
Inscribed
A Magazine For Writers

VOLUME THREE ISSUE  FIVE

PAGE 1

I S S N :   1 9 11 - 9 11 9



VOLUME THREE ISSUE  FIVE

PAGE 2

Poetry

Donkey And Lotus
The Arousal
Why I Learn
Interpretive Awareness
Why Does God Have A Penis?
A Sermon
Three Reasons Why Margaret Won’t Anthologize This Poem
Spaghetti Sauce
To Richard Wright

Essays

Show And Tell In Auden
The Writing Life

Fiction

Memos
Isaac The Brain
Trinity: or, The Gospel According To Violet
The Epidemic Of ‘53

Contents



Volume Three Issue Five: 

An interesting prospect, fall is.  In northern Ontario 
the forest blooms with colour, just before all the 
foliage disappears along with the light.

The changing colour of the trees is of little 
consolation when the nights get so cold.

With this issue Josh Stewart has joined the editorial 
team.  His input has been invaluable.

As always past issues of Inscribed ~ A Magazine 
Fo r Wr i t e r s c a n b e d o w n l o a d e d f r o m 
www.inscribed.org or as a podcast from iTunes.

To comment on any of the work or issues found 
within inscribed, please visit our website at 
www.inscribed.org.
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Donkey And Lotus
by Raj Vatsya

Donkey carried
bricks, dirt, stones
tousled hair sheltered with raggedy scarf
clumsy legs veiled in stained pants
every day
whole day

Grazed half-dried grass on bank of  pond
drank murky water
every day

Free from trace of  attachment
realization of  liberty
all worries
happy go lucky donkey
in state of  bliss
every day
whole day

One day
palpitating impression of  red lotus
exuded from murky water
pierced his sight

Donkey
stared at the image
felt earthy smell of  water 
on to his nostrils
noticed algae on water
for the first time

Buzzing bee thrust his head in womb of  lotus
noticed sudden spring of  joy on lotus  
petals radiated coy smile
playful embrace of  bee and lotus
pierced his heart
for the first time

Sighed and walked away 
head bowed
sad donkey

Then too it carried bricks, dirt, stones
crumpled skirt

dirt stained pants
head bowed
always 

Grazed grass 
little bit
drank water 
few sips
stared at murky image
every day

Misty image of  lotus 
palpitated with each little gust
with each little wave
in pond of  heart 
every day
whole day
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Memos
By Erica Gonzales

National Bioenhancement Program
Haya Project 
Compiled Printed Documents
Dimension 156

Year 0

To: Instructor 150
From: Program Administrator
Re: Acceptance 

Thank you for your contribution to this project.  
Your son will be a vital asset to the research.  Rest 
assured that he will be treated with care and 
concern in our facilities. 

Your son has tentatively been given the designation 
"Haya".  For the first year of development he will 
receive a curriculum which will be the same for all 
subjects.  Specialization will be assigned in the 
second year of  development. 

While we strongly discourage direct interaction 
with the research subjects, as an instructor of the 
institute you will be allowed to see your son's 
progress. 

We hope to receive your continued cooperation 
and support to the National Bioenhancement 
Project. 

                                 #

End of  Year 1 

To: Instructor 150
From: Project Administrator 
Re: Progress of  Haya Project 

We are happy to report the continuing progress of 
y o u r s o n w h i l e u n d e r t h e N a t i o n a l 
Bioenhancement Project. 

One information bio-implant has been applied 

without adverse effects.  Your son has mastered 
basic language, the four core mathematical 
operations, and basic science.  His progress has 
been noted to be faster than almost all children 
within the project. 

While we have received reports of your efforts 
toward direct interaction with your son, we are 
thankful for your continued cooperation.  We 
reiterate that success of the research project is 
dependent on the absence of emotional 
attachment, which would create uncontrollable 
parameters. 

Your child has been assigned to the Dimension 
Engineering specialization. 

                               #

Start of  Year 2 

To: Head of  Education Department
From: Instructor 150 
Re: Request of  transfer 

I am respectfully requesting for transfer of 
assignment from the College to the special 
research, to teach basics of  engineering. 

To: Instructor 150
From: Head of  Education Department 
Re: Request for transfer

While we do not contradict your capabilities and 
your training, the project administrator wishes to 
determine your reasons for transfer.  He is 
concerned about a conflict of interest.  Please 
reply as soon as possible. 

To: Head of  Education Department
From: Instructor 150
Re: Request of  transfer 

The Project Administrator will be advised of my 
curriculum vitae, that I am more than capable of 
teaching the basics of engineering.  There will be 
no conflict of interest, as the Haya project will be 
only one of  several children in each class. 
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To: Instructor 150
From: Head of  Education Department
Re: Request of  transfer 

Request for transfer to the special research section 
has been accepted. 

However, the instructor will not be allowed 
contact with the Haya project, and will be assigned 
to another group of  test subjects. 

                               #

Year 3 

To: Instructor 150
From: Head of Education, Special  Research 
Division 
Re: Misconduct 

There have been reports of your efforts toward 
extracurricular interaction with the Haya project.  
Visual recorders and other instructors have noted 
that you have greeted and smiled at the child 
outside of  the instruction rooms. 

May we remind you that instructors are to 
maintain interaction with subjects to a minimum, 
and only as related to their education. 

You shall be temporarily assigned to the Electric 
Engineering specialization. 

To: Instructor 150 
From: Project Administrator
Re: Progress of  Haya Project 

We are proud to report the continued progress of 
your son under the Bioenhancement Project. 

Two information implants have now been added.  
He is now capable of solving algebraic and 
trigonometric questions, and is thus being 
educated in chemistry and physics as relevant to 
his specialization. 

We are also thankful that you have not withdrawn 
your son from the project. 

                              #

Year 4 

To: Instructor 150
From: Head of Education, Special  Research 
Division 
Re: Misconduct 

It has come to our attention that you have sought 
occasions to meet with the Haya project outside of 
instruction periods.  This is despite the fact that 
you have been assigned to subjects of another 
specialization. 

We remind you that within the premises, you are 
an instructor for engineering with equal treatment.  
Instructors are prohibited from intimate 
interaction with subjects.  The curriculum has been 
designed to be centralized and impartial. 

Further misconduct may result in your termination 
of  employment. 

To: Head of Education, Special Research 
Division 
From: Instructor 150
Re: Misconduct 

Do you have a son, sir?  A daughter?  A family? 

I have no husband, not anymore.  I have no other 
children but the child that you call Haya.  He is the 
only family I have. 

Have you not felt the need to just hug your 
children, to tell them that you love them, that you 
care for them? 

To: Instructor 150
From: Head of Education, Special  Research 
Division 
Re: Misconduct 

You are forgetting the purpose of the 
Bioenhancement Project.  Do not lose focus 
because of your subjective and emotional 
attachment to a subject of  the project. 
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If  you feel so highly about it, withdraw the child. 

To: Head of Education, Special Research 
Division
From: Instructor 150
Re: Misconduct 

The child will not be withdrawn from the project.  
The facilities of the Special Research Division are 
better able to care for the child better than I can by 
myself.  It pains me to say so. 

Please accept my apologies regarding my previous 
actions. 

To: Instructor 150
From: Project Administrator
Re: Progress of  Haya Project 

Your child continues to improve under the 
Bioenhancement Project. 

Upgrades to the information implants have been 
added.  He is now able to construct machines and 
simple robots, sometimes better than those in the 
colleges.  He is now being taught the basics of 
dimension engineering. 

We thank you for your continued support of the 
program. 

                                 #
Year 5

To: Instructor 150
From: Head of Education, Special  Research 
Division
Re: Misconduct 

There have been reports that you have met with 
the Haya Project during the lunch period and 
touched his hair.  You were noted to have smiled 
on the subject.  This will induce emotional 
attachment in the subject and will not be tolerated. 

Please submit a report recounting the event. 

To: Instructor 150
From: Head of Education, Special  Research 
Division
Re: Misconduct 

You have not submitted a report regarding the 
previous misconduct. 

Furthermore, visual recorders have observed you 
in the act of saving the Haya project from a robot 
that strangled the boy.  Afterward, the recorders 
found you hugging the Haya project. 

A report will be requested from the child in 
question.  We demand that a similar report be 
submitted to our department by tomorrow. 

To: Head of Education, Special Research 
Division
From: Instructor 150
Re: Misconduct 

I did not provide a report of the first situation 
because I did not feel it was necessary to prove 
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myself.  Anyone in the faculty with children of 
their own would understand why I did it. 

I found the child being strangled by a robot as a 
result of an error in programming.  I simply 
wrenched the child free.  If it was not done, the 
child would have either suffocated or have suffered 
severe burns.  In my relief that the child, MY child, 
was now safe, I brought him to a broom closet and 
I embraced him. 

Any other parent would have done the same. 

To: Instructor 150
From: Head of Education, Special 
Research Division
Re: Termination 

You are hereby terminated as instructor. 

To: Maria Danton 
From: Project Administrator
Re: Progress of  Haya Project 

The Haya project was subjected to selective 
memory elimination.  This was deemed 
necessary as the subject was noted to 
develop emotional variations, primarily in 
relation to Instructor 150.  Rest assured 
that your child has not been harmed by this 
procedure, and intellectual development 
has not been impaired. 

Your child presents with improvement 
beyond the expectations of all concerned 
with the special research.  He proves the 
immense potential of such bioenhanced 
children on the success of  our nation. 

Thank you for your continued support of 
the Bioenhancement Project. 

END OF FILE
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The Arousal 
by Gregory  Wm. Gunn

My heart’s tempo staccatos & legatos,
arouses me from a refreshing repose,
accelerates in fervid expectation then 
hies when I discover your body next 
to mine, unexpectant, rich dividends
to challenge the corporate & incorporeal
worlds. When dormant figures in my
inner eye begin to merge with Imovane
imagination through Sapphic,lyrical phrases
of  two-tone roses and your thighs, I progress
like a modern day Odysseus, forging ahead
through the passage between the Scylla
and Charybdis, until I reach the sea
of  bediamond light, exploding with a monsoon’s
force, rushing en route to estrus’ estuary.

The rhythm of  your writhing hips underneath
the blanket arouses me further, the airy breathing
of  my name rolls down the eiderdown pillows,
and I am nourished by your beautiful longing;
it fills the void of  Love’s hunger that has lasted
far too long, and any past dreams of  Love
I may have had. I’d even risk an active volcano’s
magma of  passion and its intense heat 
of  undulatating lava flow, streaming super-
hot zones where our liberated flesh lets
our spirits penetrate into true belonging
to Nature, finding a chastity of  songs where
your rainbow kisses dissolve in the denser
mists of  time and gleams in hidden pots
of  gold on the rosy threshold of  dawn.
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Show And Tell In Auden
by Gary Lehmann

The well-worn saw in poetry circles is Show Don't Tell.  There's even a whole book by that title, but some-
times telling is a sizable part of what a good poem does.  Showing brings the reader along, makes the reader 
feel what the writer is feeling.  It's more natural and more spontaneous, but telling is also important.  Telling 
reveals the significance of what you show. It is more direct, and therefore less poetic, in one sense, but 
sometimes a poem is meant to express a complex idea that needs to be articulated directly so that it  will not 
be confused.  The reader needs orientation, focus, guidance if the emotional part of the poem is to make 
its fullest impression. Take Auden's justly famous Icarus poem, Musee des Beaux Arts for example.

Look at the first three lines:

About suffering they were never wrong,
The Old Masters: how well they understood
Its human position;

Pure tell.  Then, he reinforces the tell with some mixed show-and-tell to bring the details home.   The ex-
amples help the reader understand the point that suffering is banal.

how it takes place
While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully
along;
How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting
For the miraculous birth, there always must be
Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating
On a pond at the edge of  the wood:
They never forgot
That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course 
Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot
Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse
Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

By now, he's gotten out on a limb.  The details threaten to take over the point.  And it's a complex point he 
is making.  Suffering occurs all around us.   We see it everyday but become inured to it.  It is such a part of 
the human cycle that it becomes invisible to us.  So, to keep us on track, he goes back to tell.  In Breughel's 
Icarus, for instance:  Then he follows up by telling us what Breughel is doing in the famous painting entitled 
Icarus. The tell is guiding and defining the show.  The show is amplifying and making more human the tell.  
Ultimately, they are married in a way that makes each stronger than the other alone.

Here's the whole poem:

Musee Des Beaux Arts
by W. H. Auden

About suffering they were never wrong,
The Old Masters: how well they understood
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Its human position; how it takes place
While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully
along;
How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting
For the miraculous birth, there always must be
Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating
On a pond at the edge of  the wood:
They never forgot
That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course 
Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot
Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse
Scratches its innocent behind on a tree.

In Breughel's Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away
Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may
Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,
But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone
As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green
Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen
Something amazing, a boy falling out of  the sky,
Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on. 

It has become an article of sacred religion in modern poetry that description, the show, is stronger than 
narration, the tell, and, in general, that is true.  We tend to want to let the reader feel and react immediately, 
but tell also has a significant place, especially in narrative poetry of the kind Auden is attempting here.   
Auden is following an older model of poetic diction that comes from the nineteenth century.   He is not 
alone.  Look closely at almost any poet you admire and you will discover at least some tell in the mix.   
Some poets rely heavily on tell as in the poetry.  Look at the poetry of John Ashberry, Galway Kinnell, Rita 
Dove, Robert Bly, Billy Collins and others.  Poetry that relies heavily on tell portions is more public, more 
narrative, more overtly intellectual instead of more sensual, suggestive and confessional.  In many cases the 
use of  tell allows the poet to delve deeper, distinguish ever finer nuances.  

Both show and tell have a place.  Heavy use of tell creates a different kind of poetic aesthetic, not always 
better, not always worse, just different.  Each does something different, and it may be that what we are gen-
erally trying to do in modern poetry favors show over tell in today's definition of the perfect poem, but it  is 
clear over time, and in portions at any time, that tell is always an element of a rich and full poetic vocabu-
lary.

Let's look at another Auden poem for an example of the show/tell relationship.  Except possibly for the 
last two lines, it's all tell, and yet it works.  The poem answers a question. What is the essence of  a tyrant?
Here Auden attempts an answer in just 55 words.  Tell helps him get there efficiently.

Epitaph on a Tyrant
by W. H. Auden

Perfection, of  a kind, was what he was after,
And the poetry he invented was easy to understand;
He knew human folly like the back of  his hand,
And was greatly interested in armies and fleets;
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When he laughed, respectable senators burst with laughter,
And when he cried the little children died in the streets.

One last poem will make the point, the first stanza of  September 1, 1938.

excerpt from September 1, 1938
by W. H. Auden

I sit in one of  the dives
On Fifty-second Street
Uncertain and afraid
As the clever hopes expire
Of  a low dishonest decade:
Waves of  anger and fear
Circulate over the bright 
And darkened lands of  the earth,
Obsessing our private lives;
The unmentionable odour of  death
Offends the September night.

Show and tell.  The question of which to use in a poem is always there for a poet in the very midst of 
composition.  Show reveals shared experience and emotion.  Tell is more directive and nuanced in thought.  
How much of each to use in a particular poem is a matter practiced artistry. Different poets have different 
outcomes in mind.  What's clear, I believe, is that tell is not the enemy of good poetry as is sometimes im-
plied by dogmatists.  Tell has a place in almost any full-bodied poetic expression.
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Why I Learn
by Thomas Hoad

I used to have someone tie my shoe.
I remember this.
Make a loop, wrap the loop, and
Pull through.
And watching someone else
Pull through – 
Pull my loop through
Was sort of  depressing.
I think that this is why –
Why I felt it necessary
To tie my own shoe.

Interpretative 
Awareness
by Felino Soriano

The many times
I have interpreted a moment,
a slope in time
pausing on the wing of  a devout, saddened
death,
I’ve understood the reasoning of  troubled 
devotion, eschewing other moments 
for the ramifications of
understanding 
calendared catastrophes.  

Interpretation,
thought, spanning the mind 
in angular, aimed 
particular tributes.  The mind gains momentum,
holds awareness 
singular, splayed, peaceful, confrontational,
amidst the humanity surrounding existential symbol-
ism,
the mind too
is without aloneness,
holding many documented 
dichotomies of  flesh and inexistent realities 
within its myriad of  canalled 
extremities.   
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Isaac The Brain
by Ryan Turner

Maddy is on the couch reading the new Shopaholic. 
She’s my stepsister. Twins by marriage. I joke that I 
was a fast mover. At six she was just a girl in 
homeroom and by her seventh birthday she was 
moving in.

We’re renting a house beside the one we grew up in. 
Our old living room has a large picture window. My 
father and I used to sit there watching Blue Jays’ 
games at the height of their glory. Maddy asleep in a 
ball on the carpet. 

A retired couple lives there now. The husband’s 
name is Robert. He’s thin and balding with a comb-
over. A heavy breather. Two weeks ago, there were 
garbage bags in a long line in front of his house. 
They’d ripped out the carpet that was there since I 
was born. They didn’t take it up and roll it, but cut it 
into a thousand pieces. A cat broke into a bag on the 
end and pulled scraps of it over the sidewalk. 
Yesterday I found a corner by the curb down the 
road. 

You’re coming, Maddy says to me.

There’s a reading tonight at The Seahorse. It’s a 
basement club of poets and tea lights and she has a 
crush on one of  the readers.

Maddy, it’s my image, I say. It’s uncool to hang out 
with your sister.

She kisses my cheek. A boy she teaches wrote a 
poem that said her teeth were as white as gym socks, 
her eyes as blue as unfaded jeans. 

I’m tired of readings. I’m tired of people asking me 
how my writing is coming. Maddy looked it over and 
told me she loved it. She said, Like a warm room, it’s 
inviting. She once praised my tenth-grade story of a 
lawn mower disputing the death penalty with two 
liberal-minded blades of  grass.

Maddy is pre-occupied with doorways, scanning the 
bathrooms, the stairwell leading to the restaurant 
upstairs. It’s strange to see her this intense about a 
woman.
 
Is she gay? I ask, and Maddy shrugs. What’s she look 
like?
 
Hot, she says. Seriously hot.
 
I spot Tamara standing in a circle by the bar. When 
she sees us, she averts her eyes. The room is full and 
there’s a guy bending his ear in towards her. 
 
Do you think she’s attractive?
 
Maddy tilts her head in concentration. I think of me 
and Tamara hanging out with Maddy at a bar once. 
A sailor asking Maddy if the sight of her own 
nipples turns her on and Tamara saying, You don’t 
have to be gay for that.
 
A moment later Tamara’s beside us, fishing through 
her handbag. She’s got the biggest cell phone I’ve 
ever seen. What are you doing here? 

Just watching. You reading?
 
I might be.

Maddy: Who else?
 
Judy Marleau. Sam Evans. Probably Tara and Kyla.
 
Maddy excuses herself, files through the crowd to 
the washroom.

Which one? asks Tamara. 
 
Which what?
Which girl does she like? She brushes my knee with 
hers beneath the table. When she reads, it’s a story 
about an ex-musician/writer falling in love with 
another writer. Something she wrote months ago. 
The details change, but it’s not a stretch to assume 
it’s us.

From my desk, I watch a figure sneak down the 
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stairs at 7am. She lifts her shirt to fix the bra strap 
snagged at her shoulder, inspects her ass in the 
hallway mirror. It’s Kyla, my sister’s crush, and my 
moment to speak has passed. Instead I sit 
motionless, watching her as she finds her coat and 
hat, disappears out the kitchen door into the half-lit 
morning.
I consider Maddy and Kyla. The symmetry of their 
bodies. Bras intertwined on the hardwood floor. It’s 
a short step to Maddy and Tamara. Maddy, the 
teacher, the authoritarian. Patient to a point, then 
eager to instruct. I imagine her asking questions, her 
fingers on Tamara’s lips, in the fold of her breasts. 
Tamara’s too stiff for Maddy though. Too devoted 
to an angle. Too full of passion directed to another 
source. Maddy would want too much. Would love 
too fast. Would get jealous of the distance Tamara 
puts between herself  and love.

An hour later I hear Maddy’s footsteps across her 
bedroom and go upstairs to interrogate. 

So?

She smiles, blushes. At twenty-six, she’s new at love 
after so many years lost on men.

My stepmother calls. She lives alone in Chester, and 
I know her now in small fractions – holidays, these 
phone conversations, memories I stumble across like 
scraps of  carpet on my lawn.   
 
How’s Madeleine? She still…
 
Single?
 
She laughs. An exhalation. Reminds me of Robert 
from next door who sleeps in her old room. 

Mom knows and she doesn’t. She’s always talking 
about some boy Maddy dated in high school who’s 
an urban planner. She says, Maps and buildings and 
zoning. Maddy should call him. She likes that stuff.
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She’s having her breast done, Ben. 
 
Done?
 
Reduced. 
 
Just one?
 
Breasts. I meant breasts. They’re hurting her back.
 
There’s a stretch of  silence.
 
You still writing?
 
Of  course.
 
Not tired of  that yet?
 
She’s said the same about girlfriends I’ve had, about 
Isaac the Brain, the doll I loved so viciously its arm 
fell off, the black ink of its pupils wore an eerie 
white.
 
I miss you, she says again. You know that?
 
I miss you too, Mom. She likes when I call her that. 
Mom. Mother. She’s my stepmother. I called her 
Helen till I was twenty. A card on Mother’s Day: To 
Helen with love.
 
She asks, Why can’t you visit more? And I promise 
to try harder. She tells me, The other night I was 
cooking dinner and I realized, it’s the strangest thing, 
frying parsnips reminds me of  you. 

We’re at the Pavilion, the little concrete box off the 
Commons that serves as the all-ages venue. Maddy is 
playing. My friend, Liam, is beside me, and we look 
like geriatrics. My back sore before the show’s even 
started. He’s wearing a long grey coat, thin-rimmed 
glasses. He’s unshaven. He’s got a pen and pad to 
take notes for a review he’ll post on his weblog in 
the morning. Kids eye him suspiciously like he’s 
filming women on the beach. 

Maddy comes up, leans on the wall. She’s anxious. 

Her students are here. They wave her over. The girls 
could be twenty-five if it weren’t for the baby-faced 
boys hanging off them. Liam says, Please help me 
from looking at that girl’s low cut V-neck.

We’re twenty-six. We’re not forty.

Ten years either way. That’s how it works, right?

I think, High school girls are off limits the week 
after you graduate.

I brush the little white specks on my coat made 
visible by the black light. 
A second later Maddy is talking to the girl with the 
cleavage. The girl’s a student of hers and she brings 
her over. Straight ‘A’s. Has a scholarship for some 
acting program in New York City for the fall.  
When Maddy takes the stage, Liam says, Who’s up 
next? After Maddy.

I don’t know. Those guys from the Island, then 
Almost Acapella.

Liam grins. He knows I’ve been in love with the lead 
singer for most of  my adult life.

Would you say love? he asked me once and I 
shrugged. Love, obsession. A fine line.

How can you be in love with so many women?

The truth: I cultivate love at a distance. I sneak up 
on it. Watch it while it’s sleeping. I don’t know how 
many of her shows I’ve crept into, watched from the 
back and left unnoticed. I don’t press it. I’m content 
to live my life this way. 

Just then Kyla walks in. Kisses my cheek. How’s our 
girl? I see Kyla notice the student we met before. 
The girl is standing up front below Maddy at the 
microphone. 

Kyla looks at me. Quite the view.

Kyla’s over. She asks what I’m writing. I’m probably 
paranoid, but she’s flirty. Rubs up beside me. She 
says she wants a big slobbery dog when she’s older. 
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The kind that farts and tries to blame you. When 
Maddy asks what she wants to do she says, Let’s 
hang here. The three of us. She has her feet pressed 
to mine in the crease of the cushions. Her toes 
fiddling. Her head on Maddy’s chest. 

How ‘bout a movie Benjamin? You up for a movie?
I smile. Do we have any of that flavoured shaker 
stuff?

I like her. She’s easy to know. She took five years to 
finish high school, then university. She says, I always 
take one extra. My victory lap. 

Maddy says how school today was a nightmare. 
Substituting. But at least they’re gullible. I told them 
I h a r d l y s p e a k 
English and that they 
should tell me if they 
couldn’t understand a 
word I was saying. 
And the worst one 
raised his hand, said I 
was do ing rea l l y 
good. 

Kyla: In the end 
though you’re at their 
mercy.
It’s true. I have no 
power. You know you 
can’t even publicly 
humiliate kids any 
more.

With joy or passion comes vulnerability. The fear of 
the inevitable: losing that joy. Or having passion lead 
you astray. Maybe that’s why Tamara and I can never 
get beyond a certain limit. Maddy said she was 
driving behind Kyla on a winding road through 
Waverley and kept imagining her being struck by an 
oncoming car. She said she’s afraid Kyla will stop 
loving her. She can’t let her know this. She’s got to 
stay sensitive, loving, but seem open to the chance of 
an end.
 
I get home and Kyla is in our kitchen on the phone. 
The cupboard and table covered in tattered paper. 

She’s organizing some fundraiser for breast cancer in 
the Commons in November. There are a thousand 
pink ribbons in a giant box.
 
Sorry. Maddy gave me the key, and I was supposed 
to be out of  here by now.
 
No worries.
 
She says you like to write in the kitchen.
 
I feign agreement when the reality is I’m so 
exhausted when I get home from work all I do is 
watch TV. I haven’t written a word in months.
 
I love Halifax, she says.

 
I t ’s a l i t t l e smal l 
sometimes. I pass 
Spring Garden and 
think that’s it. That’s 
downtown. It’s a little 
pocket of socialists. A 
p e n i n s u l a o n a 
peninsula.
 
It’s because of all the 
students. It’s a city of 
chi ldren. Idea l i sm 
intact. 
 
You think?
 
You’re not a hopeless 

romantic? Your sister is.
 
When did you know? I ask. That it was women.
 
I still don’t. Not for sure. I’m not like your sister. I 
could just as easily be with a man.

There’s a guy outside her window, clutching some 
kind of medieval torture device. There’ve been men 
up on scaffolding working on Tamara’s building. 
Weeks of refurbishing bricks, repairing mortar, 
applying some sort of graffiti repellent. They’re 
muscular, fit every stereotype, foul-mouthed at 7am. 
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For so many years I’ve dreamed myself into this 
place that it holds an overlay of sadness. I anticipate 
waking. 

She rolls over, pulls the blanket up to the tip of her 
chin. She’s got long straight brown hair with little 
streaks of blond, that she’s let grow to sweep her 
naked bottom. On her wall she has the scribbled 
drawing of  a child.

I have a part-time job giving science presentations in 
elementary schools. I make chemical explosions, 
sublimate dry ice. Six-year-olds point in grocery 
stores, tug at their parents’ shirt sleeves. 

In the Organics, Tamara held up a small apple and 
turned to show me. She 
s a i d , T h e y ’ r e m o r e 
manageable, and I could 
tell this was something 
she’d thought a great deal 
about. She wouldn’t buy 
broccoli with the stumps 
on. The crowns were taken 
and she sighed. She said 
she’d try my kind of bacon 
and see how it goes. 

As we fingered blocks of 
plastic-wrapped cheeses, 
Tamara: I think we’ve got 
company.

The little boy gave me a 
frozen hornet in a wad of tissue. The girl had a 
picture she’d drawn of a figure in a long white coat 
beneath a halo of colour. I said, What happened 
here? 

She handed it to me. Your head caught on fire.

I roll over, slide to the far side of the bed to admire 
the long, pale sheet of Tamara’s back. Her spine. An 
open book facing the other direction. When we’re 
kissing I’ll pull away from her. The way I repeat the 
name of a foreign city when I travel. To induce an 
awareness that I’m actually there. 

Her body moves a little so I nudge her. Press my lips 

to a bone rising up from the plain of  her back.

Come on.

What?

We’re going to the market? 

I want to feel like a couple. To cement it. To do the 
things that couples do. Mother’s Day is coming and 
she said she’d help me pick something.

She says, I don’t like the market. It smells like 
intestines. 

I watch the man climbing beside us, clawing at the 
building. It looks a bit like 
he’s floating. I count to a 
hundred. I think, I’ll wait 
fifty more and if she speaks 
it’s a good omen.

When it’s over, when I get 
to fifty, I think maybe it’d 
be best if we’d never acted, 
if our love was a look from 
an opposite room.

I’m visiting my father when 
Maddy comes by in the rain 
to tell me our mother has 
suffered a series of  strokes.
 

They’ve put her on six different medications. The 
strokes were small but. She trails off, sets her head 
between her knees.

We’re on the back stairs. Maddy has her hood up, her 
arms folded. There’s a cold rain kneading the 
pavement beside us.
 
Mom says she could have been paralysed. You 
know? Like Jean Chretien. 
 
I squint. My stomach feels heavy and my head light 
from the intake of so much kerosene from the stove 
in my father’s apartment.
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Maddy: She keeps saying it over and over. Every 
time she tells someone new she says, Like Jean 
Chretien. That’s how I could have wound up.

I’m at Maddy’s window. Next door Robert’s wife is 
in the garden. She was a professor at Acadia. The 
Axemen. She’s bent over digging weeds. Kiss My 
Axe on her ample behind.

Maddy comes in with a bowl of cereal, bottled 
water. She stands behind me with her head on my 
back. 

Ben, I’m going to Chester for a few  days. It’s a nerve 
or something. You should come with me. 
She’s sick, Benjamin.

I nod, promise to come down as soon as my 
science stuff  finishes up.

When Maddy drinks from her bottled water 
she says she can taste an absence. That there 
are chemicals in tap water she’s grown to 
need. 

I’m sensitive, so I take this as a judgement. 
That I deny parts of myself. That the only 
reason I’m with Tamara is because she 
pursued me, and I’m not good with 
aggressive women. But there’s nothing wrong 
with being passive. Too much is made of 
taking control, saying how you feel. A 
powerful man is a mysterious man. A man 
with a secret.

Maddy: While I’m gone Kyla’s going to crash 
in my room. So she can be closer to 
downtown, if  that’s cool with you.

Robert and Leann ask me for dinner, but I 
refuse. I say my sister is away and Robert 
says, Bring your girlfriend, and I realize he’s 
referring to Kyla and she comes up and takes 
my hand, tells him we’d love to come. 

I say, They’re creepy. We don’t have to.

She says, It’s like a game.

The idiosyncratic fascinates her. An old man who’s 
hung his license plates like a shrine in his attic. A 
woman who’s collected the playing cards she’s found 
on the ground the past twenty-five years. She says, 
Everyone has something. 

With Leann, it’s matadors. They’re everywhere. Tall, 
dark Spaniards in bright satin. Robert says, It’s 
Hemingway who enticed her. She taught Hemingway 
for years.   

We walk from the foyer down the front hall. The 
kitchen unchanged except for the figurines of men 

in tights. It still has the same golden countertops, 
matching refrigerator. It was once filled with 
perennial snowmen. My mother’s obsession. She had 
door mats and pillows and a metal bucket with the 
heads of  snowmen skewered on wooden sticks.
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Maddy’s obsession: melting snowmen. She used to 
paint them, dissolving, mouths open. A muted 
scream. Pin them on the freezer.

The carpet in the living room is replaced with 
laminate flooring. Cold and uninviting like our 
hostess. Kyla whispers there’s no toilet paper in the 
washroom, no photographs on the walls. How do 
these people wipe their ass? She wraps an arm 
around me, brushes my hand with her opposite 
hand. Robert shows us a stamp from Pamplona. 
He’s got it inside a binder in a little sleeve of  plastic.

It was an anniversary gift, he says, last summer. 
Leann leans over him, 
h e r h a n d s o n h i s 
shoulders, kisses the 
spot on the top of his 
head.

Leann asks if we’ve 
been going out long.

Kyla: A few  months. 
We ’ r e s t i l l i n t h e 
honeymoon phase.

She presses against me. 
My elbow between her 
little breasts.

Leann: We can see you 
sometimes in the upstairs window. Just shadows. We 
watch you kissing. A bit of excitement for a couple 
old folks. I hope you don’t mind.

After spinach casserole, baked potatoes. After 
rhubarb crisp. Leann says she has something for me 
in the upstairs closet. Something she wants to return. 
She says, Kyla will get a kick out of  this.

The closet is beside my old room and across from 
Maddy’s. It’s deep. There’s a bar for clothes and 
then, behind, a small opening. Leann reaches in, 
pulls out a shoe box with my name on it.

I wrote love letters when I was younger. Deep 
confessionals I never sent. To Natasha Miller and 

Ellen Graff. Full of drama. Like we’d been separated 
by war or famine instead of their simple 
indifference. 

Then high school. To Madeleine. A fiercer love and 
more tangible barrier. I looked up incest in the 
dictionary and a door swung open. The word 
consanguinity, how it didn’t apply. 

Robert comes up the stairs with a tray of tea and 
coffee, and I want to spill it over him. To create a 
diversion. 

But what Leann pulls up has a lab coat, a wisp of 
frosty hair. 

It’s Einstein, says Robert.

Leann passes him to 
Kyla and she examines 
the empty socket of his 
shoulder. What did you 
do to him?

I thought my mother had 
thrown him out because 
I’d loved him too much.

Leann laughs. Did you 
know Einstein’s brain 
was divided up and sold 
in little pieces? That he 
used more of it than the 

rest of  us?

I think of the corridors of ourselves we never travel. 
How the rooms are built but the lights aren’t on.
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Why Does God Have A Penis?
By Mary Mi"s

Most Heavenly Father,
Abba, Abba, Abba,
You are a jealous God,
Before whom there is no
Other~Other~Other.

Eve, our earthly mother,
Tempted our first father.
Eternal suffering
Is life's gift to us from
Mother~Mother~Mother.

Centuries, a long night,
Disgrace follows our race.
Women must not see light;
Every day, they have to pay
Other~Other~Other

Debts, sinfulness repent
Like whores in a convent
Raped by the Church, lives spent
Unequal to all men 
Again~Amen~Again.

Baruch ata Adonai.
That God has a penis
One hardly can deny.
The question resounds
 A loud chorus chants W...H...Y??? 
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A Sermon
by Daniel Zompare"i

“Please be seated.”

Peace be unto you, but not you.

The solicitous father
Preaches his light
Finding the light
I find it dark in here.

Hail Mary, dressed in lace, a drag queen is within thee.

“Please rise.”
I hear the rumble from the crowd.
I move my mouth.
Can they see?
My lips move, in a mimic
But my voice has no presence.

Eat his body, it tastes strangely of  butter and cardboard.

Spoken, Our Father
But more like our Father
I press my tongue hard against the roof of my 
mouth
His body is stuck

My father, who art a gay man, Paolo be his name.

It comes to the end
Amen.
I repeat.

Amen, sounds like a porn site, ahhh men.

My mother’s hand comes sweeping in to hit the back 
of  my head.
“SWALLOW IT DANIEL,
YOU CAN’T SPIT IT OUT!”

But his body is still stuck to the roof  of  my mouth.
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The Writing Life
by Jerry Levy

My shrink thinks I should give up writing. “It’s too 
isolating.” he tells me.
“Be with people,” 

Is he kidding? Has he scanned the newspapers 
lately? Does he know about the hole in the ozone, 
about the wars and rapes and murders, about the 
eradication of large tracks of forests, about the 
depletion of or natural resources, about the loss of 
species after species of  animals? 

Hey, Mr. Psychiatrist! Check out this headline in 
yesterday’s newspaper: Man Freezes Dead Mother 
to Collect Benefits.

So, be with people? No thanks, I’ll gladly hole myself 
in my small apartment and write my stories instead.

But as with everything that has value, there’s a price 
to be paid for pursuing it. I mean, I’m really pretty 
isolated. Since I started on my novel, what few 
friends I have I hardly ever see anymore. It would be 
nice to - I don’t know, have a dinner out, see a 
movie, go for a drive in the country. My friends are 
mostly solitary artist types like me and I suppose I 
could do these things alone but it seems like too 
much of  an effort.

Then there’s my badgering mother. With her 
cackling, she gets under my skin like no one else: 
“How do you ever expect to meet someone if you 
stay home every night writing silly stories?”

Silly stories? Give me a break. In any case, I don’t 
want to meet someone, ma, don’t you get it? Just 
pick up the newspaper!

Anyway, from time to time I think about forging a 
different life, maybe getting a real job, the kind that 
pays decent money. The problem is that I’m not 
really suited for much. I once worked as security 
guard but got fired for writing. Then I worked in a 

bookstore for a while but the people would buy 
trashy romance books that I tried to talk them out of 
purchasing. Needless to say, I didn’t last long. I tried 
picking worms at night but my eyes aren’t good 
enough for that kind of work; I usually ended up 
with half  a worm in my fingers.

Yes, a real life. That would be interesting. Not too 
long ago, I read an article about the great French 
writer Gustave Flaubert. It seems that one 
afternoon, as he was passing a playground wherein 
he spotted a family having fun, he turned to his 
companion and muttered: “1Ils sont dans le vrai.1” 
What are we to make of such sentiments? That real 
life lies elsewhere, other than in the writer’s lair? 

So I guess you’d like to know why a seemingly sane 
man in the prime of life would willingly sit in a chair 
for hours on end, wracking his brain to come up 
with, as my mother puts it, silly stories?  

Well, it isn’t for the money, I can tell you that. I 
barely scrape by. At the end of the month, when the 
rent is payable, I usually take the back stairs to leave 
the building. I can’t deal with running into the 
landlord, he of the grubby open palms and 
scorching eyes that burn holes through me. 

“Rent due,” is all he says.

He just despises excellence, that’s what his problem 
is. He’s all wrapped up with money and banks and 
cheques and has lost touch with the more aesthetic 
things in life, things like literature, like my stories.
 
Let me say this as clear as I can. I don’t write as a cry 
for help, a desire for fame, or because I have 
something especially important to say; heaven forbid 
that I should say that I’m enamoured with the 
process. On the contrary, writing can be pure 
drudgery. Finding the right sentence to move a story 
along, agonizingly searching your mind for just the 
best word to breathe life into a character…it’s all 
enough to make you go mad. Oh, and let’s not 
forget all those times when despite your best efforts, 
the story comes to an impasse and there’s nothing 
more to say, no ideas left to tinker with. You’ve 
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fallen into a dark chasm of nothingness. ‘Writer’s 
block’, they call it, but I call it pure torture.

Let me tell you what it’s really like to devote yourself 
to writing. First, get used to your own company if 
you’re serious about it. Unplug the phone. Cancel 
your cable. Close the curtains – if you don’t you’ll 
long to be outside and won’t write a word.

And speaking of being outside, don’t write in cafes. 
No real writing takes place there. This isn’t 1920’s 
Paris when Hemingway and Sartre and Camus would 
write in ‘Les Deux Magots’ and ‘Le Café de Flore’. If 
you’re trying to write in a cafe on Bloor Street in 
Toronto, have a close look at 
the brunette at the next table 
- that’s not Simon de 
Beauvoir. And the guy 
pretending to write in the far 
corner isn’t James Joyce.

As I mentioned, it’s a lonely 
affair, this business of 
writing. Once when I was at 
my wit’s end and sick of my 
own company, I called an ad 
I saw in Now Magazine, 
Tor onto ’s  a l t e r nat i ve ar t s 
magazine. Are You Looking for 
a Friend? It said. So I called. 
The guy told me he was 
offer ing ser v ices as a 
professional friend. Can you 
put up with my cynicism, I 
asked. That’s what true friends do, I reminded him. 
No one understands your genius he told me. They’re 
jealous of your excellence, he reminded me. That’s 
why you don’t have many friends. I was liking him 
just fine until he told me that he charged $ 40-$80 
for ahem…various assorted jobs.

Then there’s the whole thing about being poor. 
Everything in the city entices, and everything is 
beyond your means. Movies, fine dining, plays. But 
you make do. You dumpster dive for food and 
haggle for the clothes prices at Goodwill, which is 
kind of ridiculous because that money goes to train 
and shelter the needy.
 

Anyway, getting back to why I write is a complicated 
affair. I think I can explain it best by referring to one 
of my stories in which I tell the tale of a man and 
his double.

The double looks exactly like the original but is a bit 
brighter, more suave, certainly more together.

There you have it – that’s why I write, why I have 
written all these years…in order to create a double. 

And out there in this vast city of Toronto my double 
has taken on a life of his own and walks the streets. 
He’s the one who won’t be writing because that’s 

much too solitary a craft for 
him. He’s already been 
through all the therapy he 
needs. In fact, he’s beyond 
therapy. He’s a man in 
motion. A bon vivant of the 
world.

Restless within the confines 
of my writer’s hole, I’ll 
venture out in the wee hours 
one night. My head looking 
up toward the heavens for 
d iv ine insp i ra t ion as I 
contemplate my next story, 
not looking where I’m going, 
I’ll bump into him, my more 
inspired likeness. And then 
the strangest thing will 
happen. My body will begin 

to dissipate quickly, my atoms and molecules starting 
to merge with his…and I, noble writer that I 
purport to be, will disappear into a greater whole.        
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Three Reasons 
Why Margaret 
Won’t Anthologize 
This Poem
by Sean Wiebe

[I]n this country you can say what you like
because no one will listen to you anyway
    ~ M. Atwood, 
1981

[T]here is no reason why equality should be present
in poetry when it is absent everywhere else
    ~ M. Atwood, 
1982

First, I lack the knack of  variation
when I’m given the silver branch
I fall asleep when I should be walking
up the long staircase

Second, a Gemini who writes in bubblegum 
I have not begun with the moon, lost
memory of  the land and my hands,
perhaps enough cunning 

to conceal my obsessions, altogether too 
understandable, for those not in on the ground 
floor, and not enough tears to see
the world clearly 
 
Third, I have yet to quote Kierkegaard
it takes a while to develop some good strong nuts
that don’t easily crack under time
or an editor’s scrutiny

I have, however, made at least once suicide attempt
not because of  rejection letters but certainly
over rejection, when my eyes close, 
language is still there
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Trinity:  or, The 
Gospel According 
To Violet
by Deborah Ross

“It’s not a story,” Violet said, “these are just my 
thoughts.  This is what happens when you die.  You 
go to this mountain, and inside the mountain is a 
table, and inside the table is another table, and so on, 
just like with those maryoshka dolls inside a doll.  
You wake up and you’re inside this hole in the 
middle of the inmost table, and you see the first 
god.  He has the head of a wolf and the 
body of a zebra.  He takes out your heart 
and weighs it against a feather.  If it’s 
lighter than a feather, you’re okay.  If it’s 
heavy, you have to go back because there’s 
something you have to learn.”
     
“But why would it be good to have an 
empty heart?”  I wanted to know.  
“Shouldn’t your heart be full if you’re a 
good person?”
     
“No,” she said, “if it’s heavy, it’s full of 
sadness and guilt, it means you know 
you’ve done bad things.  If it’s light, it’s 
like a balloon.”
     
“You mean it’s full of  gas?”
      
“No, air, silly.”
     
“I don’t like balloons, never have.  They 
remind me of being forced to go to 
birthday parties when I was too shy, and 
to play games with kids I didn’t know, 
where you had to sit on balloons until 
they popped, and everyone laughed, and I 
couldn’t understand why everyone 
thought it was funny instead of loud and 
scary.  Then they would make us take 
home the balloons and I couldn’t 
understand why they would call them 

party favors  when all I could think about was how I 
could get rid of mine, whether maybe I could slip 
out after everyone was asleep and find my way by 
myself to the Grand Union and leave it on the 
bench outside, and all night I would lie there upstairs 
in my bed thinking of it  down there in the living 
room, slowly getting smaller until it died.”
     
“Mom, you’re crazy.”
     
“No, I just think if I were telling the story, the heart 
of a good person would have at least a drop of 
liquid in it, you know, like one of those levels 
carpenters use, with a water bubble in a glass tube 
that has to balance exactly in the middle.”
     
“It’s not a story though, it’s just my thoughts.”
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*****

This is a true story about the first time I ever won 
something.  Now usually I have a rule about talking 
on the phone while driving.  I’m not a very good 
driver, not when I’m at all distracted, and I don’t 
really like having a phone with me all the time 
anyway.   I try to use it only for emergencies, so that 
means it hardly ever rings, and that means that when 
it does I tend to panic and forget what I’m doing, 
like steering.  But there was a quiz question on the 
radio, I don’t even remember what it was, but 
something I thought most people wouldn’t know.  
And they were giving away tickets to see Rosemary 
Clooney with the Honolulu Pops, even though this 
was a country station and probably none of the 
listeners would even know who Rosemary Clooney 
was and wouldn’t want to call in, so I knew I had a 
pretty good chance of winning.  So I broke the rule, 
won the tickets, and as I didn’t get in an accident, I 
figured it must be okay with God, or whoever.  
     
Then came the night of the concert.  Dan was going 
to cook us a light dinner at his place before we went.  
Just as I was about to turn into his street, a car came 
barreling out of a side street and hit me right on the 
passenger-side door, also denting the front fender 
and knocking off my front right hubcap.  The driver 
didn’t even try to argue about it, just apologized.  
She’d been a little distracted, talking on her cell 
phone.
     
So I figured, maybe someone was watching after all, 
some parental deity ensuring I would notice that 
actions have consequences.  And there were 
consequences:  Dan was annoyed because by the 
time I got there the sauce on his rice-a-roni had 
dried out.  On the other hand, no one was hurt.  The 
car was messed up but not terminally so.  We were 
still able to go to the concert in his car.  The seats 
were great—much better than I could have afforded 
if I hadn’t made that call and answered the question.  
And Rosemary was a delight:  short of breath, with 
her heart condition and emphysema, but she had 
figured out how to really use those chopped phrases, 
so you’d almost think it was on purpose.
     
Then again, driving home afterwards, the assaulted 
wheel got a flat tire on a very dark shoulderless 

section of School Street, nowhere near a service 
station.  More consequences.  On the other hand, I 
was able to walk a few blocks to a phone and call 
Dan (my cell battery was too low) without being 
attacked, and although he grumbled, he did come 
help me put on the spare, so I got home just fine, 
eventually.
     
A few weeks later, Rosemary Clooney died.  But it 
was probably just a coincidence.  Not my fault at all.  
No reason for tears.  My heart should be light as a 
feather.

*****

“What about the second god?”
     
“The second god is a person, a woman, a writer, 
only with a tail.  I think it’s important that one of 
them should be a girl, don’t you?  But I’m not 
making it up.  This writer god has a big book, and 
with her tail she writes down every single thing you 
do.”
     
“How does she know everything?”
     
“She’s been watching you from on top of the 
mountain all your life.”
     
“And does she judge you too?”
     
“No, she just records it all.  But nothing gets left out, 
not the least little thing.”  

*****

In that story about the first time I won something, I 
left something out.  I didn’t think it was important, 
but who knows, maybe it was.  I left out Linda.
Let me explain Linda.  She’s one of those people 
you can sort of know from several different places, 
but that doesn’t add up to really knowing them.  She 
has taught where I teach, though in a different 
department; she has known some of my students.  
She’s Dan’s neighbor, an old friend of his and of his 
friends, including one ex-wife.  So it shouldn’t be 
surprising when she just happens to turn up at 
random times, but somehow it always is a surprise, 
and not a pleasant one.  Not that she is ever 
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anything but nice and friendly.  The trouble is, every 
time she sees me, I’m in trouble.
     
For example, one time she turned up at a beach 
party for friends I didn’t even know she knew.  My 
son, Anton, was seven, Violet four at the time.  
Razor scooters were the latest craze, and another 
little boy at the party was letting Anton try his out 
on the sidewalk, about ten feet in from the road.  
They were having a great time sliding and falling.  I 
hadn’t thought to be worried, but then Linda started 
telling us how dangerous scooters were, citing 
examples of kids she’d heard about who had gotten 
severe head and spinal injuries.  She would never let 
her kid have one, if she had any kids.  And he’s so 
close to the road, he might get hit by a car.  I 
thought about this for a few minutes, trying to get 
that bubble to balance right in the middle of the 
tube.  On one hand, he’s happy.  I’m his mother.  
She doesn’t have any children and probably doesn’t 
really know that much about them, or about 
scooters.  On the other hand, head injury, spinal 
injury, parental negligence publicly exposed.  I made 
Anton get off  the scooter.
     
As a result of course he got bored and started 
whining, which meant it was time to go home.  I 
decided he would be safe there with the grown-ups 
long enough for me to walk the several blocks to the 
car, and I told him to be sure to 
keep an eye on his sister.  By the 
time I got back, Violet had walked 
off down Waikiki beach alone, in 
the dark, trying to find me.  (He had 
kept an eye on her, he said, as long 
as he could, but after a while he 
couldn’t see her.)   So, Linda 
organized everyone into search 
parties to comb the park for a little 
blonde in a blue bathing suit.  She 
was found in a few minutes, but it 
was the end of the party.   Of 
course this was my fault.  I should 
have made the kids walk with me to 
get the car, even though it would 
have taken forever.  But somehow I 
had this feeling that if Linda hadn’t 
been there, watching, it  all would 
have been okay.  And suddenly I 

was sure I had made the right choice about the 
scooter.  Now I’m not saying she’s a witch or 
anything, or that she would have made him get hit 
by a truck, or even wished for it to happen, or even 
reproached me if it had happened.  She’d have been 
all sympathy.  But she would have noticed.
     
The night of Rosemary Clooney, Linda was 
supposed to be in Norway, so even though I knew 
she lived near Dan, she was the last person I 
expected to turn up just after the accident, walking 
across the street to my car, carrying my hub cap.  
But in a way, it figured.   Whenever I’m visited by 
consequences, there she is.  She never misses the 
least little thing.

So that’s the whole story, nothing left out.  Or is it?  
There’s no particular reason to end it at the end of 
that evening. It isn’t over yet—not till I wake up 
inside that maryoshka table of  judgment.

*****

“And the third god?”
     
“The third god can take different forms, depending 
on the person.  Like for some people it might be an 
eagle.”
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“Like an aumakua?”
     
“Sort of, only it doesn’t have to be an animal, or 
even a plant.  It could just be a thing, or a person.  
And it watches over you.  Like a guardian.”
     
“How can you recognize it, if  it can take any form?”
     
“The only way to tell is by its eyes.  Its eyes are going 
to be the same as yours.”

*****

So, if I’m really recording everything and leaving 
nothing out, I guess the story about the first time I 
won something continues into the story about the 
second time I won something.  This one I can give 
more details about, because it just happened.  Again, 
I broke the cell phone rule, but I just had to.  They 
were giving away the new  remastered Allman 
Brothers Eat a Peach album, with a bonus disk 
containing the last Fillmore show before Dwayne 
died and the auditorium closed.   It wasn’t on the 
country station this time—I haven’t listened to that 
since the Dixie Chicks Incident--but classic rock.  
This station also isn’t all that chick friendly:  there’s 
an awful lot of AC-DC, Aerosmith, Van Halen, stuff 
I didn’t particularly like in my teens and twenties and 
like even less now when there is no real reason to be 
trying to find something attractive in the guys who 
still listen to it.  I mainly only listen for the 
occasional southern rock, though even in that genre 
this station tends to favor Z Z Topp singing about 
whorehouses and legs and beauticians, or, because 
the afternoon DJ wants to keep on the good side of 
any musicians he has actually met, like Warren 
Haynes and Derek Trucks, he tends toward the new 
Allman Brothers, without any actual Allmans in it.  
So when they decided to have Allman week and 
announced that remastered CD as a prize, I was 
telling everyone I wished I could win.  
     
I didn’t have much hope, though, because the 
afternoon guy’s questions are always about 
something he said two hours before, so that unless 
there’s been a horrendous traffic jam I won’t have 
been in the car listening then.  And the morning 
guy’s quiz questions are so senseless they’re almost 
impossible to answer:  stuff like, “Two per cent of 

guys will break up with a woman for this 
reason” (answer: because her car is dirty).  The thing 
is, two per cent is such a small number.  So you have 
to think about what would be totally unimportant to 
almost every man, but important enough to one or 
two—you get the idea.  Then, every time the DJ asks 
the question, he changes it a little without noticing.  
“Men are fifty per cent more likely than women to 
do this at work” after a commercial becomes “Men 
do this fifty per cent more often at work than 
women,” which isn’t the same at all.
     
That morning, though, everything went my way.  
The question was, “Forty per cent more adults do 
this now than they did ten years ago, when usually 
only children did it,” and just like that, I knew the 
answer, and, even more amazing, I remembered the 
station phone number.  Four people before me, it 
turned out, had guessed wrong, something about 
Halloween, which was two weeks away.  A much 
better guess, much more the kind of thing they tend 
to ask when a holiday is coming up.  The answer 
was, in fact:  get braces.  
     
When they asked me, on the air, how I knew, I really 
couldn’t say.  I was so worried about talking on the 
phone while driving I couldn’t say much of anything, 
even though just moments before I had been 
carrying on a very lively mental conversation with 
the morning guy about why, while interviewing two 
women comedians from Second City, he didn’t even 
ask their last names, much less inquire about their 
professional backgrounds or feelings about acting, 
or about political satire.  Would he have asked men 
in the troupe about anything other than if they’re 
single, how they like Hawaii, and whether they’re 
planning to go windsurfing?  For years I have been 
carrying on imaginary conversations with both the 
morning and afternoon guys (with the afternoon 
guy, whose interviews center around parleying minor 
celebrity contacts into major celebrity contacts, 
apparently in the hopes that one day he may actually 
speak to Eric Clapton Himself, my remarks are 
usually along the lines of “My God, do you hear 
yourself ?”).  Now, with one of them on the phone 
for real, I couldn’t even banter about traffic.  I just 
barely managed to mumble, when asked how I knew 
the answer, that Someone up there just must know 
how much I love the (real) Allman Brothers and 

VOLUME THREE ISSUE  FIVE

PAGE 30



mercifully whispered it in my inner ear.
     
Along with this prize were three other things I didn’t 
really want:  a Derek Trucks DVD, a Warren Haynes 
CD, and tickets to see the Second City comedy show 
the next night (hence the sexist and terribly 
conducted interview).  The radio station wasn’t 
promoting this show very heavily; the morning guy 
had announced it only once each day for the last 
week, and only on the day I won did he finally 
understand that the title of the show, “Truth, Justice, 
or the American Way,” was supposed to be funny.  
“Oh,” he said, “now I get it! Truth, justice, or the 
American way!”  Which meant, of course, he still 
didn’t get it, or at least didn’t 
get the allusion to Superman, 
and that no doubt it should 
be read, “truth, justice, or the 
American way.”  This station 
steers clear of any politics 
that might offend its largely 
military listening audience.  
Luckily the Dixie Chicks 
have never arisen.  
     
D e s p i t e t h e l a c k o f 
advertising, however, Violet 
had seen a commercial for 
the show on Oceanic Cable 
and asked if we could go.  
Although she doesn’t get 
political satire and in fact has 
little sense of irony in 
general, she is a born actress 
and knows her way around improv. I had said no, it 
was on a school night and no doubt too expensive.   
Once the tickets were free, though, the school night 
part of it didn’t seem to matter so much.  
(Everyone’s teacher seems to have been there 
anyway, it would appear from the audience’s insanely 
enthusiastic response to a sketch satirizing teachers’ 
salaries.)  I would even have given both tickets to my 
two kids, dropped them off and picked them up 
afterwards.  But Anton, who might have gotten 
more of the jokes, dreading the prospect of yet 
another evening being overseen by his more socially 
adept little sister, opted out.  And so it became a 
spontaneous, mother-daughter outing.
      

It was on the way there, in the car, that Violet started 
telling me her thoughts about what happens after 
you die.  The details were most impressive.  As soon 
as she got to the body of the zebra, I said, “This is 
great.  You really should write these things down.”  
She always has these great ideas, teachers are always 
telling her to write them in a journal, and she loves 
to buy journals and has several pretty expensive ones 
with fancy locks and doodles from the Hello Kitty 
store, but basically she’d rather talk.  I keep a journal 
of her conversations, and I have used a few of her 
“thoughts” in stories of my own, with her blessing.  
She would happily have given me this one too.  But 
they’re really her stories, and she should be recording 

them, so I handed her the 
little memo pad I always carry, 
and as she started writing I 
suddenly saw myself, for a 
moment, from the outside, 
the way I imagine I seem to 
other people, and for once, it 
wasn’t scary at all.  Linda was 
nowhere in sight, of course, 
and here I was, parenting:  
telling my child that she’s 
smart, giving her the tools to 
express herself, getting her to 
practice writing without the 
usual nagging or criticism, and 
t o e n j o y w r i t i n g , t o 
u n d e r s t a n d w h y i t ’ s 
worthwhile.  I saw this, and I 
saw that it was good.
     

We got to the show early and stopped in TGI 
Friday’s for a soda first.  Sitting next to a huge 
wooden chicken wearing a saddle—probably from 
an antique merry-go-round—Violet alternately 
wrote and talked out her thoughts.  That’s where I 
told her my feelings about balloons, and where she 
told me I’m crazy.  That’s when it occurred to her 
that the writer god should be a girl.  When she got 
to the part about the guardian, and said it could take 
any form, depending on the person, right then I 
knew just what mine looks like, even though her 
eyes are blue and mine are brown.  I only hope that 
when my time comes she’ll still be there, holding a 
really big balloon, so that even if my heart is full, I 
can still be carried upward.
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Spaghetti Sauce
by Brian Rosenberger

eight ounces of
highly concentrated
alcohol
combined with
three pieces of pepperoni
pizza, extra cheese
led to the night's fourth
quite unexpected
slice

he was licking
the sauce off the knife
he used to cut 
the pizza
when he tripped on the dog
anxiously awaiting his share

you could drop a quarter
through the gash
his face was a slot machine
the attending nurse said
the stain on his shirt
looked like spaghetti
sauce

the dog went hungry
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To Richard Wright
By Kaleem Ashraf

I was born an Indian in thirty nine, 
Before they had drawn the dividing line – 
I was Pakistani by forty seven,
A choice made for me 
by the glinting blade of  a carving knife 
which tore up the soil between my neighbour and I
was a Briton by sixty six,
welcomed with open arms during a labour shortage 
after a world war I did not wage –   
But who am I tomorrow Richard, 
When only my children remain?
Will flight take my name away too?  
My own Autumn sun the still same colour 
of  yours the oppressed, but a different hue? 

Note on this poem:

Kaleem Ashraf  recited this poem during an interview with Julia Wright, daughter of  the late literary 
legend Richard Wright. The interview took place at the historic Richard Wright Centennial Confer-
ence in Paris, June 2008 and is available for free download at http://americaetc.googlepages.com
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The Epidemic Of ’53
by Gary Beck

The ride itself was not a long one, two hours at the 
most. But such significance was attached to it in later 
years that it seemed to Billy as if a caravan journey 
from ancient Tyre to the land of Hind would have 
been more brief. Searing august held the land in 
thrall. The man-mites coursed the burning 
pavements and the tar-pit streets in a weary plod, 
searching for oasis-like relief from the torpid, 
scorching day. The hospital orderlies grunted 
inarticulate curses at the sun, the heavy, awkward 
stretcher that grew heavier by the minute and their 
miserable fate at having to work, instead of being 
able to join the mass city exodus to one of the week-
end pleasure spots of the weary toilers, the beach. 
They kept up a constant clamor about the delights 
they were missing at the fabled sea shore.

The very word beach, to the unenlightened, conjures 
up an image of deep blue, tropical waters, rolling 
rhythmically upon a white-sandy shore. But Coney 
Island was nothing like this serene image. Visited by 
the empty beer-can scattering tribe of man, Coney 
Island was an arena of delight for ten thousand 
devils, fiendishly gloating over the tortures inflicted 
daily on all who were foolish enough to enter this 
arena of torment. First the bold adventurers ran the 
gambit of the boardwalk, bounded on one side by 
food stands selling all the viands that clog arteries; 
cotton-candy, hot-dogs, french-fries, soft-drinks, 
beer and ice-cream. On the other side there was a 
rusting iron fence overlooking the beach, with an 
occasional pay telescope for the convenience of the 
optically challenged to peer at the bathing-suited 
maidens without having to venture into the fray.
 
Next, visitors descend a flight of stairs leading to the 
beach, pausing to shed their shoes before they 
became filled with coarse, grating sand. Then they 
pursue a course designed to leave them as close as 
possible to the inviting water, followed by the 
indignant shrieks of outlying fragments of the dense 
mass, unappreciative of  possessions and persons 
being trod upon by sand-burned feet, echoing 
behind them. Finally, the spreading of the blanket, 

disrobing, racing across the hot sand and plunging 
into icy water, splashing around briefly, then coming 
out to lie on a blanket atop gritty sand containing 
the discarded refuse of ten thousand fellow 
sufferers. Then broiling in the baking sun until it’s 
time to return to hot, uncomfortable homes. And 
this was what our faithful bearers, unhappy with 
their princely burden, yearned for.

They had deposited the frightened boy on a traveling 
stretcher, in the hearse-like ambulance. Billy thought 
of the many times he had seen similar vehicles 
racing through the city streets, siren wailing, carrying 
someone to the hands of crisp, efficient doctors, 
who he imagined would coolly mend battered and 
broken frames. With the feeling that this shouldn’t 
be happening to him, and still finding it difficult to 
accept that he had the dreaded disease, he carefully 
watched the orderlies for any clue to his condition
The ambulance drove along the waterfront section 
of the Belt Parkway, through the drab greyness of 
one of the many tenement neighborhoods of 
Brooklyn. Trapped on the uncomfortable traveling 
stretcher, Billy craned his neck so that he could see 
the ancient, rusty freighters loading their mysterious 
cargo that would go to strange, exotic ports of the 
earth. Then they raced through the tiled smoothness 
of the Battery Tunnel, with the faint pressure 
beneath the river pressing on his ears and the 
exhaust stench of the noxious engine fumes filling 
his nose and throat with a stinging touch that made 
his eyes water.

Finally, after feeling that sunlight was forever lost, 
they came out of the tunnel and Billy saw the large 
sign advertising gasoline that greets the jaded 
traveler entering Manhattan. Then up the 
cobblestoned ramp, with Billy breathing a silent 
prayer to beat the automobile racing alongside his 
once ambulance, now racing car. Urging his heroic 
driver to go faster, despite the risk, then accepting 
defeat as the high-powered car of his opponent, 
Crash Kelly, roared past with a dangerous burst of 
speed.

Billy found consolation looking at the great, sleek 
ocean liners, snugly secured to vast wharfs jutting 
out on the dark flow of the Hudson River. On the 
far side of the river, the unknown land of New 
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Jersey was gaudily bedecked with huge billboards 
and neon signs, blatantly attracting attention to the 
virtues of their products. Tall water, gasoline and oil 
towers stood awkwardly on craggy cliffs, surrounded 
by grim factories and warehouses. In the distance, 
there was the magical allurement of an amusement 
park, whose wonders and delights had never been 
tasted.

On the New York side of the river, Billy watched 
with yearning eyes when he saw the fast-moving 
bodies of young boys playing ball in the parks that 
bordered the highway, each of them separated by 
ordered swatches of 
green. His mother 
spoke, breaking the 
revery of remembered 
g a m e s . " T h e 
rehabilitation hospital 
is supposed to be very 
nice." ‘How could a 
hospital be nice?’ he 
t h o u g h t , n o d d i n g 
vaguely. His mother 
retreated into her own 
thoughts again. He 
t r i ed to th ink o f 
some th ing to s ay 
indicating interest, but 
was distracted when he 
s a w t h e G e o r g e 
Washington bridge 
connecting them to 
the unknown world 
growing larger, as the 
ambulance sped on. 

They went through a series of sharp turns, then 
entered the access road leading across the vast, shiny 
structure. Billy looked down at the water and saw 
small boats chugging up and down river. Their 
remoteness, due to the height from which he was 
looking, made each boat seem like a tiny realm 
inhabited by sprite-like creatures. The ambulance 
paused as the driver paid the toll, then they 
continued on the road, with turnoffs leading to 
turnpikes, thruways and highways, each one 
preferable, but the driver, with malicious cunning, 
found the road that led to the hospital, where Billy 

would spend the next year of  his stolen youth.

As they drove on, Billy stared with avid hunger at 
the boys seen momentarily in the small towns they 
passed, running and playing with abandon. This 
brought images of himself and all the games and 
activities of his childhood, inexorably vanished with 
the coming of polio. He watched the trees bordering 
the road with their leaves turned yellow by the hot, 
pulsing sun. When the clouds occasionally parted, he 
could see the deep, flowing tides of the Hudson 
River, making his past life seem distant and strange. 
Higher and higher they climbed, as the road went 

i n t o t h e C a t s k i l l 
Mounta ins and he 
l o o k e d u p o n t h e 
v a s t n e s s o f t h e 
unknown land and fear 
was born; the peculiar 
fear that comes when 
one first painfully learns 
t h a t t h e c a r e f r e e , 
unthinking time of 
youth is forever lost.

They passed a faceless 
small town and the 
driver, in venomous 
perversity, remarked: 
" We ’r e j u s t a b o u t 
there." Then the boy 
knew that this was no 
tortured nightmare, 
with salvation imminent 
by awakening. He began 

to accept the full significance of his condition for 
the first time; he was paralyzed.

The ambulance turned across the highway and went 
up a steep, narrow road bounded by slopes of seared 
grass. He saw a drab, grey and white columned 
building that looked like a shabby plantation in the 
movies. They passed a blur of low, red-bricked 
buildings that all looked the same. They stopped by 
the building which he knew would be his home. His 
stretcher was wheeled up a ramp, through a door to 
the ward nurse’s office, then into a temporary 
isolation room, where he was placed on a bed.
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His mother, with affectionate and tender words, said 
farewell, promising to visit as soon as possible. The 
boy saw the anguish and unspeakable torment in his 
mother’s eyes, but was too young to understand that 
affliction is a searing pain to those who love the 
afflicted one. So he watched her go, unaware of her 
isolated anguish during the long, silent ride back to 
the city, unaware of her impotent and frustrating 
vigils to come in the stillness of long, sleepless 
nights, and unaware of the agony brought about by 
the crippling of the child of her flesh. And the boy 
felt the first dagger-thrust of aloneness that would 
bind him adamantly for the rest of  his life.
 
The New York State Adaption Institute is located 
north of New York City, upon a hill that overlooks 
the Hudson River. It sits on the ancient site of one 
of the many battles George Washington lost in the 
Revolutionary War. The institute consists of red-
bricked buildings with green-tiled roofs that had a 
factory-like efficient appearance, shaped roughly in a 
quadrangle, with outcroppings of buildings 
including a laundry, resident personnel dormitories, 
and others whose mystery was never penetrated. The 
buildings were surrounded by neat but scraggly grass 
patches, giving the entire area the appearance of a 
sterile, small town college, where the local 
progressive citizenry might send their barely 
functional offspring to incubate and not embarrass 
the family.

The buildings in the quadrangle comprised the 
working area of the institute that the patients had 
contact with. They included two main ward 
buildings; one for male patients, with one floor for 
those over sixteen years of age, called the ‘men’s 
ward’, and the other floor for those below sixteen, 
called the ‘boy’s ward’. The building for female 
patients was similarly arranged.
 
Once he was left alone, he lay there on the bed 
petrified and silent. His mouth was dry in an agony 
of fright. The doctors had said that he would never 
walk again. The words burned through his brain in 
hot, unbelievable flames that consumed all his 
courage, all his strength. It was just a few days ago, 
running down the street with his friend Tommy, 
never knowing that it would be the last wild use of 
limbs that so soon belonged to someone else, or 

should. He didn’t want to recognize that he was the 
immobile body concealed under the covers, already 
taking on the look of the imprisoned. He stared 
from captive wounded eyes, asking the same 
question over and over; ‘Why me?’
Darkness fell, bringing the first hospital night for the 
boy. Lights suddenly flared, throwing grotesque, 
hovering shadows on the bile-green walls. The 
scuffing footsteps of nurses in the hallway brought 
him memories of recent summer nights and the 
distant whispers of unknown strangers, passing in 
the darkness. Nurse Wheeler, the night ward nurse 
who he would get to know well and who had grown 
dismal from the sufferings that each night brought, 
stopped at the door of the isolation room. "And 
how do we feel tonight?" she mumbled, then hurried 
on without waiting for an answer. And the night 
slowly passed and he lay alone with his new 
unmoving body as the hours crept by, and he 
struggled to endure the fearful, sleepless watch. And 
when no sleep came no dreams came and he was 
trapped in his inert flesh with no hope of  escape.

He remembered the terrible events of the last two 
weeks that brought him here. He had been working 
as a junior counselor in a day camp in Brooklyn. He 
was fifteen years old and it was the first job that gave 
him responsibility over others, and he was thriving 
on it. He had worked as a bicycle delivery boy at the 
age of eleven, getting up each morning at 5:00 A.M. 
to deliver the Brooklyn Eagle to its enlightened 
readership. He had been the youngest and smallest 
delivery boy, suddenly introduced to the carnivorous 
world of work, bullied and harassed, until he learned 
how to deal with his peers. Two years later the 
demise of the Eagle ended his ride. When he was 
fourteen, a neighbor got him a job in the mail room 
of Warwick and Legler, a politically connected law 
firm, that included John Foster Dulles as a senior 
partner, a powerful player in Republican circles. Billy 
was politically ignorant and didn’t grasp the stature 
of the firm and no one bothered to educate him. So 
the summer passed in mechanical chores performed 
by rote, although he learned how to interact with 
sophisticated adults.

In the summer of ’53 he was strong, fit and full of 
juices. He had joined the high school gym team the 
year before as a sophomore and had blossomed 
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physically. He was a shade under six feet, with curly 
brown hair and intense brown eyes that hungrily 
probed everything around him. He had a striking 
rather than a handsome face, a persona that instantly 
attracted friends and enemies, and a growing 
confidence in his abilities. By the second day of 
camp he had established himself by the assured way 
he did whatever was asked of him. He was treated 
the same way as the older counselors, the college 
boys, and despite their difference in years, felt the 
equal of some and superior to most. By the end of 
the first week he was flirting with three girls, the 
youngest of whom was seventeen, and he had a 
short, but exciting sexual encounter with a girl of 
twenty two.

For the first time in his life Billy was happy. He came 
from a poor family, with a harsh father who took out 
his failures and frustrations on his son. Only recently 
had he become strong enough to put an end to the 
oppressive beatings that had gone on since early 
childhood. Now his father still cursed and yelled at 
him, but it was a minor annoyance compared to 
regular violent attacks. His father never struck his 
mother, but she had been worn down by his endless 
verbal assaults. He had hated his mother for not 
protecting him when he was a child, but he finally 
recognized her inability to deal with the ugliness of 
confrontation and now felt sorry for her. He was 
doing well in school, getting good marks and he had 
actually made some friends. He had a series of 
girlfriends, several of whom significantly added to 
his sexual education. He started to believe that there 
might be a tomorrow for him, up to the day he got 
sick.

He hadn’t noticed anything physically significant in 
the second week of July, not even a fever that didn’t 
debilitate him. He went to work, tended the kids, 
flirted with the girl counselors and was really 
enjoying himself. He came home one day and his 
mother remarked that his face seemed flushed. She 
felt his forehead and told him he was burning up. He 
felt alright and started to go out for the evening, but 
she insisted he see the doctor. She phoned the family 
physician, Doctor Pearlman, who had taken care of 
their family for years. He urged her to bring Billy to 
his office immediately. The country was in the midst 
of a polio epidemic that was terrifying people 

everywhere, particularly in the big cities. When Dr. 
Pearlman made a preliminary diagnosis of polio, 
Billy thought he was joking. "Are you trying to scare 
me?" he asked scornfully. "I feel fine." But it was no 
joke. The doctor sent for an ambulance that took 
Billy to Kingston Hospital and an isolation room.

Despite the doctor’s assertion and the contagious 
warnings on the doors, Billy still felt fine. After lying 
on his bed for two hours with nothing to do, he got 
restless and went for a walk. When he got back, the 
nurses, doctors and administrators were frantic and 
screamed at him to get back into bed. He began to 
understand how lepers felt. They put him in 
restraints and gave him a spinal tap, an agonizing 
experience, that confirmed he had polio. When he 
woke up in the morning, he was completely 
paralyzed from neck to feet. He didn’t believe it at 
first. Only when he tried to move and couldn’t, did 
the horrifying reality begin to sink in. He had no 
idea what to do or think, so he retreated to that 
inner place that let him endure his father’s beatings. 
The doctors were pleased to tell him that morning 
that he would never walk again. He couldn’t believe 
that they could say something like that and his "Fuck 
you. I will," was not received cordially. But he didn’t 
care and vowed that he would walk again, no matter 
how long it took. The doctors spitefully told him 
that as soon as he was no longer contagious he 
would be transferred to a rehabilitation hospital, 
somewhere in upstate New York.

So here he was at 5:30 A.M., trapped in his bed, 
when Nurse Harmon, the ward nurse who he would 
later come to detest for her callous, frigid 
indifference to the patients, brought in the juice cart. 
There was a limited choice; concentrated orange, 
tomato, or grapefruit, in tiny cans dripping with early 
morning sweat. "Do you always bring juice this 
early?" he asked. Nurse Harmon stared at him coldly 
and ignored his question. 

"Orange, tomato, or grapefruit?" she asked 
implacably. 

"Orange, please." Their eyes locked and the roots of 
conflict were born. "You didn’t answer me. Why do 
we have to get up so early?" 
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She glared at him, hands on hips. "It’s ward policy. 
Are you going to give me trouble?" 

He managed to bite back a smart ass retort. "No. 
What happens after juice?" 

"We wait until breakfast." 

"When is that?" 

"7:30," she answered, looking at him challengingly. 
He didn’t respond, beginning to realize that he was 
trapped in an alien world, with unknown rules.

The wait until breakfast felt interminable. He started 
to doze off several times, but each time Nurse 
Harmon appeared, as if by remote control, and 
stridently said: "No sleeping before breakfast." 

"Is there something I have to do?" he asked 
reasonably. 

"No." 

"Then why can’t I sleep?" 

"Ward policy. Do you have a problem with that?" He 
decided not to argue with her until he knew more 
about the place. 

"What happens after breakfast?" 

She stared at him for a moment, then answered in a 
monotone: "Toilet and personal hygiene at 8:00. 
School from 8:30 to 12:00. Lunch at 12:30. Physical 
therapy from 1:30 to 2:30. Hydro therapy from 3:00 
to 4:00. Occupational therapy from 4:30 to 5:15. 
Dinner at 5:30. Ward lights out at 9:00 on the boy’s 
ward, where you’ll be moved after dinner. 
Questions?" 

"I can’t move. How can I do those things?" 

"This is a rehabilitation hospital," she explained 
scornfully. "We’ll help you." 

"Oh."

The only palatable part of breakfast was the ward 

attendant who fed him. She was a local girl, who in 
another section of the country would have been a 
hillbilly. She had stringy brown hair, a pale face, 
washed out blue eyes, but a ripe body that swelled in 
the appropriate places. The corn flakes were pasty, 
the milk watery, the breakfast roll stale, the butter 
tasteless, but her hand that casually stroked him as 
she fed him with her other hand, made him forget 
what passed for a meal. 

"What’s your name?" she asked nasally. 

"Billy. What’s yours?" 

"Lizzie Jo. But you can call me Liz." And while they 
talked her hand kept wandering his body and he 
didn’t know what to do or say. "This your first day?" 
she asked, while her hand asked something else. 

"Yeah. What kind of  place is this?" 

"It’s a hospital for paralyzed people." 

"I know. I mean what’s it like?" 

"You’ll find out," she answered with a giggle. "I’ve 
got other patients to feed. See ya." And off she 
went, leaving him trying to figure out what she was 
up to.

The rest of his first day at the hospital was as 
strange as breakfast and passed in a blur. The school 
teachers treated their physically dysfunctional 
students as if they were mentally challenged. The 
level of classroom work was designed for the 
retarded and that’s how it was presented. He didn’t 
say anything as he tried to understand what was 
going on. His unmoving body was shuttled from 
therapy to therapy. At physical therapy, Stan, a short, 
stocky, extremely hairy man, seemed to take pleasure 
in stretching Billy’s limbs until he screamed in pain. 
Then he explained how it was for his own good. By 
the end of the day Billy was so exhausted that he 
had no objections when the lights went out for the 
night. He lay there in the darkness feeling the shame 
of being processed like a piece of meat, with as 
much consideration for his sensibilities. Just before 
he fell asleep, he vowed to himself that he would 
deal with this nightmare and someday walk again.
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