


Dearest Readers,

In honor of National Poetry Month, Joseph Epstein had this to say in this month’s The Wall 
Street Journal about old versus new poetry: “But nearly all the poetry written since the years 
those poets wrote doesn't register, resonate, ring, do any of the elevating things that poetry is 
supposed to, and once indeed did, do.” He continues with a declaration that “otherwise the 
poetry game is over, kaput, fini, time, gentlemen, time.”

Well, everyone is entitled to their own opinion, but I have to disagree with Joseph Epstein’s 
pronouncement of the death of poetry. When I was a senior in college, I took what would 
prove to be the most influential class of my entire education: Introduction to Poetry, taught by 
Professor Fred Pollack. During that class I learned that all of the ideas I expressed in pages 
and pages of fiction could be expressed in just a few lines, with the story alive in the white 
space of what was not said. I learned to be precise with my language; to make every line 
honest; to appreciate all of the tools, metaphors and alliteration and rhythms that would enrich 
not only my poetry but my prose and nonfiction forever. Most of all, I learned that great poetry 
was alive in university classrooms, that it thrived in the scribbled notebooks of writers both 
published and private, that it had transformed over the years since T. S. Eliot but retained all of 
its potential for truth and beauty.

I’m not saying every modern poem is a great work of art; there is a lot of bad poetry out there, 
but there has always been a lot of bad poetry out there! For those poets who live and breathe 
poetry, who sit by their fireplaces with poets both living and dead as their companions, who 
keep writing despite how many critics and writers declare their passion a dead one, I say this: 
keep writing. And keep reading other poets, like the men and women in this issue of Outside 
In, who can take the reader to Kiev, Ukraine and Huancayo, Peru like Mary Ellen Dingley, or 
Piazza dei Miracoli like Uche Ogbuji, and can make the reader taste the food and feel the sun 
on his or her skin in just a few lines. Keep submitting to our magazine, so that we can work to 
keep poetry alive.

Speaking of submissions, this month marks a shift in our Photostories category to include 
more snapshots of your journeys. Starting in the May issue, we will take submissions of 
individual photos related to one theme; May’s theme is A Smile from a Stranger, a chance to 
remember a stranger who made your day once, and June’s theme is What I Brought Back, a 
look at treasured souvenirs. More information about the upcoming themes, photos and 
captions can be found on the submissions portion of this site.

With Respect for Poets Everywhere,

Kelly Jacobson
Poetry Editor
Outside In Literary & Travel Magazine

http://outsideinmagazine.com/submissions/
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Cultivating a Taste of the Northeast Kingdom | Holly Morse-Ellington

Our car jostles us over rocks and ruts as the paved road disappears in our rearview mirror. 
An oncoming driver hugs the muddy shoulder with his truck, waving us by him on the 
narrow pass. An outline of the Green Mountains ripples on the horizon. Horses and cows 
whip their tails in the pastures. Sweet, oniony smells of early summer fan through the open 
windows, triggering childhood memories of unlocked doors and playing outside until the 
sun set. It’s our first visit to the Northeast Kingdom of Vermont, but my husband and I 
already have an invitation to hang out with a local distiller.

Bruce helps navigate from the passenger seat as we wind along the back roads leaving St. 
Johnsbury town center. Thirty minutes outside of the town, the sunlit farms fade into 
forests of maple trees. Signs guiding ATV’s along trails outnumber official street signs. 
Trudy, our GPS system, chides us every minute by announcing that she’s “recalculating.” 
Bruce mutes Trudy while I idle at a fork in the road.

“Which way?” I ask Bruce.

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

We’re about to veer in the wrong direction when I notice a wooden stake plunged into the 
dirt. A little larger than a label for vegetables in a garden, the block-lettered handwriting on 
the cardboard sign says “Keyser Hill” and points left. Once we are heading down the 
correct road, I expect a gated entrance to advertise Dunc’s Mill and the distillery’s 210-acre 
farm. Instead, I pass a private gravel driveway with a residential mailbox camouflaged 
under the tree line. After turning around on a hunch about the private drive, I’m still 
uncertain of whether we’re trespassing. We continue a half-mile under a canopy of maple 
trees until we reach a clearing of stumps in an open field.

“You know,” Bruce says, “I’m starting to wonder if we’re going to get shot back here.”

“Oh my God, I was thinking the same thing!”

I put the stick shift in neutral again.

“This is kinda crazy, right? I mean, we just met this guy.”
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“Yeah,” Bruce agrees, “but Joe wouldn’t set us up.”

“No, that’s not like Joe.”

We believed we knew the ins and outs of Joe’s character, but we’d literally just met him a 
few days before at the St. Johnsbury outdoor market. Bruce and I’d left the seclusion of 
our rented cabin that Saturday morning to watch the pet parade on Main Street. We 
strolled along the booths hoping to grab some coffee and breakfast before the parade 
started. Locals milled about the couple dozens of stands, stopping to talk to their favorite 
vendors about the weather, cattle prices, and how their familieswere doing. Stand after 
stand of locally made cheese, yogurt, skin care lotions, and candles opened our eyes to 
the versatility of goat’s milk.

While wishing for a maple syrup vendor who also served pancakes, we came across Joe 
and a different type of maple syrup. He stood with his fingers partially tucked inside his 
jean pockets and shoulders loose, but not slouched. He wore his plaid, collared shirt crisp 
and buttoned, but untucked. This handsome shaggy-haired guy, who looked 30-
something like us, caught Bruce and I staring at his booth with curiosity. He smiled at us 
like a kid proud of a new toy. The banner at his tent read, “Dunc’s Mill: Maple Rum 
Homemade in Vermont.” It was only 9 am. We hadn’t even sipped our first cup of coffee. 
But something about this guy made us want to drink rum and tell stories.

“Let’s try some,” I said to Bruce.

“Sounds pretty cool, doesn’t it?”

Joe Buswell, a partner with the mill’s namesake, Duncan Holaday, welcomed us to his 
table.

“How’s it going this morning?” Joe asked.

“We’re trying to wake up and check out some dogs in costumes,” Bruce said. Short and 
tall bottles of Dunc’s maple and elderflower rums formed triangular displays on the foldout 
table. Each bottle contained a burnished brass-colored seal with the letter “D” embossed 
into the wax, a design concept that conveyed a personal gesture like a hand-written letter 
as opposed to a text.
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“You guys want to taste some?” Joe asked.

“We sure do,” I said.

Joe lined up three plastic shot glasses on the table.

“Mind if I join you?” he asked.

We drank a round of the elderflower followed by a round of the maple. Both coated my 
mouth with a honeyed oakiness similar to the smoothness of bourbon.

“I’ve never had rum straight before,” Bruce said.

“It’s crazy, isn’t it?” said Joe.

As the three of us helped ourselves to seconds we began swapping drinking tales and 
comparing notes on our favorite whiskeys. Joe and I shared similar tastes, if not similar 
accents. To listen to Joe’s passion for the Kentucky model for making bourbon, I’d think he 
was born and raised there like I was. Yet his rounded pronunciation of “dawlers” and 
“scawtch” for dollars and scotch revealed his Boston roots.

Tipsy and running late for pugs in pink tutus, Bruce and I cut the fun short.

“You don’t give tours do you?” I asked as we settled up.

“Nah, I wish,” Joe said. “But you guys should swing on by while you’re still in town.”

We confirmed the date and time, but maybe because of the rum, or maybe because we’d 
felt like old friends familiar with visiting each other, we failed to discuss directions.

So here we are, idling beside a clearing on what’s starting to look like a private logging 
road.
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“Should we turn back?” I ask Bruce.

“Let’s go just a little farther.”

As we crest the hill we come to an open field with a panorama of the Green Mountains. 
The road ends at a log home nestled into the hillside a few hundred feet from the mill 
below. Joe comes outside of the post and beam-constructed distillery when we arrive.

“It’s awesome you guys made it,” he says.

“Barely,” Bruce responds. “It’s tricky getting out here.”

“I probably should’ve warned you about that.” He looks pleased, as if we achieved a right 
of passage.

We hear a door shut as Duncan, creator of Dunc’s Mill, comes out from his home on the 
hill. Duncan and Joe aren’t related, but they share a father and son-like demeanor right 
down to the trim of their beards and the way they rest their fingers in their pockets. 
Duncan extends a handshake reminiscent of the blend between warmth and strength in 
their 60-proof rums. He spares a few minutes before a meeting he has as a consultant for 
Vermont’s Barr Hill Vodka.

“I’m sorry I won’t be able to stick around,” Duncan says, “but Joe has a special treat 
planned for you.”

Joe and Duncan exchange that boyish look of pride we saw on Joe’s face at the market. 
After two years in the making, they’re eager to unveil a new rum they’re gearing up to 
launch in stores.

“You’ll be the first customers to taste it,” Duncan says.

Daniel Keeney, the youngest and the last of the Dunc’s Mill operation, joins us on the 
distillery’s gabled porch. His thick head of brown hair is tousled from bottling their current 
batch.

Before we go inside, Duncan points up to a dove nestled on a rafter that connects two 
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hand-carved wooden cornices, relics Duncan rescued from a Cultural Revolution-era 
temple in Singapore. The dove safeguards her newborn baby beside her in the nest.

“I guess she feels comfortable around us,” Duncan says.

Joe interlaces his fingers and looks at Daniel. “She ready yet?”

“Whenever you are,” Daniel says grinning.

Duncan leaves for his meeting and Bruce and I follow Joe and Daniel inside. The one-room 
distillery resembles a ski lodge with mountain views through wall-length windows and 
exposed beams forming an open A-frame ceiling. Several pairs of snowshoes are mounted 
to the wall for when the guys trek through drifts high as their waists to harvest sap from the 
maple trees. Wooden shelves lining the windows are stocked like a bar with glass beakers 
and pipets. The multiple stills resemble freestanding fireplaces with chimneys.

“This is where we experiment,” Daniel explains, reading off numbers from the still’s 
thermometer and hydrometer that Joe punches into a calculator to verify the proof of 
today’s batch of rum.

“I’ve got to get one of these,” Bruce says as Joe pours four glasses of rum straight from 
the still.

“Normally we’d cut it down to 60, but since you’re a Kentucky girl we’re keeping it at 90,” 
Joe says.

The sweet cane taste goes down smoothly and finishes with a burn.

“You could sell that like it is,” I say. “Don’t you think so, Bruce?”

“That’s nice,” Bruce says tossing back what’s left in his glass.

“If they’d taught me this in science class I would have paid more attention,” Daniel says.
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“How did y’all get into this?” I ask.

“I’m friends with Duncan’s daughter,” Daniel says, “but I think I’ve always been interested 
in striking a balance between work and feeling fulfilled.”

“Drinking got me into this,” Joe says, recounting a night he and his wife had a few drinks. 
She’d dared him to quit his job in financing to do something he loved. Taking that risk is 
how he’d become friends with Duncan, who’d also traded a secure job for a dream of 
living off the land.

After more calculating and tinkering with equipment, Joe and Daniel present the special 
rum that’s been two years in the making. Unlike their maple and elderflower products, this 
is a molasses rum that has aged in Hungarian Oak barrels for a medium toast char.

“We’re calling it Backwoods Reserve,” Joe says. He and Daniel laugh about the 
contradiction of country sophistication. But even before we taste it, Bruce and I agree that 
the name defines the spirit brewing at Dunc’s Mill.

“Damn, that’s good,” Bruce says after his first sip.

“It’s less sweet with more bawdy,” Joe says about the rich, oaky taste.

We take a few more swigs and kick around for the best description. Almost in unison it 
comes to us—“It’s the whisky drinker’s rum.”

Joe attributes the pure taste to the Water Andric, a natural stream that flows through 
Dunc’s property.

“Some of these places in California pay many thousands of dollars a year for bottled spring 
water, but we’re fortunate to have our own source,” Joe says.

Joe’s tapping into a concept about using native resources to create something special that 
bourbon distillers also appreciate. There’s no criteria that requires bourbon to be made in 
Kentucky, but most bourbons are because the signature taste is interconnected with the 
region’s limestone water. Dunc’s even makes a tongue-in-cheek nod to Kentucky tradition 
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by stamping “Moonshine” on their cases.

A group of Vermont’s culinary students interested in learning techniques unique to Dunc’s 
are coming by soon, but Joe doesn’t want us to rush off.

“You guys hungry?” he asks.

He grabs a bag and refills our glasses with the Backwoods Reserve. He’s planned a picnic 
for Bruce and I in a meadow on the property. On our walk, Joe points out projects they 
hope will double their current output. The clearing Bruce and I passed on our drive in is 
where they’ll plant more maple trees. Containers of young elderberry bushes, whose 
flavor-producing flowers survive Vermont’s harsh winters, are lined up and ready to plant.

“What will you do when you’re finished with the oak barrels?” Bruce asks.

“Ahh,” Joe says, “I want to have a pig roast. Can you imagine the flavor released from 
grilling with these barrels!”

Joe spreads a tablecloth over the café table set in a private spot that overlooks the 
mountains.

“I hope we’ll be invited,” I say.

“Definitely, it’ll definitely be a party.” Joe says goodbye before joining the group that’s 
arrived from the culinary institute.

After we finish our lunch, Bruce drives us a different route back to our cabin per Joe’s 
recommendation. A stream that we have to thank for filtering the rum has partially flooded 
the alternative road. Our sports wagon can push through, but we take the moment to roll 
our pant legs up and splash our bare feet in the water. Knotted chunks of driftwood are 
banked on the rocks. A whitewashed piece that splits into two prongs would look nice 
converted into a coffee table. We load it in the trunk. We’re carrying away new memories 
of a place where doors are always open and we can play outside until the sun sets.

 ---



7

Holly Morse-Ellington teaches in the Reading and World Languages Department at the 
Community College of Baltimore County. She was selected as a presenter at the 2013 
Writing Exchange Conference in Maryland. Holly worked as a staff writer for Baltimore
Fishbowl and has also published her nonfiction in The Washington Times, The Journal for
Homeland Security, Urbanite, and Smile, Hon, You're in Baltimore. She was a storyteller 
for The Stoop, a live show at Baltimore’s Centerstage. Holly’s currently writing her first 
book. 



8

Freiburgitis | C.B. Heinemann

After two and a half days of non-stop driving across midsummer France we pulled over 
and tumbled out of the van beside the Rhine Bridge near Colmar. On the other side of the 
river, a lone church spire jabbed skyward against a backdrop of blue mountains. The sun 
glowed orange as it eased closer to the horizon.

“Germany! I can’t bloody believe this, mates—we’re actually here.” Pete raised his arms 
high above his head and leaned backwards to stretch. His sunburned face was glossy 
with perspiration, and he wore only stained white shorts, battered sneakers, and the 
leather cap that never left his head. “I wish I could have a proper shower before crossing 
the border.”

“Yes sir, looking at you two I'd have to say we look pretty bad,” Charlie said, crushing a 
cigarette on the gravel. “That's the last of my smokes, thank God. Those Galoise are 
killers. When we get to Freiburg I'm gonna find something decent. Maybe I’ll start smoking 
those roll-your-own like you do.”

I dug through my pockets and came up with a woefully light load. “Here we are, about to 
enter a new country, and all I have is twenty of those damned French francs.”

“Guess what else?” said Pete. “Today is Saturday. The banks won't open till Monday. This 
is typical. No money, filthy dirty, can't change money, and can't speak the language. Now, 
after six bloody weeks in France, we have to limp into the land of beer without the money 
to buy any.”

I slid into the driver's seat. “I don't want to freak you out, but there's always busking. 
That’s what we do, isn’t it?”

“I know that, but I’m a bit older than you and feeling knackered,” said Pete. “We've been 
driving for days, busking, pissing it up all night, and never sleeping. It would be nice to 
wash up, relax a little, have some tea and a proper meal for a change.”

The city of Freiburg lay curled in the hills of the Black Forest, and the slender tower of its 
ancient cathedral rose into the sky to mark the center of town. As we drove in the 
dwindling light, following signs for Zentrum, we dodged swarms of bicyclists. Trolley tracks 
tugged at the wheels, threatening to throw us off course. At last we parked near a 
medieval archway with turrets on either side that marked the entrance to the pedestrian 
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zone. The air was scented with the aroma of roasting meat, and footsteps echoed on the 
cobblestones. Smaller streets radiated from the center, lined with pubs, cafes, and 
restaurants. A network of shallow gutters, or the Bachle, ran down the sides of the streets 
gurgling with swift moving water. The ever-present sound of water splashing in the 
fountains and Bachle, the students in baggy sweaters and colorful scarves, and the 
handsome Gothic architecture subtly unknotted our nerves.

I had come to Europe with my friend Charlie to get over a painful breakup with my longtime 
girlfriend, and after meeting recently divorced Londoner Pete Ryan, we traveled around 
together playing music on the streets of western France. A thirst for good beer and a 
change of scenery propelled us to Germany, and when I looked up at the stone lacework 
of the cathedral tower, illuminated by floodlights, I felt a strange sadness at the thought of 
leaving, even though we'd just arrived.

“I hear these German girls are wild,” said Pete. “Once we start playing, they’ll be fighting 
each other to shag us.”

“Sure they will, Pete.” My eyes struggled to look everywhere at once because the streets 
swarmed with gorgeous women. “Damn, they’re like goddesses!”

Charlie stopped to listen to the sound of applause wafting through the air. “Let’s check out 
the competition.”

We followed the scraps of music until we turned a corner to see a crowd of people 
clapping along while a bearded and bespectacled busker strummed a battered guitar. 
Deutschmarks poured into the guitar case lying open in front of him. I turned to the others. 
“We should get our instruments and show this town what music is all about.”

Pete rubbed his fingers through his hair. “I’m absolutely shattered, mate. We’ve still got 
some petrol, so let's find a campground and get a rest. I can still feel the road knocking 
me about.”

The others outvoted me and we started back to the van. I drove out of town, searching the 
countryside until Pete spotted the universal triangle symbol for a campground, which 
pointed to “Camping Lunisee.”
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“Camping Lunacy?” laughed Pete. “Sounds custom-made for us.”

Charlie drifted into the camp office to register while Pete and I set up the tent. I checked 
out the facilities and laughed at myself for rejoicing over the cleanest toilets I had ever 
seen. After a hot shower, a shave, and a change into some fresh clothes, I felt miraculously 
revived. Soon we were strolling under the stars past the lake that gave the campground its 
name of Lunisee, or Moon Lake. We found an empty table on the terrace of the camp cafe 
and Pete lost no time getting to the take-out window and chattering away in French and 
English to the woman there until she finally gave in. Pete returned with an armload of 
Furstenburg beers. “We’re in luck! They take French francs here. Bloody ‘ell, this is what 
I've been dreaming of for a month--a real, proper beer. Look at the size of them, too. Not 
those poxy little thimblefuls they dole out in France.” He took a long pull, then gazed at the 
bottle with misting eyes. “This beer is beautiful.”

The next morning, as the orange tiles and jutting spires of Freiburg peeked over the 
treetops, the sun was warming rather than hot. The wind buffeted my face as I leaned out 
of the passenger side window. I couldn't suppress a burst of joy and howled at the open 
sky.

The streets heaved with people, and stalls bursting with clothes, fruits and vegetables piled 
onto the walkways in front of the shops. We walked to the square surrounding the 
cathedral and wound our way on cobblestones carpeted with flower petals to the front. 
Then we mounted the three stairs up to the massive wooden doors.

Charlie looked it up and down, his hands on his hips. “This is perfect.”

Brightly painted baroque buildings surrounded the square with arcades and crowded 
cafes. The gothic cathedral was built of pink sandstone and still betrayed its age in spite of 
the newer stones put in during restoration. In the very thick of the market activity squatted 
a fountain spewing out a slow stream of water into a round stone basin.

“I hope so,” I said. “In a few minutes those people better hand us their money because all 
I’ve got are two bits of lint in my pocket.”

Charlie’s flute lashed into a reel called “Lucy Campbell,” and a few people paused to listen. 
Then my bouzouki slashed into the tune, flying note-for-note along with the flute. At last, 
Pete slid into the tune on the bodhran and a crowd began to form. Heads bobbed in time 
to the music, smiles emerged on face after face, and change jingled into the cap that lay 
between us and our audience. More people stopped to watch until we had a crowd so 



11

large that I wondered how many of them could actually hear us. We ended our first 
number and the volume from the cheers echoed through the square. We decided to play 
until we saw signs of disinterest, but the crowd only grew larger.

“We'd better stop,” Charlie said at last. “We've got to leave 'em wanting more, and we 
shouldn't subject them to Pete more than we have to.”

“I’m going to ignore you because we've got a flippin' fortune here.” Pete held up his 
sagging cap. “Some people actually thanked me while handing me their money! And they 
handed it to a bodhran player, Charlie—not to some poseur flutist who fancies himself.”

We busked at pedestrian intersections around in the center of the city where we received 
similar responses. After a hasty dinner break we ran across a seedy pub called Das 
Delirium and opened the poster-plastered door. The walls, more smothered in posters than 
the door, looked like they had been built during the Crusades. Each wooden table was 
rutted with graffiti and sported a candle jammed into a wine bottle, an ashtray with plumes 
of smoke rising from it, and a large beer in front of each customer. Most of the people were 
young, with long, painted, or spiked hair and casual to bizarre clothes. The barman, a 
massive guy with a bushy black beard and bald head, stood behind the bar doling out 
frothing mugs of beer.

After asking the bartender’s permission, we got out our instruments and started into “The 
Foxhunter’s Jig.” Conversation stopped and the previously earnest-faced Germans 
clapped happily along. The barman brought more beer – on the house – and we kept 
playing as the ancient Bierstube rocked with music.

“Hope you don't mind if we join in, like,” said a hulking Irish fellow who heaved a big black 
accordion onto his lap. He wore a purple sweatshirt and crinkly hair tumbled down his 
back. “You’re not bad. But why are Yanks playing Irish music?”

A skinny, dark-haired guy with an enormous nose jammed a fiddle to his neck. “Do you 
know this one?” He fired off a tune I vaguely knew and I struggled to find the combination 
of chords to play along with him.

Between tunes, dozens of people came over to talk and offer us cigarettes. Strangers 
pressed phone numbers and addresses into my hand, and all manner of advice on 
busking was given and forgotten. After a hazy period of more talk and more drinking – 
followed by a boisterous drive on the autobahn – I found myself climbing over the fence to 
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the campground while dawn painted the sky a luminous blue.

Each morning for the next two weeks, we hopped into the van, rolled into Freiburg, and 
busked around town. Later, we would play at one of the nightspots in town – Das Delirium, 
Der Auerhahn, Brenessle, or one of many other bars we got to know. We would invariably 
meet up with our new acquaintances and finish the evening with long, beery jam sessions.

Life in Freiburg stretched long past the time when we should have moved on.

We had gotten a bad case of what our new friends called “Freiburgitis”—a disinclination to 
leave Freiburg, even for a day. This got worse when Charlie fell for Connie, a pretty 
university student, and started spending his spare time with her.

Eventually, the clear weather we had been blessed with was replaced by a ceiling of black 
clouds spewing out endless streams of drizzle. The gloom and wet eventually made 
busking impossible, and we spent entire days lying in the tent or sitting in the van nursing 
beers. Our money began to run dangerously low, and after living on bread and cheese 
most days, I felt the constant hum of hunger in my belly.

Early one rare clear morning, moments before the sun touched the sky, I lay awake in the 
tent. The campsite was quiet except for Pete’s snoring and a sharp wind that made the 
tent billow in and out as though gasping for air. I felt uneasy. Something was different that 
day. The air held a chill in it and carried the aroma of decaying leaves.

I crept outside. There I found Charlie sitting on top of the van in the blue light of dawn 
smoking a cigarette and staring toward the mountains while the wind grabbed the

smoke and danced away with it. “What are you doing up before the crack of afternoon?”

“I couldn't sleep anymore. Are you all right?”

“Come on up. I'll roll you a smoke.”

I climbed to the roof of the van and for several minutes we sat looking out over the glowing 
horizon. Heliotrope clouds drifted low, scraping the treetops on the hills before descending 
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into the valleys. The first smudges of rust colored the leaves.

Charlie turned to me. “Do you realize that it’s the middle of September? The whole 
summer and part of autumn is already gone and we don't have one single gig. We don't 
have a place to live except in that leaky tent. One day we'll have to go home just to keep 
from starving or freezing to death.”

“Then let’s head south.” I slid off the van and hurried back to the tent.

Pete was sitting up, the skin under his eyes swollen. “Hey, what's the craic?”

“I'm just getting a jacket. How come you’re up early?”

“I'm meeting that East German girl again, you know, Sabina. Sabina’s father is some 
professor who escaped from the east with a price on his head. When we’re talking she 
acts like she's thinking of something else.”

“You should be used to that.”

“Piss off, mate, it’s too early for your jokes. Anyway, what are you doing up?”

I pulled a blue turtleneck from my pack. “What do you think of getting out of Freiburg, at 
least for a while? We've been thinking about . . . “

”I was wondering when you'd come around to that.” He sprang up from his sleeping bag. 
“You Yanks have been in a trance ever since we got here.”

We joined Charlie to watch the sun emerge over the hills and melt away the last clouds. 
After breakfast at the café we broke down the tent, paid our bill, and bid farewell to the 
campground manager. Once in town, we made straight for the cathedral. As we walked 
down the main pedestrian boulevard past the shops, fountains, odd sculptures, and 
rushing water of the Bachle, I tried to absorb every detail, every image, so that I could hold 
it forever in my memory. Clouds rolled from the hills to darken the sky, and as we played, 
the vendors and shoppers on the Fussgangerzone turned their faces worriedly skyward.
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“We still don't know the best place to go,” said Pete.

“Let’s talk to Irish Tony,” I said. “I told you he said he was going to get in touch with that 
chain of Irish Pubs and get us some gigs.”

At that moment Connie came strolling around the corner of the cathedral. She wore an 
oversized yellow jacket, her short brown hair was spiked, and a smile was forming on her 
usually earnest face. She always knew when we’d get into town and where we’d busk 
first. She put one arm around Charlie and pulled his face down to kiss him. As she drew 
back, her expression changed. She glanced at me and Pete, and then at me again, her 
face a question mark.

Charlie led her aside. “Ah, Connie, I’ve got a bit of news for you.”

The two talked quietly together near a worn sandstone cathedral column. Connie’s face 
trembled, and she wiped away tears with a pink handkerchief while Charlie hugged her. 
After a few minutes, she stood up straight and strode over to Pete and me. “So you are 
leaving us,” she said as she grabbed and pumped our hands. “I’m hoping not for very 
long. I have a friend who has been wanting to meet you. Here she is.”

A young woman with long dark hair and a bulky red sweater rode up on a bicycle. She 
dismounted, pushed the mass of gleaming hair out of her face, then chatted with Connie 
before Connie introduced her. I could smell the herbal fragrance of her shampoo.

“This is my friend, Helga. She works with me in my political action group.”

Helga’s presence pulled my nervous system so taut that I felt like I was wearing a corset. 
Her hair shone like polished walnut, hers brown eyes rested calmly beneath dark 
eyebrows, and her long, straight nose was instantly endearing. A few freckles lay sprinkled 
on her cheeks, and she moved with restless energy. As our group stood talking, I couldn't 
get over my feelings of excitement. I noticed that Helga repeatedly glanced at me until she 
finally turned to Connie and said something in German.

“How about going off for a beer?” barked Pete as she took Helga's arm.

Helga's look changed to one of confusion.
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Connie whispered in my ear. “Get Pete away from her.”

Charlie questioned Pete about the location of one of his shirts. Pete was taken in because 
his borrowing of our belongings was a constant source of contention. As Charlie and Pete 
argued, I swallowed my own shyness and asked Helga if she was from Freiburg, which 
was difficult because she didn't speak much English and my German was limited to the 
ordering of beer. She answered, with an embarrassed smile, that she grew up in a little 
town in the Black Forest.

“Where in America are you from?” she asked.

“We're from near Baltimore. Well, except Pete. He’s from London.”

“I see.” Her eyes softened. “You are liking Germany?”

“Oh yes, very much. And you are in a political action group with Connie?”

“That's right, yes. I go to the medical school here.”

“Medical school? You must be quite an interesting person.”

“So must you.”

She paused. “There's a jazz concert tonight that you might like to hear.”

“I'll go,” I blurted out.

She pushed back her tumbling hair. “But what about your friends? Are you not playing 
music tonight also?”

“Not tonight; we're taking the night off.” Trying to suppress my elation, I turned to Charlie 
and made arrangements to meet them later at the Harlequin.

“Off with Helga, are you?” Pete’s voice regained its usual perk. “She’s right tasty. Sorry 
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about moving in like that.”

“Yeah, what was that all about?”

“I wanted to give you an out.”

“I’ll take care of my own love life. Aren’t you meeting Sabina?”

“That's right!” He picked up his drum bag and hurried off. “See you at the Harlequin, and 
be there by midnight. We’re leaving tonight no matter what.”

Helga and I wandered together through the cobblestone streets immersed in our halting 
conversation. Her face danced with different expressions, especially when she had to think 
in English, and her voice betrayed the musical lilt of the region. By the time we reached the 
jazz club I was already halfway in love with her. Barely aware of the concert – held in an old 
warehouse where we sat on a concrete floor surrounded by Alternativs – my eyes were on 
her through the entire show.

Soon I felt her arm on mine and she took my hand. The touch of her skin sent a thrill 
through my system, and before long we put our arms around each other. We moved 
outside to a wooden bench where we embraced and kissed without a thought for anything 
else in the world. All ideas about leaving Freiburg were forgotten as we kissed more 
passionately. Her hands ran up my neck and down my back, and I gave in completely to 
my emotions – the first joyful emotions I’d felt in years. The clean smell of her hair 
entwining itself in my fingers, her searching lips, and her sighs – aroused feelings I thought 
I’d never experience again.

“Oh, I am not believing this,” she murmured. “I am so happy you came to Freiburg. I am so 
happy to find such a nice boy.”

The bells clanged midnight, and I had to meet the others at the Harlequin. It was painful to 
withdraw from the closeness of her warmth, even for a moment. “I'm sorry, but I told my 
friends I’d meet them now. It's important.”

“I am sorry.” She gave me a long, deep kiss. “I don't want them to be angry with me. Is it 
possible to be coming too?”
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“Of course.”

We walked together down the dark streets listening to the muttering water of the Bachle. 
She rested her head on my shoulder and I held her close. The world outside seemed 
unreal and unimportant. Feeling her hand on my waist and her hair on my cheek lifted me 
to an intensely heightened joy in being alive. She was real, and I couldn't think of leaving, 
no matter what Charlie and Pete thought.

The pub was half-hidden behind the movie theater under the sign of a dancing Harlequin. I 
took a breath to steady myself and kissed Helga one more time. We pressed past the row 
of backs at the long front bar until we reached the rear room, lit by amber lamps, where 
many local buskers, including Irish Tony, would often meet. The first person I saw was Tony 
himself, sitting at a table with a pile of change and a cigarette perched on the ashtray in 
front of him. A few other buskers lounged about, including Charlie and Pete.

“How are ya?” Tony greeted me in his raspy voice. Years of singing on the streets had 
taken their toll on his vocal chords. His thick black hair was tied into a tight ponytail and he 
looked up at me with his perpetually red-rimmed green eyes – humorous, but with more 
than a hint of cynicism. His lean body was curled over the change in concentration.

“Tony's got a place in Switzerland he thinks we should check out,” said Charlie.

I wanted to shift the subject. “Is it true you're going back to Ireland?”

“Yeah, I'm really pissed off with this life. After seven years I'm ready to go home. I've done 
a lot and seen a lot, but it wears you out. Especially now that things are changing. Back a 
few years, people were idealistic and loved music. Now, young people are only into money 
and stereo systems and cars.” He picked up a map from where it rested beside his money. 
“I was telling your friends, you should head to Switzerland, just a couple of hours south on 
the autobahn.”

“Sounds right to me,” said Charlie.

“That’s where the real money is. Germany's overflowing with buskers and it’s hard to make 
a living.”

“So Pete, how was Sabina?” I was buying time, trying to figure out how to tell the others I 
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didn't want to leave.

Pete shot a look at Helga. “She was acting all stupid on me. Crying, laughing, mumbling to 
herself. Finally pissed off somewhere. Don't know what's wrong with her.”

Tony tapped my arm. “Let me show you how to get to a town you’ll like called Biel. Go 
down the number five autobahn, then cross over the Rhine into Switzerland at Basle, 
follow signs for . . .”

“Tony, I've got to talk to these two about something important. Maybe we should stick it 
out here for awhile until we can get some gigs at these pubs. I’m not ready to go 
anywhere. Not now.”

At that moment, a petite girl with short blond hair and hazel eyes thickly lined in black 
staggered past the bar and into the back room. She wore a black skirt that barely peeked 
out from under a black leather motorcycle jacket. At last she turned to me with tears all 
over her face. It was Sabina. “You are leaving now, even tonight,” she moaned between 
sobs. “I must now tell you how I feel.”

“What?”

“Now I must tell you how much I love you.” Sabina choked back her tears and stood 
unsteadily before me. “I have loved you since I first saw you playing your music. Didn't you 
know?”

I felt like I’d been blindsided by a Chicago Bears linebacker. “Sabina, you don't even know 
me and I don’t know you! I mean, we only met once for ten seconds . . .”

“I love you so much. Oh, please don't hate me.” Giving in to her tears, she sank to the 
floor. “I can’t live without you anymore.”

“Friggin’ 'ell!” said Pete, tugging on Sabina’s arm to get her back on her feet. “I didn’t 
know she was like this.”

Charlie's friend Matt, a thin guy wearing overalls, shoved his way through the crowd at the 
bar, his green eyes half hidden by a swatch of red hair. “Listen, there's two guys asking 
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about some buskers.”

“We’re off for the night,” said Tony. “Tell him to look around the Munsterplatz tomorrow.”

“No, they're after two Americans and their Brit friend. Some old geezer is going around 
town with a copper. Says his daughter ran away to follow some busker and he's out to get 
his hands on the guy. She's underage, you see. Fifteen.”

Tony jerked out of his chair. “You didn't tell them anything, did you?”

“I told them I never heard of them. But they're checking everywhere.”

“I knew this bird here was a headcase,” said Pete. “But she's only fifteen?”

I bolted upright. “If her dad’s looking for some guy, then that guy must be me! He’s 
assuming I’m taking advantage of his daughter. Oh, this is just friggin’ great.”

Helga stared at Sabina then fired off a look that stopped my heart.

“Helga, I don't even know this girl!”

“Listen,” said Tony. “I'll show you a way out of here. You'd better leave now.”

Helga pushed her way through the people crowded at the bar.

“I swear, Helga, I don't know her!” I squirmed my way through to follow her. “This is a big 
mistake!”

Irish Tony grabbed me and pulled me back. “You won't catch her, and even if you did, she 
wouldn't listen to you right now.”

“What am I going to do? This is crazy!” I looked at Sabina, who stood crying into her 
hands. “I’m sorry you’re upset, but I don’t understand.”
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“I am sorry,” she squeaked. “I took some pills, and now my feelings are not able to hide.”

Irish Tony pushed me into a corner. The other patrons turned to observe, a few concerned, 
more amused. “You three have got to go right now. The Polizei will be here before long. I'm 
telling you, man, go!”

“But I've got to talk to Helga.”

“Matt, keep a hold on Sabina until I get back, right?” Tony ordered. “We’ve got to get her 
straight before her father finds her.”

“This is crazy . . .”

“Listen,” Tony interrupted. “You're going to have to get away, trust me. You don't want any 
trouble with the police. I’ve heard about Sabina, and this isn’t the first time she’s pulled 
this. Another friend of mine had some problems with her too. Had to split the country.”

“What will I tell Helga? I don’t even have her phone number or address or anything. I don’t 
even know her last name!”

Tony pulled a pen from his jacket pocket, wrote something on a scrap of paper, and 
handed it to me. “This is the address of the Harlequin. Write to Matt at that address and 
he'll get Helga your mail. We'll take care of things for you. I promise.”

Moments later we were careening through the maze of streets. Clouds sagged low over 
the town and rain brushed the windshield. After whipping through the deserted industrial 
area, we sped onto the autobahn. The rain cut loose at the van like machine gun fire. The 
lights of Freiburg disappeared behind the hills while raindrops on the windows turned 
those lights into distorted blobs of color.

We busked through Switzerland and Italy, but when we finally returned to Freiburg weeks 
later, neither Connie nor Helga were anywhere to be found. Irish Tony had returned to 
Ireland. After about a week of busking in the rain, making no money, and looking 
everywhere for Helga, we finally gave up.

It was a long, dreary road to London and our flight back to the States, and it wasn’t until 
many years later that I returned to Freiburg. Wandering alone through the Munsterplatz, I 
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again smelled roasting Wurst, watched groups of laughing students trip through the 
cobblestone square, and heard the gurgle of the Bachle and the ancient bells of the 
cathedral. A group of buskers young enough to be my own kids played next to the 
fountain. I didn’t know them, and to them I was just another possible source of change.

I found myself looking twice at every pretty, dark-haired girl, half-expecting for a few 
impossible moments to find Helga. But the young girl I fell for so many years earlier no 
longer existed, and neither did the scruffy American kid who disappeared from Freiburg 
one September night. Somewhere along the road of life she may have gotten over 
Freiburgitis, but I never did.

---

C.B. Heinemann has been performing, recording and touring with Irish music groups for 
nearly twenty years. His Celtic rock band, Dogs Among the Bushes, was the first American 
Celtic group to tour in the former East Germany and Czechoslovakia after the fall of 
communism. A graduate of the University of Maryland, C.B. Heinemann has written three 
novels, and his short stories have appeared in Storyteller, One Million Stories, Whistling 
Fire, Danse Macabre, Fate, The Washington Post, Boston Globe, Philadelphia Inquirer, 
Cool Traveler, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, Car & Travel, and Big World Travel.
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I Came From India with a Big Overcoat | Udita Banerjee

I came from India with a big overcoat. Today, as I write this in Edinburgh a little over seven 
months later, I look at it. It looks well-worn and much loved.

It has a tear in a corner from when I caught it on my trek up to Arthur’s seat.

A part of the inner foam has shifted from when I landed on the hard ground after I slipped 
on frozen snow; I had never seen snow before, I was excited.

I lost a button when I missed a train for the first time here. I didn’t know that sometimes, 
trains only have about 40 seconds on a platform. My button has probably travelled 
thousands of miles by now.

The inner pocket is bursting at the seams. I fill it with notes from lectures, hardware 
boards, and stationery. Things that have become such an integral part of everyday life that 
I need to have them on me all the time.

The outer pockets are usually filled with sea glass from Gullane and shells from Berwick.

The hood has a permanent hair clamp mark on it. Edinburgh is so windy that I have to 
clamp my hair in place even with the hood on.

To inhale the smell is to capture a whiff of mulled spices, memories of a fantastic traditional 
Christmas.

The body has wax marks from the Edinburgh Hogmanay Torchlight festival. 40,000 people 
with fire brands walked along the city roads keeping warm from the flames. The cold made 
my fingers so numb that I couldn’t feel wax on them as it dripped from my fire brand.

I have it on in my pictures at castles and clock towers, bridges and churches, trains and 
buses.

Most of my waterproof coat is still clean, though, for so many experiences have already 
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washed away: it is a rainy country that pours memories upon me, for which I am grateful. 

---

Udita Banerjee is 23 year old Indian whose closest friends suspect her of being British in all 
her previous births. She loves tea and poetry, and hates chai.
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Shadow of the Levee | Steve Lyda

For most people, getting lost is not a pleasant experience. I prefer to call it losing one’s 
bearings, getting turned around, or — even better — losing site of a landmark. I had lost 
sight of the river bridge at Greenville and forgotten that most delta towns along US 
Highway 61 roll up the road signs and streetlights at dark. It was serious dark, no moon, 
no high-tech GPS, just miles of pea-gravel road between farm hamlets and thousands of 
acres of flat and fertile soybeans and cotton. The Delta had not changed since I'd been a 
graduate forester back in 1977; I was just regaining my bearings. My wife and I had gone 
sight-seeing at dusk en route to Nebraska from Mobile, Alabama – a two day trip, and a 
long way from the Gulf of Mexico. She told me she didn’t mind a detour from the main 
highway to see the countryside that I'd fallen in love with in my youth, but she changed her 
mind when the black curtain fell. Finally, I decided to stop at a crossroad gas station with a 
large Mountain Dew sign to swallow a bucket of pride and ask for directions. I shut the 
engine off to a silence as deep as the Mississippi. Soon, the only sound that penetrated 
the muggy air was the low western rumble of tugs and tow boats working the river. I was 
back, back along the winding muddy miles of commerce that I had not heard nor seen in 
over thirty years. Within the hour, we were over the Benjamin Humphreys Bridge and 
headed to Fort Smith, Arkansas, but I was lost in a timeless memory of oxbow lakes, 
hundreds of river bends and points, and John Deere.

The Delta Region is not the river delta. It is approximately three hundred miles north of the 
Head of Passes at New Orleans and Venice, Louisiana. The region is shared by both 
Arkansas and Mississippi, and between the sheets (or levees) on each side of the river is a 
vast bottomland forest which is measured in square miles instead of acres. It’s best not to 
go in there on foot as a rookie forester without a hand-compass or a rabbit’s foot in your 
timber cruiser vest. Everything looks alike. Faulkner’s Big Woods is a myriad of cuts, 
bayous, and old channels, all overlaid with a fine layer of rich silt, and losing your bearings 
leads to getting turned around. Getting turned around leads to getting really lost, and 
getting really lost leads to the fundamental panic and soul searching that leads to praying 
to a higher spirit. The ninety-eight miles of mainline levee on the Mississippi side covers 
three delta counties and ranges in height from twenty-four to fifty feet, complete with a 
topped-off road, grassy banks, and all the ospreys that a guy wants to look at. The river 
inside this border can be a fickle and nasty foe; sometimes flooding, many times changing 
courses on a whim, taking valuable hardwood saw timber along with it. As always, there 
are the new non-navigable islands and sandbars which quickly grow over in dense stands 
of pioneer willow and cottonwood. One state’s accretion is its sister state’s loss until the 
river dynamics switch and the process reverses. Timber is harvested on a dry year and 
hauled to the levees or floated out in rafts when the spring floods arrive. Before the levee 
system, river towns and landings were subject to nature and many times left high and dry 
or flooded to the rooftops. This is a very simple view of the very complex Mississippi 
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Alluvial Plain, with one item of special note: it is North America’s greatest inland waterfowl 
migration route, in good years and bad.

–

My job with the state as a graduate forester was to assist landowners in managing their 
timber resources and wildlife concerns in the Northwest region of the state, and I was sent 
to Tunica County. The county seat of Tunica had a population at that time of about 9,000 
people and it was dusty in the summer, cold in the winter. Rick Bragg’s words were 
perfect: If I am ever going to rob a bank in a small town, I would rob it at eleven o’clock on 
a Sunday morning. There were – of course – humble churches on almost every township 
road with both black and white congregations, but seldom mixed. Large women 
dominated the front pews and fanned the heat with turkey tails or the Tunica Times 
Democrat as the men gathered outside at the pickups, axle-deep in gumbo mud, smoking 
and waiting for the preaching part. Tunica was an isolated rural river town less than an 
hour drive south of Memphis, which was its blessing. Everyone had some kin or some 
interest in Memphis. During the week, the center of life revolved around the federal post 
office unless your face was on a poster, or you owed someone money after the State-Ole 
Miss Game. I took up my residence in a rental house south of town in the shadow of the 
levee. The tiny community of Austin was the thriving county seat in 1847 and held its own 
for forty years till the river changed course and left the commerce landing with nothing 
more than a scattering of great plantation oaks with old mossy beards. My companion was 
a curly-coated golden labrador, less than a year old, and full of enthusiasm for retrieving 
tennis balls and running the cotton rows. I could have brought one of the bird dogs from 
home but she was a birthday gift, and this was – by all means – lab-country.

Less than a quarter mile from the back door was a cypress–tupelo gum brake that was a 
cutoff arm of Beaver Dam Slough, which itself was a cutoff of the old river channel. I was 
drawn to it like a plate of hot biscuits. The north bank was fairly clean and I could look to 
into the cathedral’s deep center, where long columns of sunlight found their way through 
the towering bald cypress. At the waterline, the massive conical tees were swollen and 
surrounded by vertical knees. Along the perimeter, there were jump- butt stumps, six feet 
high and as many across, with footholds cut so the knee-boot loggers could stand and get 
a chainsaw on the first sound log, which was over head high. Cypress is rot-resistant and 
extremely valuable wood. It kept delta people working during the depression when 
agriculture could not. There were stumps, snags, and floating logs – many hollow and 
discarded by a one-shot logging crew back in the 1930s. No doubt this swamp was high-
graded, as the timber people called it, but paradise for a duck hunter.

I finally got enough nerve to ask the landowner’s permission one morning at the Tunica 
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post office. I must have talked a blue-streak; in the meantime, he was in a hurry. He said 
yes, with one stipulation: “Keep the poachers out…and, oh yeah, watch out for the 
cottonmouths.” I would do both. A jackpot like this was rare, it was unearned, and it was 
November. Like the landowner, now I was suddenly in a hurry, and left the post office on a 
big business trip to Ace Hardware.

–

For an Alabama quail hunter, shooting my first mallard duck in the Delta was going to take 
tactical gear. I bought a box of Federal lead number four shot, a Chick Majors duck call, a 
water-repellent canvas coat, and a pair of rubber non-insulated hip boots. Next, came a 
state license and a paper 1977 Mississippi state stamp signed by wildlife director Avery 
Wood, which is still in my possession. This faded relic, embossed with a painted drake 
Wood duck, is nothing less than iconic in a stamp collection. After being informed about a 
required federal duck stamp and scrambling back to the post office, the buying spree was 
completed. I might add here: preparation is the key to hunting. Discovering a latent talent 
for preparation, I soon realized something was missing: decoys. The shelves at the 
hardware store were empty, my new art-form was waning, and in desperation, I turned to 
prowling.

A few days before the season, I struck gold in the attic of the rental house. They were 
bagged in a mouse-eaten burlap sack in a forgotten corner and I thought for a moment 
that I heard fiddles and flutes. There were a dozen historic Victor decoys strung with 
monofilament line and spark-plug anchors. I had visions of mallards approaching these 
opening-day beauties like they owed ‘em money.

Night flights of early migrating snow geese were nosily following the river that week, bound 
for Louisiana, and new ducks were feeding in the flooded soybean fields. I took it as 
another great omen. On opening day, Kelly the Labrador and I stood in the brush and fall 
foliage on the edge of the brake and waited centuries for first light. It started with the shrill 
whistles and yaws of Wood ducks as they jetted head-high through the trees and 
Gadwalls lazily flew the tops. The sound of the Remington 1100 was deafening in the 
woods and I never hit a bird. Next Saturday, I would remember to bring the damn decoys.

The decoys were another matter. One week later when I tossed them out in the dark, two 
promptly sank and another decoy decided to take a long voyage to the middle of the 
swamp – anchor-free, and at last liberated from permanent exile in the attic. At dawn, I 
was double-counting the nine surviving floaters when a pair of large ducks angled through 
the treetops on a perfect slant to the decoys. I never had time to blow the duck call, and 
the hen was so close that the feathers flew when I fired by instinct. Another lucky snap-
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shot downed the drake as he flared, dramatically bouncing off a large gum tree and hitting 
the chocolate water with a splash. Mallards! With astonished looks, the dog and I faced 
each other. Now what?

The hen was close enough to retrieve but I felt cold water lap the top of my non-insulated 
rubber boots as I turned back for dry land. The drake mallard was another thirty yards out, 
the early autumn sun illuminating the iridescent green head, chestnut yoke, and blue wing 
patches, but he might as well have been on the moon. I pointed at the duck and gave the 
hunting command: fetch! Her facial expression said: I think not. Never mind the hunting 
dog covenant, this was not tennis balls, and icy water was not in the contract either. After 
begging and pleading, my only option was to find the longest tree branch I could muster 
and head back out for the bird myself, as my duck dog sat lady-like, sipped a mint julep, 
and watched from the bank. I was returning with a dandy limb when I saw that Kelly had 
actually gone in and was now hauling the big drake out to the shore. I still don’t know who 
was the proudest as we sat shivering on the brushy bank together. As each season 
passed, we would get much better at our new trade.

Physically, the Delta was somewhere behind me now in a rear-view movie, but its heart 
and soul still had a pull on my senses. Unforgettable was the Tunica Cutoff, Moon Lake, 
Milliken Bend, Friars Point ,Vicksburg, Clarksdale, Rolling Fork, Greenville, and Natchez. 
The river-rats, planters, field hands, lawyers, and politicians – along with southern culture, 
heritage, tenacity, and the end of crippling poverty – were all marching forward to become 
the New South, whether I was there or not. The truck traffic was getting heavier as we 
approached our halfway mark. My headlights found the Fort Smith signs when I felt a 
gentle nudge on my shoulder and Fran’s sleepy voice: Honey, I think this is our exit.

 ---

Steve Lyda is a retired State of Alabama forester who now resides in western Nebraska
enjoying hunting, fishing, and horses in the Big Sky country. His work, “Black
Ducks” was published in Waterfowler Magazine and he has recently finished a series
of short stories ranging from turkey hunting to trout fishing.  Kelly the labrador
passed many years ago but every time Steve is in the field he sees her shadow healing
beside him.
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Shifting Sand | Ron Samul

Mid-November - 2009

Off of Montauk

Hurricane Ida slipped out to sea well to the south, off the Carolinas and we were still 
diving. It was out of season for a hurricane to turn into a tropical depression, wander 
through the southern states, come out over the East Coast, and spark into a Nor’easter (a 
winter hurricane) – but it happened. It wasn’t enough to say “it’s rough, we should cancel.” 
The customers needed to see it. Telling them isn’t enough. Some of the divers drove two 
hours to get to the boat, so we need to make a day of it. We might not dive, but we had to 
go take a look.

The thought of winter diving made me physically ache with the thought of the stiffness in 
my hands, and the way my knee always felt sore. Winter diving was cold. You typically 
didn’t see other boats except an occasional freighter or submarine. It was an exceptional 
solitude to dive off season. So, to settle the nerves, I checked all my safety gear the night 
before that included my up-line, safety marker, wreck reels, lights, backup lights, a two 
dollar plastic whistle, and two knives. I was diving with a set of double steel-one-hundreds 
connected with a double manifold and an isolator valve. It was bolted on an elaborate 
buoyancy vest, held in place by an aluminum back-plate. From the two tanks came two 
regulators, pressure gauge, a hose for my vest, and a hose for my dry suit. I also strapped 
on a Nitrox computer and a timer, in case something failed. The dry suit was one piece 
with a heavy duty zipper across the top of my back. The hood and gloves were wetsuit 
material that allowed water in around the face and hands. The last of it was a mask, ankle 
weights for trim, and fins. The double backpack weighed close to one hundred pounds on 
land. It was just negatively buoyant with all my gear on in the water. This inner-space suit 
was complicated.

At day break in November – the sky was painted a pink and orange murk. It wasn’t sunny 
at all. The storm was forecasted to clear, but it was still haunting us. We threw the lines off 
the boat and motored out into the harbor. It was a time when the crew and the paying 
customers came out for a look around. We slid down the river to the open sea. The water 
was quiet, but the prop wash was brown and brackish from the heavy rain. By the time we 
were out of the harbor, the light of the sky changed to steel grey. The clouds were pressing 
down on us, thickening. I was surprised we had two or three miles of visibility.

My job on the boat was simple – throw the hook out at the right spot, given by command 



29

from the captain looking at the wreck with his bottom finder. Once the line tightened, I 
would get my gear on, dive to the anchor at the bottom, tie it in to the wreck so we 
wouldn’t pull out of it, and return with a report. It sounds easy but it is always fraught with 
complications. Technical diving was like that – the risks, the snap decisions, and how 
quickly fate could turn, were never really discussed - just understood.

The captain picked up the pace as we passed New London Ledge Lighthouse. We were 
heading south to Montauk. Our dive site was the U.S.S. Bass, about fourteen miles from 
Montauk. There was a chop in the Long Island Sound, but considering the intensity of the 
storm that passed by it was relatively flat. For two days, the wind howled north to north 
east gusting to forty miles an hour. As we made way to Montauk, there were no signs of a 
wicked November storm. It was surprisingly smooth.

As we closed in on Montauk, the swells began to heave and the fog dropped down. The 
waves were moving around us, like shadows. First you heard it in the boat, pulling and 
pushing as we surfed down one side, and back up another. We were among giants. Some 
of the wave tops curled and broke, some just moved off into the fog. It was undulating 
around us some growing bigger. They were big, but they were spread out, the energy of a 
massive storm defusing into the ocean. We were constantly measuring, calculating our 
worth, but out there everything was magnified to clicking seconds, thumping heart beats, 
the heave of up to down. I left the bridge and went down to the back deck. The customers 
were inside, hunkered down, napping, staving off sea sickness, dreaming of mermaids or 
whatever people dream during a pre-dive power nap. Off the side of the boat the massive 
swells rolled by in drifts and heaves on the boat. From the back of the boat, close to water 
level, I could look up at the waves before heaving up and sliding back down. Back on the 
bridge, we tried to get information from the NOAA radio system reporting conditions from 
the Montauk buoy. We wanted to know the wind speeds, the wave heights, and the 
weather conditions. They announced all the buoys, but they never mentioned the Montauk 
buoy. Why?

That was when the captain shouted to port. Movement across the water’s surface looked 
like low flying birds, then disappeared in a wave. Then they surfaced again, then more. 
Dolphins. It looked like there were five or six. Then fifteen to twenty broke out around us. 
They weren’t following the boat, they were crossing. While we were moving south around 
Montauk, they were coming in. The pod had probably been pushed north in the massive 
storm that was born by tropical water and destined to die in the cold North Sea. The 
dolphins’ speckled skin shimmered as they broke over the surface of the grey water only 
to dive again. We were holding our own above water; they were retreating under it.

The fog thickened and I stayed alert on the bridge to help spot debris or a lost fishing 
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vessel that might miss our radar. The radar was not very effective in the rolling sea that 
absorbed radar signals and found little to reflect. We traveled south a bit more. The fog 
increased and the swell grew. Out of the fog, a dark shadow drew in. It was closing. It was 
a twenty five foot swell, taller than the boat. We started heaving up the wave and the 
captain turned to the east. The boat slid down the massive wave and into the trough. Our 
feet left the deck for a moment. As we gained the crest of the giant wave, we saw the 
second one beyond it. There are always two. The captain turned into it and we rode down 
the wave feeling our stomach cinch. We had changed course drastically as we rode the 
wave.

The captain took his cell phone and called home. “Hey, take this number down and if I 
don’t call you within an hour, make the call.” He was giving our current coordinates.

He slapped his phone shut and said, “We need to move east.” Even a forty-two foot 
Hatteras was no match for twenty-five foot swells. And they could grow bigger as we 
moved south.

We had rounded Montauk and caught a glimpse at the beating heart of the storm called 
Ida.

We later found out that we couldn’t get information from the Montauk buoy because it 
simply wasn’t there anymore. The seas were so bad that it broke the buoy mooring and 
swept it out to sea. No news is not always good news.

 -

We moved northeast and found some refuge from the big waves, sheltered by Block 
Island. The sea was still heaving, but it was easing. When we reached the south shore of 
Rhode Island, the seas flattened.

Instead of diving on the Bass, we were at a wreck called the Heroine, a fishing trawler in 
seventy five feet of water. We set up the anchor chain and deployed the Danforth. I had an 
uncanny relationship with that anchor. It was a sand anchor and the point was to land it 
near the wreck site and let it dig into the sand. It was heavy and cumbersome. From there, 
we often deployed a wreck reel from the anchor to the wreck. Divers would get to the end 
of the anchor and then find the wreck reel line to follow to the bulk of the wreck. But I had 
a way of landing the damn anchor right into wrecks.
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I donned my gear while the captain set the running lines out. The running lines were set up 
so you could jump off the back of the boat, shimmy under the boat, meet with the anchor 
line and begin the descent to the bottom. If there was current, it was a safe and easy way 
to get to the anchor line. Current is always strange in Long Island and Block Island Sound 
and the fading hurricane had thrown them all out of synch. Nothing was on time, the tide 
tables were worthless, and the flows weren’t reliable. There was too much wind, too much 
surge, too much storm for the tide to be predictable.

I jumped off the platform and moved down the running line. I quickly made it to the anchor 
line. The wreck sat at about seventy-five feet. I moved down to the forty-foot mark. Below 
me, it was dark. The overcast and the milky look of the water didn’t help. I opened a side 
pouch and pulled out my light. I turned it on and descended down.

This was the first year I had gotten used to the dark descent. I learned to train my light on 
the rope heading down. You can gauge visibility, distance, and location on the line with the 
beam of light. The light is a focus point when you can’t see anything else in the dark. At 
the chain, you had another twenty feet of chain and the anchor. But I should have known 
that today would be different. It would be shaped by a dying hurricane. The forces were 
beyond my will, my training, and my fear. It was Ida shaping the world.

I knew I had left a stormy surface condition, but I didn’t realize that I was entering another 
tempest. It was a bottom storm. As I moved down fifty and sixty feet, not only was it pitch 
black, but I could hardly see the line in my hand. I slipped into a sand storm flooding 
around me. A foot, eight inches, four inches… I could make out little of the rope. I 
managed to feel my way into a pouch for the tie in line which was a ten foot piece of rope 
we use to tie in the anchor. I felt the chain sliding through my hand and I followed it. My 
knee slammed into something. I was hoping it was the wreck. The chain was held tight to 
the face of a brown surface that I assume was part of the wreck. I followed it down a bit 
more and found the end of the anchor.

I was able to thread the line through a few chinks of chain. I then found a hole. By pushing 
my light into the hole, I could see a place to tie the line. But when my light was pushed too 
far into the hole, it was pitch black. I could feel my legs pushing and pulling on the surge. If 
I thought about the rope and nets I could tangle into, about the holes, the failure of 
equipment, all the things that could fail, I would have panicked. I was able to tie it in. I 
moved up the chain and left the bottom.

When I came out of the bottom storm, into the murk, I checked my gangues and moved 
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back up. When I surfaced at the bow of the boat, I hailed the captain.

“How does it look?” he said.

“It’s a shit storm down there.”

He looked at me for a minute and said, “Let me see what they want to do.”

They were technical divers. They all had experience and training, so I wasn’t worried about 
their ability. But the conditions were terrible. I moved to the back of the boat and climbed 
out. I pulled out of my gear and helped the divers in. The first diver was back in ten 
minutes. A few divers spent time trying to “make the best of it.” In some diver circles, they 
might call this low visibility diving, but in truth, this was no visibility diving. All the divers 
were back in less than twenty minutes. My job was to go back and pull the hook. It didn’t 
help listening to the customers talking about how bad it was. The captain reminded me 
that if it was too dangerous that we would cut the line. As I suited up, one diver, pulling off 
his gear said, “I feel bad for you. It’s bad down there.”

I geared up and went back in. My light was ready and I was hell-bent on cutting the tie in 
line, pulling out the hook into the sand and getting out of there quickly and efficiently. I 
followed the chain into the bottom storm. Only the links of the chain could guide me. I let 
go of the chain and lost sight of it. Panic ripped through me. Luckily, my scrambling hands 
grabbed the chain again. I realized that if I disconnected from the chain, I would be lost in 
a no visibility situation. I would have to tie into something with a wreck reel, surface, signal, 
and hope for the best. And the boat couldn’t even come and pick me up because they 
would be stuck on the wreck. I could drift to Block Island or out to the North Atlantic. I 
could hear my heart beating.

When I got to the end of the chain, it disappeared into what looked like a metal hole. I 
couldn’t find the anchor or the line I tied into the wreck. I pulled on the chain, but it was 
caught and stuck in the hole. I was clutching the chain so tight, that when the chain pulled 
tight against the wreck, it pinned my hand. I reached into the hole, but couldn’t feel 
anything. I couldn’t see anything. I gathered my light and sat looking through my mask at 
nothing more than the frame of my mask. It was all that I could see in the dim beam of my 
flashlight as millions of tiny flecks of sand, mangrove roots, mud, sediment, rust, and algae 
blew by in a primordial blizzard. I pulled on the chain and tried to get the anchor to come 
to me. It didn’t move and I couldn’t see the actual anchor shackle. I had no place being 
down there. So, I left.
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By the time I moved up into clear water, I was disappointed and tired. Back on the boat I 
tossed off my gear and went to the front deck to cut the anchor line and tie a float to the 
end. The hope was to come back on a better day and recover the anchor. As we motored 
back, we were watching the bottom contour on the depth finder. There were massive 
ripples carved out on the bottom. Things were shifting and moving in deep currents. The 
shifting sands were creating a new landscape, new contours, and new bottom 
topographies.

Since my dive, I had been looking for more information about underwater storms, but there 
wasn’t much. Let’s face it, few people dive in those conditions, few people would see that 
condition. It was a black smothering sand storm moving in deep wall-clouds under a layer 
of tropical green and blue water. And that’s why the dolphins were staying up on the 
surface. That pod was riding between the wind and rain on the surface and the black 
storm raging at the bottom. It was an immense energy that rippled through the sea over 
hundreds of miles. The storm suspended in the sky had reached to the deepest ocean 
bottom. Layers of cloud, thrashing water, and sand were the tumult of a cosmic swirl, 
lifting off to the North East.

 ---

Ron Samul is a writer, educator, and diver. He holds an MFA in Professional Writing from 
Western Connecticut State University where he mentors graduate students and writes 
novels. He also teaches college freshmen writing courses at Mitchell College. His work has 
appeared in the SN Review, Library Journal, Liturgical Credo, and on other print/electronic 
media.
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The Journey to Guntur | Jay Hansford C. Vest

Some four years plus, I had been corresponding with a professor of English at Acharya 
Nagarjuna University in the Guntur District of southern India. A member of the Dalit, my 
friend Raja is an indigenous person within the region and nation; his people were 
previously classed as untouchables for not being Aryan. Raja chairs the English 
Department at the university and his interests include the literatures and struggles of 
indigenous peoples around the world including First Nations and Native Americans. 
Locating me via the Internet with my publications listed thereon, he initially wrote me with 
an invitation to an international conference devoted to indigenous writing. While I planned 
to attend his conference, the UNC system shut down all international travel during the 
period of extreme austerity that accompanied the great recession. Hence, I was forced to 
withdraw from making an immediate presence at the conference, although I did submit an 
electronic paper in absentia.

As time passed, we continued to correspond and he subsequently invited me to review a 
doctoral student’s dissertation. A very admirable work, it addressed the literature of Kiowa 
writer N. Scott Momaday and I was very impressed with this scholarship devoted to a 
Native American author from halfway around the world; it was comforting to know that 
Asian Indians cared for North American Indians despite Columbus’s geographical error. In 
the progression of years, more dissertations arrived for my approval; always I was 
impressed with the research and quality of work whether it is addressed to Australian 
Aboriginals, Canadian writers or great Indian authors like Tagore. With perhaps undo 
inspiration from myself, my friend proposed another international conference so as to again 
invite me to India. This time I could not deflect or let university travel policy deter me.

A global seminar devoted to indigenous people, it was set for December 2012 so as to 
avoid the hot season. My journey called for flights to London, Hyderabad and Vijayawada 
were myself and several other indigenous writers and scholars were installed in a charming 
hotel. Arriving a day before the others, I was joined by a most convincing Maori native and 
scholar from New Zealand who shared his delightful interest in oral tradition with me. It was 
a good pairing of aboriginality as we found the campus a day ahead of the others.

At the university, I was struck with the disrepair and overall condition of the building 
housing the English Department, but the students were bright, attentive and respectful. 
They appeared to worship their mentor and when we were asked to speak to them, they 
gave us rapt attention; it was an ideal audience. Taken across campus to the 
administration building, there was a stark contrast featuring a new building in the classic 
Indian architecture. Here we met the university president and other key officials who 
shared pleasantries with us. After taking delicate fruit drinks, we were off to meet a 
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philosopher who specialized in Mahayana Buddhism and directed a school for its study. 
The monks were a delight although I am not sure what they thought of us; when I ventured 
to express my interest and study of Zen, particularly Dõgen, they passed it off as Japanese 
and but a minor tradition within Buddhism at large. The monks were preparing for a 
pilgrimage and I championed their traditions of compassion for all things that appeared to 
make nice our difference regarding Zen. They invited us to the foyer where a large statute 
of the Buddha stood and pictures were taken all around.

Going back to Vijayawada, I could not help but notice the trash scattered everywhere; it 
was squalor in its neglect. Once again I was troubled by the traffic patterns; all manner of 
vehicles including bicycles, scooters, motorcycles, tuk tuks, compact cars, SUVs, large 
buses and heavy trucks shared the road in a frenzy of competition. Using the full width of 
the road, they gave no care for keeping their lanes; darting in and out with mere inches to 
spare, tailgating was an art form. Honking horns was so prevalent it made me wonder if 
cars were judged not on performance but on the quality of their horns. Soon I realized all 
this honking was a kind of communications that nevertheless baffled me; the signals were 
there but I could not recognize the notes. Horns replaced signal lights and everyone 
whisked within a hair’s breath of disaster. With pedestrians trying to cross the road at any 
and all points, it seemed to be utter chaos but I saw no accidents and very few dented 
fenders.

Each morning there was a Dalit lady sweeping the street before the hotel entryway; clean 
she drew symbols with chalk on the immediate roadway. It was time for the opening 
ceremonies; somehow the symbolism about the hotel driveway seemed a perfect 
introduction for the conference beginning with all its pageantry. We were each called 
individually and invited to take the stage – flowers where given, the ceremonial programs 
handed out and a sacred candle lighted. It took us well past the allotted time and lunch 
into the afternoon, so that the nine-thirty plenary speaker began at one-thirty. A Canadian 
Métis or self described “half-breed,” addressed First Nations health issues in a well 
prepared but all too well rehearsed program; it had the feel of a less than original 
presentation designed for use on many occasions. In fact, I could not help but wonder 
how often in a given year she presented this same program while counting it new with 
each offering. Such vita padding seemed to me hardly the stuff of a plenary presentation. 
With subsequent panelists rushed into ten-minute quick shots, there was a race to catch 
up which went beyond all measure of a reasonable orientation.

Featured in the next session, there were two plenary lectures back to back on the 
conference program. Initially looking at this scheduling I was troubled by thinking it would 
not work out well for both the audience and speakers. The first plenary was accorded to a 
Canadian indigenous writer, Lee, the granddaughter of Chief Dan George who as Old 
Lodgeskins had made a stunning film debut in the 1970 film Little Big Man. While I had 
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enjoyed Lee’s jokes the night before, it was quickly dawning on me that she was 
overbearingly rude and given to the spotlight of her own demand. It struck me as odd 
when she rushed through her presentation in ten short minutes while using little or no 
prepared remarks.

I was to follow her; my preparations were planned for a full plenary address as I had been 
given to believe was my due on invitation. With the time problem, I began skipping key 
points and themes that I thought important to the overall thread of my presentation. Still 
this was not enough to suit the moderator who after eight or so minutes suggested I sum 
up my remarks. Ignoring him, I pressed on but Lee boomed out saying I should finish while 
declaring, “I am a feminist” as if her gender orientation somehow gave her leave to 
interrupt me. Indeed I had no idea what feminism had to do with the shortening of my 
plenary address as I was an honored guest of equal status, hence I replied, “I did not 
come halfway around the world for ten minutes.” She persisted and I stormed off the stage 
complaining about what I perceived as a direct affront and insult to my invitation and 
concomitant record of accomplishment as a scholar. The host and others begged me to 
finish but saying, “I am done,” I refused to resume my plenary lecture.

It was an ugly moment and I recalled Bruce Chatwin’s Songlines as an example of how not 
to interrupt an aboriginal tradition; in his case, he reported how an investigator had given 
an aboriginal man who was on walkabout a lift in a pickup truck. The man was singing his 
traditional song lines but when he took his seat in the pickup truck bed, it moved too fast 
for him to keep up with his songs so that he faltered and gave up. Rushing an invited 
speaker in this same manner is no way to honor and respect an indigenous tradition of 
which he or she speaks. As the session ended, the moderator attempted to address my 
remarks but I would have none of it and I stood saying, “No.” Lee attempted to once again 
intervene but I would have none of it. After all who was she to dictate my time? We came, 
moreover, from two separate indigenous traditions and she is no more the elder than I; 
explaining such to my host I demanded to be treated with equal respect. With that I took 
my leave fully intending to put the conference and all association with the place behind me.

In the reception area outside, however I was joined by my Maori friend who offered – “I feel 
for you.” His sympathetic remarks and attentive attitude began to give me the means to 
discuss and assess all that had happened. A host of students crowded in around us; all 
begging me to finish my talk but it was almost as unpleasant as the interruption until I 
began to respond to Hone in explaining the traditional perspective from which I operate. 
First, I asserted the fragile manner in which I found myself functioning in a strange place 
foreign to my spirit helper and outside its habitat. Hone countered, “I take my spirits with 
me” so I explained the organics of the situation; in my case spirit helpers are nature 
persons dependent upon their ecological habitat, outside that domain they have no power. 
Hence, I was alone without my spirit helpers and unable to take them where they do not 
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reside. Second, I lamented on the height of rudeness that the interruption had taken it was 
akin to disrupting a traditional ceremony; the interruption of an elder’s address is an 
unspeakable taboo among most indigenous peoples. With the students begging, a 
realization came over me; moreover, when a traditional ceremony is interrupted one has to 
return to the beginning and start over. It was this epiphany that gave me an out; my host 
had already suggested giving me a new time slot for as long as I needed on the next 
morning. My primary objection was grounded on the effrontery of the insult but then I also 
did not want to take away from someone else’s time. Acknowledging the ceremonial 
restart, I relented and accepted the offer to renew my presentation on the next day. In the 
process of storytelling and assessing the traditional protocol, I had found a way out of the 
mess although I was not entirely satisfied. My thinking was to complete my part, continue 
with whatever initiatives I had already begun in association with my host but subsequently 
refuse all others – so I explained to my Maori friend.

As the next day arrived, I made my presentation anew giving it the proper attention as 
merited in a plenary address. For what it is worth, the students, scholars and others were 
enthralled with my storytelling and analysis – so that I was also given to speak briefly about 
my novel in progress. It was surely too long, but I supposed it to be a means of saving face 
on both sides.

In the evening there was a cultural program featuring exotically attired young women in a 
dance program. One of the dances was quite unmistakably related to water, perhaps 
celebrating the river and all that it gives to the people. Truly stunning, I imagined all the little 
girls dreaming of becoming dancers just as some living elsewhere dream of becoming 
ballerinas and gymnasts in their youthful fantasies. An orchestrated rhythm dance with 
boys clapping sticks together with their associates followed the next evening; it was most 
impressive in its coordination among the participants – I thought to myself how it advanced 
coordination and cooperation among the traditional Dalit society. In a last and final show, 
there was a drama featuring a cattle thief plot with several girls in the role of boys disguised 
with little painted mustaches. As they played through the set, I was reminded of the old 
Irish legend of Cú Culann that also featured a cattle thief and it made me once again think 
of the relationship of Aryan Indo-European tradition – Celtic and Hindu - at opposite ends 
of the spectrum.

Everywhere we went from day one until the end of the conference there was one refrain 
and constant demand – “Can I have a snap?” In my entire lifetime, I have never posed for 
so many photographs; in fact I began to fear for my shadow with each new snap, still I 
bore it good-naturedly. On the last day my Maori friend and I were given again to speak 
with the students. At first, I was asked to tell a story, which I gave without reservation. 
Afterwards, our Métis friend offered that “we” do not traditionally tell stories out of season 
but she relented and while speaking for only a few minutes, she and the others were off to 
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meet the Buddhist monks. As for myself, I have concluded we have to relax the storytelling 
taboo least we lose the oral tradition entirely; hence, I make storytelling a key pedagogy of 
my classroom instruction. Following the departure of the others Hone taught a Maori chant 
and dance to the classroom and it was wonderful with everyone participating. Again I was 
called upon to tell more stories, which I enthusiastically engaged before our departure. 
Leaving for the airport, Hone and I were laughing as we watched a young man urinating 
along the side of the road; but then just halfway to the airport Hone urgently requested a 
bathroom break. Of course, there were no wash closets nearby, so our host pulled to the 
side of the road and with me giving a shielding presence to the view of oncoming traffic, 
Hone urinated into the ditch. The joke was now on us. It was a fond farewell as Hone 
called his ancestors to make his departure in this all too human land of diversity and 
tradition.

---
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Without Words | Tara Caimi

Kneeling between the leaders at the front of the lines, I watched my dad struggle to 
restrain Little Lefty as he clutched the chain around her neck and ran from the truck to the 
sled, where Nick waited to hook her up with the rest of the team. The usual frenzy ensued, 
fraught with jumping, howling, and nerve shredding cries that seemed more ghostly that 
canine. I was accustomed to this routine, having ridden with Nick several times that winter, 
but this would be my dad’s first dog-sled ride. He and my mother had flown in to visit for 
the first time since Nick and I moved from Pennsylvania to Utah six months earlier in 
pursuit of his dog mushing dream.

Since then, Nick had discovered trails on Strawberry Ridge where he now trained the dogs 
twice a week. From October through March, pristine snow blanketed miles of wilderness, 
which ranged in elevation from 8,000 to 9,500 feet. The trail Nick most often traveled 
wound through the Uinta National Forest, and the trees lining that trail often parted to 
reveal breathtaking views of the valley below. When we didn’t cross paths with 
snowmobiles, the silence of the ride transported me into a wonderland reminiscent of fairy-
tales.

“Haaaa—aayke!” Nick yelled, and the dogs surged forward in concentrated, now silent, 
effort. As the sled pulled away with my dad in the cargo basket, leaving my mother and I in 
the echoing wake of their departure, I closed my eyes to imagine what he must be feeling. 
My own experiences had felt like gliding on a cloud in heaven by way of sled-dog drawn 
chariot. The most fascinating part, I noticed after a few rides, was the chain of events that 
occurred when one of the chariot-pulling dogs relieved him or herself mid-stride. I’d 
witness these proceedings from my privileged perspective as a passenger in the chariot. 
Nick would urge the dogs to keep on running, and they’d do just that with barely a blip in 
the motion as the droppings from one or another bounced off the snow and disappeared 
behind the sled. The entire display represented a natural wonder from which my fleeting 
worry about the trajectory of the bounce in relation to my position barely distracted. I was 
gliding on a cloud in heaven with nary engine sound nor fume. The sporadic puff of fecal 
odor could not disturb my inner peace. I did not know if Dad would share my fascination 
with the dogs’ secondary talent, but I surmised he’d reach transcendence either way. The 
gaping grin affixed to his face as they glided into the parking area validated that prediction.

We entertained my parents through the rest of the week by treating them to an assortment 
of scenic attractions highlighting the glamour of Park City and rustic charm of surrounding 
areas, all the while touting the depth and range of our new homeland’s appeal. As we 
prepared dinner in the Harvest Gold kitchen of our rented mobile home the night before 
they were scheduled to fly back to Pennsylvania, Dad admitted that nothing matched the 
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allure of the dog-sled ride. His words of confession, to those of us familiar with the feeling, 
were superfluous.

The next day, the mobile home fell silent in the absence of its guests, affording ample time 
to ruminate on the state of my affairs. In six months, I’d found neither cultural comfort zone 
nor social solidarity in Utah. This wasn’t something I had verbalized to my parents. At the 
age of twenty-eight, my relationship with them had yet to strike an emotionally supportive 
balance. Chemically induced clashes of will with my mother and note-card driven lectures 
by my father in response to any manner of irresponsible teenaged behavior (I tried most on 
for size) had driven me to silence through the better part of high school. It wasn’t until I left 
for college and found my confidence in academic success that we forged respectable 
relationship terms. This included conversation, albeit mostly intellectual. I knew they were 
not pleased about my choice to move with Nick, but eliciting further judgment through 
discussion seemed counterproductive. So I smiled while Nick and I showcased the area 
for my parents, and we talked about the high-desert weather that, we all agreed, seemed 
too perfect to be true.

That spring, Nick told me about his ideal scenario. “How great would it be to own land on 
Strawberry Ridge?” he’d say to me periodically. “I could build a house with a dog kennel, 
and run tours right out of the back yard.” Though certain the question was rhetorical, I 
could not stop myself from imagining such a home in a remote area of the wilderness with 
no one around but the dogs. The fantasy prompted me to mention once in casual 
conversation at work that I enjoyed the company of the sled dogs more than I did most 
people.

“Well, they don’t talk back,” one coworker quipped, leaving me spinning in rapid-reply 
impotence. Is she saying I lack tolerance for the beliefs and opinions of others because I 
enjoy the company of animals who can’t talk? I wondered after a moment. As the 
retaliation window slid shut in my stunned silence, I recalled other times I’d failed to trump 
someone’s jab with a clever response. My talent, to my life-long dismay, lay not in snappy 
comebacks, but in long-term analysis. I pondered the insults people hurled at me long 
after they’d hit their mark. This one, in particular, proved to be quite thought provoking.

One of Nick’s sled dogs had fallen ill earlier in the year. When I walked into the kennel on 
that Saturday afternoon, I saw the dog’s eyelids at half-mast and noted the way his once 
perky ears lay limp, now parallel to the ground. I watched his head hover at shoulder level 
as if his collar were loaded with lead, and I knew in an instant he was sick. He did not 
verbalize his feelings, but the message in his demeanor was clear. I knelt beside him, and 
he leaned his body into mine then gazed into my eyes. The English language would have 
served no better in communicating the desperation I recognized. Without words, that dog 
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spoke to my heart, an epiphany destined to remain subconscious in the absence of my 
coworker’s remark.

My thought train continued on its tracks to consider the complex communication 
processes that took place within the canine pack. Sans human intervention, I’d seen the 
dogs quickly and innately find their positions to form a fully functional team. This amazing 
feat would not be possible without communication. As I’d never witnessed the formation 
or experienced the existence of a fully functional human team, it seemed to me that dogs 
communicated more effectively than people, “talking” notwithstanding.

Having arrived at this triumphant conclusion, I overcame the sting of my coworker’s 
comment. Shortly thereafter, I approached her with a graphic design idea. At the adjacent 
desk, I overheard Lena, another graphic designer, ask John, a member of the sales team, 
if he wore the “holey underwear,” and I turned my head in time to see John smirk in lieu of 
a reply.

“Wait a minute,” I said, abandoning one conversation to perform a hostile takeover of the 
other. “Why would anyone wear holey underwear?” I envisioned a one-piece cotton 
garment hanging in dilapidated rags off someone’s body.

“It’s a Mormon thing,” Lena replied. “John is a steak leader.” I briefly wondered what the 
role of “steak leader” might entail but felt the need to first attend to the holey underwear 
order of business. Did the Mormons consider holey underwear to be a sign of humility? I 
wondered. Did they have to wear the same underwear every day, until it became holey?

“But why does it have to be holey?” I continued after a thoughtful pause.

“I have no idea,” Lena said. “It’s just what they have to wear. It’s supposed to protect them 
I guess.”

“But how would something with holes in it protect anything?” I still didn’t get it. Lena burst 
into laughter.

“No, it isn’t holey! It’s holy—like blessed!” she said.

“Oh!” I forced a communal laugh rather than proceeding with questions about the steak 
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leader position.

In time, the art of active listening, as opposed to blatant questioning, would enlighten me 
to the fact that the term “stake” referred to a division of the church and not, as I had 
surmised, a juicy slab of beef. When this information revealed itself, somewhere in the 
middle of a typical workday, a smile usurped my face. At the same time, I wondered if I’d 
ever relate to the people and customs in my new town.

This is home now, I thought, glancing at the phone on my desk. My smile faded as a lump 
swelled in my throat. Though I had no idea what I’d say, I felt the sudden urge to talk to my 
parents. Instead of picking up the receiver, I returned my gaze to the computer screen, 
where the clock in the menu bar displayed the time remaining in my workday. I hoped the 
Utah sunlight would persist long enough to afford a late afternoon visit with my surrogate 
family of sled dogs.

---

Tara Caimi is an independent writer and editor based in central Pennsylvania. She holds an 
MFA in creative writing from Wilkes University, and her work has been published in journals 
and magazines including the Writer's Chronicle and Fire & Knives. Excerpts from her full-
length memoir, Mush: The Scenic Detour of a Life, have also been published in The 
MacGuffin, and Oh Comely magazine.
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Weathering Heights | Jesse Duthrie

Walking through the hostel’s short hallway, I passed a few private bedrooms and two large 
dorm rooms. The petite Swiss woman, who had been reading behind the front desk before 
I showed up, showed me into the male dorm room; empty bunk beds lined the walls. Dirty 
sheets and crumpled maps provided evidence of those who'd stayed here before me. I 
joined two bunk beds together next to the window. Out the window stood tall mountains in 
all their grandeur, illuminated against a clear sky. Their grey faces blended into white tops. 
There there was not one building; not a sign of civilization.

I acclimated quickly.

Each morning I rose to the sunrise poking its head through the mountains. In that kind of 
environment, the pace of living slows down. The first day I went fishing, it took me fifteen 
minutes to reach the stream in the valley below. The next day, it took me thirty. I sat beside 
the river, casting a rod with finesse and elegance. I didn’t need to send the line far. 
Pleasure came from fishing itself: tying the knots, selecting and attaching the lures, 
sending out the casts, reeling back in. One day, I caught a perch. Another day, I didn’t 
catch anything. Both days were successful adventures.

A few days later, a new backpack sat alongside a bunk on the other side of the room. 
Patches covered the majority of the pack, and its beat-down straps and aged cloth gave it 
an air of expertise. The owner of this pack had used it to its fullest extent. The newest, 
nicest packs represent an inexperienced, naive traveler. The old, beaten packs always 
showcased the worldly – almost deity-like – status of their owners.

The man who owned the pack was a middle-aged German. I met him after a long day of 
hiking and fishing in a stream a few miles from the hostel. He greeted me in the lobby and 
we quickly started up a conversation. His English skills were strong and he’d been to this 
very hostel a number of times.

I talked about fishing, catching the perch, and the small hikes I’d made around the town. 
He smiled as he listened, although it seemed each time I talked he was waiting his turn to 
tell me another tale. One adventure, in particular, caught my attention.

“Ziz very mountain. I hike it vonce a year. Man, it iz a very tough climb! Zere are 
switchbacks. And zere are times when you zee down ze face of ze mountain and you are 
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like ‘Oh my God!’ It iz very tough!” He relished himself in his memories.

I couldn’t focus on my beer. I leaned across the table anxiously awaiting each word. That 
night in bed, I decided to make the trek myself. The next morning I woke before the 
sunrise and packed my gear: a box of cereal, a whistle, two large canteens of water, 
granola bars, my sleeping bag, and my tent.

The beginning of the hike was smooth. Long winding roads curved alongside the mountain 
for the first few hours. Often I would stop and take pictures, or just sit on my pack and 
reflect merrily in thought. I saw wild horses running along a field next to one another, 
undisturbed by my passing. I smiled devilishly as I wondered how my friends were doing in 
their first semesters of college.

Cruising through the long winding trails nonchalantly, I wondered how the German could 
be so wrong. Just when I was thinking the hike to be the easiest and most beautiful I'd 
taken part in, I suddenly noticed where the trail was taking me. A half-mile in the distance, 
there appeared a nearly vertical face: switchbacks outlined themselves with safety ropes. 
When I got closer, I discovered this face went up a long way. I hiked slowly, as to not tire 
myself. After the fifth switchback, sweat poured from my face. The elevation of the 
mountain, the rough gravel terrain, and the narrow paths that left no lateral movement 
caused me to envy myself an hour before, when I'd been walking beside the horses.

The switchbacks came to an end after an hour. One. Grueling. Hour. I sat on an open dirt 
path, devouring granola bars and inhaling water, air, water, air. From there, the rocky terrain 
I continued on only had a slight incline. My feet stomped proudly and my pace increased. I 
thought I had conquered the worse.

I was wrong.

The moderate vertical terrain flattened out, and before me stood the peak of the mountain. 
From a distance, it appeared like a grey pyramid: something the Egyptians had built on 
holiday from Cairo. My pace slowed down. For every twenty paces up this irregular 
pyramid, I needed to take my pack off, throw it over the next rock, and climb myself up. 
Each rock felt like the peak of a miniature mountain that I would have to cross in order to 
reach the summit.

Arms and legs burning, I tackled the last of these, and all that stood between me and the 
summit was a twenty-foot pathway. Hardly two feet wide, each side lined itself with rubber 
railings. The sides of the pathway jutted straight down. Below one side stood the rock face 
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I had just climbed. On the other side, a vertical drop fell so low I couldn’t see where it 
ended. The moment I began crossing, a hard wind slammed against my body. I ducked for 
cover and grabbed the railing with all the force I could muster. The wind attacked the 
mountain and me. I looked down at the face of the mountain and saw an infinite abyss. As 
my hair blew wildly in the wind, I tightened the straps on my backpack and stayed ducked 
down for cover.

To this day, I have always been surprised by my fearless reaction. I’ve always lived with a 
fear of heights. It startles me out of dreams and paralyzes my body when I get close to an 
edge. Yet, I stood defiant that day. The adventure needed to be completed. I could not let 
my mind overpower my will.

The wind died down. I stood back up and traversed the path slowly until I reached the 
summit and, once there, sat on my pack for over an hour. For a while I agonized over the 
pain in my body, but eventually my thoughts faded away and all that was left was the view 
of mountains below me. There was only my pack and me. I found peace in the solitude of 
my adventure.

The German man wished me goodbye as I departed the hostel two days later. I had my 
pack on, now close to seventy pounds with all my gear. Its shiny red material didn’t look 
new anymore; there were spots of dirt all over it. There were a couple of small rips, too, 
from the fishing gear. Proudly, I possessed a beat-up backpack. It looked like his, except 
not as tarnished, but I still had plenty of time to catch up.

We shook hands, and he gave me an English goodbye full of z’s. He grinned his big smile, 
and – infectiously – I shared one of my own with him. I was off to find my next adventure, 
off to destroy my pack.

---

Jesse Duthrie is a freelance writer from Connecticut. He graduated from Central 
Connecticut State University in 2012 with a B.A. in English. Outside of writing, he enjoys 
reading, snowboarding, and traveling. His work has been published in The Indian River 
Review, CT Explored Magazine, and The Helix Magazine. 
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Fetish | Jean Kim

I’m not one to be superstitious, but I keep the fetish on my person at all times. I wonder if 
it’s some weird mistranslation, to call these little nuggets something bordering on the 
perverse, something obsessive and secretive. But that’s what the Native American store 
calls them, so who am I to judge?

Mine is a small turquoise carving, no more than an inch across, an adorable bear with a 
minute fish in its mouth, made of a speck of iridescent mica. Another arrowhead of the 
same speck is tied to his back with a string. There were myriads of equally cute works of 
art, in onyx, obsidian, amber, quartz. Deer and wolves and buffalo and various creatures of 
the plains.

 -

I came to Santa Fe to escape briefly my urbanite routine, the brisk walks across mottled 
pavement and growing indifference to subways screeching. And I wasn’t disappointed. 
The midsummer air was crisp and tinged with piñon freshness; the land’s sparseness 
cleansed the mind of clutter. Caramel-colored adobe buildings crouched next to 
sundrenched earth; miniature sprouts of sage green bush dotted the low mountains, and 
were burnished by the sunlight into golden bursts.

The ground had fallen away from underneath me when I lost my job, and my boyfriend 
soon after. I had been on the fast track in New York, driven towards manmade heights that 
I thought answered the hollow call of hunger inside me. More projects, more publications, 
more parties. We were both racing for no reason; and the pact ended when I fell down. He 
vanished into the Emerald City, and I found myself in a pile of sawdust.

I wailed for days, my insides tender like sore gums, my brain haunted by fleeting memories 
of him, the way he slept or laughed or begged, and then the wretched awful fading away.

So here, I climbed onto a rocky hilltop, underneath mid-day southwestern sun. I was at the 
edge of Bandelier, clamoring across an ancient trail, carved over eons into white-grey 
limestone. I reached the edge of the ruins of an amphitheater, flattened rocks in a circle 
with expansive vistas all around. I saw stormclouds gather on one side and gleaming blue 
light on the other.

I sighed, alone in this place where people once communed, once sought solace and 
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guidance with both each other and the sky. I found nothing for myself in the solipsistic 
fantasies of a personal God or in the meditative humming of monasteries. But here, in the 
dust of humans come and gone, and this bare land, I felt like the Native Americans might 
have had the right idea, long ago. But now, despite the peaceful earthiness of their current 
clay pueblos, those spirits also felt barren, defeated. Only the mountains remained 
resolute.

-

As I prepare to retreat to the comforts of my wi-fi connection and high-thread-count 
bedsheets, I hold the polished trinket in my fingertips. The way a few sharp angles are just 
enough to define the shape, the bear in blue-green. The store clerk told me the bear 
represents introspection and strength, the spiritual journey through life. He is something of 
a solitary figure, searching and thinking. But he is supposed to stay with me now at all 
times; we can keep each other company.

So later, I sit at the airport, looking out at the wide windows, with the distant arid 
mountains far away. The planes come and go at will into this flat basin. I feel the pull of the 
rat race calling, the din rising at the edges. But I know what I want now, and I will find it. It 
is all in the looking.

---

Jean Kim is a psychiatrist working in the DC Metro area, and received a B.A. in English at 
Yale University. She is currently enrolled in the Nonfiction M.A. Program at Johns Hopkins 
University, and has also studied at the Writers' Institute at the Graduate Center of CUNY. 
She published some poetry during medical school, and is eager to stretch her writing legs 
again.
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The Ghost Trees | Priyanka Sacheti

It was a warm, clear August morning; few remnants of the monsoon clouds scumbled the 
powder-blue sky. The shrine had opened several hours ago, although there hardly seemed 
to be anyone around apart from a frolicking black topaz-eyed goat–its owner unseen–and 
three middle-aged men in rumpled white kurta-pajamas disembarking from a Toyota 
Innova. It was still too early, perhaps, for people to thread their way towards a shrine in 
middle of the Rajasthani country-side, no matter how exhaustive their lists of favors to 
cadge from the higher forces.

A teenage boy in gray trousers and long-sleeved plaid shirt stood behind the shrine, 
evidently having assumed responsibilities as both the priest and the shrine caretaker; on 
meeting us, he asked no questions but responded readily to ours. Watching him 
laconically talk about the shrine, I was unable to place the expression on his face: 
boredom or indifference? Perhapshe perpetually wore this expression, his only accessory. 
When I requested him to tie the sacred saffron and red thread–a talisman– around my 
wrist, he did so, ensuring the knot was tidily secure. “It will only fall off when it has to,” he 
remarked even before I had asked.

A lean, diminished woman in a green sari prostrated in front of the shrine, alternately 
singing and rapidly uttering incantations; her eyes remained fastened shut throughout, 
seemingly possessing no volition to open. Her husband, presumably, silently sat next to 
her, almost as if he had happened to be in her proximity merely by chance and, thus, bore 
her no recognition. It was only when she began to sob, the music of her singing having 
disintegrated into bald sounds of desperation, that he laid a comforting palm on the small 
of her back, as if to remind her that he still existed and was part of that world which she so 
urgently wished a respite from.

Beyond the shrine, a monsoon rain-fed pond glimmered, occasional islands of shine 
speckling the pond’s otherwise mirror-hard surface. Trees stood ankle-deep in the water at 
edges of the pond; they looked awkward and uncomfortable, ostensibly appreciating the 
sudden invasion of water in their midst, yet simultaneously resenting it for having disturbed 
the existing landscape. For me, though, it was serenity post-carded and I stood by the wall 
looking down at the pond, reveling in the scene’s seeming inviolability: the pond, the trees, 
and the hillocks girding the pond, plumed with startling green bursts of monsoon foliage.

Glancing upwards and beyond the hillocks, I then noticed the clump of four acacia trees, 
extravagantly festooned with yards of candy-hued ribbons and metallic tinsel: they looked 
like surreal Christmas trees blooming in the desert. I wondered if these trees bore any 
relation to the many other such similarly dressed trees I had encountered during my travels 
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in Rajasthan. I had bestowed the appellation of wish trees upon them: trees bedecked with 
tinsel-fringed red ribbons, threads, and jewelry, the branches laden with innumerable 
wishes and yearnings of those who had reposed their unwavering trust and faith within 
their sacred embrace.

“What are those trees?” I asked the teenage priest while he sorted out the prasad an 
elderly man had just offered to the shrine deity.

“Ghost trees,” he replied, after a pause. “Once people have been exorcised of ghosts and 
spirits that possess them, they toss these ribbons and garlands onto the trees.”

I instinctively turned around and began to walk towards the trees only to find him urgently 
calling out to me.

“You shouldn’t go near them,” he blurted out. “No one ever goes near them.”

“Why?” I asked. “Ghosts aren’t there anymore. They have all gone away, right?”

“But still…” His voice faltered, as did his expression; he then almost immediately regained 
his authority. “You just shouldn’t go there. If you want, you can still look at them from here, 
though,” he added.

Suddenly, although noon was yet to come upon us and the sunlight was still new, I found 
myself imagining the trees by night, especially on a full-moon night. I saw the tinsel of the 
ribbons glittering in the ivory moonlight, the trees themselves dark and indistinguishable 
beneath the mass of ribbons that lived within their branches. Unlike the wish trees, which 
were accustomed to bidding farewell to one fulfilled wish after another, the ghost trees 
seemed crammed with tenants that had no other place to go apart from these very 
branches. And yet, the trees– too ironically enough–had become pariahs themselves 
through the very act of giving shelter to these spiritual pariahs. For some reason, although I 
still wanted to see the trees up close, I found myself impelled to go no further. I merely 
gazed at the trees from the distance, noting that they were still in sufficient intimate 
proximity to the shrine whilst standing in a clump of isolation.

“I wonder what the other trees make of them,” I said, half to myself; the teenage boy 
shrugged, suspicion briefly clouding his eyes before turning into relief at the thought that I 
had not decided to commit the transgression, after all. “Well, can I photograph them, at 
least?” I asked. He nodded and having been convinced that I would not venture towards 
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the trees, he returned to assume his responsibilities at the shrine, stoking the faith of the 
many that now lingered in front of the deities.

After photographing the trees, I made my way toward the pond below. I stood by the 
water, inspecting the jagged inroads it had made into the soil and the yellow tufts of 
blossoms that the trees had shed, which now littered the surface of the water. Near the 
pond, I then noticed that a tree stood inside a circle of white-painted stones: sun-bleached 
images of Hindu divinities and tinsel-fringed saffron flags were planted into the dried mud 
banked around the exposed tree roots. Here, the tree was a shrine in itself, eliciting, and 
indeed, bestowing faith and trust – and yet, meters away, a lakshmanrekha of fear and 
mistrust encircled the ghost trees, preventing them from ever being approached. Through 
no fault of their own, they had become repositories of apparent spiritual detritus – and 
were condemned for it. Yet, they nonetheless continued to live and thrive with dignity.

As I bade farewell to the shrine, my eyes strayed towards the ghost trees one last time: 
they now appeared to clinically survey me just as I had surveyed them earlier and when I 
turned my face away, I could feel their gaze briefly linger upon me, questioning before 
assuming indifference.

---
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lived in Muscat, Sultanate of Oman. She has published numerous articles in various 
publications with a special focus on art and gender. She's author of three poetry volumes 
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A Walk Through Snow and Time | Eric G. Müller

My grandfather was a miller. To my left there’s a framed photo of him and me standing 
inside the old wooden mill. He was also a carpenter and farmer, raising crops and keeping 
cows, sheep and goats. A black beret is pushed back over his high forehead, a pipe 
droops from the corner of his mouth, and he’s wearing a faded brown, three-piece suit, 
not quite matching. His black and white polka dot tie is skew. He’s leaning against the 
grinding mechanism with his elbow. I notice his hand looks very much like mine does now. 
He has that confident and dignified look of a peasant who has worked hard his entire life, 
proven himself, braved many storms, and achieved respect, honor and standing in his 
community. I was five at the time the photo was taken – wearing a black turtleneck and 
look serious, like my grandfather.

The mill, on the outskirts of Reckingen, is built next to a fast flowing stream that runs into 
the Rhone, high up in the Swiss Alps, about ten miles from the Rhoner Gletscher. During 
the summer, as a kid, I loved watching the big paddle wheel go round and round. My 
great-grandfather built the mill. The flour and sawmill was handed down to my grandfather. 
The large, covered bridge crossing the Rhone in Reckingen is made from the timber that 
went through his mill. When the photo was taken, the mill was still in use. Now the mill is a 
museum, recognized as a cultural property of significance in the Canton of Valais. His 
name was Viktor, but I called him Grossvater.

When I was six we moved to South Africa. Because of the apartheid system I returned to 
Switzerland when I was twenty-one. Once I’d found a job in Basel, where I used to live as 
a child, I went to visit Grossvater who was now well in his eighties. My aunt had moved 
into my grandfather’s large farmhouse right next to the Rhone, and was now caring for 
him. Apart from a few more wrinkles he looked unchanged. He still smoked his pipe or 
cigar, wore his black beret and a suit. The morning after my arrival he asked whether I 
would join him for a walk up the valley to the next village. It was the middle of winter, the 
temperature was far below zero and at least four feet of snow covered the ground. I was 
surprised that he wanted to undertake such a hike at his age and wondered how he’d fare, 
but I agreed immediately, glad to get out and do something. We dressed warmly and set 
out into the cold.

He didn’t take the road as I thought he would, but chose a series of paths that 
crisscrossed along the foot of the mountains, used by cross country skiers and farmers 
who brought their sheep down to the fountain in the center of the village. For a while the 
steep slope made going tough, and I was struck by his rapid pace. Furthermore, the 
usually taciturn man was talking while walking, pointing out landmarks all around, 
explaining their history and significance. He rarely turned around and I stuck close behind 
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him to glean what he was saying, which remained fragmentary. Apart from the acoustical 
difficulties, he spoke Wallisertiitsch. For most Germans the Swiss dialect is difficult enough 
to understand, but the medieval sounding Alemannic dialect from the Canton of Valais is 
unintelligible even for some of the Swiss. But I loved the lilting, musical quality of the dialect 
that was both smooth like new snow and rugged like granite cliffs. I’d been exposed to it 
as a child, but I’d spent most of my life in South Africa, and was struggling to recapture my 
Baslerdütsch. All along he held his extinguished pipe in his hand, pointing here and there 
with the stem. He was telling me the history, legends and myths of the surroundings. Every 
stream, cliff, mountain, gully, outcrop, ravine, waterfall, hillock, and chapel had a story. He 
told me of his own adventures as a boy and young man in these mountains where he’d 
lived his entire life; and of our ancestors, dating back to the 12th century. All the while he 
walked at a fast pace, while I tried to keep up, panting behind him. Listening to him was 
like reading an exciting book with pages missing and others smudged.

Close to two hours later we descended into the village of Münster and settled into a 
Gaststube. He ordered Glühwein for us and lit his pipe. The mulled wine warmed me up 
immediately. Now that we were sitting, and there was nothing to point out, he lapsed back 
into silence and puffed on his pipe, watching the smoke rise. We relaxed, comfortable in 
the stretch of quiet. Not for long. Taking the last sip of warm wine he said, “Gömmer?” 
stood up, and we left.

As we walked from the medieval village an old man opened a window above our heads 
and greeted him. Grossvater waved back, quipped something unintelligible, at which they 
both broke into loud laughter. As we marched on Grossvater dismissively called the man a 
little bueb who never left his house anymore, though only eighty. I smiled and we walked 
back home, this time along the level main road. Grossvater seemed oblivious of the traffic 
and walked in the middle of road, the way he’d done for decades. He wasn’t going to 
change his ways and make room for the modern world. I was worried for his safety and 
what people would think. But nobody honked or got upset. Instead, they slowed down 
and carefully maneuvered around him, paying respects to the man from a different age, 
one of the last links between old and new – my grandfather, the miller.

---
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In Between | Alison Syring

I sit in the Spirit idling at the corner of Route 59 and Route 52. If I continue south on 59, 
merge onto 55, merge onto 80, I can get from Paradise to Summit in ten minutes. That’s 
the cookie-cutter tour—squares of dirt-brown, spring-green, and drought-yellow land 
sewn together with gravel roads—just like anywhere else in Illinois. When the signal 
changes I swing the wheel right and take off west down 52.

On the left: two-bedroom 1950s river cottages. A few years ago the river flooded and they 
were condemned to lie in wait for bulldozers that haven’t come. On the right: the first strip 
mall in Summit still holds a local ice cream shop, a mom-and-pop pharmacy, and a 
vacuum cleaner repairman.

The next generations of Paradise roll into view in blocked increments: ’60s split levels and 
’70s ramblers and ’80s colonials. Then up on the left the ’90s emerge from what used to 
be acres of corn and soybean. Row upon row of sprawling miniature mansions, set up so 
neatly, so deliberately, like they were planted with a seed drill.

I hook a left onto River Road, and then, at the stop-sign intersection of River and Seil, the 
houses disappear across a twenty-foot span of asphalt, the fields taking over again on the 
other side. Down River to Mound, and I’ve entered the space between Paradise and 
Summit. My family’s farmhouse creeps up at the horizon. It has stood there as many 
generations as I can count back, and though we all try to leave it never works out. Tammy 
got out when she was seventeen, married my dad, and came back by the time she turned 
twenty-one. Up until the early ‘60s we were listed as unincorporated Will County, when 
Paradise started growing in an earnest kind of way and eating up the land that surrounded 
it. Then the county—or state or whoever takes care of those things—slapped a Paradise 
street address on us, though no one much cares about this technicality. Town lines may be 
invisible but they're solid at the same time, and the Armstrong home belongs to neither 
Paradise nor Summit.

I crack the window and suck in the deep, heavy August air. It hangs out here like a damp 
sheet on a clothesline. I push the pedal down a little more, watching the speedometer 
creep up, as I fly over a set of railroad tracks and down gravel and asphalt paths cut 
through field after field. Mound to County Line, County Line to Holt. Only the occasional 
soybean patch relieves the cornfield claustrophobia.

Holt to Wabena. I climb a gradual rise to a set of tracks and the I-80 overpass, where all of 
Summit lies in front of me: a small bunch of haphazard houses clustered around three silos 
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and two sets of tracks.

I roll down Wabena as the sun sets, watching parents pack their children into minivans 
along with the remnants of the day: cartons of produce, plastic bags of candy, balloon 
animals. I roll down Wabena to my high school, turn around in the parking lot, and head 
back up to the center of town as the sun throws pastels down on wide yellow lawns. I light 
a cigarette and lean out the window. Full dark is coming on, and the streetlights, designed 
to look like old-time gaslights, flicker on, dim. I pause next to Cookie’s, the only bar in 
town.

The din of the day recedes just as the sun sinks below the far horizon and a still quiet 
envelopes the town, like someone pressed the pause button on a VCR. All the families 
have cleared out as if to head off a coming plague. No birds whistle like they do 
sometimes at dusk just as at dawn. The trees stand still and silent in the clouded heat. 
And then it gets going again as fast as it stopped, the night sounds of a rural town: small 
voices, soft televisions, crickets. I watch men pull up in pickup trucks to break down the 
farmer’s market and set up a beer tent in its place. This is the Summerfest they don’t 
advertise, the Summerfest apart from the market, parade, arts and crafts.

Soon a congregation of middle-aged men and their younger women arrive for PBRs and 
raucous games of Bingo or low-limit Texas Hold ’Em. Like hounds scenting a rabbit, kids 
start showing in small groups, trying to pick out the adults from whom they can score a 
few beers.

A group of girls materializes from the night on the sidewalk across from me. They’re 
Paradise girls, I can tell right away. One spins a set of keys on her right index finger, 
probably obtained, willingly or not, from her parents. They all dress alike, mass-produced 
graphic tees, pre-ripped denim miniskirts. They wear more makeup than they ever would 
at school. Their eyes too big, too dark, their lips too pink. Five minutes later a matching set 
of Paradise males walk up: polos with eagles over the left breast, cargo shorts. Their eyes 
glitter brightly and I know they’re after the girls, to trade opinions of other Summit Highers 
walking the Fest and maybe even something more. Then come the locals right down the 
middle of Wabena, girls in thrift-store shirts or plaid Walmart dresses, guys in jeans—not 
pre-ripped, but ripped in actual, real-life work—and overalls and painter’s pants complete 
with splatters. They compare the amounts of money they made bussing tables or painting 
houses over break, money they earned rather than whined out of their parents. They have 
a rugged rough look to them, these Summiters, but it’s something I like, something real 
and though I don’t fit in any more with them than I do with the polo-wearing Paradise guys, 
I get out of the Spirit and fall in step behind. Just until I catch the eyes of some fellow in-
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betweeners.

---

Alison Syring is a technical writer and freelance editor. She is currently a student in the 
Johns Hopkins Master of Arts in Writing Program with a concentration in fiction. She lives 
in Maryland with her husband, Olde English Bulldogge, and three cats.
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Would You Rather | Lindsay Cortright

Sometimes bacon smells like Alabama in July – the mosquitoes, backyard swamps and 
water dogs, alligator tours, badminton in the backyard, three hours of fishing – four cans of 
soda and not a single bite, lasagna and steakhouses, walks to Las Flamos in the muggy 
air and dirt roads, movie marathons and unrated TV shows you watch when your parents 
are napping in the master bedroom. Day trips to N’awlins with its beignets and coffee with 
no sugar, photographs in black and white, and cathedrals with stained glass window 
scenes. Momma would try and help her cook but she would wave her away saying, “but 
it’s your vacation! Sit down.”

Your friends ask why you go to Alabama on vacation and you shrug – you’ve never asked. 
“Because it’s free,” you think now and would rather stay home and have sex with your 
boyfriend in your own bed and stay up till three and drinking a bottle of wine and wake up 
at eleven to go out for coffee. You’d rather.

I haven’t tasted bacon in four years since I gave up meat and I don’t miss it, the salt and 
grease. I told my grandmother last summer that if I wanted maple flavor I’d rather drink the 
syrup as she shoveled four pieces on my plate beside a mountain of scrambled eggs, 
sliced strawberries, and homemade Belgian waffles. On our last visit we argued every day 
about eating animals and politics and the church and money and what I was going to be 
doing with my life and I realized there are a lot of screws missing lately. But I don’t think 
bacon has anything to do with it.

My eyes ache more than my body ever did and I wonder why I stopped trying but today I 
put my turn signal on at a stoplight and forgot to turn, drove straight ahead. I drove myself 
to the hospital but I didn’t know where to park or what to say so I drove to meeting and 
was only seven minutes late and applied to every restaurant on Evans street.

Eleanor – Grandma Ellie, that is – called the other day but I missed it.

“Hey,” she’d said. “Hope school’s going well for you.” Pause. “Call me soon.” She paused 
again as if there was something else she wanted to say but That was last Wednesday or 
the week before that. I don’t know.

Tomorrow I’ll wake up and pour a shot of vodka in my coffee but I won’t drink it till after my 
French test and maybe I’ll call Grandma Ellie – Ellen, that is – back on the telephone to tell 
her that I’m failing and I might lose my scholarship but that’s okay cause I’ve got an 
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interview today for a waitressing gig I think I’ve got in the bag and that now I always drink 
my coffee with no sugar and I had to take a pregnancy test yesterday but it was negative 
and today my insides are bleeding so I won’t drop out and I’ll tell her that I won’t say ‘I’m 
sorry’ because that’s a cowardly thing to do but I think my heart’s beating out of rhythm 
and I can hear it now and even though she was never my real grandma she was the 
grandma I would have rather had.

“Bye,” I’d say and hang up the phone. I’d rather leave a message, I think, but it’s not like I 
could control whether or not she picked up the phone. I step outside and bum a cigarette.

 ---

Lindsay Cortright is a student and writer currently studying English and Anthropology at 
East Carolina University.
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Imagining The World Below In Steinkjer | August Cyr

I give a caw, stretch my wings and take flight from my wintered perch, fly over the cocked 
head of the woman below. She’s watching me. From that icy slope at the beginning of the 
path that leads beneath the bridge next to the river in to town. Steinkjer. Perched almost 
exactly in the middle of mainland Norway, inland from Trondheim, at the centre of the long 
neck that follows the Scandinavian mainland into the Norwegian Sea and the East Atlantic.

Steinkjer. It means stone barrier for fish.

Steinkjer. Ancient Viking seat of power. It’s six-pointed star lies at the crossroads to the six 
other districts in the municipality: Beitstad, Egge, Kvam, Ogndal, Sparbu, and Stod.

Our presence says it all. At the crossroads.

Steinkjer. Town at the border. It is the town which marks the contrast between the more 
populated south of Norway and the more sparsely populated north. It is where the river 
from lake Snåsavatnet meets the Trondheimsfjord. It is also where the major road, the E6 
crosses the river Byaelva. The town lies 60km east from the coast and 60km west of 
Sweden.

Over her head I glide. Over the slow moving black water. In places large and lazy bubbles 
form, soft and quick and inky, and caresses the worn shoulders of hidden rocks before 
passing out again into the smooth flowing river. Moving ink. Laden with ice. Black against 
white. Water and ice. It’s melting now. March. The end of winter.

As the river passes through congested zones, whether sub-water hindrances or a 
narrowing of the river, or deeper zones invisible to the naked eye, the happily chattering 
river gains new pitches. I can hear the tones perceptibly. Smaller stones do not seem to 
perturb the river too much, she lets her sound increase to applaud their presence. Then 
bold protrusions with their dark chocolate heads elegantly breaking the surface of the 
water, forcing little strands of white around, gently anger the river and her tone becomes 
more severe. And then the river slowly deepens. You cannot see it but a second base note 
is added to the harmony, underneath the steadily flowing and higher applause. This 
moving ink is my path. This moving ink is my home.

By the bank my friend the Great Tit sings at winter’s end, her familiar beep-ah-ah-ah such 
a strange commotion to my simple caw. But then, her voice makes up for her size, barely 
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seen as she is hopping amongst the twisted, naked branches of the wych elm, thin and 
bare and cluttered together on that side of the river. The sun has already melted the 
ribbons of white that nestle on the upward side of the branches. So now they wait for their 
Spring attire.

I land atop a birch on the opposite bank, turn around. Black against white. My perch atop 
the still frosted landscape. And above – blue.

She’s still there. Fixed to the same spot, still staring at me. I stare back. She smiles. Pulls 
her camera around to her eye, levels at me, and snaps. Then she moves on.

She walks slowly, stopping every few meters to take a photograph. Lifts her head, closes 
her eyes. She seeks the sun. It hovers low above the river, lighting the path and turning the 
snow a pale yellow.

She continues. Slowly. Happily. Her solitude on the path is what she values.

And suddenly she is stiff. Alert. Attentive. Her smile vanishes. She stops. She is not the 
only one on the path any longer. She can tell.

She turns her head to look behind her and sure enough there is another on the path. A 
man walking his dog. The dog sees her in the distance and starts to pull at the lead, 
strangling himself and panting in his excitement and rush to taste this new scent. He 
strains.

The woman doesn’t move. She waits.

The man and his dog approach. Closer. Closer.

The man sees the pull of the dog and the stationary woman. He begins a long arc around 
the obstacle, veering to the left to avoid contact. But the path is narrow and the lead long 
and the woman does not move and there is to be a meeting, a collision of paths.

The dog strains to the woman, the man strains against the dog tightening the lead.

The woman lowers her mitten-clad hand, places it in front of the dog’s nose. She is 
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smiling. “Hei,” she says in greeting. To the dog. She does not raise her head to the man.

The dog obediently wags his tail and sniffs her glove. Politely. Doesn’t slobber. The man’s 
brows are crinkled in surprise. He is not quite sure what to make of this situation. He waits. 
The dog’s strength is too much for him anyway and the woman does not seem to mind.

The dog takes his time. Sniffing. Very interesting mitten.

Now the dog is done. He looks up at the woman and wags his tail.

The woman smiles back at the dog.

The dog keeps moving down the path, no backward glance, and the man is pulled along. 
Time to go!

The woman remains fixed on her spot. Watching the pair leave.

Further along, the dog has stopped straining and picks up a scent along the path, close to 
the picket fence that borders the river.

She is still smiling. She raises her camera to her eye, levels it, and snaps. Then she waits. 
The pair veer left away from the river and into town. She watches them as they disappear 
over the rise onto the street.

She turns around. No one here. She is alone again.

And so she continues.

 ---
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Poetry
Editor Kelly Jacobson
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The End of Worlds | Mary Ellen Dingley

Glimpses of foreign cities, half-realized worlds still rattling under my skin.
Let me tell you two:

Kiev, Ukraine:
a hill on the outskirts where we lit a fire,
women selling kittens and underwear in a subway tunnel,
buses that bend like accordions.
The hope that life would always be so large.
Old women with shawls.
An alphabet like art, summertime like spring,
poverty in elevators that fit you as well as a careful coffin would.
Women in boots past the knees.
You in the late night, the story of your arrest.
The world ends - twenty story Soviet bloc apartments crumble like old men.

Huancayo, Peru:
sudden parades, each night, colorful, strident, clinging.
High fences, sidewalks that disappear into barbershops
where children sit on plastic horses to have their hair cut,
reappear in quiet neighborhoods.
Mountains that watch you, old women with shawls.
Bright shining mall, men selling cow’s hearts outside.
Our sickness, our weakness, a sky that will always be so large.
It never rains this time of year. A thunderstorm that frightens us,
but we are ashamed to say.
The world ends – people burn bundles of coca and money.

---

Mary Ellen Dingley is a recent graduate of the George Washington University, and is 
spending a year traveling the world as a teacher and dancing, eating, sitting on buses and 
writing. Her poetry won the Academy of American Poets College Prize at her university. 
You can find her travel adventures and other musings at http://
thirtyseven37.blogspot.com/. 

http://thirtyseven37.blogspot.com/
http://thirtyseven37.blogspot.com/
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La Seine | Heidi Morrell

Old as the rainfall,
the deep green water rises and falls
like an ancient slow breath,
your throat and lungs
thick with water lettuce and reed.
Spent, darkened tree segments
decay into varying coves and shoals
harvested and devoured by microbes and
six legged removal engineers.
The grand Queen reaches across the land,
her corporeal ribbon
informed with arching loops,
that tell her age
like the roundness in an old woman’s back.
No more the reckless white water,
the gushing adolescent madness,
hurtling down ragged beds,
and with the stones that bring
fragments,and broken hearts.
Your peace has come.
A green maturity.
Your history layered in
fine sediment.
And in the open countryside,
far from city cement,
the birds above you
see your islets and gentle sandbars
stretch like skin folds and moles
along your long torso, neck and arms.
And at the sea,
you empty the dreams from your head
like vapor into air

---

Heidi lives in Los Angeles with her husband of many years, and their two fourteen year old 
children. She's written five screenplays and wrote and directed three short films, having 
been an actor for ten years. She's also marketing a middle grade (tween) manuscript and 
is working on a memoir about her disability, a movement disorder. Her poetry has been 
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published in: Big River Review; Unaureon; Cat Fancy Magazine; Emerge Literary Journal; 
St. James Newsletter; and the 'Poised In Flight' themed anthology from Kind of a 
Hurricane Press. She also writes a bi-weekly column for Examiner.com  which can be 
found at: www.examiner.com/user-hbmorrell. 

http://examiner.com/
http://examiner.com/
http://www.examiner.com/user-hbmorrell
http://www.examiner.com/user-hbmorrell
http://www.examiner.com/user-hbmorrell
http://www.examiner.com/user-hbmorrell
http://www.examiner.com/user-hbmorrell
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When I Say 'Hiroshima' | Edward A. Dougherty 

For the last part of our Japan sojourn in 2005, Beth and I decided to spend a few hours on
the ferry across the Seto Inland Sea from Matsuyama to Hiroshima, where we were to
commemorate events of the past and renew friendships after a decade. Though the day
was humid and hot, the boat parted the sea air. Islands like blue mountains floated in the
haze. We caught up our journals, ate lunch, and rested. Drawing close to Ujina,
Hiroshima’s port, we recognized the Prince Hotel—where we stayed one night in our final
week here, a gift from our friend Taeko. We both teared up.

in the engine’s noise
and the sway of the ferry
a calm solitude



Seto Sea’s islands—
towns on the coast like gravel
washed from the mountain



the ferry boat docks,
engines rumbling, water white—
brooms sway on hooks



The World Friendship Center, the peace organization we volunteered for, hosted us all
week to mark the 60th year since the atomic bomb leveled Hiroshima. Having lived inside
that story for two and a half years, I didn’t expect to be moved. The official ceremony on
August 6 was the usual parade of politicians mouthing predictable things. None of the
survivors we knew even attend.

But on the morning of the fourth, we attended a ceremony at the Memorial of the
A-bombed Teachers and Students of National Elementary Schools. The trees were already
loud with cicadas at 8 a.m. because the heat had already begun to press down. Camera
crews crouched to get the right angle of the mayor and various education officials who
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spoke, but the heart of the ceremony was the line of kids who came forward when their
school was called to make offerings at the foot of the statue. A dramatic figure of a
woman—an elementary teacher—trying to carry a child in her arms but her fatigue is great
and the small body’s weight is too much. The child is slipping…

tolling the school names
they offered flowers and cranes
—they were just children



Seeing our friends again showed us just how a bond that deep doesn’t wear away. It is a
chain under the ground of our lives, holding each of us to the earth. Taeko welcomed us
into her house, saying, “It’s very hot” because her house is not air-conditioned. “But if
you know that, it’s not as hot,” she noted, wisely. We drank cool mugicha, roasted barley
tea, and talked as if we would walk home and see her again the next day.

Before we knew Okoshi-san’s name, we called the noodle shop owner The Getta-Man
because he wore those traditional Japanese wooden clogs. It was his idea to go on a 
dinner
cruise in the Seto Sea. A few days later, he treated us to lunch of his noodles after closing
his shop; he even offered to give me the very bowl I was eating out of because it was 
made
in Tobe.

Yoko met us at the port then said abruptly, “I need to talk with you… Shall we get some
coffee?” The dread that answers those words gave way to happiness as I realized that she
was merely saying that she needed to talk to us—it had been years! And so we spent 
hours
in the too-cold bakery laughing over our many joys working together.

Itsue rode her bike to our hotel at 10 p.m. because she couldn’t wait until the next day to
see us. She gave me a book of the Heart Sutra, which she chants each day, because 
“form
is emptiness, emptiness is form.” She knows that what is not here is never gone.
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after all these years
when I say Hiroshima
to me it means “home”



Shu’s muscular body seemed small behind Machiko’s wheelchair, especially when he
leaned it back, back, far back until the front wheels caught the edge of the stage. Rin was
wearing a metal necklace that tinkled like chimes when she bent over to speak to 
Machiko.
Shu and Rin and Machiko, in her own way, were to give us a prayer song at the World
Friendship Center’s Welcome Party, but first he held up a square box—the thumb harp! I
recognized it immediately. He told the audience that we’d given him that instrument ten
years ago and in the meantime music had taken his life in new directions, even carrying the
three of them to Africa. They started a rhythmic melody on thumb harps then let their
voices lead them, lead us all through a passage we could only find by feel.

We were able to get dinner with them and sit by the river where the breezes were, catching
up on their journey to Niger and how music showed Shu out of the darkness after his
cancer-laced difficulties. They played another song that I remembered from rice-harvest
parties in Shiraki-cho, ten years before; the song smelled of sake and wood smoke.

On the evening of August 6th, with colorful lanterns floating and peace pilgrims gathering,
they played again on the banks of the Motoyasu River. Facing the skeletal Atomic Bomb
Dome, they started with their voices and thumb-harps, while Shu’s mouth-harp buzzed out
a rhythm. It was the gesture I had been longing for all day and couldn’t know it until it was
offered. Peace Park was like a festival, and now the whole memorial space was a sacred
circle, the spirits had been invoked and invited to follow the currents home.

the motion of peace
drifted over the river
—just their two voices.



Hiroshima has its own poets. Kurihara Sadako, whom I was fortunate enough to meet 
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once
on the street while she, in her eighties, wore a sign protesting nuclear power, wrote “Let us
be midwives! / Let us be midwives! / Even if we lay down our lives to do so.” Sankichi
Toge has a memorial in Peace Park inscribed with his plea to gain our humanity back after
targeting whole cities. “Give back my father, give back my mother.” His poem never uses
words like “A-bomb” or “atomic” or else the US occupation would have censored him.
Under the stone, his pen is buried like a seed. Morishita Hiromu wrote a poem asking us to
listen to Hiroshima not just with your ears, not just “with your arm or with your head./With
the heart of one who endures despair.” Yes, Hiroshima has its own poets. What can I add?

_ _ _ _ _
_ _ _ _ _ _ _
_ _ _ _ _



---

After finishing his MFA in Bowling Green, Ohio, Edward A. Dougherty and his 
spouse volunteered at a peace center in Hiroshima for two and a half years. They now live 
and work in Corning, New York, and are active in their Quaker Meeting. Edward is the 
author of Pilgrimage to a Gingko Tree (2008 WordTech Communications) and Part 
Darkness, Part Breath (2008 Plain View Press) as well as five chapbooks of poetry, the 
most recent of which are The Luminous House (2007 Finishing Line Press) and Backyard 
Passages (2012, FootHills Publishing). Exercises for Poets: Double Bloom, co-authored 
with Scott Minar, is available from Prentice-Hall. In 2007, he was given the State University 
of New York Chancellor’s Award for Excellence in Scholarship and Creative Activities.
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Piazza dei Miracoli | Uche Ogbuji 

White phosphorus to blinking eyes,
Bleach of beach bone from autumn of the gate
Then the sudden incandescence
Then the green
Then the warm mottling of the green
Then the crowds and hawkers,
Ramshackles and curbside blankets
Spread with trinkets.

It all fades once again—
The chalk white swells and fills the slate.
"Torre pendente"
And my four year old affects a limp:
"Look! I'm tilted like that building."
It's not the stories
Nor the cultural trivia
Nor the film nor postcards;
Nothing recalls miracle
But miracle itself.

Dirigible expanse of Il Battistero,
Audacity of Il Duomo,
Visceral effect of Il Campanile.
To give report is to give lie—
To describe is to prevaricate—
The miracle grows maculate with words—
Memory shoulders the bounds of image.

But if everyone works their own witness
Can miracle hold out against the bazaar?
Will the crowds whelm the wonder?
The nature of miracle
Is to thwart the everyday.
From what my eyes have held
The piazza will never cease
To overpower its importunate scaffolding.
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---

Uche Ogbuji was born in Calabar, Nigeria. He lived, among other places, in Egypt and 
England before settling near Boulder, Colorado. Uche is a computer engineer and 
entrepreneur whose abiding passion is poetry. His poems, fusing native Igbo culture, 
European Classicism, U.S. Mountain West setting, and Hip-Hop influences, have appeared 
widely, most recently in IthacaLit, Unsplendid, String Poet, Mountain Gazette, The 
Raintown Review, Victorian Violet, YB Poetry, Shadow Road Quarterly, Angle Poetry 
Journal and Featherlit. He is editor at Kin Poetry Journal and The Nervous breakdown.

http://uche.ogbuji.net/
http://wearekin.org/
http://wearekin.org/
http://www.thenervousbreakdown.com/
http://www.thenervousbreakdown.com/
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Flying to Los Angeles | Kael Moffat

for Lance Eric Larsen

The great sea
of the Midwest has slipped
beneath and behind
the plane's cold belly.

In my headphones,
the pinched notes
of Miles Davis's trumpet
glide over the ensemble
lead by Coltrane and Cannonball
Adderly playing “All Blues.”
Everything Miles played
was, in some way, sad,
my professor once said.

I look down at Arizona
scrolling below. Gray highways
stripe the gold-brown Earth,
dark towns bruise
the valley floors, fans of sediment
spread out and away
from mountains made
bald by heat and wind.

Davis breaks the lull,
blasting unmuted quarter notes
at the piano, bass, and drums
rolling beneath him
like fields of Oklahoma wheat
we have left behind.

We pass over Mile Crater,
half its gaping mouth
black with shadow,
the other half burning
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with setting sunlight.
Even this act of God
has scarred the Earth.

Behind us, night crescendos,
swallowing everything
with its great, blue mouth.

---

Kael Moffat has degrees in English from BYU and Oklahoma State University.  He 
has contradictory hankerings for the sparseness of the Southwest and the lushness of 
Germany.  He has had poetry and prose published in Literature and Belief, Weber 
Studies, BYU Studies,Ellipsis, Platte Valley Review, Black Bough, SevenEightFive, and 
other journals. Currently, he lives with his wife and four kids in Emporia, Kansas, where he 
is a library science student and blogs for Public Libraries Online.
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Microjourneys 
Editor Ope Olum'degun
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Carbondale | Phil Claroni

Carbondale isn’t the sort of place most TV producers get their break, but it was my 
starting line. The story they assigned me: a poverty stricken mother killed by her neighbor, 
a classic example of Americana.

But once my plane touched Illinois ground, I came across a different tale. As my crew and I 
drove in, we saw him… a boy, no more than two years of age, sitting by his lonesome. The 
neighborhood was rough, if not dangerous. But the real scare was the summer heat – it 
felt as if the sun was only a few miles away. His parents were nowhere in sight, strange I 
thought. The camera began to roll, but I couldn’t help but wonder what would become of 
the boy once we left…

My crew urged me to knock on the front door. But there was a balance we needed to 
maintain. A silence came over me. Doubt brewed. They needed direction, they needed a 
tone. And I gave it. “The kid stays.”

The drive back to our hotel was a quiet one. A mutiny, I thought, maybe on my hands. All 
were tired, cranky, and my next decision had to be unquestionably perfect. “What should 
we do for dinner?”
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Sango | Adeoye Shobakin

I did send rain! He wrathfully bawls at the gates.

A rumbling follows in the sky. The earth shakes beneath. Mothers draw their children 
closer, while fathers check roofs for strange holes that could leak in bolts of thunder. 
Droplets of dew strike Sango’s body, and then sizzle off him like a million buzzing bees. It 
all irks Sango. Seize! The globules stop.

They do not wait for his call; all the nymphs, priests, witches and rainmakers dash out of 
their grottos. He towers above them gladiatorial, ready to roast the thief and all who have 
conspired with him. They cower beneath. His voice rings with the threat of thunder: Who 
stole the rain? Cocks and hens, fathers and mothers, kings and queens; all present cringe 
at his feet, their voices cut by fear, bracing for his bolt to split the earth in half.

Except a boy walks up to him; a tiny boy, no taller than Sango’s knees. He tugs at the 
god’s skirt and whispers: you gave rain to the fair skinned woman.

Sango’s eyes meet hers again. Just like the year before; and like that which approaches. 
Beyond her, he sees no one. He hears only her voice, answers only her prayers, and the 
furious smoke curls back inside him.

--

Now there had been no rain a while, and Sango, bloated with fury, marched onto the land.
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The Weekend Liaison | Thomas Delaynee

He visited her most weekends. He often left the sleepy college dorm around 7 on Fridays. 
“Will be spending the weekend in Harrisburg” was all the explanation his roommate 
needed, who would nod accordingly, hail him away and then thank his stars for a few days 
of fresh air.

A few minutes before he arrived at the house, he sent her a text message. She had told 
him not to call. She said the walls were thin, and everyone would be asleep. So, there was 
no need to risk rousing them when they had to be up early to open up shop. But he was 
always afraid that she would be asleep too. Then he would have to spend the night on the 
empty crates that were stacked in front of the house, or in the seat of the forklift that her 
brother offloaded deliveries with.

In the morning he would go out for breakfast with her nephew, who was only a year 
younger than him, while she crunched numbers and wrote receipts to customers at the 
office downstairs. Then he would return to the house and sleep in her room. Or he could 
watch TV, or read her sad attempts at poetry, or play chess by himself – anything to avoid 
going out and running into her mom, whose sideways glances he wasn’t sure what to 
make of.
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Checkpoint | Ope Olum'degun

It took longer to figure it out than the driver had to bring the bus to a full stop. The shortest 
of them, one of the others would later call him Mopol, approached with a limp. I shifted in 
my seat behind the driver as the headlights made out his innocent boyish face, which 
could well have broken into the dimpled smile of a selfless waiter. The other nine, once 
spread across the breath of the narrow bumpy highway, now swarmed in on the slowing 
bus. All were wearing black hats, well pressed khaki pants, healthy looking shoes and the 
very familiar POLICE emblazoned in neon across their bullet proof vests. And their guns 
were not Kalashnikovs. These definitely weren’t cops!

I emptied my pockets into a hole behind the driver’s seat. Someone yelled at the driver to 
turn off the headlights. Another threw a wad of cash into the dustbin hanging close to the 
door. The woman sitting next to me grabbed her two daughters and began a torrent of 
frantic whispering: “Jesus! Jesus!” But only the approaching men seemed to be 
answering. They moved in noiselessly – with just enough pep to suggest any urgency – 
MP5s swinging carelessly in their hands like bags of candy. Mopol stopped about five feet 
from the driver, brandished his gun and let off a few rounds.

Yes, no they weren’t cops.
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Photostories 
Editor Vicki Valosik
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Grandfather's Camera | Joel Metlen

My grandfather collected a lot of odds and ends over his eighty-three years of life. When it 
came time after his death to clean out the cluttered barn and ranch house, I left the sorting 
and dividing to the parents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. Of the few items to trickle my way 
was one of my grandfather’s prized possessions, a 1957 Hasselblad 500c medium format 
camera given to him by his father, Fred Metlen, a man who abandoned his wife and three 
young kids in Montana to start a new life in Seattle working in photography at Boeing.

After fifty six years and countless journeys, the camera is still in perfect working condition. 
It came to me in a unique leather case my grandfather handcrafted to attach to the back of 
saddle, a horse being my grandfather’s preferred method of transport.

The photographs in this series, shot in the last few months since I received the camera, 
show some of the landscapes now inhabited by my grandfather’s descendants, who have 
dispersed far and wide from the rural Montana and Idaho where he grew up. Each new 
generation continues to add to our family journey, and maybe this camera will someday 
get passed down to another who will continue our story in pictures.

Photos in this series: Mt. Ranier, WA; Los Angeles, CA; New York, NY; Washington, DC
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---

Joel Metlen is a writer, filmmaker, and photographer who lives in Washington, D.C. His first 
feature film, Rain in the Mountains, was released in 2007, and his photographs have 
appeared in The New York Times, Frommer’s, and elsewhere.
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Winter Interview in Lisbon | Leslee Lazar

No one tells you there is a winter in Lisbon. The websites lie to you, the guidebooks hide 
facts. But then, I should have known that there is winter everywhere. Cold winds and 
piddling rain greeted me in sunny Lisbon, but grey skies and rain were the least of my 
worries; I had to worry about highly intelligent bearded men who would be judging every 
word I said and every gesture I made. I was on an all-expenses-paid trip for a job interview 
in the decadent party town of Lisbon.

This trip, after many years of being tied to the bench (I am a scientist – we don't have 
desks; we have benches, much like football players, but less glamourous) would have 
been the clarion call to cut loose. But, this was an interview that could take me to a better-
paid bench, so better to be sober.

In the few days in Lisbon, I had three voices in my head: one asking for the second bottle 
of wine, the second calling me to bed at ten p.m., and the third voice trying hard to 
mediate between the previous two. In the end, I spent more time with the third voice, 
wandering the cobblestoned streets feeling nervous, excited, guilty, relaxed, and stressed, 
all in a quick, jumbled succession. As it turned out, none of my interviewers were bearded. 
After a few hours of relentless dissection of my abilities and inadequacies, the inquisition 
ended at dusk. Wine flowed, conversation became friendlier. After a few bottles, it felt like 
we were amiable colleagues relaxing after a long day of work. Not such a bad day, I 
thought.

P.S. - I am still waiting to hear if I got the job.
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---

Leslee Lazar lives in the outskirts of New Delhi and is currently doing his PhD in 
Neuroscience.  He has been taking photographs since he was 15 with his dad's old 35mm 
Yashica. Although seduced by the digital revolution, he still loves taking photos with old film 
cameras.
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Part Serendipity, Part Madness | Callie Leuck

Camping on a beach on an island right after a hurricane: the idea was part serendipity, part 
madness. Serendipity because friends had a reservation they could not use, and so we 
were able to obtain one coveted camp site on Maryland’s Assateague Island on Labor Day 
Weekend. Madness because of likely post-hurricane dampness, because the facilities 
were an outhouse, because sleeping on sand is cold and uncomfortable, and because 
sand is prolifically invasive.

But our fumble-thumbed failure to light a fire triggered neighborly aid from a friendly 
meteorologist camping nearby with his extremely pregnant foreign wife. In the evening, 
there was wine on the beach under the stars with the calming whoosh of the ocean. And 
there were the miniature wild horses that roam free about the beaches, salt marshes, and 
forests of Assateague Island.
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Callie Leuck is a writer, recently graduated from the Johns Hopkins University with a 
master's degree in science-medical writing.
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City Keepers | Vicki Valosik

With today’s digital social infrastructure, it is increasingly possible to live without physical 
human contact. And yet, modern life has made us dependent on physical infrastructures 
built by humans more than ever before. Where would we be without the people who lay 
our cities’ wire and pipes and roads or those concerned with the reliability and safety of 
their constant flow? Without disasters averted or abated— by firefighters, police, animal 
rescue, emergency dispatchers— and the stability that results, could we as easily go 
about our computing and social networking?

When I lived in Mobile, Alabama, my work provided me the opportunity to meet many 
builders and keepers of the city’s infrastructure. Here are just a few.



98



99



100



101



102



103



104

---

Vicki Valosik is a writer and photographer based in Washington DC. She serves as 
Photostories Editor for Outside In Literary & Travel Magazine. More of her work is available 
at vickivalosik.net.

http://vickivalosik.net./
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