she 
was someplace else in her mind and needed rescuing. I tried to snap her out 
of  it. ―I’d use these, Gwen. I’d paddle after you and get you into the raft. 
Before the rocks. Even before the sharks on the other side. Then I’d haul you 
up onto the floor of  the raft and everything would be perfect.‖ 

When the water is higher, say, during June, it flows well above the 
ledge that forms Kahuna, and the surface features only a little swelling of  
water, nothing much. But as the river leeches the mountains’ reserves and 
empties their streams, the level of  the river drops and the ledge pushes up, 
resulting in a formidable wall of  water that can flip a raft like a bath toy. 
This is the kind of  water level we were dealing with. Not that it is terribly 
dangerous. The water after is pretty calm, but you better be ready for that 
one fast smack of  water or things can turn in a hurry. 

We were rounding the bend and Kahuna was ahead. The way to get 
through it is to build up speed, to move faster than the water, and to be 
heavy in front—by having your passengers lean over the front tube, and, 
headfirst, plunge into the wall of  water. You have to attack it, that’s the only 
way. When you shy away from it, which, of  course, is the body’s natural 
instinct, you get trouble. 

Gwen was still kneeling up in front, with her head turned back 
toward me. ―Gwen, are you ready? I need you to reach out there and bust 
through that wave for me when we get to it. Really lean into it, okay?‖ 

She was somewhere else. Her eyes were on me, but she wasn’t really 
seeing me. When she spoke her voice was weak. ―Paul, what if  you couldn’t 
paddle after me?‖ 

―What?‖ I said. I heard her, I just didn’t know what she meant. 

She continued. ―What if  you couldn’t paddle after me and I was 
being pulled away. Would you jump in after me?‖ She was wringing the strap 
with her hands. Her knuckles shone whitely in the sun. 



Over Gwen’s head and coming up fast, the frothy top of  the standing 
wave that is Kahuna. I started blading the oars through the water, building 
up speed. ―Gwen, you need to turn around now. The wave is right there,‖ I 
said, pointing over her shoulder. ―It’s right there.‖ What was she doing? She 
was completely oblivious to what was around her. She was making me 
nervous. This stretch of  the Snake is pretty safe, but you don’t want to be 
screwing around. People drown here every year. 

Gwen didn’t move but repeated, ―Would you jump in after me, Paul?‖ 

This time I said it forcefully, ―Gwen, turn around.‖ But she didn’t 
move.  

Now I could see it coming up fast—the full-on, pale blast of  water. 
We were about to drop over the ledge. I pushed against the raft, my feet 
wedged in and my back straining against the oars. I rowed as hard as I could. 
I felt the pulling in my arms and back. The river narrows here considerably, 
and the rock cliffs on either side of  us flew past. I was rowing hard and we 
were really moving. Gwen just stayed there. I yelled at her, ―Gwen turn 
around! We’re there. Kahuna is right there!‖  

And it was. We had crested the ledge and were starting to descend 
into the trough before the giant wave. Gwen’s voice became feverish. ―I’m 
drowning, Paul. Will you save me?‖ 

―Damn it, Gwen, now!‖ I yelled. Kahuna stood like a crumbling 
white tower in front of  us. We crouched at its base. In less than a second it 
would collapse on top of  us.  

―Hold on!‖ I screamed. Still, Gwen didn’t move. She spoke one last 
time before the water hit. I couldn’t hear her for the roar of  the wave, but I 
knew what she said, had known somehow—how do swallows know it’s time 
to migrate?—before she said it. ―I slept with Dr. Allen.‖  

Then she was gone. Where she had been was all water, a cloud of  
white foam that engulfed her and swallowed the boat. I saw her there and 
then I didn’t. And then everything went white. 

# 



I have been rafting that river my entire life, been through Kahuna 
countless times, have sat on the cliffs and watched raft after raft get flipped 
by that huge wave, and that day with Gwen was the hardest a wave has ever 
hit me. It walloped the front of  our raft, stopped us dead. After a few 
seconds, the water lifted us, the front first, slowly, and the boat kept rising, 
lifting, until we cleared the froth. I was leaning back. Too far back. I could 
see the front of  the raft standing above me. We were almost straight up. 
Then we were straight up. I was losing my grip. All I could see was the blue 
of  the tube, the sky, and I couldn’t see Gwen. She wasn’t there. The raft was 
still standing up. Where was Gwen? I was holding on to the raft and the 
oars, one of  them slipping. I grabbed for it, but it was slippery. So wet and 
hard to hold. Where’s Gwen? The raft. The oars. I couldn’t hold both but I 
needed both. One’s no good without the other. The raft started to spin. We 
were standing up and spinning. Like a huge slow top, spinning. Gwen. And 
then, finally, the raft started to come back down. It didn’t flip.  

The wave was past, the water slowing. I was in the raft. I held the 
oars. I looked frantically around. The water clear and empty. No sign of  her. 
I looked downstream. She should wash up in that deep spot. But she wasn’t 
there. I called her name. I emptied my lungs calling her name. I listened for 
her, for any sound of her, but all I could hear was the water crushing behind 
us. And then I saw her poke her head up in the front of  the raft. When the 
water hit, she had lain down on the floor of  the raft and held on through 
the whole thing. How?  I don’t know, but there she was. We were completely 
soaked, the boat half-full of  water. There were more rapids ahead, but for a 
minute, I didn’t do anything. I was so relieved I just sat there, grinning. 
Shivering and grinning like an idiot. Was I in shock? It’s possible. Even in 
August the water is cold. 

# 

The river is a changing thing. I said that already and it’s true. I mean, 
that’s exactly the thing about it—always moving, always shifting. It runs high 
and low, clear and dirty. From moment to moment, season to season, it is 
never the same. You could say it’s a different river even. But here’s the point: 
despite its constant flux, the river is always there, always running. Year after 
year, it comes from the same places high in the mountains, and it goes its 



same long course to the sea. I’m talking about its constancy, how it always 
knows exactly where it’s headed. It wanders, yes, but it is never lost. It never 
complains about the stuff  it carries. It just runs. I will forever find 
reassurance in that. 

We finished the rest of  the float and we didn’t talk. I didn’t have 
anything to say that would mean much, was afraid to say something that 
would. And even though it seemed like it took an eternity to finish the float, 
later I thanked God from my ragged heart that I had something as clumsy 
and necessary to do as push the oars, move the raft away from this rock, 
toward that bank. Funny as hell, these things that save you. 

When we did talk about it, it went how you would expect. I yelled 
about betrayal and trust and respect and Gwen cried. And later, she yelled 
and I cried. Then we were quiet. Then we started up again. We didn’t talk for 
days and then we did. And it took a very long time to make smooth the 
rough pit that formed in me that day. Did it ever get back to the way it was 
before? No. Of course not. How could it? But look: we both had choices to 
make and we made them. I fought with myself  repeatedly about whether I 
was too harsh, had made the right decision. But that’s the problem—how 
can you be sure? These things take time. I’m not saying my choice is for 
everyone. 

There was so much about my wife I never knew. How’s that possible? 
We had been together for sixteen years and overnight we were strangers 
sharing the same address. 

Now all of  that is past. The one thing I will tell is this: during all of  
it, throughout the time from the day on the river until now, I keep going 
back to how, after seeing her disappear in the water and my looking for her, 
I saw her emerge from the floor of  the raft, her hair wet and plastered to the 
side of  her head. Cold, shivering, and wet, she looked terrible—but she was 
still there. How she managed to hold on through that wave, I do not know. 
But she did hold on. 

# 



Now I am back in the canyon carved thousands of  years ago by the 
Snake. Earlier today I ran the same stretch of  river. I find that even by 
myself, it is a good thing. It started to rain on me when I got to Champagne 
rapid, and the wind pelted me pretty good for a while, but now it is calm, a 
perfect night to be camping on the bank of  the river.  

The stars are in force tonight. The moon is waxing gibbous, almost 
full, and it is quiet here on the sand. Aside from the gentle pattering of  
pebbles being rolled by the water’s edge and the beguiling buzz of  a few 
night insects, it is quiet. Here and there a bat vanishes a moth. 

 We have our tent set up beneath the massive red boughs of  a 
Ponderosa Pine. Gwen stayed behind while I rafted because she had a raging 
headache. She gets them sometimes, and it’s best for her to just lie down for 
a few hours. It’s better now. Before dinner, we scraped a shallow pit in the 
sand and started a fire with dried clumps of  driftwood. It’s a beautiful thing, 
how, given enough time, the river makes everything so smooth and sensuous. 
In tinfoil we wrapped some hamburger, diced potatoes, carrots, and 
peppers—all covered with onion soup mix—and put it on the coals. When 
it sizzled, we pulled it out and ate it. It was phenomenal. 

Gwen’s red hair has begun graying. Her skin is a little looser on her 
than it used to be. But in the light of  the moon and this fire, she is beautiful. 
We are looking at each other. We don’t say anything. We’ve said everything. 
Gwen yawns and stretches, reminding me of  a cat. Then she stands up and a 
few seconds later her clothes fall to the sand. With her finger, she motions 
for me to do the same. Now I also can feel the night air on my skin. I am 
following her. We are not walking to the tent, but to the water. The sand 
crushes away under our feet. It is a rough, clean, and natural feeling to walk 
here. We are alone. The sand, the trees, the water, all of  it ours. 

 Now the water I have paddled for more than thirty years is at my 
feet, at my knees. It is wonderful and so cold. The current is slow. There is 
no danger here. Gwen is ahead of  me. Waist-deep, I see the tips of  her hair 
touch the water. It floats there momentarily, soft and light as a water-
skipper, before the current takes it under.  



  We are fully in it now, and our breathing comes quickly. Gwen turns 
around and we reach out to each other with our hands. Despite the water, I 
feel the warmth of  her fingers locked with mine. The cool water flows as it 
always has, always will. We merely stand here, that’s all, holding each other’s 
outstretched hands. We’re in no hurry to leave.  

We notice it at the same time. It’s so good I almost laugh. Gwen 
smiles too. It takes a little maneuvering, but we manage to get it so we both 
can see the reflection. From above, we would look like a pale ring in a sea of  
black and between us, looped by our bodies and our arms, the shining 
moon. It is something. The disk of  light dances and waves atop the slow 
current. What this water has carried. It is so much, I close my eyes to take it 
in. It’s not perfect standing here in the cold, but it is close.  
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Space Dad 
by Victor Yocco 

 
 As a child, my father’s employment at NASA caused me a great amount 

of self-inflicted embarrassment and internal conflict. I felt everyone employed 

by NASA should be an astronaut traveling to and from work in a space shuttle. 

 If someone asked me where my father worked, I’d reply: “NASA” 

quickly following in an apologetic tone, “But he’s not an astronaut.” In reality, I 

didn’t have a great grasp on what it was my father did at work; I knew it 

involved “contracts and contractors.” I also knew there were two things about 

his work that were impressive to me: 

 

-There was a snack machine 

 

-Every Thursday was taco salad day in the cafeteria 

 

 The snack machine situation blew my undeveloped mind. How does one 

have access to an unlimited supply of snacks in the same building they are 

supposed to be working? I imagined what was really taking place at NASA was 

a line 40 people deep waiting to get candy, gum, and chips out of the snack 

machine. In between waiting in line, workers would check their monitors 

making sure the astronauts floating around in space were safe. Occasionally, my 

father would bring home something from this dispenser of joy. If I thought my 

father had a stick of gum or a few spare Doritos tucked away in his suit pocket, I 

would fall to his feet and beg him to relinquish the goods. 

 

 If the snack machine caused me to have a visibly emotional response, 

taco salad day nearly sent me into an epileptic seizure. Taco salad day, in the 

form of two saltine crackers wrapped in cellophane, was the gift that kept on 

giving. Every Thursday I would rush to my father as he entered our living room, 

“Did you have taco salad at lunch today? Did you bring me home anything?” 

My voice would quiver with excitement. 

 



 Usually, my father did not have taco salad for lunch and therefore did not 

have any crackers for me. On the days he did bring home a package of saltines, I 

would snatch them from his hand and run off to eat them; nibbling lengthwise 

like a squirrel taking in its first nut after a long winter. 

 

 In third grade Ms. Davis told us our next assignment was to give a 

presentation on our parent’s jobs. I chose my father; my mother worked at a 

library – BORING.  

 

 The next day, Jamal told everyone his dad was a dentist, Kathy said she 

didn’t know her parents but her grandparents were both retired, and Ashley told 

us her mom was a babysitter while her dad finished serving his prison sentence. 

I grew more nervous as I thought how difficult it would be to impress the class 

after these great presentations.  

 

 Finally, it was my turn. I was fighting the urge to run from the room in 

embarrassment, when I remembered I had the aces of the snack machine and 

taco salad Thursday up my sleeve. I knew that armed with these two facts about 

my father’s job, I would inspire cheers of joy, maybe a standing ovation, from 

my classmates. 

 

 I approached the front of the classroom. 

 

 “My dad works at NASA, but he’s not an astronaut.” I told my 

classmates. Some of them stared back at me silently. Most looked down at their 

desks or seemed otherwise distracted. 

 

 Bringing out the firepower, I explained the concept of a snack machine 

and how amazing it must be that my father was able to work in a building that 

had one, probably more, of these bad boys. 

 

 Most of my classmates continued to look down at their desks. Absolutely 

none of them seemed impressed.  

  

 Tough crowd, but I’d saved the best for last. “Every Thursday the 

cafeteria at my dad’s work serves taco salad.” I was bringing it home like only a 

cellophane wrapped packet of saltine crackers could. 

 

 I laid out the details of taco salad day and looked up expectantly at my 

classmates. Nothing. No cheers; no shouts of joy. 

 



 Ms. Davis stifled a yawn, her eyes bleary with boredom. 

 

 This wasn’t how I was going to go out damn it. My dad works at NASA! 

He has access to a snack machine and taco salad Thursdays! What more do these 

people want? The answer hit me quickly, my stomach lurched as I realized what 

this crowd demanded – they wanted astronauts. 

  

 I walked over to the classroom doorway, and gently shut the door. Now 

all eyes were on me. 

 

 I turned to my classmates, a huge grin spread across my face as I tried to 

suppress the thrill I was about to let loose on the class. 

 

 “I’m not supposed to tell this to anyone, so please don’t tell my mom. 

My dad really does work for NASA. His name is Neil Armstrong. He doesn’t 

come around much. Only when he has time between missions.” 

 

Now I had everyone’s attention. 

 

 

 
***** 

 
Many thanks to all of our 
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