
 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Soul Mountain 
A Collection of Short Fiction and Poetry 

 

 

 

David H. Safford 
 

  



 

   

 

© 2016 by David H. Safford 

 

 

 

Some rights reserved. 

 

The PDF format of Soul Mountain is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 

International License, October 2015. 

Please share this PDF with anyone else who might be interested in this topic. You may embed this on your blog, share it 

anywhere you like, email it to a friend or use excerpts as long as you cite the source – http://DavidHSafford.com 

. 

  

http://davidhsafford.com/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To John and Amy 

 

My very first fans 

  



 

   

 

 

Expeditions 

 

Climb to the Bottom 

Pennsylvania Prayer 

the feeling of failure 

The Gospel According to Charlie 

Virginity 

The Noise of Your Enemies 

book shopping 

i picked you some flowers 

About Turtles 

photo of an old girlfriend 

The Exile 

The Minutes 



 

   

Don’t Be a Social Worker, Son 

Whippersnapper 

How to Write a Poem For Your Mother 

Innkeeper: A Christmas Poem 

Dreams of Color 

Autumn 

Yes 

A Solid Line 

To My Future Wife (Version #2) 

Give Him the Gospel 

God Less 

About the Author 

Acknowledgements 

Credits 
 

 



 

   

 

 

Soul Mountain 
 

 



1 

 

 

 

Climb to the Bottom 

 

 

 

Bethany Lee waited.  

Above her, some three hundred vertical meters or so, the summit of Vinson 

Massif stood watch over the continent of Antarctica at an altitude of nearly five 

kilometers. The muscles in her legs flexed like rubber bands, yearning to push the 

rest of the way to the top. It was so close. Her final prize, the last of seven.  

The early morning sun teased her cheeks with a stinging warmth in the frozen 

white desert. The flaps of her down suit fluttered and slapped her face as she sat 

on the steep ridge of the mountain in the wind. Bits of ice tumbled around her,
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wriggled loose by the squall. The Dater Glacier seeped down and away into valleys 

of barren wilderness, disappearing under a growing boil of fog and cloud. 

She was crouching, one leg on either side of the jagged knife-blade that 

climbed in rivets up to Vinson’s zenith. Below, a herd of slow-moving climbers in 

blue and red tarried toward her. At the rear of the pack, lagging on the upper 

shoulder with its fixed lines, was a tiny figure in a bright yellow suit wobbling over 

an ice axe that plunged deep into the loose, fluffy snow.  

Beth looked away to the south and eyed the mustering fog, a gathering tempest 

that screened the open plain. She turned back to the group and its plodding 

caboose.  

It was going to be close. 

Far below, the yellow-clad figure looked up and peered into the crystalline air 

toward her. With a free hand the figure waved, yanked the axe free with a spray of 
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crystals, and resumed the climb. The little body waved and continued plodding, 

duck-walking up the mountain a few inches at a time.  

Then, across the chasms of infertile rock and ice, she heard a shout.  

“I’m coming!” 

Beth gritted her teeth but waved back. “You’re doing great!” she called, and the 

duck waddle quickened.  

Beth had befriended the compactly formed Italian girl without any effort. In 

Punta Arenas, as the team assembled for the five-hour flight to Glacier Base 

Camp, Beth was stunned when the fresh-faced, diminutive girl grasped her hand 

and kissed it.  

“You’re Dr. Bethany Lee!” the girl cried with a wispy accent. “I read how 

you’re climbing the Seven Summits! It is such an honor to meet you!” 

“And you, too,” Beth stammered, ever-awkward at this kind of recognition. 
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Mona Cattaneo had spent her childhood gazing up at the Alps, dreaming of 

wondrous adventures and courageous thrills. She had climbed little, struggling 

with even the lowest elevations back home. But after a recurring dream about 

dying in childbirth, she vowed to explore her limits as a woman and an 

adventurer. Apparently a close friend, a climber with the résumé for a peak like 

Vinson, had been forced to opt out at the last minute – a pregnancy, ironically – 

and would forfeit her deposit if a replacement climber could not be found. Mona 

embellished her experience enough to earn the friend’s spot on the expedition, so 

here she was, struggling with a thirty-degree incline that required little technical 

skill beyond putting one foot in front of the other. 

Beth urged the rest of the team up to the top and took a moment to savor the 

view. For her it was one of modest beauty. After the thin-aired glory of the 

shimmering Himalayas, viewed from the perch of the gods, the pinnacles of 

Antarctica were beautiful mostly in their stark isolation. Their white teeth 

perforated the horizon in each direction as robes of cloud encircled them, melding 
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with the blanket of snow and ice that masked the continent hidden far below. The 

snaking fingers of glaciers dug into the earth, their cracked knuckles bending 

against the more stubborn thorns of rock that rose up from the unknown depths.  

She heard the crunch of snow and crampons arriving with a fresh, brisk wind, 

and she looked up to find that her companion was finally catching up. Mona 

dropped to her knees right before Beth, gasping. She peeked up and smiled with 

childlike embarrassment.  

Beth squatted to the ice and rubbed circles on Mona’s back. “You’re doing 

great. We’re almost to the top.” 

The wheezing Italian flashed a thumbs-up at her guide, then bent over the ice 

on all fours. Beth took long smooth breaths of her own through her fleece scarf, 

enjoying the thick, fruitful air at nearly 16,000 feet. It was crisp and rich with 

oxygen and her blood welcomed it. Energy sparked at her fingertips. Sure, it was 

cold as the devil, but Beth had known a more unfathomable cold, that lonely 
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appointment with death when all things seem to stop and one simply prays to 

meet the end quickly. She had known that cold many times. 

Mona pushed herself to one knee, then up to both feet. “I’m ready, Beth. Let’s 

go.” She began to shove off on her own, perhaps anxious to prove herself.  

But Beth took the woman’s shoulder. “Hold on,” she said. Mona turned, her 

eyes mixing surprise and shame, and Beth sat on the mountain beside her.  

“Listen to me,” Beth said. “Do you see those clouds?” She pointed into the 

distance with her gloved hand. 

Mona looked obediently into the distant, swollen murk, and nodded. “Yes.” 

“Those will be here in about three hours.” 

“Three hours.” 

“If we aren’t back to High Camp by then, we’re in trouble. Do you understand 

me?” 
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Mona nodded. “I understand.” 

Beth searched Mona’s eyes as they flitted back and forth to the tempest. The 

pupils pulsed with tension. Naivety shimmered in the liquid film that covered 

them.  

Send her down now, Beth thought. Mona stared back, gaping for approval. 

Don’t let her do this.  

“From now on,” Beth said, “you need to keep up with me, Mona. Can you do 

that?” 

“Yes, Beth.” 

“Right behind me. Breathe slowly. Concentrate on each step. Build a rhythm. 

Can you do that?” 

“Yes. I’m ready.” 
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So young. She’d never invested months of training and travel away from family 

and friends only to suffer and gain nothing, to watch those most precious to her 

disappear into the white abyss, to glimpse the summit but turn back soaked in ice 

and ignominy, chained down by exhaustion and mortality.  

Beth’s stomach turned.  

Turn her back. 

“Okay. Let’s go,” Beth said quietly.  

She stood, ice axe in hand, and took the first determined step up the slope. 

Mona stepped in Beth’s boot prints and mirrored her movements. The wind 

seemed to kick up as they climbed, whistling with a fury that threatened to blow 

them over and down the knife-edge of the mountain.  

How did this keep on happening? Why were these inexperienced, clueless 

people throwing themselves at such brutal, high-altitude peaks? What did they 

expect?  
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Someone must have lied to Mona about her ability – or perhaps Mona was 

good at lying to herself. At least they weren’t on Everest, the great Himalayan orgy 

of stupidity and machismo, Beth thought. She had hoped that here, on the lone 

remaining frontier of the Earth, she would be free from it. But the moment she 

met Mona and looked into her star-struck eyes, Beth knew that she would be 

coaching again. Never mind that she was here on a quest. Never mind that she 

was about to become one of a handful of women to conquer the famed Seven 

Summits. None of that mattered when it became obvious that Mona’s European 

team cared little for shepherding her up the hill. So once again, it was up to Beth.  

Mona was falling behind. Almost ten meters downhill from Beth, the puny 

woman was struggling with the gradually sharpening angle of the ascent. One by 

one, her European teammates passed on their descent, some smiling and shouting 

about their summit success. The team leader and guide, a Norwegian named 

Nord, smirked as he passed, muttering in his broken English, “Do good girls, 
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make top today!” But Beth ignored his remark and looked over her shoulder; The 

clouds mushroomed in the distance, shrouding the valley miles below.  

“Mona! On me!” Beth shouted, looking down again. 

Mona was on the ground. She looked up, ashamed. Then Beth saw, sprinkled 

in the snow below her, brilliant spots of red blood. Mona looked down again and 

did not move.  

Shit.  

Beth reversed and scrambled down the slope, covering the distance in a small 

cloud of swirling ice and snow. Mona was coughing, her heaves painting the white 

mountain canvas with tiny spatters.  

“You’re okay, baby, you’re okay,” Beth stammered. With a final, desperate 

cough, Mona lifted her eyes to her guide, salty tears beginning to form and wobble 

in her cheeks.  
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“It’s okay, you’re going to be okay.”  

Mona said nothing, lowering her head and coughing again. Beth looked up - 

perhaps the Europeans were near – but the line of descending climbers bobbed in 

a narrow line, far below. The wind shrieked as it powered over the empty 

Antarctic plateau and the sun glowed brightly overhead, casting a thin gray 

shadow between the distant clouds and the flat white plains. Ice danced between 

them in small cyclones, biting their noses with tiny teeth. The summit stood some 

two-hundred feet above them, accessible by a simple footpath. Beth craned her 

head around to see the way; It was clear, well-beaten from the boots that had just 

passed. She could thank the Europeans at least for that.  

Mona rolled to her side. Blood congealed in the snow beside her. Her eyes 

were closed, the chest rising and falling rapidly. Beth’s heart pounded in her ears. 

Working quickly, she shed her straps and pack and fumbled at the stubborn zipper 
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in the blasting wind. She retrieved her radio and pulled away at her mask, the 

invisible, icy mountain lashing at her lips.  

“Lee to Glacier, Lee to Glacier!” 

She peeled back her suit and hat and pressed the bulky metal unit to her ear, 

cupping a gloved hand over her other. The radio chirped, a garbled voice in the 

noise. She brought it back to her mouth. “A climber is down; Repeat, climber 

Cattaneo is down.” Back to the ear, the frigid metal painfully cold. Crackle, static, 

hissing. Mona moaned, a pitiful song in the void. Beth waited. The worm of 

climbers below began to disappear behind a cleft of jagged stone.  

Her ear exploded. “Lee – climber Cattaneo – summit elevation where – team 

above or – copy, Lee?” 

“Turn the team back,” Beth said into the box. “I can’t help her myself.” 

Mona’s eyes remained closed, her breathing laborious. Beth held the radio at 

arm’s length, waiting for a response. It sparked again: “Cattaneo with you, Lee?” 
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“Turn the team back to get her,” Beth ordered.  

“Nord – Nord, do you copy that?” it chirped.  

Beth glanced up at the storm. Jesus, it was moving fast, its feet invisible at the 

base of the massif. She knelt in the snow and laid the radio beside Mona and dug 

into her bag again and found another fleece head scarf, a backup she kept for 

extreme cold. 

“Mona,” she said.  

Her eyes parted, seeing Beth. Her lips moved purple and slow, tracing words in 

the cold. I’m sorry, they struggled to say, but Beth was working too quickly to let 

her apologize any further.  

“Here, wear this.”  
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Beth slid a scarf over Mona’s face, aligning the gap for the mouth. She pulled 

the wool hat back over the scarf and tightened the hood on the suit, forming a 

puckered gap.  

“Listen to me, Mona - I’m going up,” Beth said. “But I will come back and 

help you down.” From behind the narrow porthole of her suit, Mona’s eyes fell. 

They were filled with a weary, surrendering fear. But Beth firmly gripped Mona’s 

shoulder. “I’m leaving the radio with you. Either you stay and wait for me, or you 

head down yourself. Just let them know if you go anywhere, okay?”  

The tiny figure, curled into a ball in the snow on the side of the great Vinson 

Massif, gave a microscopic nod. The gloved hands groped and clasped the radio. 

Relieved, Beth squeezed the shoulder again, bracing herself to leave. But a pang of 

guilt seized her mid-section, a lingering fear that the past was about to repeat 

itself. Beth paused, staring into Mona’s eyes. They stared back, waiting.  
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“I promise,” Beth said, fighting the rising scream of the wind. “I will not leave 

you up here. I promise!” 

Standing, Beth kicked at the snow to cover and mute the crimson stains that 

might ultimately paralyze the terrified climber. With one final look into Mona’s 

face, Beth turned away and began the final crawl up to the summit. With each 

step, the picture of Mona’s body burned bright and yellow against the white 

negative of the slope. Beth pressed on and didn’t look back. If Mona was crying, 

or shouting out to her, she could not hear it. The blast of the wind muted all 

except for the blinding monologue in her mind.  

The summit was within reach.  

* * * 

As she covered the final meters to the top of the mountain, Beth couldn’t help 

but recall that no one had ever died climbing Vinson Massif.  
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It was not a mountain that allured the world’s dare-devils. Its remoteness was a 

fence that protected it from the weak or the foolish, or even the lazy. Thousands 

had summited Everest thanks only to the labor and sacrifice of the Sherpa people, 

human workhorses who carried staggering loads up the mountain for laughable 

wages. No such indigenous workers lived near Vinson, so all the labor had to be 

done by the climber, an obvious turn-off to the braggart or white-collar 

professional exercising a mid-life demon.  

Would Mona be the first Vinson fatality? And would her death be Beth’s fault? 

A familiar, surging guilt kept assuring her, Yes, yes it would. 

But there were rules of the mountain. Rules about teamwork and individual 

responsibility. Where was Mona’s team when she needed it? They were minutes 

away from hot tea and biscuits, Beth mused with a scowl. And still the question 

remained: What in the hell was a girl like Mona doing in the world’s largest desert? 

A plucky, innocent thing like her should be far away from Vinson, riding bicycles 
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with a handsome boy or painting landscapes. Beth’s disgust met pity somewhere 

in the middle as she drove forward, stabbing the ice with her axe and grinding out 

the final passage to Vinson’s summit.  

As one reaches the top of the bottom of the world, one sees the Earth for what 

it is. In each direction there is a gentle arc as the globe tumbles into spherical 

purity. Plentiful peaks tempt photographers amidst the haunting emptiness of 

infinite white fields.  

With slow, patient steps, Beth placed a boot on the summit of Vinson Massif 

and rested on her knee. She pulled her goggles down onto her scarf, taking in the 

view with naked eyes. The massif bent into the west as it perforated the longitude 

of the last continent; To the southwest rested a vast expanse of perfect silver 

eternity. She sat, resting her arms on her knees, drinking it in.  

The Seventh Summit.  

I’ve done it. 
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How few women had seen what she had seen, compared with so many men! 

But there was no fanfare, no journalist leaning nearby with notes and a camera, no 

news coverage. As she turned to inspect the small, sloping landing of the summit, 

she verified what she had supposed would be true this time around: She was 

alone.  

As the wind shrieked about her, the void was eerie in its emptiness. Around her 

the sticks of axes with flags wrapped around them represented various nations 

that had sent ambassadors to the last frontier. Boot prints dotted the coat of ice, 

some approaching the precipice of Vinson’s southwestern ridge, a steep face that 

tumbled thousands of feet to the Branscomb Glacier far below. Beth breathed 

slowly, recovering her strength from the climb.  

Then, for a moment, the wind broke. All receded to staggering silence. The air 

was still, the snow settled to the ground, and nothing dared disturb it.  
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It was in this absence of so much noise, in such a noisy life, that Bethany finally 

knew that he was gone. Her husband’s absence was palpable, the barren ice 

around her so lonely and empty as her mouth quivered with the cold. She had 

imagined his excitement at the flight into the continent. She had heard his awed 

murmurings in her heart as she drank in the remote beauty of the desolate massif. 

At times his ghost had walked with her, smiling in the story-book snow, a mirage 

that always blurred and faded once she reached it.  

But there was no ghost on the summit of Vinson Massif. In the moment of 

unsullied quiet, when all things seemed to become clear, she knew once again that 

he was gone and that she was on her own and no new expedition or mountain or 

lofty goal could change that.  

Then the quiet was gone. The wind gripped her hood and shook it like flags in 

a gale. The summit plunged into a lifeless cold and snow knifed through her 

exposed skin. She pushed against her axe and rose to her feet. The summit 
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appeared smaller while she stood, a tiny platform balanced precariously in the sky. 

Moving slowly and methodically she worked her to its lip and stepped off the roof 

of Antarctica and into the thickening snow and darkening skies.  

Only then, with the trophy finally bagged, did her thoughts return to Mona. 

* * * 

The clouds were crashing into the base of the mountain, pluming like 

mushroom clouds of snowy ash. Soon the entire range of Sentinel Mountains 

would disappear under the crown of a furious squall. Beth cursed as she labored 

down the ridge. The storm was must faster, much more deadly, than she had 

anticipated. She did her best to run, digging the sides of her boots into the slope 

to keep her footing. She came to a stop, resting above a rather severe drop-off 

lined with deadly rocks. Looking over them, Beth had a blurry view of the 

windswept face where she had left Mona. Her eyes pierced the dimming horizon, 

searching for the iconic yellow suit.  
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But Mona wasn’t there.  

The surge of panic found Beth and paralyzed her. Her ears lost all feeling and 

the sound of the crashing wind coiled in them like water in a cave. The screaming 

of the mountain became a blank canvas and listening for a human voice, trying to 

sneak out of the noisy mire, was exhausting. The image of Mona’s face, imprinted 

so boldly in her mind’s eye, burned brightly before her again. So thin, so foolishly 

helpless.  

You stupid girl, Beth thought. Swinging her axe into the ground, she lowered 

herself along a narrow shelf of ice that allowed passage over the rocks. Taking it 

slow, she kept sweeping the valley below for any signs, any hint of yellow peeking 

back in the thickening gloom.  

Below the rocks, the shining apron of Vinson spread itself before her. If she 

was going to make time, it was here. Back-walking on all fours, Beth flew down 

the mountain, following the half-disappeared tracks of the Europeans who had 
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long since descended, all while wincing at the wail of the mountain. She 

remembered the blood, and how she had covered it up to help encourage Mona. 

That would have been the perfect marker, but Beth had presumed Mona would 

still be there. Maybe she had roused herself, Beth thought. Maybe she was back 

with her comrades, warming herself with tea.  

Beth clambered several dozen feet and paused to catch her breath. She was still 

a long ways up the face of the mountain. Thick tentacles wound their way from 

the blizzard and up the valley, snaking between the peaks. There was no time to 

rest, but she was afraid of testing her limits.  

Just a few seconds more.  

She rotated to a sitting position, scanning the hill again. The trail of footsteps 

continued down, arcing to the northwest. A short ways below, she thought there 

was a different color below the snow, something dark like rock against the pure 
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blanket of white nothingness on the snow-swept breast of Vinson. Rolling back 

on all fours, she worked her way there, fighting the wind that blew up the slope.  

As she descended, her breath seemed determined to flee from her, as if her 

body was refusing to play the hero again. Over and over Beth stopped to paused, 

dig her boots into the slope, and shield herself from the wind while her lungs 

caught precious gulps of frigid air before continuing onward.  

She finally reached the spot and crawled around it, brushing away snow like an 

archeologist digging for buried artifacts. With just a few touches of her hand, the 

snow exposed splotches of thick, browning muck.  

Mona’s blood.  

This is where Beth had left her. Next to the blood, lower than the surrounding 

terrain, was a divot in the snow the size of a small human.  

But where was she? 
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Did she walk back with the others? What else could have happened?  

Beth peered into the snow, looking for answers. The footsteps were nearby, 

but Beth didn’t see any fresh ones leading away from the shadow of Mona’s body. 

She had gone somewhere else. But where?  

Crouching to regain lost warmth, Beth gritted her teeth, her mind screaming in 

a long-burning rage. Why? Why were there such fools in the world? Fools who 

worked themselves into deadly situations and expected someone, someone like 

Bethany Jireh Lee, to save them. Why? She had come here with a personal and 

selfish goal in mind: To bag the final summit of the Seven – and perhaps her last 

ever. And why should she feel guilty? Climbing was an openly narcissistic and 

lonely sport. The rules of the mountain were cruel and Darwinian.  

But Mona was still out here somewhere. She was inexperienced and alone, a 

child, gripped with the terror of a frozen doom.  

And she was going to die.  
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The storm was growing out of the depths. Standing, Beth looked in every 

direction for any sign of the yellow down suit. There were no tracks from her 

body sliding down, helplessly lost to the rocks below; there were no tiny boot 

prints leading away, down the way with her teammates. Had the mountain 

wrapped its arms around her and absorbed her into its belly, claiming its first 

human remains?  

Beth walked a circle around the spot, blood pumping in desperation.  

Where the hell was she?  

The woman was gone. Or maybe she had simply melded into the blank world 

around her. It was impossible, of course, but at places like this the impossible 

seemed to pop up all the time. Extreme cold and altitude did horrific wonders to 

the human brain, especially when deprived of sleep and solid food. Hallucinations 

and visions were commonplace. Beth thought of Beck Weathers, the dead man 

walking of Everest in 1996, the man who’d been left on the South Col and awoke 
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with a block of solid ice frozen to his face. Yet Weathers claimed to have seen a 

vision of his wife and children beckoning him. Near-blind and stumbling 

dangerously close to the jagged edge that tumbled thousands of feet to the valleys 

of Tibet, Weathers miraculously wandered about two hundred meters straight 

back into Camp 4. If an inexperienced doctor from Texas could survive, perhaps 

Mona could, too.  

“Mona!” she called. “Mona!”  

The wind bellowed in reply. Her calls couldn’t have traveled more than a yard. 

Still, she called. “Mona! Mona Cattaneo! Are you here? Mona!” She waited, her 

voice burning from the effort.  

Thirty seconds, she told herself, eyeing the oil-black clouds that walled up the 

northern half of the continent. Thirty seconds, then Mona was on her own.  

She waited, looking around her again. Still no yellow. Still no human life to 

speak of.  
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Twenty seconds. She called again weakly, with hope that faded like the 

afternoon light of her summit day.  

Let her go, Beth told herself. You need the strength to get down.  

The storm boiled near. Thunder rolled softly over the empty plain below her, 

rebounding between the crags in an unholy symphony.  

Ten seconds.  

She called for the last time, she told herself. It was getting terribly cold, sitting 

alone on the mountain face. She stood, stretching her legs and swinging her arms. 

The wind screamed for a moment, a terrible sound, and Beth shuddered at it. She 

looked below; It was a long way down.  

There was no more time.  

With a final glance at the place where Mona had lain, Beth stepped away, back 

into the path of beaten snow. The wind rose and shrieked again; It descended 
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from the narrow rock paths above. Beth shivered once more; It was a disturbing 

sound, unnatural even. It screamed again, a deathly noise. Beth stopped.  

It wasn’t the wind.  

She spun around. The horrible shrieking was certainly coming from above her, 

far away up the side of the mountain, away from the well-worn path and among 

the treacherous rocks that guarded Vinson’s summit. Tucked in the rocks, waving 

slowly in the distance, was a yellow down suit.  

* * * 

Beth’s lungs churned with a burning fury as she worked her way up the tallest 

mountain in Antarctica for a second time. There was little she could do to hurry 

other than climb with careful steps and selfless passion. Her body protested. She 

had left little in reserve after her summit bid and her mind spat at her to give up 

the rescue act.  

Turn back.  
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She pushed onward. Despite the numbing of her weary mind, Beth quickly 

reasoned out the situation. Like so many other climbers and thrill-junkies, Mona 

had enjoyed a second-wind, an intoxicating burst of energy that she thought 

would carry her to the summit on wings of adrenaline. But it had worn off far 

earlier than she thought it would, and her body hit a debilitating wall of 

exhaustion.  

Beth closed on the rocks, the second ascent sucking at time as the storm 

opened its jaws behind her. Ahead, her mark was no longer waving, but lying 

motionless as her protective coat fluttered in the wind like a Nepalese prayer 

banner. As she drew herself up the mountain, the picture grew grimmer. Mona lay 

at the base of a steep wall, her yellow suit obscured by rocky, jagged teeth. She 

held her right leg in gloved hands. Beth scrambled up the last feet of the ridge and 

crawled into the maw beside her. The tiny woman was huddled, hood open and 

trails of frozen tears streaking her face. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled, both hands 

holding her leg, “I couldn’t see…”  
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Beth said nothing and went about inspecting the leg. Hidden beneath the suit, 

she couldn’t know if it was swollen, lacerated, or both. She touched it gently and 

Mona yelped. Beth looked up; The cliff towered over them some thirty feet. The 

fall must have been brutal, shattering the bone. She looked back down at Mona, 

the eyes huge with terror. For a moment she glanced back at the leg, but it was 

useless to fuss over it any longer.  

“Can you move?” she asked.  

Mona’s lips shivered uncontrollably. “I… I don’t know. I’m so tired, I’m 

so….”  

The thunder echoed like a savage drumbeat below. Ice ripped through the air, 

darkness closing in, an inexorable pall. There would be no camp, Beth knew. She 

had known it the moment she came back for Mona. No tea, no soup, no fires. 

They would face the storm and it would test them. She would know the cold 

again, and she would not know it alone.  
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Beth emptied her pack with practiced speed. A sleeping bag, thin but lined with 

thermal sensors that reacted to body heat; Lengths of rope; Bottles of water; A 

tiny flashlight; A shovel. Beth laid them in the snow and turned to Mona. “Listen 

to me, Mona. I need to move you.” 

The head shook and Beth saw the eyes bulge and the lips quivering, forming a 

word. Beth knew what it was, but she couldn’t care.  

“You’ll be okay, just trust me.” 

Squatting behind her, Beth hooked her arms around Mona’s chest and lifted. A 

wail of pain filled the air as Beth dragged her out of the rocks, over a shelf of ice 

and into the snow. Laying Mona down, the woman still cried and whimpered, 

holding her leg again.  

There was no time to comfort or console. Beth scooped up the shovel and 

attacked the snow before her, digging as fast as she could. The sky was gray now, 

the mountain shrouded in a tempestuous night unnatural for this place and this 
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season. Poor Mona lay nearby, mumbling in Italian, weeping anew. Minutes 

passed as Beth carved into the mountain, building a small hovel, angled into the 

south and away from the driving winds and snows of the storm.  

“Almost there, Mona, hang on…” 

Beth retrieved the coil of snake-like neon rope. Setting the shovel alongside 

Mona’s broken leg, she lifted the leg gently and began looping the rope as Mona 

howled in agony.  

“You’re doing great, stay with me, sweetie….” 

She pulled the rope tight around the splint with the lightest jerk she could 

manage. Mona let out another pathetic wail as Beth moved from the leg to the 

shoulders.  

“Listen, Mona, I have to move you,” she said. “It’ll only be a meter or two.” 

“No, please - ” 
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“Here we go.”  

Beth lifted.   

The victim unleashed a horrendous cry as Beth lifted, dragged, and laid the 

poor woman into the crude shelter. The break was certainly mid-femur, perhaps 

the most excruciating of all bone-injuries. Beth had seen them before.  

“It’s okay, Mona,” Beth began to repeat between raspy breaths, “we’re safe, it’s 

okay.”  

Next was the sleeping bag. It would be unbearable for the wounded, but it had 

to be done. Sheets of razor ice swirled and filled her lungs with frozen fire.  

Beginning with the ankles, Beth began to wrap the bag around Mona’s body, 

working it up the calves and to the knees. She reached the thigh and Mona 

screamed, begging for her to stop, fighting her and pushing Beth’s hands away.  

“Lift yourself!” Beth shouted.  
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But Mona lay still, her eyes closed against the slicing snow of the storm. 

“Mona, lift yourself up!” 

She didn’t move. There wasn’t any time. Beth shouted, “I’m sorry!” and 

jammed her arm under Mona’s bottom. With a grunt, she lifted her and yanked 

the bag up the body with a free hand. With a spasm, Mona shook to life and 

screamed in rapid bursts.  

“Help me, damn it!”  

Beth pulled on the bag, inching it up to Mona’s face. Mona writhed, lost in a 

world of terrible pain that would not end. With a single, defiant tug, Beth brought 

the bag up over Mona’s head, drew it shut, and collapsed. Her lungs seared while 

her chest felt heavy with thin air and exhaustion. Clawing her way into the hovel 

next to Mona’s tightly-bagged form, she drew the water bottles and flashlight to 

her and clutched them close. She groped for the strings of her own hood with 

numb fingers in their useless gloves, fingering the one barrier between her head 
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and the raw force of an Antarctic storm. Lost in the snow, somewhere nearby, the 

radio buzzed some gibberish into the fray.  

Jesus Christ, she thought, at least I had a sleeping bag on Everest.  

Frostbite was mere seconds away. Her cheeks and nose seemed pleasantly 

warm – a sure sign the nerves were beginning to die. She caught a draw-sting – 

then the other – and yanked at them with weak, flimsy fingers. Tugging with the 

last of her strength, Beth’s vision narrowed to a tiny porthole. Beyond, in the 

unseen void, the storm finally descended on them with its full strength, a 

deafening black and unspeakable cold.  

She knew she would not sleep. Bivouacs like these were long and filled with 

endless thoughts and questions, the by-products of exhaustion and fear. She 

pressed her body against Mona’s on the other side of the sleeping bag, feeling the 

slow rhythm of her labored breathing. She closed her eyes. 

She would not pray. She would not beg. 
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She would only wait for whatever end may come.  

* * * 

In the blinding fury of the exposed mountain, the cold extended its icy fingers 

and pried into Beth’s mind.  

Afternoon. The gray front step of the house. Like a dream remembered but grasped at until it 

fades, leaving only shreds of detail that confuse and exhaust. Light, green paint faded like 

autumn. Her mother answering the door while she stood outside with two tall white policemen.  

Mrs. Jireh, they said, may we have a word with you? 

Beth shook uncontrollably as the cold washed over her. After so many climbs 

she could numb herself to it as long as she could keep moving. But lying in her 

shallow snowy grave, rolling about to keep both herself and Mona warm, the cold 

slipped its fingers through the cracks in her suit and mask. Her blood was cooling 

rapidly. She closed her eyes and rocked back and forth – anything to keep her 

body busy.  
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Later that night. The living room. Dark.  

No, no, she thought, wriggling and rubbing her gloved hands together between 

her clenched legs. She could remember that day now. How long ago was that? 

How old? Ten? Eleven?  

One solitary light in the corner while her mother sat on the couch, her face half-hidden in the 

shadows. Her father pacing, shouting, slapping the back of one hand into the palm of the other 

for emphasis, Slap, Slap, wave-wave-Slap. His words, shaming her: I have enough to worry 

about without you freezing to death, Bethany. 

“Mona,” she said to the sleeping bag, “I’m right here.” 

The form seemed to give a shudder, though it could have been the wind. The 

sting of ice crystals forced her to slam her eyes shut. 

Maybe I’m remembering it wrong. That was a long time ago.  

People die up there. 
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I know, Daddy. 

She twisted her head to evict the memory and warm her brain. She flexed her 

toes in the boots and rubbed gloves together until her flesh seemed to burn.  

Yes, she thought, people do die up here. But not me.  

You don’t have to worry, Daddy. I’ll be fine. 

The primordial words convulsed her and she trembled for a moment, fighting 

the salty warmth in her eyes. Then, as if to offer penance for her tears, the swirling 

cold stilled and retracted its tentacles to molest some other poor soul elsewhere 

on the mountain, and Beth breathed softly and easily.  

A layer of jagged powder had settled on them and she brushed it off, rising to 

one knee. The sky was still hued like coal. The storm was nowhere near its end. 

Her mind busied itself planning her descent once the storm had completely passed 

so she could lead the Norwegians up to their fallen teammate. Doing the math, 

she rationed her remaining water and calculated the calories she’d need upon her 
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return to High Camp. Mona’s time was preciously short and Beth would have to 

be as efficient as possible, which she could do when the dreaded tempest was 

over.  

“I’ll get you out of here as soon as I can,” she said, patting the sleeping bag 

gently. It remained still, but Beth heard a low moan from behind the protective 

layers. “Once the storm clears,” she said, “I’ll get you out of here.” 

Below them, another wall of pallid horror was spraying into the air as if by 

machine gun fire. Tucking herself in against Mona’s body once more, Beth closed 

her eyes and waited for the second wave. The darkness was silent for a moment, 

eerily peaceful, accented by the sound of her carefully paced breathing. There was, 

she believed in those fragmented seconds of calm, hope for the two of them. 

Maybe it would blow over within an hour or two. She wasn’t nearly so optimistic 

about Mona’s injury – she may never walk again, at least not on her own legs – 
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but she would certainly make it down the mountain alive with a hell of a story to 

tell.  

And then the icy hands returned with frozen calloused palms to undo every 

good and beneficial thought. It was an unholy cold, the breath of Satan, blown to 

strip men and women of their dignity and strength. It was as if she had never 

known warmth and never would again. 

Where is your husband, Bethany Lee? 

The cold fingers pressed their rigid prints into her skull. Beth took to shaking 

and shivering once more as the storm rolled over her like the heels of a glacier.  

Where is he now? 

She was instantly a child again, humiliated and ashamed. She was loved and 

abandoned, cherished and thrown away. In the tormenting sphere of her 

memories, she couldn’t tell the difference between fiction and truth. All stung of 
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pain and isolation. All went cold and dark as Beth pressed against Mona’s 

motionless form, willing the storm to pass.  

It raged on.  

The cold remained.   

* * * 

Bethany Lee descended slowly. She hadn’t eaten in nearly twenty-four hours. 

Her body twitched, chills still gripping the weakened marrow and bone. Crampons 

crunched into the mountainside as she took measured steps towards the High 

Camp below her, punctuating her slow breathing that drew in deep gulps and 

released the air through pursed lips that burned from exposure to the unlivable 

cold. She could still feel her nose and creeks – by some miracle they hadn’t been 

frostbit beyond repair.  

At roughly 3,850 meters the summit plateau is a gently sloping lip near a sharp 

rampart of crags. Visible from nearly the entire summit descent, the village of 
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tightly pitched tents stands starkly brilliant with its neon blues and yellows against 

the blank waves of snow. Beth spied them soon after departing the site of her 

bivouac, and also saw a column of climbers snaking its way upward from that 

dense pocket of human civilization. She instantly recognized them. The 

Europeans were finally coming for their teammate. The leader of the column, still 

an insect-like speck on the horizon, waved to her. She saw the wave but did not 

return it, using one arm for balance and the other to keep an ice axe at the ready 

in case she slipped or lost her balance and needed to self-arrest. He waved again 

but she pretended she hadn’t seen it.  

Let the bastards climb.  

Merely a dozen or so steps into her descent, Beth made her final decision.  

She could tell by the European expedition leader’s expression that he was 

assuming the worst. Nord, the Norwegian, led the column of would-be rescuers. 

He had pulled up his goggles to greet her as they drew near on the slope. “Lee,” 
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he said, his voice raspy with the effort, “Is Mona okay up there?” He looked past 

her, up the slope, the way she’d come.  

Nord was genuine. There was no doubt about it. But his agonizing tardiness – 

his cold adherence to the mountain code –nauseated her, so she said nothing and 

continued her step-by-step retreat from the sky.  

“Lee!” Nord shouted. “Is she okay?” 

Beth took a few more steps. She did not look any of them in the eye.  

Did it matter to them? Did it even matter to her? She paused to take a quick 

drink from her bottle and look down at the camp.  

“She’s dead,” Beth said.  

It was matter-of-fact and emotionless, a report of events past. Having said it, 

she resumed the descent, passing each European as they stared at her.  
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Two hours and nearly fifteen-hundred vertical meters ago, the storm finally 

fizzled so the snow and ice could thin into a poetic crystalline mist under the 

emerging sun.  

Beth had risen to her knees and shook her body to get the blood flowing once 

again. She stood, surveyed the course ahead, checked her gear, and kneeled by 

Mona’s side. Tapping the sleeping bag, she said, “I’m going to get help.”  

Nothing moved. No sound came in reply. Beth gripped the bag with firm 

fingers where the shoulder should be. “Mona, can you hear me?” 

Nothing. The bag lay motionless under a thick layer of fresh snow. Wiping it 

aside, Beth pulled at the head of the bag.  

“Just be asleep, girl, be asleep for me….” 

The hood of the yellow suit was still drawn into a tight aperture. It did not 

move.  
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“Mona?” she said, loosening the gap with her gloved hands. The tiny face 

became visible. A thin ribbon of purple lay where lips should be. The face was the 

color of cold wax. Her eyes open. Unblinking.  

Bethany rolled onto her backside, sitting in the cavity she had dug to protect 

them. Her clenched teeth sent a shooting pain up her neck but she didn’t care. She 

stared into the motionless face of the Italian woman.  

The first victim of Vinson.  

With all the gentleness and respect she could muster, Beth tugged at the 

sleeping bag and pulled it up over the head, covering the deathly face. She 

gathered her pack and ice axe and stood, glued to the spot of Mona’s demise, 

waiting for some eulogy to deliver itself from the depths of the Earth’s 

foundations. When it didn’t come, Beth whispered, “I’m sorry,” and took her first 

steps down the mountain.  

That’s when she decided she would never climb again. 
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Only when Beth reached her tent and was brewing ginger tea and dissolving a 

biscuit on her tongue did she relax. After all, she was safe. Her body’s energy 

would soon be restored like it always was. Her spirit would mend, though never 

fully, she thought with a grim frown. She had seen plenty of frozen bodies with 

expressions twisted or paralyzed in confusion and horror. Mona’s would hopefully 

be the last.  

The decision had been brewing in her soul for months. Maybe years. Watching 

her husband rise in delirium and walk off the side of Everest had been bad 

enough. But there was something about Mona’s eyes, those innocent pearls lost to 

cold, grinding nature, that made it final. She had climbed all that was necessary 

and gained nothing, all while sharing more than enough time with climbers, the 

last great race of arrogant heroes.  

Despite multiple intrusions into her privacy, Beth spoke to no one until they 

flew back to Union Glacier Camp, a one-hour hop over the mountains and 
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wastelands of Antarctica. While at first Nord thanked her for trying to help Mona, 

within six hours he was accusing Beth of negligence and wrongfully leading the 

young Italian to an altitude where she would surely perish. Beth ignored him. By 

the time they were boarding the plane to Union, Nord seemed to be happy 

treating the situation like nothing had happened, as if Mona’s unclaimed luggage 

was simply leftover manna from heaven. Still, Beth gave him no ear or word. It 

wasn’t personal. It was just easier.  

The only exception to her silence came upon her return to Union when Camp 

Manger Hector Gonzales, an expedition manager she’d known from her climb of 

Aconcagua, sat across her in the mess tent with two steaming mugs of coffee. He 

placed one before her and brought his own to his lips, sipping beneath his thin 

black mustache. Outside, Mona’s still-sleeping body remained wrapped in Beth’s 

sleeping bag, waiting for the final leg of its final journey.  
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When Beth ignored the cup of coffee, Hector pushed it toward her. “You need 

this,” he said softly.  

Nearby, the assorted teammates of Mona Cattaneo were communicating with 

family via satellite phone and email, trumpeting their success. Beth took the mug 

and reminded herself that she, too, had once sent similar messages in spite of 

similar tragedy. Now there was no one to inform. “Thanks,” she muttered, 

bringing the warm liquid to her lips.  

“I told Dr. Matthews you need to get checked out,” Hector said. His eyes were 

narrow, fatherly.  

“I will.” 

“I’m not joking, Lee. You were exposed in that storm for hours. How are your 

feet?” 

She rolled her eyes. “I walked down the mountain, Gonzo. They’re fine.” 
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“You’re a piece of work, Lee.”  

“Well, you can relax,” she said. “This is my last climb.” 

“I don’t believe you.” 

“It is,” she said. “I’ve seen enough bodies, enough snow, enough ice for a 

lifetime.” 

He contemplated her for a moment, his scrupulous smile fading into knowing 

acceptance. He scratched his forehead and sighed. “You did all you could, I’m 

sure,” he said quietly.  

She shrugged. “I know. The girl fell from a rock face and fractured her femur. 

The storm made descent impossible.” She released a long, weary sigh, then 

ducked into the coffee mug again. “It’s just… I don’t know.” 

“I’m sorry you had to go through this again,” he said.  

“Shit happens, Gonzo.” 
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“It sure does.”  

She drained the coffee and wiped her mouth. “How’s your wife, by the way?” 

He smiled. “She wants this to be my last climb, too. Imagine that.” 

Beth smiled, a muted laugh, and patted him on the shoulder. “You’re the best, 

Gonzo.” She stood to give him a quick hug. “Thank you for the coffee.” 

“Any time,” he said. “And hey – I’ll see you next season.”  

The words stayed her, and she stopped to gaze around the tent, considering the 

thought of leaving it all. The mess tent was a symbol of her life’s passion for so 

many years. She felt her heart slam against its cage for a moment. That, she knew, 

was normal.  

“No, Gonzo,” she said. A contented smile formed between her warming 

cheeks. “No, you won’t.” 
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Pennsylvania Prayer 

 

We left the road  

and cut over 

a ditch,  

slightly saturated with melted 

snow,  

and walked through trees and the snags of bushes 

not yet blooming or full 

of the lettuce of summer.  

 

There was a field 

that rolled away 
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up and down, 

north and south,  

we crossed 

while avoiding holes Soon 

 

we came 

upon the last hill, where going down 

would not permit coming 

up, so we stopped 

and sat, just us two,  

and i opened  

your book. We read 

together  

until the chill of March 

urged me back to the farm 

in the rushing surf 
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of Pennsylvania’s abdomen,  

so off i went, pleased 

that i’d finally found 

worship on my own.  

 

May i now confess 

with a smiling heart 

i was wrong 

that you were right  

all along, even 

when i said to your face, 

as i tripped down a brown stairway 

of dirt and demented roots 

that catch toes so well,  

that you were not  

to be trusted  
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and that i never would dare 

to do so 

again. 
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the feeling of failure 

 

 

hour after hour sizzles 

like corn in the bake of summer 

pushing stone titans 

gaining nothing but the open blister, pebbles  

tumbling, the mind maze 

needing coffee to breathe in the 

tightest whispers… 

 

you sit in a room 

sipping cup 
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after cup 

as the morning vomits up afternoon 

in the slowest motion, the mail arrives,  

you check it for long-lost lovers 

but find only kisses of credit cards and 

trip, one flip-flop in the grass, 

to set them beside the pile of worries, stacked 

beside the microwave, you  

yawn again… 

 

nothingness comes in shapes:  

a blank television— 

two lonely couch cushions— 

the numberless howling gears in a nauseous belly— 

you peruse the curling yellow legal pads 

in drawers with the memories and 
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photographs of memories, sleeping soundly 

as your fingers twitch from  

imaginary fly bites, 

the dead in body, smiling alive, the photographs breath 

in the silentest sounds 

—and your hips wobble 

    if only for a moment 

    to consider the terrible impermanence 

    of this moment and all 

    moments to come—  

more sitting, infinite hoping, 

the starvation of 

waiting, the panic 

of silence…. 

 

blink. 
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brace for the impact to come. 

 

the day is Tuesday. 
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The Gospel According to Charlie 

 

 

went for a walk 

with the friendly mosquitos 

they ate my arms 

with little black needles 

 

there I met Charlie 

his ball cap tucked low 

with his hands in his pockets 

filled with weights and worries 

on the picnic table he spoke 
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of a girl, barely seven 

on a swing, so lonely 

clinging to his arm, 

and wouldn’t let go,  

lost in the noise 

lost in the noise 

lost, for all he knew, alone 

 

then we whispered 

just two grown boys 

of the names of girls 

the pains of boys 

our hearts lost in the noise 

filled with weights and worries 
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Virginity 

 

She is the sister  

of Time. In one 

life they part 

ways, and friends 

they remain – distant 

but true, apart yet 

one.  

 

In the other 

life, they also part ways, 
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and each comes back  

to their childhood 

home, one then the other, 

 

they sit in the quiet, cups 

of tea in hand, and listen 

to the tick of old clocks, they 

glance at the other 

and smile 

but don’t 

know what to say. 
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The Noise of Your Enemies 

 

 

 

Nobody knows you like I do.  

No one has seen you fall asleep holding your daughter in your work clothes. 

No one can understand how you’ve suffered under the thumb of Steve and his 

new wife. None of them have seen you clad in orange, bowing alone to an 

invisible god on your paper-white cot, your face awash with tears as the guards 

muffle the lights one at a time.  

No one really understands you.  

Not like I do.      
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* * * 

I began watching you almost right away.  

You took the gun in your trembling fingers and held it to your chest and 

breathed slowly in the throbbing dark of my room. Your face cloaked in shadows 

and sweat. You mouthed my name – Adam, Adam –  as if it could bring me back.  

I learned then that I couldn’t tell you it was going to be okay. I couldn’t hug 

you or rub your back. I could only watch.  

You turned away from my body and slipped out the door, sweeping down the 

stairs on your bare, silent feet. 

* * * 

Our last conversation was at Natalie’s funeral. Carrying her coffin with a hung-

over head, I blacked out and landed on the marble church floor. The other pall-

bearers caught the coffin so Natalie wouldn’t fall on top of me. They carried me 
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to a folding table, and when you came in and you put your hands on my face and I 

woke. You didn’t know it would be the last time we would speak. 

You said, “I’m here, Adam.” 

“I want to die,” I whimpered.  

You stroked my cheek, held my hand.  

“I know you do,” you said. “I know.” 

* * * 

You told them flippantly that I really died when Natalie crashed into the 

telephone pole off Mills Road on the way home from camping. Under a veiled sky 

of ash, we found her sedan in the curve of a black creek. It was then, you told 

them, that my death began. 

At my funeral, a mere week after Natalie’s, her mother cried harder than you 

did. It was Natalie, she said, who taught me how to load a gun, and to fire it.  
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* * * 

In the blue dark of the kitchen, the digital clock lit your pallid figure like some 

eyeless leviathan.  

Xanax and Temazepam. A handful.  

The bottle of Smirnoff from the cupboard above the stove, your favorite 

hiding place. The glass rattled on the counter as you placed it next to the warm 

barrel shining silver in the bleeding moonlight.  

What will they think of me? you gasped, swaying seasick in the haunt.  

What will Steve do?  

You crumbled, weeping helplessly. 

Then you climbed the stairs, wet hair in your eyes. You stumbled past the pink 

night-light, into your daughter’s room. The gun firmly in your grasp. 

* * * 
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When they scattered my ashes into Natalie’s creek, her mother held you tight 

and said, “You did the best you could. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”  

“They think I encouraged him to do this.” 

“Stop torturing yourself,” her mother, Janet, said, patting your arm. “We both 

did our best. When they fly away, we can’t stop them.” 

“They think I’m an awful mother.” 

Janet squeezed your trembling hand. “You’re not.”  

* * * 

You showed them the notes in my journal. I wrote my last one after Natalie’s 

funeral. You found it stuffed in the pages of a script Natalie and I had written 

about zombies taking over the high school.  

You gave them the journal and they gave it to Steve. He gave the journal to his 

new wife.  
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And she gave it to the prosecutor. 

* * * 

You always remembered our first conversation.  

“His name is Adam,” you said, “because his real father is God.”  

Then Steve came.  

Your muscular contractor with curly black hair. The lover who haunted your 

salon, whom you scolded for calling me Fat Adam. Father of your daughter, 

Emma Grace. The asshole who left you for a Florida lawyer and took Emma with 

him. 

I never felt I could trust her with the kids, Steve told them.  

“He’s saying I would hurt my own son,” you cried to Janet in protest. 

Her drinking was excessive, Steve said.  

“He’s destroying my reputation,” you wept.  
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She talked a lot about death. 

After mourning me for a year, I watched you open the door, the police 

knocking one final time.  

* * * 

The pink glare of Emma’s nightlight made the gun look plastic, toy-like. You 

hovered over her, wavering. Perhaps you knew that Steve would be the one 

rocking her to sleep in a few weeks’ time.  

You lay beside your daughter, holding her in the warm nest of your arms. Your 

lips murmured her name – Emma, Emma. The girl in your arms, your hope and 

rest. Her gentle breath, proof you could give life, that you were a good mother 

indeed.  

The toxins mingled with your blood and your eyes went black. 

* * * 
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Janet visited you in early May.  

You sat on the iron bedframe, your chin tucked between your knees. The 

whole of your clothing thin and orange, shielding little of the lingering winter 

winds that slithered about the bare stone floor. She came and you knelt before her 

like a sinner and clutched the bars in your tiny hands.  

“Where is she? Where’s my Emma?” you asked.  

She swallowed. “With Steve, in Florida. She’s fine.” 

Your breath left you with a gasp as twin tears fell to the floor. 

“They think I’m a monster,” you said, sniffing. “Don’t they?” 

Janet lowered her eyes for a moment, and asked, “You need to tell me. Is it 

true that you wrote Adam’s obituary before he died?” 

You shook gently, mostly from the cold.  

“I didn’t know what to do,” you said. “When you lost Natalie, I imagined 
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losing Adam. I felt so helpless.” 

“Did you wrote Emma’s obituary, too? And then your own? That’s what 

they’re saying.” 

“I know, I know,” you mumbled, lips quivering. “It looks so awful. I was 

venting all kinds of crazy, drunken thoughts then. Who told you this? 

“It doesn’t matter.” 

You trembled with palpable rage. “They’re going to twist things. It’s Steve and 

his lies. Please trust me.” 

Janet nodded slowly, caressing your cheek with her fingertips. “Just one more 

thing.” 

“What?” you snapped, so weak after months and months of these horrible 

questions.  

“They’re saying the wound was in the back of Adam’s head. At a downward 



 

74 

 

angle. Behind his left ear.” 

“I know. I found him.” 

“Yes, you did,” Janet said. “But the analysis of his journal says – ” 

“Janet, please.” 

“ – He was right-handed.” Janet’s lips shook. “He couldn’t have....”  

“Listen to me,” you begged to your only friend.  

She backed away. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, “but I don’t know you 

anymore.” 

She turned and disappeared down the long, monolithic hallway.  

You screamed for her to come back, that you loved your children and would 

never hurt them. You howled for the empty corridor’s ears, I’m not a bad mother!  

Your voice echoed like a dying thunderclap.  

* * * 
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You were lying next to Emma, the gun pressed between your chest and her 

back. You dreamt that the cold of it woke her and she picked it up and set it on 

the floor. She had to pee, and tip-toed to the bathroom. On her way back, she 

wanted to see if I was awake. She found my door open, peeked past it, and 

stepped inside.  

You did not stir when she screamed. 

* * * 

Janet never returned.  

Lying on the icy floor with eyes closed, you saw a secret vision that no living 

person can relay in truth. Your lips fumbled in the cold, reciting your favorite 

psalm.  

Attend to me and answer me, you whispered in the grey. I am restless in my complaint 

and I moan because of the noise of my enemies…. 
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The prayer disappeared, unanswered and forgotten. 

I watched you study your cell, looking for a way out. You stripped your cot and 

threaded the sheets through the narrow slits in the ceiling vent. You were 

mechanical, numbly peaceful. I watched you slip your tiny neck into the noose. 

* * * 

I want to lay my head beside yours, like our picnics on Lake Michigan in the 

summers when I was little, before Emma, and before Steve. I want to hold your 

hand, like I used to when Steve left and you couldn’t breathe. But I have nothing 

to offer beyond the deathly chill I’ve bestowed on your lonely prison.  

Goodbye, Mother. Soon you will fall. And when you do, I will not watch you 

anymore. There are cold tears about to fall from your eyes, and I cannot wipe 

them away. You are crying because no one knows you, no one understands you.  
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But I understand.  

And where you are going, they will, too. 
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book shopping 

 

something about the idea of swimming 

in the hidden green pond 

and the frogs 

singing in choirs while we  

ripple, slow 

in a motion that cannot meet words, 

a touch eternal, a kiss  

in time. I thumbed 

 

and massaged the smooth pages, skin 

of carbon cheeks, soft as the tissue 



book shopping 
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you use to dab 

your November-reddened nose. 

We met 

 

like rain under a praying palm, 

we found each other's page 

and whispered above the pounding pour 

of hot rain, whispered warm 

breeze into a purple ear 

as a buzzing bumble of the bees stir in our knuckles 

and eyelids 

 

of a flicker  

in a film  

reel. 
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Now. 

 

A spine. Are you 

there? – The taste 

of cinnamon no longer sits 

on my quivering tongue, enjoying 

every morsel, for hours will pass 

beneath a shattered clock 

that chimed as the mortars fell 

and stole away 

the phonograph in 1943 from that German 

officer, the one who loved 

your mother, and gave her  

edelweiss, the one 

she loved before music, chimes, the stagger 

of cheeks that meet, 
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the taste. 

 

Fresh picked 

pages, ripely harvested 

carpet, I breathe 

the ever-roasted beans as Appalachian smoke 

billows from pots  

in waterfall horizons, I'll swim 

after early June in the white 

schoolhouse, leaving me 

    beside you 

to paint the white 

from your lips, the chilling opa 

from your neck, to let you lay awake once 

more, panting with me, 

feet twisting, no walking, 
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no running or climbing, 

no kings conquered, 

suitors smothered, no new grudge 

ended, no worthy band 

of villains in a campfire story 

told so many times, the ending 

clearly seen, a sacrifice unneeded 

except by daily boredom, this waste 

of good romance, 

breathe with me, let us 

 

flicker, let us ripple, 

a kiss eternal, 

a touch  

in time. 
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i picked you some flowers 

  

for Grace 

 

the first was new 

and freshly in bloom 

it was bright 

and white and growing between 

your ears. 

 

the second was a work 

of nature’s art, an arc 

of green vines 
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wrapping sapphire petals 

around your heart 

 

and it listened 

to the third, a failure 

of floral design, quite 

ragged, quite mangled, dying 

in its human belief 

in itself. 

 

then i bent 

low to the earth, 

and found the fourth, a rose 

like your smile 

so I made plans 

to pot your grin in 
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a mason jar. 

 

you gave me the 

fifth – the eternal, the 

paintbrush that dances 

over forgotten hayfields and yellow 

canvases of perfectly pure 

earth – i watched it 

 

leap, scurry o’er  

the blankness of things, the empty glass waiting 

to receive its autumn 

ink. I wanted it 

 

to find me, to wrap itself 

with the coat 
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of my foolish fingers, pale 

appendages that rip weeds.  

 

the sixth is 

a pod, less than a pea, 

a hope, tossed to rocks, bounced 

 

to crows, and buried in dirt 

that may  

  with the picking 

  of many flowers more 

find itself 

rich and worthy 

of tomorrow’s jar. 
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About Turtles 

 

 

I serenaded you with blues 

and greens, painting the sloping walls  

around our first fingers sliding  

one around another,  

until yellow  

showed and we decorated  

the trees with initials  

and we felt like turtles 

on our backs, a pudding world 
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tumbling, sprinkled with stars, 

gods away. 

 

You serenaded me  

with every setting sun,  

each time winning  

a wink, squeezing  

the lampposts that bathed 

our out-of-step stroll, 

there you were, 

the drape of lemon night hanging  

over your eyelashes, 

drips of rain kissing your cheeks 

as I, knees pounding a nervous cadence, 

longed to do the same. 



 

90 

 

 

Main street serenaded us, 

lyrics for a bargain, love songs 

two for the price 

of four, of red-haired sheep crying 

under our blankets, shivering 

with night’s cold, while 

chords melted into our ears  

lovingly, beckoning us 

come on in, 

so we did, hands 

clasped, leftovers grasping at  

wallets and the many 

things. 

 

The serenade of Thursday  
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sang in notes  

flat, skies spider-webbed at 

each crease, honey oozed  

out, tasted of  

mud, spit pinched  

together with clay, 

falling into our hands, dirty 

shells of our journey, 

prints in the groping tide, 

you left those boots leaning 

 

against a swinging screen door that slammed 

while you hid in the sink, where 

I could not find you  

since I was pointing 

at the door, wanting 
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to tell you some 

thing. 

 

I serenaded you with Kool-Aid 

and while you drank I spoke 

of a famous journey, 

over the silver robes of mountains, 

across the green beard of field crickets, 

under blue oceans making love 

to sighing beach sands, 

and the reunion with a home,  

a pilgrimage too great to be called 

adventure, a shell 

I longed to fill. 

 

That saxophone serenaded  
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everyone, the gods of jazz commanded us  

with a sound as old as themselves, 

to sit and be not blue, 

so we did and called it 

a clarinet, drank black beverages  

to the tune of seductive  

 

black noise, leaves quivering 

all while some boy 

scribbles lines  

in love lingo 

for some 

one. 
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photo of an old girlfriend 

 

 

Dripping paint, like water from a gutter, 

Chilling cold, my eyes shiver, there you are, 

A colorful thing, blurry beautiful, again I shudder, 

Catching lightning bugs in an old splintered jelly jar. 

 

Playful you seem, aloof from regret, 

Free to flirt with lens and shutter and flash, 

To tango on parchment, proof I planned to forget 

Upon a star an August night as I haul out the trash. 
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You've become a stone goddess, and I a poor Greek, 

Left to worship, and moan, and lash at my breast, 

Your strength, roaring rapids; my solitude, a choking creek, 

Your bosom the spring where some other Plebian is blessed.  
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The Exile 

 

 

He lay like a scorched root on the stony ground. The cold shook him while 

endless prodding in his busy mind tugged at each finger and joint. The lips moved 

soundlessly and the eyelids danced with invisible specters. One cheek was swollen 

and sore from the icy rock he had used as a pillow.  

Out of the shivering stillness he convulsed and moaned, rubbing his mess of a 

beard, the bristled wires caked with mud and dry, crispy blood. The sharp glow of 

morning crept into his eyelids and pried them open. The man wiped his mouth 

with the back of his hand. He drew a deep breath, gagged, coughed, and pushed 

himself up to sit like a gorilla and shielded his eyes as he peered into the enormous 
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orb of glowing fire. The flowers of pink dawn were sliding over the rocks and 

scolding the cold toward the endless statues of writhing stone. A thin membrane 

of orange stretched over the East like a petal.  

He peered into the fading darkness behind and acknowledged the slice of 

moon that had guided him this far during the dimming twilight.  

How many days? he thought to himself, noting the scorching of his throat.  

How long without water?  

It did not matter. 

He rose and took his first halting steps. He glanced into the horizon. Far ahead, 

immeasurable in paces or time, were the staccato teeth of a mountain range. He 

sniffed, as if to send them warning of his approach, and stared at the baked 

surface beneath him as he walked.  The charred plateau hissed about him with 

whipping winds over the bayou of red stone, flecked with dried emerald mosses 

dotting the infinite cracks and undersides of lonely boulders. Little moved or 
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stirred except the humming surf of sand tumbling to the East to wall up an ocean 

somewhere. Though the dawn brought color that chased away twilight, all 

remained cold in the cloudless desert, all things encased in a layer of invisible 

pinching frost that hardened with the passing wind.  

The man crossed his arms around his chest and rubbed and coughed. He 

stumbled past ponderous stones, rolled to their haphazard resting places by 

ancient Titans. The first human hands to touch these ancient boulders came away 

filthy, calloused, and black. His fingers lingered about them, reading the chiseled 

language of old, a weary tongue, whispering stories of centuries spent waiting, 

waiting, then sleeping. The poetry of eons. Calligraphy of the wind. A song of the 

comings and goings of a billion schools of slippery gray fish that once busied the 

plateau. Now, loneliness complete. Nothing was a creation anymore. Everything 

he saw sagged or split or rotted. The art of such slow, aching, thoughtless time. 
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The walking dreams of the man were of such things, for that was all there was 

to dream of. That, and the scattered fig trees that sagged with the midday heat, 

shrunk in the chill of twilight, before finally giving way to the common darkness 

of thirst.  

The exile’s road wound through the cracking desert into the curtain of the 

blooming morning. He brought up a heavy arm to shield his eyes and look into 

the distance, like a fish of old, squinting into the lonely gloom of a lifeless dead 

ocean. With sustenance so far behind, he had nothing to say, even to the ghosts in 

his mind that begged him to join them. The ghosts called him one name, and he 

flinched at the sound of their echoing voices.  

Murderer. 

With head permanently bowed, he pushed east in one long nod.  

* * * 

He remembered the first time he saw it. 
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The coarse wind was ripping through his long hair. Aba’s calloused palm took 

his shoulder and turned it. His bare foot found the rugged edge of a stone – hot 

blood leaked over little toes as he whimpered – but Aba pressed him onward to 

the crest of a swaying bluff where untamed grasses flapped shoulder-high in the 

fingers of blustering winds. The boy limped, dragging the weak foot, but kept 

pace to the top where he could see that the world below was both miniature and 

enormous, painted in every color.  

Do you see it, Aba said, squeezing the shoulder.  

The little one gaped at his father, his face taught with uncertainty, a fleshly 

question mark, so the father took the back of his head in the same rigid palm and 

aimed it into the West. Past the sloping elbows of meadow and hill, seemingly 

forever below and away from their eyes, he beheld a solid wall of vegetation.  

Do you see it, Aba repeated, and the boy nodded.  
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The blossoming distances were blanketed by brush-strokes of floral arrays, 

unspoiled by his or any other hand. Thousands of vines wove an enormous 

canopy that rose high into the air, disappearing into a low hanging haze that 

permeated the scattered branches and tree trunks thrusting to the sky. Before this 

brilliant carpet was the unmistakable white glare of fire. The boy could see it was a 

lone flame, its dance barely visible through the distance. It suddenly swirled, a 

tornado of orange-red majesty, as if it sensed the presence of the two men.  

It was not as Aba had described before. Nor was it what he had imagined.  

His mouth was open, and the father saw it. He slapped the underside of the 

chin and the teeth clicked together.  

Now you have seen it, he said under the song of the wind.  

The boy looked to his father with curious eyes, and asked if they could go 

closer. Not to go in, just to get closer. Just to see.  
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The man took the chin in his fingers and crouched, the dust and rocks beneath 

him crunching as he brought himself level with his son’s eye.  

We will never come here again, he said. Do not disobey me.  

The father stood and took the boy’s shoulder once more.  

Come, he ordered, and began turning away to descend the cliff and leave this 

place of memory and nightmare.  

But the boy resisted, only for a moment, to gaze again at the distant spectacle, 

so unworthy of the cloud of warning and myth brewed for him. It magnetized 

him, and he could not pull away. There was infinite green, unimaginable life to 

tend, worlds to be created and mastered and loved.  

The pinch of two hands lifting him jarred his thoughts. With a cry he struck the 

earth face-first, spat blood and dirt, and climbed to his feet.  
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Enough! Aba commanded, taking him roughly by the neck. The older, stronger 

hands collared him, preventing him from looking back, and the images of the 

green garden throbbed and faded against the boy’s mind, like the memory of 

lightning.  

They walked for some time, ascending from the valley over the splitting stones 

of the earth’s exposed bones. The boy thought about the fire. He had never seen 

fire move like that, unless the winds were acting very strangely. He opened his 

mouth to ask, but Aba was ahead of him some distance, swatting at a nebula of 

mosquitoes and mumbling some fallen words to himself. The boy followed in 

silence. 

They returned after many sunsets in the dark of a moonless night, their bellies 

screaming for food. Ima cried and held him, rocking and singing. But like the 

vines that encircle the mighty kapok tree, the boy’s mind had firmly wrapped itself 
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around the mystique of his father’s lost garden and the strangely desolate 

wasteland beyond.  

* * * 

He remembered learning to grow. 

Aba gathered the animals, calling them by name.  

They protested loudly and some even tried to dart away, but he called them 

back one at a time and herded them toward the keep near the river below.  

The boy clambered up the crest of the hill, tripping over his spinning legs, 

calling to his father. The man turned, saw his son, and waved for him to come 

after and join the effort. The boy sprang upwards faster at this sign and finally 

crashed into the greater man’s legs, hugging them and begging to be brought 

along. 
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With claps and shouts, they herded each animal into the lowlands near the river 

where each would enjoy water, shade, delicious grass, and some protection from 

predators. The banks were rocky, shielding the more vulnerable creatures, and the 

hills above afforded little cover for those who might stalk their way down. The 

boy had helped his father dig a series of trenches that would keep the herds in and 

the night-stalkers out.  

As Aba shouted and gave the slower creatures a firm motivational strike, the 

boy told tale after tale of his time in the forests. His day had been filled with 

digging and climbing and chasing and hiding, all the things he could think to do 

with the time his parents allowed him to enjoy.  

Grunting, the father ruffled his son’s hair with a leathery palm. As they carried 

logs to fence the animals in, the boy sang of his favorite adventure. He had 

balanced on rocks in the rushing river, searching the rippling cold waters for one 

of its slippery inhabitants. Thousands of them had swum around him, their gray 
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and brown backs slick and slimy. He had tried to catch one of them, but each had 

slithered and surged from between his fingers, spraying him with cool mist that 

would make him squeal and giggle.  

Next time, he promised, he’d catch one and show it to his father.  

With the animals safely encamped, the father took his son by the hand and 

walked him back up the hill to the higher places, amid the short rows of turned 

earth. Above, the home was black on the moor and the faint sound of Ima’s 

singing caressed the men and their aching bodies. To the west, the forking 

mountains cut into the orange and purple sky, hiding the setting sun. 

Kneel, the father said. Watch.  

Bent in worship before the earth, he took a smooth, triangular stone and cut 

into the ground, turning it with each slice. The boy watched, his eyes glowing. The 

father stabbed and turned, grunting and sweating with the work, until a cavity lay 

between them.  
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Now, we sow.  

He took the boy’s hand and opened it. Dried seeds trickled down the father’s 

palm and landed silently in the boy’s grasp. He smiled, excited and dreaming.  

Are these going to turn into trees?  

Aba nodded. Slowly, he turned the boy’s hand upside-down until the seeds 

tumbled, one-by-one, into their grave. Aba smoothed the black dirt over them. At 

his feet, he kept a small animal hide with some fresh droppings. These, too, he 

poured on the ground and covered them.  

Food, he said, for the fruit. Taking the boy’s chin gently in his hand, Aba asked, 

Do you understand?  

The boy nodded.  

Good.  

The boy still looked unsure. He asked, ‘How long do we wait?’  
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That is up to the One.  

The boy nodded, counting and naming the steps. He frowned, and Aba saw it.  

What is the matter? 

‘What if the One doesn’t let it grow?’ 

The father looked down and exhaled slowly. He licked his dry lips.  

Then we sow another.  

The father stood, gazing into the blackening horizon as though something 

might suddenly appear in it. The last drip of sunlight disappeared, leaving only a 

memory of the day behind it. Wordlessly the father took the boy’s hand once 

more, the dirt and sweat melding between them, and he led the boy up the hill to 

the home as the chorus of night began to sing.  

* * * 

He remembered when he first felt like a man. 
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He had crouched in the wood and parted the fronds to peer into the dark of 

twilight.  

The home leaned against an enormous boulder that stuck out of the earth like a 

blistered thumb. Small stones had been arranged and piled to form walls, caked 

together with mud that had dried to a rigid crust. Bundles of valley weeds, tightly 

bunched and wound into greater braids, spanned the roof while a squat dark 

doorway faced west.  

He gazed into it and listened. The startling cry of his baby brother jolted him, 

but he found his breath and held it calmly. He turned back into the bush and 

focused his ear, envisioning in his mind’s eye the hiss and thud of Aba’s furious 

steps, tracking his own. But all was silent in the black world behind him.  

He broke from the foliage and ran soundlessly up the pale down. Slowing his 

steps as he approached the door, he listened again. Ima sang softly. The baby 

brother was fussing, still awake despite the late hour. He stood tall, only a hand or 
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two shorter than his father now, and strode confidently into the murky interior 

having to duck his sprouting head. 

She called him by his father’s name. The air halted in his throat at the sound of 

it, teasing him with the thought of having  

 

become a man, yet crushing him with the reality that he was living in deceit, even 

of his beloved mother.  

‘No, Ima,’ he said gently. ‘It is I.’ 

Where have you been? she scolded, her voice dropping.  

The baby in her arms wailed suddenly, a terrifying screech in the black glow of 

the hut.  

‘On my own,’ he said.  

Did you go there again?  
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He had practiced his answer on his way there and back. He had rehearsed 

pronouncing his guilt with bravado, with humility, with indifference. Even the 

sworded Guardian had asked him how he would answer –  

‘Yes,’ he answered, flat and vacant.  

Shame had triumphed. If he had been answering his father, like he imagined, it 

would certainly have been different.  

He heard a curious sound in the dark as his brother whimpered. Laughter, ever 

so soft, was coming from his mother.  

Your father is looking for you, she said at last.  

‘I know.’  

Why you keep disobeying him? 

He wanted to retort, but it wasn’t with Ima that his anger burned. The baby 

howled again and he saw the shadowed form of his mother shift the infant over to 
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her other breast. He winced at the wailing until the little mouth was busied with 

milk.  

‘I am a man now, Ima,’ he grunted. ‘I can do more than Aba thinks.’ 

Yes, you are growing strong, she said with her syrup voice.  

‘I will go where I want.’  

Not there, my son.  

‘Why not?’  

His question brought a haunting, familiar silence from his mother. The infant 

cooed in approval of his meal. 

He repeated, ‘Why not?’  

It is forbidden.  

‘Why?’ 

Because we broke the will of the One.  
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He had heard that answer before.  

‘What will?’  

A sacred will, my son.  

Ima’s voice was fraying, its strength splitting like cord stretched to its breaking 

point. But he did not want to stop, and his fury poured out.  

‘What did you do?’  

We disobeyed Him.  

‘How?’  

Silence again. The baby squeaked and she adjusted its head.  

‘How?’  

The details of the room grew clearer to him as his eyes adjusted to the blinding 

veil of night in the home. He had begun to make out her features, none more so 
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than her eyes. They searched him and pleaded him, blue moons in the dark that he 

found beautiful but hatefully foreign.  

‘I’m going to find out.’  

You have to trust us, son. 

‘No.’  

Please, listen to your father and I. 

The shout leapt from his throat before he could stop it:  

‘No!’ 

He lowered his throbbing head and sprinted through the opening into the 

swaying grasses of the hillside. The moon bathed the Earth in an ashy glow. He 

ran until he nearly broke the tree line, but stopped at the sound of clapping leaves 

and snapping branches rising before him. He bent his knees and squatted low to 

the ground, ready for any attacker.  
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Aba burst from the forest. His eyes were white in the moonlight, their 

searching pupils invisible. The boy pressed into the dirt with his toes, feeling a 

sudden rush of hatred streak down his legs like lightning, and he pounced.  

The older man saw him. Aba’s powerful hands found the boy’s tunic and thrust 

him away. He felt weightless for a moment until his back slammed into the Earth 

and it kicked the wind out of him.  

You foolish boy! Aba shouted.  

He wanted to spit back with a biting insult, but all he could do was cough and 

hold his belly. He rolled to his side and Aba’s feet stomped beside him and he felt 

his long hair yanked skyward.  

Stand up.  

‘Let go of me!’ 

Stand up!  
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He pawed at his father’s hand, swatting to make him let go. Aba’s fist was 

stubborn as a boulder.  

‘I am not a child.’  

Do not disrespect me!  

Aba’s lips were hot and close, spitting into his eyes.  

‘I am not a boy!’ 

You went to the garden! Again! Why are you such an evil, evil son? 

‘I am not the one who broke the will of the One!’ 

He felt his own weight on his feet again, and his hair fell about him once more. 

Hulking above him, his father backpedaled a step or two.  

Why do you keep going there when I tell you not to? 

‘I want to see it for myself!’ the boy exclaimed. ‘I can handle it!’  

No, you cannot.  
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‘I can! I spoke to the Guardian.’  

Aba staggered at these words, as if from a glancing blow.  

How?  

‘I asked what was inside.’  

There is nothing inside! 

‘I can learn that on my own!’ 

Listen to me, the father said, his voice seasoned by the thin tones of begging. Yes, 

the garden is beautiful. Things grow there that you – that we – cannot grow here. But we cannot 

go back in. Ever. 

The boy grit his teeth. ‘Why?’ 

It does not matter, the father said, all pleading gone from his voice. We are never 

going back. This is our home now.  
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The piercing cry of the infant broke their mutual glare, and both men looked 

up the hill. The slender shape of Ima stood before the home, the child in her 

arms.  

Enough of this, she called. Come up for supper.  

But the boy would have none. He had lived off the forest for nearly a week 

during his journey and felt the power of independence surging along his limbs. He 

retreated from Aba, down the hill toward the trees, feeling no reason to stop.  

Do not walk away from me! Aba commanded. 

The boy turned his back and ran.  

Come back to me! Now! 

He ran down the hill alongside the animal keep where sheep and goats chewed 

methodically in the gray glare. He peered over them to the opposite bank of the 

river, and saw dozens of yellow glowing eyes, watching him in hungry pairs.  
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He stopped, looking over his shoulder.  

The silhouette of Aba’s imperious frame blotted out a small slice of the night 

sky. But as the sheep began to bleat, the goat to scream and the cows to wail, that 

figure shrunk and began to run toward his livestock.  

Help me, son! 

The terrible cry of the victims slithered over the hillcrest into the boy’s ears. 

Aba shouted again as the pack of attackers stalked toward the makeshift paddock.  

Son! Help me protect the animals!  

But he would not turn back. The millions of swaying leaves took a deep breath 

amidst the carnage and sighed with the great gusts of wind, flapping with one 

voice under the wasteful bantering below. The boy closed his eyes, ducked low to 

the earth, and fled under the cloak of night until the sounds of his father and the 

helpless weeping of the slowest lamb flattened themselves against the stout wall of 

trunks.  
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* * * 

He did not remember when he gained the strength, or the will, to murder.  

Whatever chapters of his past lurked in the dark, forgotten nightmares, he 

knew only in his shivers and tremors of restless sleep.  

At the base of the mountains, he found a gurgling creek. He drank himself sick 

and slept nearly two days in its gentle current. Fattened with liquid and berries 

from nearby bushes, he made the climb with his back firmly set against the West.  

The exile reached the summit and placed one foot on each side of the 

mountain. Behind him the voices of his ghosts echoed eternal in the barren valleys 

of memory and guilt. His blood dotted the grass and the rocks, spilled after his 

failed attempts to scale the garden’s impassable thorny walls. He hoped his 

persistent dreams would fall behind too, unable to scale the mountain alongside 

his waking body. He could use the rest.  
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The man beheld the new country below. The land lay green and rich, veined 

with blue rivers and rocky muscle. There was no telling how many gardens of his 

own he could plant there, and just how resplendent they would be. He would 

build his own paradise, larger and more beautiful than the one lost by his mother 

and father. Perhaps then the One would smile upon his gift.  

And perhaps, in some mysterious way, Aba would know of this great work too 

– maybe by following him, undertaking his son’s eternal journey, moved by pity or 

rage or something in between, summiting the mountain after days recovering in 

the same streams, belly full of the same delicious fruit that only the One could 

grow – and finally Aba would smile at him and say, without any guilt or shame or 

fear masking his face, that something the boy had done was good.  

Such hope seemed only natural at the top of the mountain, the natural barrier 

between past and his future.  
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He pushed onward and began his descent into that new, memoryless life. The 

life of making things grow. The life of peace. Of finding answers to his questions 

about the One, questions his mother and father never dared answer for him. With 

every step, his confidence bloomed more broadly.  

Maybe he wasn’t meant to wander, but to rebuild. A smile tugged on his 

cracking lips. His eyes sparkled as the sun peeked from behind a growing swell of 

clouds. 

He reached the foothills and paused to rest beside a trickling creek that traced 

an unknown alphabet along the mighty stones. He cupped water and brought it to 

his lips and sighed, his belly aching with the sweetness of it.  

Good-bye, Ima.  

Good-bye, Aba.  

And as he took his first emboldened steps into the land all his own, he twitched 

at the surprise of a brand new sensation. He wiped his nose. 
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Water. 

He walked onward, perplexed.  

He felt it again and instinctively looked up.  

Had it come from the sky?  

He paused to wipe his face again.  

It began to fall softly at first, little wet kisses from heaven so gentle and 

surprising that he giggled like a child. The drops came more rapidly and he 

quickened his pace to a jog.  

What is this, but a gift from the One to help my garden? he pondered with growing joy.  

The sky-waters fell over his whole body, and then the land around him, and 

then the entire valley. All plunged into a gray dusk. He ran to the trees where the  
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brown dirt was bubbling and writhing. He knelt and scooped it into his hands and 

lifted his head in praise, and the waters continued to fall.  

He was laughing.  
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The Minutes 

 

the bottom 

of a jug of milk, glazed 

in dried film and the stains 

of white that look 

and smell of sour  

rot and rancid  

age. 

 

the final swallow 

of gasoline that  

strands you 
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in paradise, a perfect day 

for a walk outside 

along the bay 

with your dog and your wife and your  

kids, 

     yet 

the same day 

clouds and cold  

rain soak your vest and your hands,  

stuffed in denim pockets  

while you stroll the vacancy  

of miles. 

 

an hour glass of sand counts  

the remaining lingering hours  

of hope  
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gifted  

by those who no longer  

need it, while (actually)  

 

a marriage  

ceremony, a matrimony between a man 

and a remote control, they find  

one another in the warm dark, be 

neath covers 

and pillows and cushions, until  

death, 

 

just death, –  

 

a ski mask, weathered and torn 

to expose your face  
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to the chill  

of February, 

 

a pen, emptied of its  

ink, 

 

a chair that surprises you 

with a wet seat 

 

a cup of coffee  

ignored  

and too cold to drink 

 

a chocolate bar  

stuffed with fat  

but you knew that 
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a book written  

by a mass murderer 

a bra  

two cups too big 

a needle, a t-shirt,  

a glove 

 

the bottom 

 

and the top,  

the drip of warm  

milk and the dreams  

you brought with you 
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Don’t Be a Social Worker, Son  

When working with children, social workers often ask them to draw a picture of “home.”  

That’s me. 

And that’s mommy. 

Before she died. 

And that’s our house. 

Our old house. 

And that’s you. 

Coming to help. 

And that’s daddy, getting in the car. 

And that’s God. 

I ran out of yellow. 
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Whippersnapper 

 

 

As a boy age twenty-odd something  

Past bedrooms keep their place, 

Years cushion embarrassment’s fist 

Soften shame’s eternal mocking sneer. 

Edit adolescence  

   Find yourself minus you, 

Embellish adolescence 

   Discover more of the twenty some-odd something 

   You.
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A Trip to the Moon 

Incense wafts in the blacklight glow 

Robert Plant shrieks behind giggle talk 

Over Uncle Rex’s latest  

   (stolen)  

Penthouse, it’s mysteries 

Spread open. 

In our adolescent cave. I inhale 

Juniper Ecstacy and grasp 

Sweaty controllers, epileptic action 

Sequences for us to cuss, our voices squealing  

To parents fretting 

 Brow scrunching 

 I just don’t know-ing. 
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Ordinance 112.84 

I don’t skateboard. 

Tried once 

Fell on my ass 

Scuffed my wrist and  

Quit. 

I ride a bike instead. A Huffy 

That got teased more than me. They skate and  

Blade so I bike 

But only outside Ordinance 112.84: 

No coaster vehicles in 

Controlled wheel area  

So where we supposed 

To ride? 

The street? Hell,  

cars, trucks and us ridin’  
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Together? 

 

Ticket. Three offenses. Four new decks. 

 

Fine. 

Homeless boys told to go home 

Respect their elder  

Siblings who done 90 days 

Easy time, ten o’ clock to five 

Won’t see flashing lights so ride 

Brothers, ride. 

 

Father’s Day 

Jamie’s dad 

a chef who should cut the fat 

off himself 
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Kate’s dad 

guzzled the suds out of  

her almost empty glass 

      

Karen’s dad  

hit the South while his kids found 

Mom up north 

      

Susan’s dad  

hated Jesus for touching his wife 

so god knows where he went 

Breanna’s dad 

is a lost unlisted number, 

ex-husband to the power of three 
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Shawnie’s dad 

came back. The family pictures  

are fully developed and mounted 

above the landing of the stairs. 

 

The Undiscovered Country 

Bra straps got me through 

Middle school. Behind blooming arches 

I, four-eyed freckled virgin- 

Found the female back. 

Earth Science would never have passed but  

For Hannah’s shoulder-blade  

So-easily unclasped-in-the-middle 

Body clamp. History was Holly. 

Algebra Allie and  

Literature the crush of a five-week life-time Lisa.  
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We hated each other. 

But bra straps are bra straps and 

Boys are boys  

Especially when  

Both are bending with such 

Blessed curiosity. 

 

And Again 

Perhaps I’m still merely twelve 

Stirring in a cup or two of twenty-nine. 

Decades mask the nervous boy 

In glasses, giggling behind those metal 

matrices at some passed gas. 

Edit adolescence  

and lose the ground you’ve  

gained since then. Endure adolescence to 
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get closer to the youth 

already missed. Embellish adolescence 

to admit the mirror  

only speaks  

the truth.  
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How to Write a Poem For Your Mother 

 

 

First, hold 

the poem as it cries 

with life, shiny scarlet; 

then wipe a tear 

that could land 

on it. 

 

Next, lace 

its shoe strings into 

a bow like 
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a birthday present. 

 

When it squeaks 

its first words, perhaps 

loud or in   p  i  e c  e  s 

throw a party 

hire the clown, maybe 

it will do it again. 

 

If it doesn’t sound right,  

it will  

soon. 

 

The poem will grow 

up and need odor  

control, teach it  



How to Write a Poem For Your Mother 

142 

 

about girl-poems  

and not to stare 

at their large 

stanzas. 

 

Drive the poem to practice,  

Drive the poem home, 

Drive the poem to rehearsal, 

Let the poem drive home. 

 

The poem will hurt 

when its readers don’t understand 

what it means. Hold it 

again, still shiny and scarlet  

to you, its tears 

will roll down and dampen 
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its pages. 

 

It doesn’t sound 

right, but it will soon. 

 

When you edit 

the poem, be aware 

that it thinks 

quite highly of itself 

and will only allow you to  

use pencil. 

 

In case the poem 

one day decides 

to put itself in bold,  

don’t panic. There is hope 
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in the current 

shortage of ink  

and it will want to share with other poems 

someday. 

 

To get the poem to listen  

and stop writing  

itself, simply 

give it away 

to other poets for a while and see  

if it comes back. 

 

It does not 

sound right, but it will. 
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Soon when you are done 

frame a copy 

of the poem and  

put it on your table and see 

what happens. Will others 

 

read it? Will they 

enjoy it? Will they 

 

destroy it? 

 

It is still 

your poem 

to remember writing 

to find 

in a volume 
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with your name  

in the margins. It doesn’t  

 

sound alright.  

 

But it will be. 

 

Back to Contents 

 

 

  



 

147 

 

 

 

Innkeeper: A Christmas Poem 

 

 

A pot of ink poured, 

a single diamond wiggling 

and shining out 

from inside the black pool. 

 

A foul night, 

the innkeeper said 

to his wife, bolting 

the heavy door. 
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Many bellies wince 

with the stabs 

of hunger's razors 

with no mile  

markers to count 

the hours. 

 

There, there! 

one whispers 

and jabs to companions 

with his staff 

like a boy finding treasure, 

for not far below 

lies a shed. 
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Another's hands tremble 

white in black night 

with no mitten to nip  

the frost. 

 

His hands grip gold 

wrapped in ribbons, 

purple pomp, his name 

etched out, making room. 

 

A knock, startling bang, 

By Caesar, who's there? 

 

The door was not opened 

The lowly did not enter. 
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Deep inside, by glowing embers, 

a bag of coins 

closely guarded, 

for the Innkeeper knows 

The Emperor taxes! He taxes hard! 

 

But the dust came 

and it flurried like snow 

in the mouths of the infinite moths. 
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Dreams of Color 

 

 

She sat awake on her bed among the buzzing things of summer and listened. 

Faint, weightless footsteps kissed the dusty floorboards. She lurched upright and 

clutched her sponge-damp shirt. 

“Emrick – is that you?”  

She heard nothing. A million frogs lamented their dirges through the glassless 

windows. The boards moaned again.  

“Emrick?” she whispered. “Brother?” 

The feet scampered away, thudding like goat skin in the unblinking dark. 
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* * * 

In the morning she helped Mother while Papa worked the fields of Mr. Milam 

Bryant. She washed beans and felt the leathery pods between her fingers, one by 

one, and counted the days since Emrick had gone into the woods.  

“I think a ghost come by last night,” she said quietly.  

“Ain’t no such thing,” Momma said.  

“But I heard him,” she insisted.  

“Don’t fuss me none, Em’rald,” Momma ordered, and the matter was settled.  

* * * 

The Mississippi heat poured through gaping windows to bathe her in thick 

sweat. Fleas and mosquitos feasted beneath her sheets. She stirred, but did not 

wake. 
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Within the infinite thickets of her dreams, Emrick leads her by hand to the 

ravine. It is a scar of serrated earth, long cut deep by floodwaters, guarded above 

by a split rail fence of flecked white wood.  

“This way,” he says.  

“I’m not goin’ down there,” she protests, crossing her arms. 

“There’s somethin’ in there,” Emrick continues. “Somethin’ evil.” 

“Then we should go home.” 

“I wanna see it,” he says.  

* * * 

She sat bolt upright, awake. She had heard the footsteps again. 

She was sure.  

The visitor persecuted the aged wood, a soft drumroll along the floor. Sweat 

greased her skin. The footsteps scuffed to a stop beside her straw mattress.  
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“Who’s there?” she whispered.  

The world held its breath.  

“It’s okay,” she said. “I won’t hurt you.” 

Then, no more than twelve inches from her ear, it spoke.  

Hi, Emerald.  

The soft voice of a youth, not unlike her brother’s.  

“Emrick?” 

No. 

“Then who are you?” she asked. 

A friend.  

She swept her fingers through the air. They found no flesh beside her. Each 

digit tingled at an invisible winter.  



Dreams of Color 

155 

 

“Where are you?” 

Here. 

“What are you? A ghost?” she said.  

A pause.  

I know where you can find your brother. 

A hopeful tremor shook her. She reached out to feel in the dark again. So cold. 

“Is he okay?” 

Yes. 

“Can you show me where he is?” 

I can.  

Her volcanic joy surged forth and she shouted, “Momma, Papa! Emrick’s 

okay!” but the presence of the visitor fled with a gasp as her mother thundered in.  
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“What’d you say?” Momma cried. 

“Emrick’s okay, Momma! I can find him!” 

“Make sense, child!”   

“A ghost told me! He’ll show me where he is!” 

“What?” 

“He will, Momma!” 

A thousand pinpricks exploded on her cheek, the familiar sting of a slap.  

“You done put me through enough,” Momma quaked. “No more of this ghost. 

Y’hear?” 

Emerald sucked her lower lip and massaged her cheek until she was alone again 

with her dreams.  

* * * 
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She knows that the world ripples with luscious paintbrush-bristle color. But as 

she sits squat on the ground, barely taller than the knifing grasses, the verdant 

landscape is alien and silent for her.  

“You have to come with me,” Emrick says.  

“No. I can’t see.” 

“I’ll hold your hand,” he says.  

“No,” she whines, “I’ll get lost.” 

“Then don’t come,” he snaps. “You can wait.” 

She latches onto his ankle to hold him still but he pries her fingers away and 

leaps out of reach, leaving her alone. 

“Come back!” she wails.  
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She rubs her eyes vigorously, then opens them to look after the sound of his 

feet crashing in the thicket. All she can spy is a single gray firefly disappearing into 

the jagged glen. Then she is alone. 

* * * 

The pall of another sleepless night hurled her about the bed. She decided to 

wait again for the visitor and played a lion growling at other little children, and a 

cat mewing and pawing at the mice of her mind.  

The floorboards squealed softly. 

“Ghost – are you there?” 

A lifeless breath blew frigid against her gossamer neck. Her hands swam the 

room, but found nothing. Just particles of thick Mississippi air, strangely chill in 

the swelter. 

“Ghost?” 
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Yes. 

“Can you help me find my brother?” 

Yes.  

A thought had come to her before, and she spoke it now.  

“Why won’t Emrick just come home?” she said. “If he’s really okay, like you 

say?” 

He’s lost. He needs you. 

She weighed the words and felt her throat turn to sand. 

“Do you have a name?” 

A pause. The sound of breathing, light and cool like November winds. 

No.  

“Why not?” 
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I can’t remember. 

“That’s sad.” 

Your brother needs you.  

She considered. Her fingers groped along the edge of the bed, numbed with 

the visitor’s presence. She thought of her mother and father sleeping below and 

shivered.  

“How far is it?” she asked.  

Not far.  

“How will I know where to go?” 

Can you feel me? 

“Yes,” she said. “You’re so cold.” 

Follow me.  

“Okay.” 
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* * * 

Before the grinning ravine, she does just what Emrick told her. She waits.  

She draws her knees to her chest and nibbles a stalk of straw. She prays and 

sleeps and cries. She dreams of color. She sees the radiant thickets behind her 

house, draped in leaves of jade, the crick to swim naked in, the water clay-crimson 

in her hands, her cocoa-rich skin. 

She waits two whole days.  

After such agonizing hours, she begins the long crawl home, alone in the 

everlasting darkness.  

* * * 

She stumbled past the hissing lamps of the house into the orchestra of insects. 

Bare feet pressed the hot dirt. One arm swayed side-to-side for balance, the other 

felt for her guide. Howls from every direction. The chill faded from her fingers.  
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“Wait!” she cried.  

Your brother is close.  

“Please, I can’t see!” she panted.  

I know. 

She scrambled through the knee-high grasses, claws of pokeweed and prying 

crowfoot. A cistern of pollution and nameless shapes before her eyes. Each breath 

burned with fear.   

“Ghost?” she called.  

This way.  

She crawled and her head struck a log. She groped along to find it propped 

above the carpet of grass and mud and wriggled beneath it. She recognized this 

place. The braille of the earth whispered to her. She was approaching the ravine, 

the tree-toothed border of Milam Bryant’s plantation. 
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Keep coming.  

She pawed her way forward. The ground fell away and her palms came up cool 

and moist. Exposed bare bones of earth kneeled for her to find and clutch and 

clamber downward upon. She reached a tremendous stone and hugged her body 

against it and gasped for breath.  

“Ghost?” 

We are close now.  

Wet mud squished under her toes with each step. Several long minutes elapsed 

as she passed through the delta lowlands. She spread her arms again, wings of a 

fallen creature.  

He’s near.  

“Emrick!” she cried at the top of her voice. “It’s me, Em’rald!” 
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Her foot kicked a stone and she flopped to the ground, yelping in pain. She 

lifted her head and opened her eyes. All pooled with black and soot, the bottom 

of a grave.  

But a shape began to form before her.  

She blinked, rubbed her eyes, and stared into the horizon.  

She could it. Something man-made. A structure rising wart-like from the 

ground, haloed with silver moonlight.  

This way.  

She took wobbling steps toward it, blinking.  

It was a shack. Black walls collapsed around sunken windows that hung drunk. 

Serpentine fog encircled the sorrowful portals.  

“Emrick!” she called.  

She stumbled forward.  
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Inside. 

“Brother?” 

She drew closer to the shack. The world cloaked in dusk and haze, the frigid 

winter of the visitor’s presence raising goosebumps despite the dripping summer 

sweat.  

“Emrick? Are you there?” 

Her hand touched the splintered jamb. Rusted debris rattled about her feet. She 

peered inside. Still, she saw little more than a foamy maelstrom of ash.  

She lifted a leg and stepped inside, holding the door frame, gasping. She 

blinked again and looked.  

There.  

Amid the thunderhead in her eyes, a human shape lay before her, asleep on the 

ground. It glowed dimly.   
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Go to him.  

She knelt and whispered, “Brother?” Her fingertips brushed the limp pair of 

feet at the ankles. She gave a cry.  

They were rigid as rubber. And cold. Impossibly cold, like ice and acid.  

Her hands worked along his leg and torso, up to the neck. A point of pain 

knifed into her finger. Her hands maneuvered the tiny daggers looped about the 

boy’s collar.  

“Emrick!” she called. 

It could only be one thing. She trembled at the barbed wire sunk deep in her 

brother’s swollen flesh. Her hands moved again. So, so cold. She recoiled at the 

kiss of his dead lips and landed on her backside. Her whole body shook with 

terror. 

“G-ghost,” she stuttered through hot tears, “what happened to him?” 
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He’s asleep.  

Above the limp body before her, the fleshless guide appeared in full. Its face 

flowed with black oil, its cloak billowing smoke and mold. It made no sound. 

She opened her mouth, but could not scream. 

It opened a single eye, a tiny sun of frosted glass. Unspeakable polar cold. Not 

of this world. And she knew then that this visitor had not come to help her, nor 

had it arrived out of pity or remorse.  

She glanced once more at the dead boy before her. His head was turning. The 

mouth opened.  

“Emerald….” 

She wailed and spun to crawl through the door. Her feet slipped and splinters 

dug into her forearms and knees, but she kicked at the shed and flew into the 

simmering Mississippi furnace. 
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Come back. 

She scrambled up the shoulder of the earth out of the gulch, wheezing in 

terror, not looking back.  

Emerald.  

Her head struck the logs of the white fence again and she tumbled and rolled 

onto her back and wept and repeated Emrick’s name until her tongue swelled. She 

listened between gasps and heartbeats. She looked down the hill for the ghost but 

saw nothing. Instead, the tallow-white negative of her brother’s corpse hung 

suspended before her, trapped in the prison of her eyes. Its mouth still moved and 

she beat her head to dislodge the image. 

She curled into the warm grass and caught her breath and waited. Nothing 

came after her. No sound reached her, and she felt a shame familiar to all 

frightened children, that trickling poison in the belly with a cruel voice of broken 

glass. 
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At last she began to fumble through the lonely forest. With every step her 

brother’s image burned on her horizon, a beacon of dread. Her tears watered the 

blind and lonely way home. 

She never spoke of her brother again. 
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Autumn 

each rusted 

leaf that blows 

and crackles is  

a love  

 

letter that  

i have wadded  

up and thrown at  

the trash pail  

and missed 

 

Back to Contents  



 

172 

 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

I know how to swim   

I know you own a pool 

I know money makes us both sweat 

I know any ship can leave your harbor and reach mine if desired 

I know the rain runs down my face as it does on yours 

I know what a strawberry is. 

I know my name sounds different from yours 

I know our pigments sometimes clash 

I know my eyes see greater numbers than yours 
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I know that my grave will flower in your back yard 

I know what a strawberry is.  

 

I know my home is far away but it still calls my name 

I know there are maps in the skies 

I know your teeth are dangerous 

I know how to buckle my seat belt in any car from your garages 

I know our daughters are like grass 

I know what a strawberry is. 

 

I know my clothes are like salt 

I know tomorrow is more stubborn than you 

I know bread 

I know garbage 

I know your fingers are like paintings in the sea 

I know hats 



Yes 

174 

 

I know the buffet 

I know what a strawberry is. 

 

I know a dollar 

I know a peso 

I know how to purchase 

I know how you own twenty acres 

I know what a strawberry is. 

 

I know sand like you know dust 

I know friends like you know hounds 

I know breakfast like you know a refrigerator box 

I know a window, sunlight, too high to climb 

I know papers, I know papers 

I know tongues like snapping rats 
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I know beasts that walk on two legs 

I know moons that light our backs 

I know books with spines like spears 

I know history, burnt 

   and curling in our fires 

I know what a strawberry is. 

 

Back to Contents 

  



 

176 

 

 

 

A Solid Line 

For my daughter, upon learning that I was going to be her father 

 

a solid line 

is a cord 

stretches across poles and rooms and tiles 

until it brings life, 

a spark 

to a new thing. 

 

a solid line 
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is a pencil writing words,  

breathing, once silent 

until the hand takes it up and moves it. 

life given 

language spoken, 

can offend, can 

bless, bring fear,  

bring tears, mask of joy,  

blinking at time. 

 

a solid line is a finger 

pointing in one direction 

while another points away –  

south, or some other  

which way  
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that I wasn’t planning 

to go 

 

a solid line is a crayon, taken 

in tiny hand, dragged across parchment  

paper, the words carved  

in a purple pile  

with no skill, no  

direction, formed like the earth, 

the words ‘I love you’, so messy and yet  

as clear as the moment  

I saw it,  

straight, bold, predictable, beautiful, 

that solid line.  
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To My Future Wife (Version #2) 

 

 

1 

it was the spelling 

of your name 

that led me to the illumination 

of an orange light bulb 

 

it was the spelling of your name 

that helped me laugh 

when you spoke of Atticus 

and Scout 
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it was the spelling 

of your name 

the held my phone high 

before the castle and the fire 

 

it was the spelling of your name 

that made it a first embrace, almost 

a handshake, but thankfully 

not it was the spelling of your name 

and yet it was  

  more 

 

2 

a moment ago, my feet were sweating 

and stuffy 

like a gloved hand, you know, 
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after hauling a sled back up 

the hill even though 

it’s minus two, but my feet 

are like your feet when 

the socks come off, because 

little bits of cotton cling  

to the pads 

of swelling pink 

and ‘tween the toes 

that wiggle 

when they’re free, 

I’m like you 

at least in feet, we’ve got that 

in common 

I hope. 
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3 

My roommates have a lot of jars 

in the refrigerator. The sides 

of them are spattered 

with red and purple 

splotches, streaked 

and smeared with the color 

of capillaries. I reach in 

 

and pull out 

my butter, fossilized 

in the cold. Half 

a stick 

lay at the bottom of the box,  

lonely. 
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I know it involves butter 

and a skillet, but the butter 

is hard, it’s too hard, so I nuke it 

for several seconds, where it melts 

and the little bowl 

gets so hot  

my fingers squeal 

as I pull it out  

and dump the liquid 

onto my wheat bread.  

 

I know that the butter 

goes down, onto the pan,  

 

where it can be grilled, hence 

grilled cheese, hence melted 
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cheese over the bread (and ham 

if you want a meaty 

lunch) and you flip, flip 

until both sides are brown 

and good 

to eat.  

 

I eat it after talking to you. 

 

4 

For your birthday, the big double 

double, I wrote you 

a poem.  

 

It started sweet, packed with flowery 

ideas, my feelings nicely wrapped 
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into figurative metaphors and cute images, 

like how my emotions are likened 

to my eating habits, I’m picky 

but you happen to be my favorite 

cheeseburger, no tomato 

of course, and in this case 

(speaking within this convenient metaphor) tomatoes 

represent every other sandwich  

 

I was being offered, and I only like tomatoes 

on my spinach sandwiches. Boy, am I glad 

 

that I wrote this poem 

and my feelings 

fit so perfectly 

into my little simile, they are personified  
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(My love stretches its arms 

to your beautiful soul) 

and I’m sure this is exactly what 

you expected.  

 

For your birthday, the big two 

two, I wrote you  

this poem, full 

of language and words  

and the real desire 

to whisper something else 

into your ear. 

 

5 

I crawled 

next to you and kissed 
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your bare 

smooth neck.  

 

You didn’t move 

but your voice 

crawled up your cheek 

and kissed me back. 

 

6 

Then the door opened. 

And you walked in.  
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Give Him the Gospel 

 

 

The thirst took him during the cicada hellsong, their rusted bows dragging on 

violins of stone. His eyes searched the black of night for an answer from God. He 

rose to don overalls and jam his arms through the sleeves of a shirt that smelled of 

sweet horse manure. His toes slipped into boots that he tied with frantic hands, 

losing laces and swearing in a hush. In the bed Annie stirred, likely awake, but no 

words were said as he slung his rifle and pushed through the cabin door.  

He chased the thirst up the slope past scores of bladed rocks that poked from 

beneath the warm clay. His feet stumbled around the barn. The beasts watched 

with glowing eyes through the gapped planks. Despite the cloak of night, his steps 
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found the way around reaching thorns and lunging boulders and the numerous 

sudden drops along the path that skirted a hissing creek fifty feet below. He 

slowed his pace, coming abreast of a long, low hut, the barracks for his slaves. He 

held his breath, and hoped to disappear like a sneak in the shadows.  

The gun at his hip, he stalked the thirst through the haunt of twilight. The trail 

thinned to a hair that shimmied along the creek, criss-crossing where the settlers 

had toppled trees for dry passage. He swung the weapon back and forth and 

listened. His heels snapped branches and pushed stones over each other with a 

crack, the sounds loud for an instant, then swallowed by the frogs and cicadas. At 

times he lost the path and groped the poplars and maples that dirtied his fingers 

with wet moss. He crouched low to the ground and caught his breath, gazing up 

at the pale wedge of moon, its beams hidden by the hardwood canopy. In this 

moment, he thought to stop this foolish crusade, to turn back and put up his gun 

and lay beside Annie once more, for surely she was awake and waiting for him. 

But the thirst stoked the fire within, touching that spot in every man’s throat 
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bound to the stomach and the soul, and he stood tall and dared the forest with 

further invasion.  

He came to a shaven patch of the mountain where the trees had never grown, 

nor had many crops, and settlers had not desired. It yielded instead a modest 

church with a long, sloping roof to match the fall of the hillside. He crept up the 

church, around it, and several dozen yards past into the trees where the rock 

receded beneath the soil and the forest once again dwarfed all. There, tucked into 

a crop of boulders that shone like mirrors in the moonlight, was a dank shack. 

The sour scent of water and mash warmed his blood. He picked his way down 

among the rocks and slung the rifle and knocked on the thick wooden door with 

red knuckles split wide by labor and sun.  

He waited. A ringing whine pierced his ears, a muddle of tree life and his own 

breathing – and the relentless, pounding thirst. He knocked again, throwing his 

fist upon the door as if to break it.  
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“Open up!” he bellowed.  

The door came loose with a whine. A colored girl stood before him. Her eyes 

met his for a flash, then fell to the dirt where they both knew her eyes belonged. 

He stepped past her, into the black interior.  

“Is Ezekiel here?” he huffed.  

“Yes,” said a voice from the candlelit quiet.  

He swayed farther into the shack and planted his boots. 

“I need the Gospel, y’hear?” 

The dark replied, “After our conversations, I would say you do.” 

“You know what I mean,” he spat. “Give me the Gospel.” 

The darkness spoke again, calm, unmolested. “Very well, my friend. Jesus is the 

Way, the Truth, and the Life.” 
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“Enough!” the man cried, spittle flying from his lips. He swung the rifle to his 

hip again.  

“Give it to me. Right now.” 

The dark took its time.  

“You didn’t come here to shoot me, Mr. Ottie,” it replied. “For the last time, 

my answer is No.” 

The beat of the man’s breathing filled the shack, like wet clothes on a 

washboard. He took a long draw through his wide nostrils and released it slowly, 

the hiss swirling in the small, damp space. Then, with a waver, he stumbled 

forward and jammed the cold barrel of the rifle into the darkness and whatever 

flesh was hiding there. 

“Give it to me. Now.” 
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He hoped for a cry of fear with some proud lust, aching for a show of 

weakness and timidity. He leaned against the butt of the rifle and felt the gun 

pressing into his prey. 

“Celestine,” said the voice in the dark, “give Mr. Ottie a taste of the Gospel.” 

He licked his lips. The thirst flicked its tongue in his ear.  

“That’s more like it,” he rasped. 

He pushed back and lowered the rifle and turned to accept whatever the 

colored girl was offering. The orange flicker of the candles threw dancing shadows 

around him, and his eyes struggled to focus. She was spinning to meet him, to 

hand him a jar, a jug, a vessel containing the medicine that would help him sleep 

through the night again.  

He saw a flash as his forehead exploded in hot light, the bottom of a crucible, 

and he crumbled to the ground.  
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She had hit him! 

His anger bubbled anew, the volcanic thirst inflamed by the spark of this new 

indignity, this violation of law and balance and justice. He sprung up and groped 

for the trigger but a new sensation, a rigid, metallic finger, burned against his 

cheekbone and he froze.  

“Don’t you come and see us ever again now, Mr. Ottie,” said the voice in the 

darkness, “unless you’re lookin’ for the true Gospel.” 

“Go to hell, nigger,” the man hissed.  

The spear of metal drove him backward toward the door. His eyes fluttered 

and saw that the colored girl holding the pistol, her finger curled around the 

trigger, ready to fire. He looked to the ground in hot fury and shame.  

“Goodnight, Mr. Ottie,” the man said. “Get home to your wife, now.”  
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The finger propelled him until the girl opened the door with a free hand and 

jabbed the pistol deeper into his cheek and shoved him outside onto his rear. As 

he landed and crawled to his knees, the door slammed and latched.  

“You think you’re smart, nigger!” he bellowed. “But I’m comin’ back for ya! Ya 

hear? I know what’s goin’ on in there and you’re gonna pay!” 

The man pushed himself to his feet and found to his surprise that they were 

trembling beneath him. Shame crawled over his flesh like grease and he felt filthy 

and sullied, and immediately began to hatch a scheme to transfer that filth back to 

his tormentors. Anything to feel clean and white again.  

He kicked his way past the church to the narrow path that would lead him 

down through the darkness. With every step, the thirst dried his throat to sand 

and filled him with a fuller, cleverer hate.  

* * * 
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Celestine watched Mr. Ottie disappear into the night, his hollering fading into 

the din of insect symphonies. She stepped away from the peephole as Ezekiel 

emerged from the darkness and rubbed his graying chin.  

“Is he gone?” 

She nodded and wiped her eyes. The black interior of the shack masked several 

deep lines bisecting her forehead and cheeks. A cobweb of scars hung about the 

base of her neck and descended unseen down her spine. She exhaled slowly and 

gazed up at Ezekiel and whispered, “Can I check on my girl, sir?” 

He nodded.  

“Take the pistol. Keep watch for me.” 

She opened the door and slipped into the night and clambered up into the 

church. Inside, her daughter Winnie slept peacefully on a narrow bench, ignorant 

of the white man’s visit. Ezekiel watched Celestin cross the clearing.  
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This was not Jacob Ottie’s first visit to Ezekiel Jirah and his Mountain Baptist 

Colored Church. His reputation had arrived long before on the lips of Aaron 

Jefferson Jones, a member of the faith and one of Mr. Ottie’s own slaves.  

“The boss ain’t got no money,” the Aaron had been whispering. “The res’ of 

the white folks is foul mad at ‘im, too. This one fella come down from ‘round 

Knoxville yellin’ about cattle. Nex’ day half th’ beeves is gone. So he beat us real 

good to show fer it.”  

Ezekiel prayed over the fresh wounds as Celestin wash them and apply 

ointment with her bare fingers.  

“Mr. Ottie’s credit all dried up,” Aaron had continued. “Ain’t no way a’knowin’ 

what he’ll do anymo’.” 

When Mr. Ottie finally did appear, it was early in the morning when the sun 

paints the trees orange and pink.  

“I come,” Ottie stammered, “to ask you about the Gospel.”  
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“I see,” Ezekiel replied with a smile. 

Ezekiel was teaching songs to the children that came for schooling during the 

day while their parents share-cropped or worked for men like Mr. Ottie. He was 

singing a verse about Moses crossing the Red Sea, but paused, eyed the newcomer 

up and down, and stepped away and left the rest for Celestine to finish.  

“So how do I get it?” Ottie pressed.  

“The Gospel begins in one’s heart, Mr. Ottie,” Ezekiel replied. 

The encoded talk with a Negro was irking Jacob Ottie and he shifted his weight 

from leg to leg to stay poised. Ezekiel watched patiently as the man frowned and 

spat, a likely affirmation of manhood.  

“You know,” Ottie said, his eyes narrowing. “The Gospel. Give it to me.” 

“Mr. Ottie, this probably isn’t the best church for you to be attending,” Ezekiel 

answered. “There are plenty of fine white churches in the valley.” 
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“No, I don’t mean that,” Ottie growled. “I need to get something from you. 

What they’re callin’ the Gospel,” he said, as if explaining matters to a child. 

“Like I told you, a white church can fix you up fine,” Ezekiel remarked. His 

eyes caught the rising sun and twinkled in the shine. “Now, if you’ll forgive me, I 

must see to the children.” 

And he turned his back. Ezekiel knew it would infuriate the man something 

awful. Nonetheless, he tugged gently at his beard and set himself on the steps of 

the church and picked up the verse as the Israelites watched the waters consume 

the Egyptians. 

“Oh, th’ boss’s mad somethin’ fierce, Rev’rin,” Aaron had whispered the next 

day, and told them how he and the others down at the farm heard cussing coming 

from Ottie’s shack for hours and they couldn’t sleep on account of a palpable fear 

that Ottie would storm in and slash them for being of the same race as that 

accursed mountain preacher.  
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“Don’t worry, brother,” Ezekiel comforted his parishioner. “That man won’t 

cause no trouble.” 

And yet Ottie stumbled into the clearing, at sunset this time, the place deserted 

and children all sent home. Ezekiel was sweeping the aisles between the squat 

benches. Behind him, beside the plain pulpit, Celestine sung to little Winnie. She  

stopped mid-song as Ottie stomped up the porch stairs.  

“Now you listen, and listen good,” Ottie spat, his hands trembling. “You give 

me the Gospel and give it to me now.”  

“I think you know it by now,” Ezekiel said. 

Ottie kicked a bench to the floor with a bang.  

“I do, and it’s yer ‘shine!” Ottie scowled at the preacher, whose eyes were 

waiting to meet him in the equal air. “I want what you’re makin’ back here. I want 

that moonshine.”  
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Ezekiel smiled, an old man’s smile, and shook his head. “I don’t do such 

things.” 

“Don’t lie to me, boy,” Ottie shot back. “Er’body knows you’re runnin’ a still 

out back in them trees. So no more code. No more fancy ‘Gospel’ talk. Just give it 

to me.” 

Ezekiel took a breath and held the broomstick to his chest. “Since we’re 

speaking plainly, then, I’ll be frank with you. I don’t deal in credit, Mr. Ottie.” 

“Those niggers never shut up. All they do is lie,” Ottie grunted, flickering anger 

catching in his throat. “They don’t know nothin’.” 

“Then I assume you brought payment?” 

Ottie glared across the open sanctuary, his gaze dark in the gray room. 

Celestine watched him, her eyes wide with fear. Her fingers closed around 

Winnie’s arm. 
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“I can pay you next week.” 

“I don’t deal in credit, Mr. Ottie.” 

“I can make a down payment.” 

“That won’t be necessary.” 

“God damn it!” he cried. “Just give it to me!” 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Ottie.” 

The would-be buyer’s breath whistled through his nostrils. He clenched his 

fists like and stood tall, like a gorilla, and grunted softly.  

“Fine, then,” he hissed. 

And Jacob Ottie departed amid a hailstorm of threats to return and curses 

aimed at preachers and women and descendants of the Nigerian delta.  

He had made good on that threat. But they had been ready. How talented 

young Celestin seemed to be with that pistol, he thought!  
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But that thought came with a heavy frown. Matters had changed. A colored girl 

had threatened a white man and pushed him to the ground. There was no telling 

what someone like Jacob Ottie would do after such an indignity.  

Ezekiel Jireh waited until Celestine was safely inside the church before he 

stepped outside himself and slipped through the trees, traversing a winding 

footpath into the murk. He moved quietly through the thickets, his feet plodding 

a memorized track that safely negotiated the way between his distillery and a small 

shack tucked against the mountainside along the muddy drop-offs moistened by 

the constant trickle of rainwater down the black rocks of Mother Appalachia. 

There was no door. A mere black portal, half the height of a man, allowed entry 

into the assemblage of planks and beams piled over a smooth, dirt floor. No fire 

lit the space, but he sensed the presence of numerous bodies that churned upon 

his arrival.  

“Rise up, everyone,” Ezekiel whispered. “Time to put wings on those feet.” 
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* * * 

When Ottie burst breathless onto the overlook of his farm, the thirst 

compelled him to punish. He thought of fire, the whip, shackles. But the electrical 

blasts of his mind leapt from thought to thought, and his anger at the Negro 

people hardened into a single furious point at his newest enemy, and he passed 

over the barracks of his human possessions.  

The boots trumpeted his arrival and Annie stood beside the bed now, watching 

her madman husband bustle about in the dark.  

“Where’ve you been?” 

“Go to sleep, Annie.” 

“I asked, Where you been?” 

“I been out!” he snapped.  
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He needed to find them, the instruments of his plot. He pried at the 

floorboards of the cabin and pulled a loose one to his shoulder and tossed it aside 

and it landed with a raucous clatter.  

“Jacob, stop this.” 

He ignored her and plumbed the cool dirt beneath the building. He had balked 

at hiding them in the barn, knowing the slaves would probably find them and put 

their devilish minds to some ill use. He’d tied them with cord and wrapped them 

in a wool blanket. He unwrapped the coating and felt them with his fingers. He 

rose and kicked the plank back in place and retrieved his flint from the hearth and 

dropped it in the pocket of his shirt.  

“Jacob, where’re you goin’?” 

“Go back to bed.” 

“Jacob, don’t go out there again.” 
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Ottie stepped out into the roaring night with her words burning in his ears. “I’ll 

be right back,” he shouted and began climbing up his farm, past the slave quarters 

and into the moonlit bush, his intentions playing about in his mind one hateful 

step at a time. 

* * * 

The long, thick night began to breathe a fine mist along the leaves of the trees. 

Its pale belly slunk along the ground over the rocks and around the church. 

Inside, Celestine and Winnie watched at the windows. Celestine held the pistol. 

Ezekiel had been gone longer than she could figure.  

Three white men had come and knocked on the shack door in search of the 

Gospel. Celestine called to them from the window, handed the pistol to Winnie 

who had known how to shoot all her life, and then ran through the shadows to 

the shack. To each white man she sold a jug of clear liquid smelling of lantern oil 

with a touch of buttered corn. Each asked about her strange secrecy. Well learnt 
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not to meddle in the affairs of their caste, even with life and death at hand, she 

mumbled in turn, “A ghos’ is about tonight, sir.” 

The fog bloated and festered. It sweat itself out and soaked Celestine’s dress 

through and masked the approach by which Mr. Ottie would certainly come, if he 

came. She squinted into the haze but resigned to lean against the wall, close her 

eyes, and listen. Winnie sat on the opposite side of the church and watched and 

copied her mother’s determined expression. For an hour, the wilderness choir 

sang with tireless lungs while the trees patiently listened.  

When they came, the footsteps landed with a drunkard’s precision. The bearer 

was not drunk with liquor, but anger, and Celestine knew Mr. Ottie wouldn’t 

commit the mistakes of an inebriate. The boots moved briskly, hitting heavy 

against the dirt and kicking loose stones that would click along until they rolled to 

a standstill. The boots came to the side of the church beneath Celestine’s window 

and paused. She lifted her head, bringing her ear as close as she dare to the sill. 
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The sounds were indistinct, the muddled brushing of clothing and pockets and 

God-knows-what. She turned to Winnie and brought a finger to her lips. Winnie 

nodded.  

Mr. Ottie grunted and carried his heavy boots around the building to the other 

side, seeming to shuffle as they went, crackling all the way, then halting altogether 

beneath Winnie’s window. Celestine held the pistol with both hands and let it rest 

against her knee. If that man dared to show his face in that window, or in the 

front door –  she told herself that she could, she should, she had to – but would 

she?  

The rocks rattled again as Ottie stood to full. She heard a faint chipping sound, 

like an axe on stone. Then, above Winnie’s head, the window began to glow the 

color of peaches. 

His voice came like the sudden cries of a dying animal.  

“Ezekiel!”  
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Ottie’s call hit Celestine with a start and adrenaline throbbed in her mouth. It 

echoed in the small clearing, splitting between the trees like a hundred shouting 

demons.  

“Show yourself, Preacher!” 

Celestine wiped her palms on her dress with little relief. A sweaty bead dribbled 

into her eye and it spiked with pain.  

“Come out, Nigger, or I’ll blow your church to Hell!” 

Her eyes flew wide.  

Ottie’s words took a moment to settle in her mind. Their meaning came slowly 

with icy horror. She retraced Ottie’s steps, matching sounds to likely action. Her 

hand flew to her mouth to stifle a scream. She had heard the thunder of men 

blasting the mountain open. She had seen boulders thrown into the air, some the 

size of trees and full-grown men, soaring past the clouds lighter than a bird.  
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“I’m here, Mr. Ottie. What can I do for you?” 

The power of Ezekiel’s baritone pressed against her skittering nerves, calming 

her in spite of such righteous terror. She pushed herself to her knees and reached 

forward, beginning to crawl toward Winnie.  

“You know what you can do for me, boy,” Ottie said. “I want all of it. Every 

single jug or jar or piss pot you got, filled up with that white lightning. Or your 

church burns.” 

She brought her knee forward, sliding it along the stiff floorboard, praying it 

wouldn’t groan or squeal with her weight.  

“As you say, Mr. Ottie,” Ezekiel said, calm as ever. “I’ll have my people bring 

you everything I have.” 

“Damn right. Bring it quick. In satchels, too.” 

Celestine heard him spit to emphasize his victory. 
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“As you say, Mr. Ottie,” Ezekiel repeated.  

She slid along the floor, her lips pressed together, determined not to make a 

sound. Her fingers ached from holding the massive pistol and she paused to 

transfer it to her other hand. Outside, Ottie swung the torch back and forth, the 

flames chanting and huffing in a heathen tongue. 

Ezekiel’s voice faded up the hill, toward the shack. “Right this way. Mr. Ottie is 

waiting.”  

Celestine heard the distant patter of footsteps. She snuck each knee forward. 

Outside, the clinking of glass cut through the night as a half dozen or so men and 

women, Ezekiel’s so-called elders of the church, brought jars of liquid down the 

hill from the shack and placed them at Mr. Ottie’s feet. As each container arrived, 

Ottie muttered to the load-bearers, “That’s right, boy, that’s good….” 
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Celestine looked up at the window. She could almost reach it. Winnie was 

staring, eyes still flung open, her mouth agape in a tiny black ‘O’. Her eyes dipped 

to the pistol for a moment, then found her mother in the infernal glow.  

“I’ve been thinkin’ about this operation you got here,” Ottie crowed. “How 

come you ain’t in a chain gang, boy? Why the Sheriff allowin’ for a colored 

moonshiner, I wonder?” 

“If you are concerned about the shade of my shine, I will gladly keep it,” 

Ezekiel said. 

Ottie laughed. “You’re a smart nigger, aren’t you?” 

“You’re not here to compliment me, Mr. Ottie, so please don’t.” 

With her free hand, Celestine pulled herself up and slowly lifted her eyes above 

the window sill. Ottie was almost within the reach of her arm, a billowing torch in 

his hand. He reeked of human sweat and beastly waste, the burden of a farm. Up 
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the hill, Ezekiel stood with his arms crossed over his chest. Behind him the elders 

cowered like wretches, their black bodies melting into the pale night.  

“Is that all, Preacher?” 

“Yes, it is. All you can carry, at least,” Ezekiel said.  

“Why don’t your helpers give me a hand back there, huh?” Ottie called.  

“They’re elders of the church,” Ezekiel said. “They stay with me.” 

Ottie swung the torch so its purple lips dangled over the ground. Ezekiel 

flinched and the cowering ones behind him shrieked in horror.  

“I’m not askin’, Preacher,” Ottie insisted. “Send your boys and girls with me, 

or I light your church.” 

Ezekiel unfolded his arms. “Since they stay with me, I must come with you.” 

“Why?” 

“They are my elders. I take responsibility for them.” 
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“What you need elders for, anyway?” 

“A church is a complicated body to manage, Mr. Ottie. Much like a farm.” 

“Yeah, they’re both fulla animals.” 

Ezekiel held his breath. “Shall we, Mr. Ottie, as civilized men?” 

Leading the way, Ezekiel beckoned to the ragged ones to follow. They crept 

forward, keeping close to their shepherd, and took up the satchels and wooden 

crates holding gallons of pure moonshine. In a semi-circle they stood, holding 

Jacob Ottie’s liquor, waiting for him to turn and lead them into the forest to his 

farm. But instead, Ottie towered over them, proud, half his face glowing in the 

fire of his torch. A wry smile drew across his lips like the pronged wire of a rabbit 

trap. He pointed the torch at Ezekiel.  

“They’re fugitives,” he growled. “Aren’t they.” 

Ezekiel’s chin lifted at this accusation. “They are my elders.” 
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“They ain’t no elders! These are runaways! Fugitives!” He grinned, exposing 

wet white teeth. “That’s omeone’s property.” 

Ezekiel stepped forward, his nose inches from Ottie’s. “They are free men and 

women. The only One they belong to is the Lord.” 

“Who do you think you are, Nigger?” Ottie crooned, turning his head. “Do 

you know who you’re talking to?” 

“You came to me asking for the Gospel, Mr. Ottie,” Ezekiel said. “Now I’m 

giving it to you.” 

“Shut up!” he shouted. “We’re going to sort out who’s free and who’s not, 

right now.” He lifted the torch in the air. “If you’re a runaway nigger, step forward 

or I blaze the church!” 

“Calm down, Mr. Ottie, and let us help you with your purchases.” 

“Step forward, fugitives!” 
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“Don’t move, Elders.” 

“I’m not gonna ask again! Which of you is a runaway?” 

“Enough, Mr. Ottie!” Ezekiel bellowed. “Lead us on!” 

The torch fell.  

“That’s it! She burns!” Ottie howled.  

He stepped toward the church and stabbed the flaming sword toward the 

rabbit’s tail of gunpowder that wound its way to a clutch of explosives. But his 

arm hesitated for a moment, hovering just above the white dust, as his eyes drifted 

up to the church window because he sensed a presence he hadn’t yet accounted 

for. There he found Celestine’s eyes, two glistening brown pearls straddling the 

single barrel of a pistol. 

The gunshot shattered the night and galloped up and down the mountain with 

terrible singularity. Jacob Ottie stumbled backward, hung like a tree before it 
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topples, then flopped onto his back and rolled once, twice, and a third time, finally 

sliding to a stop against a rock at the base of the clearing. His torch lay beside the 

church, its flames charring the face of a barren rock, inches from the fragile white 

powder.  

The elders watched her, their faces slack with unfathomable disbelief. Ezekiel 

gazed down the hill into the shadows where the dead thing now lay, closed his 

eyes, sighed, and turned to face the women in the window. 

“Celestine,” he whispered, the echoes still fading in their ears. “What have you 

done?” 

“Look under the church,” she gasped.  

He didn’t move. “What have you done?” he repeated.  

An elder crawled under the building, wriggling between the stone stacks that 

propped the structure off the hill. He pushed himself out and held high two 

brown fingers of dynamite.  
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“There’s more on the other side,” Celestine cried.  

Ezekiel’s face hung low, hovering over the gray face of the land. “Everyone 

must go,” he said quietly. “I will take full responsibility for this man’s death. You 

cannot. So please take what you have, including your wages, and go. May God 

protect you on your journey.”  

And without any argument, for they lived lives that knew no arguing but only 

servitude, the elders wrapped their arms around Ezekiel and inundated him with 

kisses before slinking into the woods, never to be seen in South Appalachia again.  

Ezekiel stood over the arrangement of moonshine and Celestine thought she 

heard him weeping softly. He seated himself on the rocks and folded his hands in 

silent prayer.  

“Do we need to go too, sir?” Celestine called from the window.  
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He kept to himself at first, and Celestine’s heart pounded in fear at leaving, 

running again, covering so much hostile territory on their own. She drew Winnie 

into her arms and let the smoking pistol lie on the floor.  

Ezekiel hummed a hymn to himself. Celestine sung along above him, and 

Winnie joined in for the final verse. They resolved into a chord, the women 

harmonizing, and then there was silence again.  

“No,” he said at last.  

* * * 

When the Cocke County Sheriff arrived on the back of his prized white horse 

the next morning, it appeared he had prepared for his visit to Ezekiel’s church by 

emptying the saddlebags. 

“It’s a damned shame what happened to Jacob,” he figured. “D’ya know who 

shot him?” 
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Ezekiel nodded. “Yes. I shot him.” 

The Sheriff worked a wad of snuff with his gums. His gaze drifted from the 

preacher down to the motionless, bloating body that was gathering a thick plume 

of flies. Then he lifted a roll of brown sticks wrapped in black wire in his hands.  

“He was plannin’ on usin’ these?” 

Ezekiel nodded again. “Yes, sir.” 

“The dumb cuss needed a drink that bad, huh?” 

Ezekiel nodded, but said nothing. 

The Sheriff sighed. “Well, Jacob had himself a pile of notes that were due, and 

folks will be hoppin’ mad if they don’t collect all because a colored preacher put a 

bullet in ‘im. You can see that, can’t you?” 

“I can,” Ezekiel stated. “I’d be happy to settle his accounts with product, sir.” 
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The Sheriff spat and smiled, bits of snuff hanging in his beard. “I’m full glad to 

hear that, Preacher.” 

They settled on a price of five-gallon per note, a hefty load that the Sheriff 

promised to send deputies to gather over the next several days. He offered Ezekiel 

his hand, shook, and once again laid his pitiful stare on the swelling mass of pale 

flesh below. 

“I trust you gave him his chances,” the Sheriff said.  

“I did all I could to give him the Gospel before the end.” 

“I reckon so,” the Sheriff mused absent-mindedly. “Jacob’s wife probably 

won’t be runnin’ no farm on her own after this. Those niggers of his may go to 

auction, you know, and git sold down further. Or, I s’pose, she might agree on a 

fair price to free’m if I speak with her directly. I ‘spect a fair exchange would be 

around three-gallon per nigger. You say?”  
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Ezekiel watched the women load the Sheriff’s horse with new burdens, the first 

installment on Jacob Ottie’s debts. Cobwebs of crimson scars peeked at him from 

the frontier of Celestine’s dress. They glowed in the sunrise as she bent to take a 

jug from Winnie’s tiny hands. Ezekiel swallowed and closed his eyes.  

“Yes, sir,” he said. “Three-gallon sounds fair.”  
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God Less 

 

 

welcome to a world 

a here or to-go world 

of ice and rain, emotions  

and pain 

welcome to our world, your world 

this world, the only world, it 

exists for us to know  

and claim 

and call our own. 
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welcome to the life 

of fat and thin 

and nice and small 

and things we love to see 

 

welcome to a world of blindness 

to what we feel  

with our fingers and noses 

welcome to a world of nakedness 

which arouses 

nothing. 

 

welcome to a world where nothing 

is new, nothing is fresh 

there are no visitors 

there are no guests 
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only residents, tenants, pests 

you do not duck in and stay 

for a minute or two 

you do not come for the day 

then return where the rest  

of us cannot touch you, 

you do not come for the weekend, 

you do not rent a room. 

 

there are no cleaners 

in this world, no maids 

to mop the mess you leave 

on the linoleum floor, 

for in this world  

nothing grows, nothing  

is restored 
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nothing comes for free, nothing is sold 

at that price we love 

known as nothing, known as washed 

free from debt, all mercy, 

no actual tending and rebuilding 

 

a world where things are only broken, 

they are not repaired, they do not come 

twice. 

 

welcome to my world 

where my vision is not clear, my eyes burn from straining 

to see 

the way things really are, to see the truth 

for example 

the way you and I match gazes 
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across that ideal ballroom 

in an ideal building, towering 

over the bosom of my home country, touched 

by the hungry hands of Man, I see you 

there, eyes darting 

from person to person, life to life, searching 

for a connection 

and finding none, none 

but for when we meet and smile, nervous 

because this has never 

happened before 

but now it is for the first time 

for you and me. 

welcome to these arms, these squeezing fingers 

that pull you in 

and take you. 
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welcome to our world, then, 

the one and only place 

where all of this happens,  

What’s all of this, you ask, curious, 

This anger, right here, 

no anger anywhere else  

in the universe, the big black empty 

universe, no regret, I think 

in this universe, this lonely universe 

created just for us, it’s all ours, 

all of this hurt, this lust, 

But what lust you ask again,  

curious, 

The lust I just had for you, I reply 

in this one verse, 

running my forearm  
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down your belly 

before smothering you  

again, That lust 

and the lust of others, it’s beautiful, isn’t it,  

I ask with my eyes closed and your mouth 

open, isn’t it  

so impractically beautiful 

to do it this way, 

What way – you ask 

again, This way, with connection, and passion and all 

that makes us complicated, that makes the ocean blue 

and not just the ocean, and an animal cuddly 

and not just an animal, all of the words, 

the labels, the thinking and fretting 

over nothing at all, really 

categorizing the inhalation 
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of invisible 

gasses into our mysterious bodies, then how it all comes out,  

in one smooth stream, 

for there is no sin 

but the word itself,  

I say while blowing 

into the red of your ear,  

and you laugh at me. 

 

welcome to a world  

of sunsets, painted 

by the brush of chance. 

welcome to another 

you sigh, holding  

my fingers to your rigid ribs 

where a trochaic drum 
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beats the tune 

of your comings and goings,  

and the ocean tides thrumming, softly, 

against the sands of my legs, washing nothing 

but still wetting, and welcome 

to my cool foam, a warm bath 

of silent hours  

just waiting,  

waiting,  

desperately resting. 

 

welcome to a world, 

where things are paved. 

 

welcome to a world 

where I am god,  
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if god exists, 

and power is a squall, spitting 

spikes of rain 

and throwing kicks of wind 

that rip trees and spew dirt, roots splitting, 

a brutal divorce, 

the earth pulled and scarred by destruction, 

all by my wind, my power, that I turn 

against those I see with eyes, 

I smell their leaves in green fumes 

and their barky taste lands  

on my acid tongue, 

they are in my way, 

they are in my way, 

so I bend my cataract  

to do its duty, its desecration, 



God Less 

234 

 

and defeat the breach 

of my sense 

of space, force them out,  

force them away, 

for I have invented this new word, 

this new idea that this world is not just 

a world, not just 

the world,  

I have molded 

with my cracking 

and spitting 

and shipping forth of hurricanes, 

the idea that all of this  

is mine, this world 

is mine, and mine 

alone. 
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welcome to my world 

for it is mine 

and not yours. 

 

welcome to a naked form 

a bestial stone 

carved from the blood 

of stained hands, red 

with a kill, and my looking 

upon them and realizing, shuddering 

that this substance, this potion 

is mine too, this crimson 

war-paint can now pour, it can spurt, 

the color of life has become the color 

of death, thanks to my trembling 

hand, doused in my mortality 
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I see it, I fear it,  

I worship it.  

 

welcome to the world 

of blood. 

 

welcome to blood 

and our fear of it, 

the transformation of instinct 

and self-preservation 

into fear and philosophy, as animal 

ceases its practice in exchange for practicality, morality 

based entirely on that red hand, shining 

with the stuff of my inner working, now the reason 

for belief in anything 

that may clean that hand 
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with a cleansing that heals 

all wounds, all damage 

eternally, as it must 

for our fear to be set aside, 

at least for a while, 

our fear of blood 

and the bitter truth 

that it flows so easily, 

that blood flows so very easily. 

 

welcome to death 

which happens anyway, I fear 

I must tell you honestly, the red 

eventually flows completely 

and dries up, like yellow, 

the stream that’s choked 
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by drought and cloudless skies, 

and pollution, I’m afraid, 

the glimmering lake devoured 

by a rolling dune, slithering away 

from a greater ocean with a larger mouth 

to blow winds 

that push dunes 

into the tiny pond  

and eat it,  

like a forest 

in the path of a sprinting fire, 

a blaze that consumes all life 

and snuffs it out 

and it is no more, and there is no history 

to be written by invisible hands, no record 

of things gone by, for they are gone 
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and not to be remembered, forever lost 

in a timeline that has no need  

for questions, or the word “why,” no need 

for that which I used to think 

was important, for “why” has no power 

of resurrection or reincarnation,  

it is a fruitless question 

posed by insignificant beings, 

tiny storms of humanity 

tricked into believing  

for even a moment 

that it could all be brought back 

or memorized by mulberry trees 

or that it even mattered  

to begin with. 
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welcome to this life, poisoned 

by the promise of death 

and the promise 

of being forgotten. 

 

welcome to a world 

a for-here or to-go world 

of ice and rain and emotions  

and pain 

welcome to a world, a love world 

but a blood world, 

a dying world, long forgotten,  

it exists,  

as far as we’re concerned, 

for us to know 

for us to claim 
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for us to call, to decide, to name, 

to fear,  

to lose,  

to lose it all,  

all for  

our very own. 
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