




   Sandy River 
       Review
                                     Fall 2005

                                volume 24, issue 1                        



“Storytelling reveals meaning without committing 
the error of defining it.”

                                            —Hannah Arendt



The Sandy River Review is published every semester in conjunction with Alice 
James Books and the University of Maine at Farmington Writer’s Guild. Special 
thanks to the Creative Writing faculty and students and the members of Writer’s 
Guild for their continuing support. Each contributor retains the copyright to any 
submitted material, and it cannot be reproduced without the author’s consent. 
The editors of the Sandy River Review are solely responsible for its content. 
Opinions herein do not necessarily reflect those of the editors, the University of 
Maine at Farmington, or Alice James Books.

Submissions to the Sandy River Review are accepted on a rolling basis and may 
be dropped off at Shari Witham’s office in Roberts 209A, Alice James Books, or 
emailed to SRReview@yahoo.com. 

Persons interested in the position of Editor or Assistant Editor may submit a letter 
of interest to SRReview@yahoo.com or contact Writer’s Guild.  

Cover Art: Blue Jason 
liquid acrylic on paper
by Rachel Elizabeth Thompson 

EDITOR
Aaron Z. Witham

ASSISTANT EDITOR
Abigail Stanley

COPYEDITORS
April Ossmann
Gretchen Legler



Contents

Poetry:

2.   ‘Wind from the Sea’- Aileen Dinsmore                             
3.   ‘In the Tent, After Your Father’s Funeral’-Aileen Dinsmore                        
4.   ‘Thunderstorm, Eight Years Old’- Aileen Dinsmore
5.   ‘Long-Lost Uncle’- Cynthia Brackett-Vincent                                                                                        
6.   ‘The Boyfriend’- Cynthia Brackett-Vincent                                                             

 9.  ‘In the Hands of Science’- Cynthia Ravinski
10.  ‘In Movies’- Jim Doucette
12.  ‘Man and Cat’- Jim Doucette
14.  ‘Duality’- Jim Doucette
15.  ‘Homage to My White, White Skin’- Heather Campbell
16.  ‘When I Am 18’- Amanda E. Coffin
18.  ‘Summer’- Amanda E. Coffin
19.  ‘The Girl’- Elizabeth Cooke
21.  ‘Packing Away Grandpa’s Books’- Ally Day
23.  ‘Skunk Cabbage’- Meg Stout
25.  ‘Last Gasp (or Furious April)’- Rhonda Flannery
26.  ‘Emily’s Bedside’- Tessa Parmenter
28.  ‘My Father Falling’- Abigail Stanley

7.   ‘The Concierge’- Sara Gelston

       Fiction:

31.  ‘No More Buffalo’- Zac Reed
37.  ‘Stella for Star’- Kate Russell
47.  ‘Lukewarm Wax’- Abigail Austin

 Non-Fiction:

60.  ‘Our Laundry’-Peter Biello
62.  ‘A Dream State’- Lance Pelkey
65.  ‘Snapshot’- Jennifer Baum
74.  ‘Nacreous Clouds’- Gretchen Legler

v



2.   ‘Wind from the Sea’- Aileen Dinsmore                             
3.   ‘In the Tent, After Your Father’s Funeral’-Aileen Dinsmore                        
4.   ‘Thunderstorm, Eight Years Old’- Aileen Dinsmore
5.   ‘Long-Lost Uncle’- Cynthia Brackett-Vincent                                                                                        
6.   ‘The Boyfriend’- Cynthia Brackett-Vincent                                                             

 9.  ‘In the Hands of Science’- Cynthia Ravinski
10.  ‘In Movies’- Jim Doucette
12.  ‘Man and Cat’- Jim Doucette
14.  ‘Duality’- Jim Doucette
15.  ‘Homage to My White, White Skin’- Heather Campbell
16.  ‘When I Am 18’- Amanda E. Coffin
18.  ‘Summer’- Amanda E. Coffin
19.  ‘The Girl’- Elizabeth Cooke
21.  ‘Packing Away Grandpa’s Books’- Ally Day
23.  ‘Skunk Cabbage’- Meg Stout
25.  ‘Last Gasp (or Furious April)’- Rhonda Flannery
26.  ‘Emily’s Bedside’- Tessa Parmenter
28.  ‘My Father Falling’- Abigail Stanley

Artwork:

 8.    ‘Looking Up’- Samantha Mason
 13.  ‘Snow Drive’- Jennifer Baum 
 17.  ‘Rest’- Abigail Austin
 24.  ‘Tree in Prescott Park, Portsmouth, NH’- Tessa Parmenter
 27.  ‘10:30 p.m.’- Tessa Parmenter
 30.  ‘Blue Jason’- Rachel Elizabeth Thompson
 46.  ‘Feuilles de L’automne’- Bradley Dubois
 58.  ‘Leaf on Fire’-  Bradley Dubois
 61.  ‘Bass n’ Boots’- Tessa Parmenter
 73.  ‘Collage’- Chancell Luce
 79.  ‘Across the Bay’- Jennifer Baum

Contents Continued

vi



Letter from the Editor 

 Welcome to the fall issue of the Sandy River Review.  Since 
1981, the Sandy has been publishing some of the finest literary 
arts the University of Maine at Farmington has to offer.  Twenty-
four years of dedication to the power of the written word is what 
makes the Sandy continue to thrive.  The writers and readers of the 
Sandy River Review believe in an artistic expression greater than 
themselves.  
 The artists and writers behind this issue bring us to places 
as alien as Antarctica and articulate human emotions as familiar to 
us as our own tears.  Powerful writing and artwork often describe 
the indescribable, but at the same time, can make even the most 
common feelings enticingly foreign. 
 I want to thank all those who submitted, because without 
the hundreds of pages we received, we wouldn’t have the luxury 
of choosing a diversity of pieces that compliment each other.  
Most of the writing we included came from students who have 
already graduated or are close to graduating.  After three or four 
years of college, most writers find that their craft has progressed 
exponentially from when they first stepped foot on campus.  For this 
reason, we included only a few exceptional first and second year 
students.  However, I want to really thank the younger students, 
because without your persistence, the Sandy River Review would 
not have the reputation or high quality that it does.  Furthermore, 
your future submissions will soon fill these pages and your matured 
voices will be heard.  
 I also want to thank the faculty for continuing to submit their 
work.  For this issue, we are happy to include a poem by Elizabeth 
Cooke and a nonfiction essay by Dr. Gretchen Legler from her 
forthcoming book about Antarctica, which will be published in the 
Fall of 2005 by Milkweed Editions.  
 Furthermore, there are many people involved in production 
who deserve credit.  First of all, I want to thank Shari Witham, the 
secretary for the Department of Humanities.  She collected many 
submissions, was always on call for communication questions, and 
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made us smile every time we saw her.  Secondly, thank you to the 
staff of Alice James Books for continuing to house our office and 
guide every level of our production.  April Ossmann, Aimee Beal, 
Patrick Bagley, and Kim Roberts are the most professional mentors 
we could ask for. Thirdly, thank you to our advisor and copyeditor, 
Dr. Legler.  Without the goals she set for us, the Sandy would 
never have made it to the creative writing website.  Thank you also 
to Writer’s Guild, and specifically Lance Pelkey and Peter Biello 
for supporting the Sandy as representatives of the campus writing 
community. 
 Thank you to my assistant editor, Abby Stanley for her 
tenacious dedication and talented insight.  Without Abby’s computer 
skills and eye for well-crafted literature, this issue would have 
been impossible.  Her sense of humor made every day fun no matter 
how many times our computer crashed or the bathroom in back 
of our office overflowed.  She will be an excellent editor for the 
upcoming spring issue.  
 Lastly, thank you to my parents, Randy and Joanie, for 
raising me with the sound of my father’s guitar and the peace of my 
mother’s writing.
 I entreat you to pour a hot cup of coffee or tea, curl up, 
and enjoy this issue.

Thank you, 
Aaron Witham
Editor
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Wind From the Sea 

The breeze is stirring
bedroom curtains,
lifting them roiling 
like two small, square seas.  
They undulate, spreading over 
one another, rippling apart,
carrying fresh ocean scent, 
a reprieve from summer heat
in mid-afternoon, as wind 
brushes the open room,
scatters sand over planked 
wooden floors, and disappears
through an empty doorway, 
where no curtain hangs 
to wave its farewell.

Aileen Dinsmore
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In the Tent, 
After Your Father’s Funeral 

As you wept beside me in the night, 
encased to the crown of your head
in the thick wrap of a sleeping bag,
the campfire’s flames languishing 
outside, illuminating our small space, 
I watched the silhouettes of mayflies
climbing the thin walls, pausing 
to shed their gray skins around us 
and fly away.

Aileen Dinsmore
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Aileen Dinsmore

Thunderstorm, Eight Years Old 

Sitting on the porch stoop,
as my mother sped away,
I caught the fragile scent 
of milkweed across the yard 
and stretched my upturned palm
beyond the eaves’ reach
as poplar leaves turned over, 
pale sides facing the wind,
and the first drops of the storm 
wet my fingertips. 



                                                      Fall 2005        5

Cynthia Brackett-Vincent

Long-Lost Uncle 

I see the “BAN GREYHOUND RACING!” 
sign and remember why I’m braving
the crowds to vote, in the rain.
I see an older gentleman
holding that sign. I think
how good a man he must be,
how I should have volunteered,
how chilled to the bone he must be.

I start for my car and he calls to me:
“Hey!  I’m your Uncle, sort of.
My sister Lorraine was married
to your dad’s brother years ago!”
He waxes about what a saint my father was.  
“But there’s just one thing
I don’t agree with you girls on”
(he must mean my sister and me).

“You should have married your own kind.”
All I can manage is something 
about everyone being human.
My words drop to the ground, 
ineffective, soft as fine rain.

“You just don’t mix Shepherds with Greyhounds.” 
As I drive away, I switch on 
the windshield wipers and think 
how easy it is for any man to hold up a sign.
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Cynthia Brackett-Vincent

The Boyfriend 

Driving past the new mall 
with its flashy neon lights—
announcements of what’s on sale—
I think of my plans for the evening.  
For a moment I glance 
at more familiar landscape, 
pristine snow-covered cranberry bog nearby, 
and I recall a girl of 10
twirling on that bog— flooded for winter
and silver with ice. She is attempting
twirls, pushing off backwards a hundred times,
a Peggy Fleming wanna-be
rounding the corners where the ditches lie,
toe-over-toe she goes, looking up 
from her cold feet, from where a scarlet berry
pokes thru the ice, to see if her older sister
will notice her—will see—how graceful she is.
But even though her sister’s giggles reach her
on feathers of icy air, the hulk
of that sister’s boyfriend prevents the seeing,
so that when the teeth of her skate
catch the berry just so and she falls hard
snapping the right wrist, still her sister cannot see,
and even this many years later,
in this 24/7 age, this very moment, 
her cell phone will ring
and that sister will say how she’s sorry,
how he came home early, unexpectedly,
how tonight, she will not be able to see
me.
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The Concierge  

sits beneath our balcony smoking 
papiersowys with his huge dog, 
some shepard, mastiff mutt 
whose miserable howl recoils off 
the sides of monochromatic office 
buildings and faded post-war 

apartment complexes. We hang 
our bodies over the railing 
for a closer look, the beast standing 
at attention for any late night traveler 
seeking shelter, his heavy jowls 
prominent in the hotel’s entry 
glow. The concierge slowly pulls 

in smoke, seeming deaf to the sound, 
the thunderous, guttural bay
lasting for what feels like hours, 
drowning out the eleven o’clock news 
we watch but cannot understand. I suggest 

we tell the concierge to quiet his dog, 
to use its muzzle, to holler
SHUT THE FUCK UP! from the railing, 
but in the red and white pocket translation
book you find only Please Be Quiet,
the meaning of so many S’s, Z’s
and Y’s lost on our tongues. 

Sara Gelston
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Looking Up – Samantha Mason
                photograph
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In the Hands of Science 

Lacquered red,
Two seater,
High performance,
Home built
Aircraft.

The only thing between me and a
four-thousand-foot plummet
to the ground 
is two millimeters of glued fiberglass
and a hot steel engine. 

But why care,
zipping three hundred miles per hour
through the thin atmosphere over
those cumulus cream puffs,
under that vigorous blue,

if the promises of physics
and the skill of the engineer
confirm my bird’s eye view
will not take a dive

until I want it to?

Cynthia Ravinski
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Jim Doucette

In Movies 

The movies
look alive,
the best parts
of alive.
Men take what they want,
women enjoy being taken.
Every kiss, a commitment.

In one,
there was HERO,
sightless visionary,
rag-cloth blindfolded.
I thought
‘I could be him,’
obtain and exercise
inhuman powers of connection,
awareness, foresight.

Even after he died
I wished
to be him: dead
for the right and noble.

In my minivan
driving home
I assessed a brave face
in the mirror,
some acne,
and looking 
down,
a save-the-world belly
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Jim Doucette

pressing the limits
of my waistband.

Indeed,
how heroic I seemed
after all,

how true.
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Jim Doucette

Man and Cat 

She’s got matted fur.
He calls her filthy
but continues to stroke it
for reasons he’d never admit.
She, inhaling, wheezes.
Their bellies rise in unison.
He dubs her lumpy.
She goes on purring
as his knobby man-fingers
go under her chin
becoming a romancer’s lips
made for necking.
The two, decrepit, sit
reciprocal,
pressing each others
ugly love buttons.



                                                      Fall 2005        13

Snow Drive  - Jennifer Baum
    black/white photograph
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Duality

If you see the man,
             in respectable blue
and blazing gold filigree,
            step from his cruiser

onto springtime’s sodden earth,
            if you see his glinting loafer
try a footing on the muddy hillside
            and fail in traction, dropping him,

primped and prim,
 into the brown wallow
onto knees and elbows,
 dirty and soiled

then your angelic half may think:
 travesty, injustice,
shedding a sympathetic tear
 while the remaining mind

helps you continue
walking and acting

as though you’re oblivious
 to the whole grubby sight,
other than the smirk

 evilly budding on your face
as you chant internally:
 “roll in the mud little piggy,
roll in the mud.”

Jim Doucette
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Homage to My White, White Skin           
                     
My veins show through my breasts
like my skin is saran wrap.

They branch out from
my nipples in little
rivers.

I am white,
there is no confusion.
I have white, white
skin.

They say I am like ice; I have 
no blood.

I like to think I am milk
in a tall glass.

 Heather Campbell
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Amanda E. Coffin

When I Am 18

The night I turn eighteen
I have a dream I am pregnant,
with my belly bulging like it wants
to pull itself far away from my body,
stretch marks winding their way along my skin.

I dream that I am gently caressing my front,
touching my daughter through the taut flesh 
that holds her against me, imagining 
her fingers dancing against mine.

But when I wake it is raining outside.
And I am still like a child, 
sleeping in a twin bed, 
clutching my red teddy bear, 
a loose, light bear. 
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Rest - Abigail Austin
   charcoal on paper
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Summer

I stare down the aisle 
of juice and soy milk,
and I arrange my wares—
buffalo burgers on wheat buns
placed in tiny paper cups,
as if I were a nurse 
dispensing pills to my patients. 

I wait for a customer to step 
into the cool, quiet store
so I can present my offering. 

The woman heading towards me
will abandon her shopping cart
in the middle of the aisle 
as she shoves sample after sample
into her gaping mouth.

She will fill her large stomach 
with the tiny portions,
then gingerly pick up 
a soft package of wheat buns,
clutching them as she moves 
towards the ready registers,
to the door that slides open,
to the humid air.

Amanda E. Coffin
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The Girl
                  
Let me— just once more—
see your face as I remember it when you
stood in the doorway and gazed with girlish eyes
at the summer-blue lake and sky.
The last time I saw you.
 
Gone were those spider leg wrinkles at
your mouth, the ones from trying to be
someone that matters in the years when you still
believed. Gone, the dew on your brow
after Daddy died in the arms of that woman
who did not love him. Gone, too, the holding back
in your eyes after your first son gassed himself.
You did not try too hard after that.
Did you fear more?
 
No, the last time I saw you alive, it was
at the lake, and you stood in the doorway and gazed
with girlish eyes at the summer-blue lake and sky,
and she was there: The girl in you.
 
I’d never met her, the girl. Knew only my mother,
the woman they said has too much to bear, no wonder
she does not answer the phone, come to the door.
So when she rose into your legs, your arms,
and even into your face,
I drank her in as one parched too long.
Was she the light that dazzled you,
that made you sigh, “Oh, but I’m happy to be 
here...”?
Your polyester pants and rayon blouse

Elizabeth Cooke



20        Sandy River Review

became a girl’s blue cotton frock.  

Your white leather Nikes were her ballet slippers.
Your eyes held her young delight.
I drank her in; the scent, the sound, the sight.
I breathed with her lungs and gazed with her dazzle.
Her blood ran through my wrists, my throat.
 
Were you getting ready to die?
Did you give her so when you lay
peaceful as a child in the road
and the blood drained even as you came back 
“Three times,” we were told,
and while the helicopter blared to the ground
and took you into the sky to die,
you’d remember you gave her to me
that day, that day you stood on the porch and gazed
at the summer-blue lake and sky?
 
So you could go?
 
The girl in you, is she mine to keep?
May I hold her close, cradle her in my arms?
May I sigh, “Oh, but I’m happy to be here,”
and mean it?

Elizabeth Cooke
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Packing Away Grandpa’s Books 

I’ve sorted these books
now but they are still
dusty. I notice
on one cover
a line traced through
the sediment,
thick in the right
corner, meeting 
the pages’ edge, 
but thinner
as it reaches 
toward the spine
where I graze 
my own thumb.
 
After following this line
to its origin and flipping 
through his notes 
in the margins— 
scratchy writing
in pencil faded from the space
between now
and the time he wrote,
telling me something about
how his thumb touched
and made this trail
 in dust— I see 
that I have made 
a second trail,
each page I turn 
moving my thumb further

Ally Day
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to the left.

“This is how
 I talk to my books,” 
I remember
Grandpa’s words. 

Ally Day
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Skunk Cabbage      
 
In the old forest light: anemic
through branches,
you are born
among the defeats
of autumn, the bloods,
orange-browns.
Hardening mud
yields to a spear
mottled purple with bruises— 
You emerge 
though the world 
is cold.

Grandparents warn
of you on muggy days,
when flies hang: suspended
in air, but children
venture into swamps, beyond
white clapboard houses
with doors
that slam too loudly.

Heart-shaped,
a curled sneer,
you grasp blooms
at the core, though a legend
warns feet
to tiptoe. Leaves folded with memories
of cold winter—
all who touch you soon know
their mistake.

Meg Stout
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Prescott Park, Portsmouth, NH - Tessa Parmenter
                            pencil on paper 
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Last Gasp (or Furious April)
Part II. of a longer poem                           

Even though you’re spitting snow
And have painted the sky gray
Like the tenements it enfolds,
I can still smell Spring.

Even though you came early,
Sounding your fury 
Again and again. Beating
Cold fists against the door.
Soon you must go. 
The earth is turning. 
The universe is against you.

Rage hard tonight Old Man.
It’s your last blast.
Final gasp.
You will have to go.

  Rhonda Flannery
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Tessa Parmenter

Emily’s Bedside
for Emily Dickinson’s poem “I heard a fly buzz…”

Translucent wings of mine
tricked one into a thought
an angel could be present
to Divinify the lot. 

’Twas my body blackish blue
the red I had for eyes 
the speck in height I had
that threw off my disguise.

I rubbed two front legs keenly 
above double l’s of “Will”—
the paper I was stationed on
held why the air was still.
 
The staleness in the room, I sensed
rose from the absence of a life—
a woman wrought upon her bed 
suffered sanity and strife.

Although the mixing scents of salt 
confused my destination—
I distinguished tears from sweat 
and food — flesh of annihilation.
 
The King that was to see her
was not for her to find 
for I came by to see her—
I came to stun her blind. 
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10:30 p.m. - Tessa Parmenter
           charcoal on paper
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My Father Falling

A blue tarp has been carefully lain
over the frost in the cemetery grass.
My father stands before it,
his face raw, chapped,
his square fingers flexing,
numb in fingerless gloves
of stinking wool,
working the swollen wooden haft of a shovel.
The pale sun
drifts sideways,
and down.
He watches it
for a moment,
then, again, he bends,
the shovel hitting the grave site
with a sharp clang.
Tightening his grip,
he steps up,
first one foot
and then the other,
onto the blade
and he rocks.
The frozen dirt
resists at first
but finally cracks
the blade sinking, slowly
down.
The deeper it goes
the closer
my father’s feet come
to touching earth again.

Abigail Stanley
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Fiction
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Blue Jason - Rachel Elizabeth Thompson
               liquid acrylic on paper 
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No More Buffalo

 It’s been awfully hot lately. Sticky heat too. Wet 
summer air that leaves your face salty and your hair limp.  
When it gets hot like this, I like to drive up to the bluff 
at Laramie. I’ll roll the windows down and try to coax that 
whisper of a breeze into my truck.
 I don’t feel much like doing that today though. Not 
that it sounds awful, but I just don’t feel like driving up 
there. It’s fifteen minutes or so, and there’s a little bit of a 
breeze blowing here anyways.
 Days like this, me and Danny used to set up a box 
by the side of the road and sell lemonade. We’d just sit there 
in the lawn chairs that mom bought at JJ Newbury’s and sell 
it for ten cents a cup. Old Mrs. James would come buy one 
and give us twenty cents. “Such good boys,” she’d say. Same 
thing, every time.
 Besides her, nobody much ever stopped. We wasn’t 
exactly on the main highway, and most people want to drink 
Coca-Cola anyway. So Danny and me, we’d drink the rest.
 It’s been hot like this all week. I bet old Mrs. James’s 
prized poodle is under her porch. Or maybe in front of the 
air conditioner—if that poor old dog is still alive.
 So, like I said, I don’t feel much like driving up to 
Laramie. I’ll just eat or take it easy in the hammock. Four or 
five years ago, dad put this hammock up, hanging from a 
couple of trees in the back yard.
 He’s a card, dad. He works a lot—when he’s not at 
the mill, he does things around the house like fixing the sink 
or mowing the lawn. Except, he’ll only mow half the lawn 
and stop. Just stop—and he’ll go in, get a Coke from the 
fridge, and lay around in the hammock. Just as natural as 
if he’d finished everything. Drives mom nuts, but it always 
makes me laugh. He’s quite a card, really.

Zac Reed
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 Take the funeral for example. I mean, that’s not 
exactly the best place for humor. Not at all. Especially 
since it was my brother Danny’s funeral. But there was dad, 
calling me Shellman, the same way Danny had when he was 
little and couldn’t say Sheldon. It made me laugh—it was 
almost like Danny was there—Dan-Dan and Shellman one 
more time. I haven’t laughed much since then, even at dad.  

 I think I don’t feel like going up to the bluff because 
there aren’t any clouds today. It’s kind of nice to watch 
clouds go by. They move slow, and they sometimes look like 
things. Which is nice.
 But there are no clouds today.
 Our house ain’t very big. In fact, it’s a trailer—a 
double wide—but it’s still a trailer. Lived here my whole 
life. Inside it smells a little bit like cats, even though we 
don’t own one anymore.
 I think it’s on account of Danny’s old cat, 
Scaramanga. He was a tomcat and the most ornery animal 
I ever met. He was mean. And when he was in the house, 
he’d spray everywhere to let you know he was the boss (If 
you don’t know, spray means piss). Every time he’d spray, 
mom would throw a conniption—she’d want to chuck him 
out the door or shoot him, but Danny could always talk her 
past it. He had a kind of soft voice when he wanted to, and 
it worked wonders on mom. So Scaramanga stayed, and 
the house smelt like cat piss, no matter how much mom 
scrubbed it.
 I made a sandwich. Ham and cheese—American 
cheese—and the whole thing slathered with mustard. Two 
slices of Wonderbread, mustard, and ham and cheese.  
When I was little, mom would cut my sandwiches diagonally 
for me. I didn’t cut this one. I just ate it. Ham and cheese 
sandwiches taste better when your mom cuts em’.
 I got a little mustard on my shirt—shoulda known 

Zac Reed
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better than to wear a white one—but it’s hot out. Catch 22.  
Oh well. I’ll change it, I guess.
 I used to never be able to eat in the living room. 
It was that way for a long time. Mom thought that the TV 
was bad for us. I think that deep down, she just wanted us 
to pay attention to what she cooked for us. You know, like 
shepherd’s pie or a roast turkey with stuffing and potatoes. 
Even meatloaf—hers at least, was pretty good if you paid 
attention and tasted it. It didn’t even need ketchup.
 She’s never around now—she goes out a lot since 
Danny died— and I made my own sandwich anyway, so I’m 
in front of the TV. It doesn’t matter though, because there’s 
nothing on anyways. Well, I guess technically there is, but 
you know what I mean. It’s all crap—girls in tight shirts, car 
crashes, and men in white tank-tops running from the cops.  
So, click—nothing.
 There’s a few crumbs on the plate, so I lick that 
clean and then lick my fingers. Somehow, I managed to 
spread the little yellow splotch of mustard around quite a bit 
on the front of my shirt. It’s big enough so I gotta change it.
 So I grab a clean shirt, one that says, “I’m with 
stupid” on it, and go into the bathroom. The bathroom is 
barely big enough for a midget to do a handstand, but my 
room has a window in it, and I got a thing with windows.  
Anyways, the bathroom consists of a sink, a shitter, and 
one of those tub/shower combination deals—only the tub 
is built for a ten-year-old. If I want to take a bath now, I 
gotta fold up and put my chin between my knees. I imagine 
it’d be quite amusing to watch.
 Once I’ve got my shirt on, I kind of get to thinking—
I wonder how much water you need to drown and if you 
could do it in a half-tub—things like that. Maybe it’s the 
damn shirt, I don’t know, but maybe. Maybe it’s because 
I’m with nobody, not even Stupid, and my brother’s dead.  
But I was thinking about drowning or taking the blade out of 

Zac Reed
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mom’s razor that she left on the side of the tub. I’d seen that 
one on TV—if you fill the tub and then slit your wrists, you 
just bleed forever.  The water gets red and it’s Hello Dan-
Dan!
 Sometimes I scare me, I really do. And sometimes I 
make sense, and that scares me too.
 But by now, the moment has passed, and I guess I 
might as well drive up to Laramie anyway, even though I 
don’t feel much like it. It beats the pants off drowning in a 
half-tub and don’t take the guts I don’t have.
 So I find the keys and fire up the old Chevy—it was 
supposed to be Danny’s, but he was fifteen when he died, 
so he didn’t get to use it. The engine coughed, but it turned 
over on the second try. That’s a good thing about warm 
days—truck starts easy. And we’re off toward Laramie with 
that blue-black smoke pouring out the exhaust.
 
 Danny and I biked up to Laramie a few weeks before 
the semi-truck hit him. We was looking up at the clouds and 
way out over all that land. It’s flat—like someone filled up 
a cake-pan nice and even. You can see a helluva long ways.  
Well, we was looking out there, when all at once you could 
see a great cloud of dust risin’ up out of the land. It was so 
far off you couldn’t see what was making it, but you could 
tell it was something big. Danny said it was buffalo, a whole 
damn herd of em. I was only twelve, and I’d never seen a 
buffalo, so we sat there on our bikes and watched them kick 
up dust. I suppose it was the same bike he was killed on, 
come to think of it.
 I guess I’m headed up there, although I don’t 
really have an aim. I kind of hope I’ll drive up on Mindy 
Pettingil—I’d stop for her. She’s a year behind me in school 
and used to go around with Mickey Stadler, but I don’t think 
so anymore. I always thought he was kind of a jucket, and he 
spent more time playing around with a football then he did 
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with her. Don’t know why—she always wears cutoff jeans up 
to there and skinny halter-tops—not whorish ones, but they 
let you know she’s a woman—but she’s not out today. It’s 
real hot, and I don’t think I’m really her type anyways.
 So I’m going to go sit with the windows open and 
watch the buffalo—only there ain’t no more buffalo. There 
weren’t when Danny and I watched em. I’ll bet he knew it 
too. He knew it was some damn farmer with a great big old 
combine, but he didn’t say anything. So we watched that 
dust cloud roll across the flatlands, and in my mind, there 
were thousands of them. They’re still there, even though 
they’re not here any more. Maybe I’ll just edge off the 
bluff—put the old Chevrolet in drive and let gravity take me 
home.
 Slowly, slowly, I pull to the edge of the cliff. I 
don’t have the radio on, and the windows are down. The 
dashboard is covered with buffalo dust, and that sweet little 
breeze is blowin’ in. I close my eyes and see the funeral—
Ashes to ashes— Dust to dust. Then I open them and look out 
across the plain. A plume of dust is kicking up from behind 
one of those huge combines. I got my hand on the stick.
 This dirty face peeks in through the passenger 
window, and I jump. It’s this little girl, probably ten or so, 
and the dust is streaked across her cheeks like war paint.  
She’s got on a faded yellow sundress, but that’s dirty too—
got a big stain right on the shoulder of it.  
 “Whatcha doin?” she asks.
 I look at her and don’t say anything—because 
there’s nothing to say. I just sort of stare at her.
 So instead of leaving, she opens the door to the 
truck and climbs in. She folds her hands in her lap—they’re 
clean, cleaner than her face at least. She looks at me with 
these big brown cow-eyes and asks me what I’m doing again.
 For some reason, I point out across that cake-pan 
prairie, at the billows of dust. “Do you see that?” I ask.    
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“That dust—do you know what that is?”
 She shakes her head.
 “Buffalo,” I say. “A whole damn herd of em, 
headed up the prairie.”
 She kind of nods, and we sit there, watching the 
buffalo run and feeling that sweet whisper-breeze blow in 
through the windows.
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Stella for Star 

 Two coffeemakers sat on the windowsills of his 
classroom. He told me one was male and one was female 
and you had to treat them appropriately or else you’d never 
get a decent cup. The late-afternoon sun projected their 
bulky shadows across the honey-hued floorboards, towards 
the built-in cabinets with the postcards taped on the glass 
doors on the opposite wall. I stood in the doorframe behind 
the four columns of student desks, facing the wall of green 
chalkboards streaked white and him, sitting at his massive 
oak desk beautifully cluttered with books and scribbled 
notes and one half-eaten apple.
 “Hi.” My mouth’s corners rose and then quickly 
fell when he glanced from his book to me, standing in his 
doorway. His pale pink lips slightly parted, his hooded blue 
eyes wide, he stared for a moment and then smiled. I freed 
my held breath and my body seemed to heave forward with 
it.
 “Stella Kruse.” His smile grew into a grin and he 
linked his hands behind his head, leaning backwards in 
his chair. “Stella for star, Stella for Kruse. Please, tell me 
anything I can do for you.”
 I knew that he probably didn’t mean it, but I 
laughed and liked it anyway. I blushed and tugged at my 
hair. I leaned on my left ankle until I stumbled to the right, 
and I laughed a little bit more. 
 He kept on grinning as he watched me approach 
him, as I said, “I need help with my thesis.” 
 He tilted forward, elbows on his desk. His white 
shirtsleeves were rolled to the elbow, showing his tan 
forearms. I focused on these and their thin hairs while he 
read the paper I handed him. He grimaced when he finished 
and he told me I was right, that I did need help.
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 He pulled a chair next to his. “Sit.” I did.
 From between the pages of his green grade-book, 
he tugged a piece of white paper and placed it on the desk 
in front of me. A copy of “Birches.”
 “What do you think of when you read it?” he asked.  
He raised a fist and rested his chin on it. I shrugged.
 “Trees?” I slid my hands under my thighs.
 “What else.”
 “Swinging.”
 “Good. What else.” He reached across himself with 
his free hand for a pencil.
 “Boys,” I said. He tapped the pencil on his knee. 
“And…”
 He stopped tapping. “And what?” I shook my head. 
“No, no. What else?” 
 I lowered my eyes to the paper and pointed at the 
stanza with the image that I hadn’t been able to get out of 
my head since he read it in class the week before. I didn’t 
know what exactly it meant, but he half-smiled at me when 
he read it in class and it was like I understood it and it was 
like we had a secret. Lately, I’d thought of things around 
him that I’d never thought when I was with anyone else—of 
arms and legs and wanting to touch someone else so badly 
that nothing else really mattered, of men and the fact that 
he was a man and of girls and the fact that I was a girl, and 
of what I was meant for in a raw way. He gazed at me with 
the tender, expectant look that he gave whenever I sat next 
to him at his desk. Then I said it because I knew what it was 
he wanted to hear: “Girls bending over. On their hands and 
knees.”
 I heard him suck in air and I thought maybe I’d gone 
too far, that somehow I made this old pervert’s poem more 
than it was meant to be, but then the pencil eraser was 
poking the corner of my mouth. He clucked a little.
 “Smile,” he said. “Come on, it’s okay. Smile.” I 
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laughed and swatted at the pencil, catching it between my 
fingers but I let it go after he spun it, the six sides bumping 
against the callous on my middle finger. “You’re getting it, 
Stella,” he said. He hit the pencil on the poem.
 “Read it again,” he said. “And this time, think of 
sex.”
 My face twisted into an expression of disbelief. 
 “Am I embarrassing you?” he asked. “You think of 
it all the time. I’m just asking you to think of it for a moment 
when you read this poem.”
 So I read “Birches” one more time and thought of 
sex and found the phrases like “in and out” and “launching 
out too soon” and “stiffness out of them” and he watched 
although I thought he tried not to because I could see his 
head move back and forth, from straight ahead to me. 
When I finished he asked, “What do you think of it now?”
I couldn’t answer because all I could think of was the apple 
sitting on the edge of the desk and how much I wanted a 
bite. 
 He planted a finger on the paper. “You see it now. 
Don’t you?”
 “I do,” I said, head nodding and eyes on the apple. 
 “Smart girl.” He wrote a comment on my thesis with 
the pencil and the muscles in his arm moved like piano 
strings. He dropped the pencil when he finished and reached 
for the unfinished apple, its exposed flesh browning. I 
watched him bite and I heard him break the red skin. 
 Goosebumps swelled on my thighs and I rubbed my 
knees together, trying to counteract. He glimpsed at my 
moving knees and mouthed the apple as he stood.
 “Cold?” He was already closing windows across the 
room.
 “Oh, no.” As he looked at me from that distance, 
I was suddenly exposed. I fidgeted with my hair and mouth. 
He smiled softly while his arms wove themselves across his 
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chest. 
 “You’re sweet.” His tone was gentle and gorgeous.
 My mouth drooped open in surprise and delight. 
“Why?” I waited for a quiet reply, but he omitted a harsh, 
loud cough and my eyebrows dropped and my lips closed.
 “You remind me...” He plucked a piece of paper 
from a desk and tossed it into the brown wastebasket next to 
my feet.
 “Of what?”
 He pushed his hands into his pant pockets and shook 
his head. He gazed at something above me and said, “I’m 
not sure. But it’s something lovely.”
 I didn’t laugh. I wanted to, but it wouldn’t come 
out. I breathed unsteadily and flitted my eyes around the 
room, past the hazy Renoir prints and the poster of Yeats 
as a severely handsome young man, past the enigmatic 
coffeemakers and the sun-lit windows until I arrived at him, 
staring now not at an unknown point but at me.
 “Oh,” I said and immediately thought what a dumb 
word it was.
 “I don’t mean to offend you,” he said coolly.
 “You didn’t. I mean, you don’t.” I stuttered slightly 
and he jerked his head.
 “Are you certain?” His voice was low with concern.
 “Yeah.” 
 He nodded and sighed, but then grinned and 
shrugged. “I think I love you a bit, that’s all.” 

 I walked home that afternoon. I had flatly refused 
his half-hearted offer of a ride, mostly because I’d wanted 
to hear him ask me once more. I ignored the relief displayed 
in his upturned eyebrows when I said no. He fumbled with 
the window shades while I stuffed my notebook into my 
backpack.
 “Ok...” My hands moved in a gesture of hopelessness. 
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He watched me with one arm wrapped around his chest and 
the other gently covering his mouth. “I’m going.”
 He nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” His voice was 
thick through his fingers.
 I waited, but the bits of beauty were gone and all 
that was left was him, a forty-two year old teacher with one 
shirttail out. All I could do was leave.
 The sun was orange as I walked Northwest Beach. 
I inhaled without notice, as only a native can, the rotten 
scent of low tide. Three gulls argued with the breakers, 
pointing their yellow beaks down as they screamed. I sighed 
and tugged my Red Sox cap out of my backpack. I slid the 
hat over my dense hair and tried to rationalize him. If I 
touched the skin around my mouth, I could feel where his 
cheeks rubbed me raw. 
 I pushed open the front door of my father’s bungalow 
with my right shoulder, forcing the swollen wood free of 
the frame. I glanced into the den on the way to my bedroom. 
He was asleep on the couch, channel 5 news draping blue 
shadows over his freckled face.
 In my room, I dropped my backpack and quickly 
pulled off the too-tight t-shirt I had worn that day for 
reasons I still hadn’t acknowledged, knocking off the Red 
Sox hat in my haste. I replaced the cap and wriggled out 
of my denim miniskirt. I studied the full-length mirror on 
the back of my door and gently touched the raised, red-
purple spot on my shoulder. His teeth marks were still 
there, straight indentations, evidence. I stood in my bra 
and underwear and Sox hat, inspecting the things he’d left 
on me: the hickey, the bites, my tongue numb from hard 
kisses, and long, red, finger-like lines on my back. 
 My father woke after Tom Brokaw and I listened to 
him make shepherd’s pie. He banged the pots around louder 
than he had to and I knew that meant he wanted me to be 
out there helping him, but I didn’t get up. I lay on my bed, 
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and pushed my fingers against my eyelids until I saw stars, 
until he knocked on my door and asked if I was hungry.
 We ate in front of the TV while Manny Ramirez hit 
a three-run homer in the bottom of the eighth. My father 
grinned and when he said, “I love ya, Stel. This is the year, 
eh?” I laughed out loud and suddenly all that had happened 
after school was so clearly wrong. I knew he was probably 
older than my father and it disgusted me and I showed it 
with a shudder of my shoulders while I did the dishes and my 
father dried them quicker than I could wash them. I wouldn’t 
let it happen again and it was nothing, absolutely nothing 
to me until I sank into bed and in that terrible dark, it was 
everything again.

 He was from Wisconsin, a state I vaguely identified 
with cheese and a boxing glove shape. He told me stories 
about his childhood that made him seem decades older than 
forty-two —narratives of farmhouses, severely segregated 
bars, enforced Puritan values. He didn’t understand how 
I didn’t believe in God and he didn’t care a bit about 
baseball, smirking at my excitement and proclamations of, 
“But this is the year.”
 An odd fear of him began to seed in me. I was 
silent in class and avoided him after, embarrassed and 
ashamed although I wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t because of 
what he did or even what he had allowed me to do. It was 
something worse, something that had little to do with him 
and everything to do with me. I thought he had accepted my 
retreat with a sort of understanding until he handed back my 
essay with a dark C- written in pencil and several layers of 
erased letters under it. I stared at the grade and I had never 
been so angry. 
 He turned from the chalkboard and glanced at me. 
His eyes were wide and I knew exactly what he wanted—for 
me to protest, to stand there beside my desk and wait for 
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the rest of them to leave. He would shut the door, cross his 
arms and say things like, “You are a dark romantic, aren’t 
you, Stella Kruse?” or “You stare at me as if you were a 
nymph, Stella,” or “Let me see your star, Stella.” And he 
would reach for me and lift the curtain of my sweater that 
hides the spot on my stomach below my navel, the bit of skin 
without pigment in the shape of a burst. He would trace it 
and say again, “It’s a star, you know.” 
 “No, stop,” I would beg. “Don’t say that.”
 He would smile a horrible smile and I knew that I 
would remember it forever—that there was a star on my 
belly. His star was on my belly and he put it there just 
by saying it was so. And when the next boy asked me, 
“What is this? This little spot?” what would I be able to 
say besides, “It’s a star, didn’t you know?” And I would 
be disappointed, utterly devastated that this boy did not 
understand that it was a star. It should be obvious that 
it was this man’s star, and the fact that this boy didn’t 
understand showed that he would never understand and I 
would turn from this boy and I would cover my breasts with 
my top that he had thrown on the floor next to an old pizza 
box and a scratched CD and I would leave the boy because 
it would never be enough if it was not this man. I could see 
everything that would happen and I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t 
let him do that to me.
 I tucked the essay into my textbook. He watched me 
leave the room with the rest of the class, a streak of chalk 
across his left cheek.
 October was hot, the afternoons in English class 
sticky and awkward. Sweat would slide down his face as he 
wrote Dickinson poems on the overhead projector. His face 
was lit from underneath like a child telling a ghost story 
with a flashlight. Shadows reflected off his cheekbones 
and covered his eyes like black eggs. He wrote harder and 
darker as his eyes wandered and watched my knees rub 
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together. He would shove his shirtsleeves past his elbows, 
lick his chapped lips, and give me desperate, open-
mouthed stares while I hurried out of the classroom as soon 
as the bell rang.

 “You’ll never give up, will you?” His arms wove 
around his front while I walked into class. The Sox were 
down 0-2 in the ALDS and he was pointedly addressing 
my Manny Ramirez t-shirt, his smirk confident from the 
presence of students in the room and my inability to retort. I 
glared at him, suddenly infuriated.
 “You’re the one who has a problem letting things 
go.” My voice was too loud. Conversations paused around 
me, and heads turned to glance at him, to see what exactly 
this teacher would do in reaction to me. 
 He stared and in that moment, he was nothing but an 
enemy. I looked away as he leaned his head next to mine and 
softly informed me, “I’ll see you after class, Miss Kruse.”
 I thought of getting up and leaving. In the forty-
five minutes of class time, I promised myself that I would 
run to the principal’s office and tell. I would tell my father 
and I would tell the police and I would tell everyone and 
maybe there would be a Monday Night Movie made about me 
and I would be that poor girl taken advantage of by such a 
monster. I promised myself it would happen.
 But I sat, one row over and two desks back from 
him. I stared at the proclamation of “I Hate This Fucking 
Teacher” another student had carved into the surface. I 
traced the jagged letters with my index finger and wondered 
what he had done to this kid. Maybe it was the same thing 
he’d done to me.
 The bell rang and I didn’t move. Students filed out, 
the nylon straps of their backpacks brushed my shoulders 
and I glared at him, rearranging papers and books on his 
desk until they were all gone. He stopped moving but didn’t 
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look up when he told me to shut the door and lock it.
 He walked to me with precision and determination. 
He knew what he wanted and he took it with no regrets. 
His mouth on mine exploded butterflies into my stomach. 
I imagined their colors as their wings brushed against the 
walls of my insides. Once, when he saw my copy of Ada 
or Ardor in my backpack, he told me that Nabokov was a 
lepidopterist. 
 “Stella.” He breathed into me as he grabbed a 
handful of my hair. He pulled my head back and I imagined 
my stretched neck a white crescent moon. I fixed my eyes 
on the opaque glass of the heavy, dark brown door and the 
gray shapes moving in the hallway, leaving the school. He 
tugged harder on my hair. “Stella, my star with the legs and 
hair and eyes and…and…and…”
 I would remembered those echoed and’s. I would 
remember everything: the pressure and twisting and biting 
and sucking. I would remember the holding and crying and 
knowing that it would happen again, no matter how much he 
or I denied it.
 My Sox t-shirt was twisted over my breasts, the 
number 24 pulled tight. 
 “Oh God,” I whispered. “Please forgive me.”
 He traced the outline of the star on my stomach and 
I covered my closed eyes with my hand.
 “Forgive. Forgive me, please.”
 “I forgive you,” he said. “I’ll forgive you.”
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Lukewarm Wax

 Anne Perry’s heart felt like it was pumping blood 
through her veins like lukewarm wax through a strainer. 
She sweat under the down comforter and flannel nightwear.  
No part of her body could relax in the bed as she rested in 
aggravated comfort. 
 “What’s the matter?” Walter had asked as they’d 
gone to bed.
 Anne hadn’t answered.  
 Now Walter Perry’s congested breath hummed like 
the last moth of the season, motoring and banging against 
the cabin window by the Coleman lantern. His hair was 
flattened against his forehead. Anne followed with her eyes 
the green vein down the inside of his forearm that rested 
open toward his thick torso. With a sniff, Walter rolled over 
on his side away from her.
 She got out of bed and turned out the lantern. The 
kerosene odor spread through the room as the last smoky 
fumes dissipated. She fumbled around in the dark on the 
bedpost for her robe and headed for the door, stepping 
onto Walter’s underpants or shirt and slipping as if on ice, 
her toes sliding into his sooty fireman boots. She caught her 
balance with a heavy step on the groaning wooden floor.
 “Y’OK?” came Walter’s gargled speech.
 She wanted to yell how she was tripping over his 
damn clothes, how they’d been there for the last twenty 
seven years, but she pinched her lips and left the room.
 Anne went across the small, combined kitchen-
living room to the sink and looked at herself in the mirror.  
There were lines on her face that hadn’t been there before 
she got sick; the Crohn’s had aged her.  The disease was now 
in remission. The ulcers in her intestines were gone, but 
she couldn’t yet eat fresh vegetables, or “roughage,” as 
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the doctor called it. At least her hair had mostly grown back 
after the Prednisone.  
 She put on Walter’s flannel jacket over her robe, 
filled a glass with water, went out on the back porch that 
faced the lake, and sat in one of the wooden rocking chairs.  
She rocked slightly, but when it creaked under her weight, 
she stopped.  
 Campers had left for the summer and hunters and 
ice-fishers weren’t around yet for the late fall and winter. It 
was the only time of year that was this quiet. She sipped the 
water she’d carried out with her. It was cold on her throat, 
like the lake air on her cheeks.
 It was mid-October, and the New Hampshire breezes 
warning of winter were settling into the valley. It was always 
cooler at their little house on the hillside, but here the wind 
blew across the lake like she imagined it would on tundra. 
The water surface moved in small waves northeast across 
the pond in the moonlight past the cabin. Anne wrapped the 
flannel tight around her robe and crossed her arms. It would 
be hard keeping the camp warm in the winter. When Walter 
used to come with his brothers to the family cabin to hunt in 
November and ice fish throughout winter, they complained 
that no matter how good the fire was, the camp never got 
warm enough.  
 The small cabin was cozy, and the view was always 
beautiful, but it wasn’t like their house closer to town. When 
Anne’s treatments were no longer covered by insurance, 
their cape on Jenkins Road was too much to afford. They 
missed paying property taxes and several payments on the 
mortgage, and the bank reclaimed the house. Fortunately, 
the cabin was in the Perry family and they had a place to 
stay, but it was a camp and it was cramped. At least Walter 
had set up the electricity so that they could see and have 
clocks and watch the six o’clock news if they could get the 
channel.  
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 The breeze blew gently off the lake, combing 
through the trees. Their dry orange and yellow leaves shook, 
sounding like a shower. Anne scanned across the lake where 
camps were lit in summer months. The only lights were those 
in the big house with all the windows. They were namely 
from New Jersey and probably built the house from pocket 
change. Rumors had it he was a lawyer and her father was 
someone wealthy in Manhattan. Anne wondered what it 
would be like to have their money. They’d still have their 
cape on Jenkins and she wouldn’t have had to be late for her 
last treatments.  
 Anne picked up binoculars from the wood box and 
looked across the lake. The house had several rooms facing 
the lake, all of which had large windows that showed how 
brilliant the sunrise was when it came up over the woods 
behind the Perry cabin in the mornings. The living room 
had expensive leather furniture and a big screen television. 
The kitchen had brand new home appliances. The table and 
chair set and hutch were something out of a dining room on 
the Price Is Right, which Anne had watched in the hospital.  
 Light on the second floor flickered from a television.  
A child was walking around. He was seven or maybe eight.
She couldn’t tell through the binoculars, but knew he was 
too young to be awake so late. It must have been almost 
eleven. He sat in front of the television and picked up 
the remote control for a video game. Anne lowered the 
binoculars. She hadn’t been able to give Walter his son. At 
the end of her second trimester, she miscarried the baby, 
and Dr. Judd was never able to explain why.  
 He would have been twenty-three. Jamison Andrew 
Perry.
 They left that night and went to the cabin, which 
had been a haven for them. Walter fished all weekend 
despite heavy humidity and heat. An electrical storm finally 
brought him out of the water. Anne swam and read books 
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about mysteries or gardening.  It was one of the few times 
Anne ever saw Walter cry when they swam the third night 
there. They held each other without blame, digging their 
faces in each other’s wet collar bones. 
 Getting their life back to normal meant each of them 
working overtime, Walter at the machine shop and Anne at 
the post office. Walter became a volunteer fireman because 
it kept him occupied. Before the miscarriage, they’d been 
around often working on their home’s addition. It would have 
been the nursery, but became an unfinished project and a 
shed for useless items. Several years later, they tried for a 
child again, but Anne couldn’t conceive.  
 The breeze subsided and the leaves settled. Echoes 
of screams came off the lake, and Anne looked to find 
their source. The screamed words weren’t identifiable in 
language but in tone.  She caught the couple, dark outlines, 
on the porch. Their bodies were silhouetted as they moved 
by the living room. The woman was stomping away and the 
man aggressively followed, yelling. Inside the house, in the 
kitchen of beautiful appliances, they screamed and pointed.  
What marital dispute could make a couple go off this way 
Anne wondered? 
 Upstairs, the little boy madly played the video 
games. If Anne could hear them across the lake, he must 
have heard every pitch of every scream even over the 
television.  
 Her hands were tight on the binoculars. Her child 
would have never felt insecure like this boy. Never did she 
and Walter have such a violent dispute.
 In the kitchen, the woman threw a dish against the 
wall. The ceramic smashed and scattered. The man lunged 
to her, screaming in her face. The woman stood defiantly 
with an equal balance of rage in her petite body until the 
husband flung his arms and palms forward, shoving her to 
the ground. 
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 The binoculars shook with Anne’s hard pulse.  
 The fighting couple was still now. The husband 
stared down at the woman on the linoleum.  
 The telephone in the Perry cabin rang. Anne jumped.  
On the second ring, she heard the bed creak as Walter 
leaned to pick up the phone. His voice was a mutter in the 
background when Anne raised the binoculars and continued 
watching.  
 The wife was still kneeling on the floor in the same 
position. The man was walking away down the hallway. The 
son kneeled on the floor in front of television, digging for 
something underneath his bed. The lighting on his hair and 
in the bedroom flickered with the television.
 The screen door beside Anne flung open and the old 
spring whined. Walter let the door slam. “I’ve been called 
in.”
 “They’re fighting,” Anne blurted.
 “Who?”  Walter asked.
 “Over there. The place with all the windows.”
 “Yeah, well, it’s probably their fire we’re going to 
put out.” Walter took the binoculars from Anne’s hands and 
looked across the lake to the house. The woman was picking 
up the pieces of the broken plate. He lowered the binoculars.   
“Huh. They must have decided to settle it in the morning. 
She’s cleaning up.”
 The lights in the house started going out.
 “Well, I gotta go. I’ve been called.” He put his hand 
on her back urgently when she didn’t respond. “Want me to 
drive by there on my way back and see if something doesn’t 
look right?”
 “Please.” She frowned.
 “I’ll call you when I’m on my way back.”

 Anne got to sleep hours after Walter left. She 
stayed on the porch of the cabin waiting, watching with 
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the binoculars to see if anything more would happen. In the 
bedroom, she kept the shade facing the lake open so she 
could see if any light came on. At 4:52, when the telephone 
woke her, the lights were still out.
 Walter’s voice was muffled with static. “I’m done 
here, so I’ll be back soon.”
 “Was anything happening across the pond?”
 “Everything looked fine, Annie.”  
 “Good.” She exhaled. “You want me to make you 
something to eat?”
 “Yeah, thanks, and start some coffee. I told Carl I’d 
be in.”
 “But you’re gonna cut your fingers off this tired.”
 “Annie, you worry.”  
 Anne put her robe on when she hung up the 
telephone and pulled the blankets up on the bed. Walter’s 
clothes that he’d worn to bed were scattered on the floor 
still. She picked them up and shut the drawer of his bureau 
that was left open. She dropped the pile into the hamper and 
looked out the window to the house of the fighting couple. 
Probably no one there had gotten any sleep, but it appeared 
to still be quiet. Walter must have been right; they must have 
taken care of stuff their own way.
 Outside, the sun had not yet risen. The trees were 
black silhouettes against the lighter darkness of the sky.  
The breeze from the previous evening had settled, and the 
only noise was Anne’s slippers scuffing through the frosted 
dirt to the outhouse. Inside, Anne reached around in the 
dark for the dangling string of the light. Hopefully the 
doctors would let her work more hours so they could afford 
to live some place with a shower and a toilet seat that wasn’t 
so cold.  
 Twenty minutes later, the bacon was sizzling and 
curled when Anne heard Walter’s truck coming down the 
drive. She dropped the eggs in the pan gently, careful not 
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to break the yolks. She hated soggy yolks, but Walter liked 
them that way, and she finally stopped breaking them after 
they’d been married three or four years. Sometimes she’d 
accidentally break the yolks and, damn, did he fuss.
 Walter entered the cabin looking tired and beat.  
He tried to smile when he saw Anne.  “It was that big barn 
on top of that field near where Luke lives. Burned mostly 
down.” He paused to elbow the door shut. “Hell of a sight.”
 “You should go to bed. You look like crap,” Anne 
told him.
 “I just need some coffee. I’ll be fine.” He wiped his 
eyes with his free hand, smearing soot around his face. The 
other hand held a bundled, dirty-white towel under his arm.
 Anne poured the coffee into a mug.
 “Do you have any milk or cream you could warm?” 
he asked, kicking off his boots.
 Anne was puzzled and gave him a questioning look.  
“What for?  You don’t suddenly want it for your coffee.” 
 Walter approached Anne and passed her the bundle.  
She took it in her hand and he unwrapped the top. “I found 
this little guy. I think he was living in that barn,” Walter 
said. In the towel was the head of a calico cat. “He seems 
OK, except for a little hair on his tail that got singed off. 
Figured we might help him out.”
 Anne lowered her face to the toweled cat. “You must 
be so scared,” she whispered.  
 “You should have seen him hiding under that big 
Deere,” Walter said pulling off his outerwear. “He was 
crying, not knowing what to do.” He sat down at the table 
and sipped his coffee.  
 Anne put the cat down on the floor. It stayed in the 
towel and looked around. “I’ll warm some milk.” She took 
the milk from the refrigerator and poured some into a pot.  
“Do you think that’ll be enough?” She held the pot up to 
show Walter.
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 He nodded. “I’m sure it’s fine. Are you watching the 
eggs? Something smells like it’s cooked.”
 “Oh, shoot!” She rushed to take the frying pan off 
the burner. She dropped it on a cool one, shaking her hand 
from the heat before grabbing a glove to carry the pan to 
Walter. She pulled the food out with an old spatula but 
not gently enough, and the yolks broke. “Shit, honey, I’m 
sorry!  I—”
 He put his hand on her arm. “Annie, it’s fine.  I’ll 
break it when I eat it anyway.” 
 She put the frying pan in the sink heavily and it 
banged. The cat darted out of the towel into the far corner 
under the table. “Shh,” he whispered.
 Quietly now, Anne gave Walter his plate and 
prepared the milk in a bowl. She put the dish under the 
table, kneeling to see the cat. He looked timid. His fur was 
rough and his body was thin, evidence he’d been living in 
the abandoned barn for some time. “Glad he got out,” she 
said.  
 Walter took a mouthful of eggs and bacon. “Damn 
shame. I don’t think there’s nothing left of it. It’s gonna 
be weird not having that farmhouse there. Waste of a nice 
place.”
 Anne pushed the milk closer to the kitten and 
stepped away. He sniffed it, but pulled his face back into 
the towel cautiously.  
 “So what is your name, mister?” she asked. The 
cat’s eyes were large and nervous. “You’re so spooked.”  She 
turned to Walter. “Should we take him to the shelter?”
 Walter shrugged. “I was thinking maybe he could 
stay here. Seems as though he’d make a good mate when I’m 
off working. Gets awfully quiet around here in winter.”
 Anne smiled, pleased by the thought. “Yeah, he’d 
probably appreciate a winter where he can be indoors.  What 
should we name him?”
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 “Like I know. Coffee Pot.” He smirked, sipping his 
coffee.
 She rolled her eyes.  
 “All right. I didn’t mean that.” He looked around.  
“Tucker? Wasn’t that the name of the tiger in the movie the 
other night?”
 “Yeah. OK, Tucker you are then.”
 Walter finished eating, putting his fork down on the 
plate. He leaned back in the chair, popping his vertebrae.  
He sighed. “Gonna suck working today.”  
 “Why can’t you just let me call Carl and tell him you 
won’t be in?”
 He stared at her looking stern. “Annie, we need the 
money.”  
 She sighed and turned away.
 A half hour later, Anne sat out on the porch while 
Walter sponge bathed and dressed for work in his oily blue 
machine shop clothes. Tucker had relaxed more and was 
exploring the cabin. Anne left the porch door open for him 
and brought the milk out with her and a bowl of tuna fish.
The sun had risen over the lake and she could see the water 
blowing in the light wind. It was like crinkling tinfoil. It was 
going to be warm that day, she could tell. Though it was 
brisk, she wore only her bath robe. Walter’s flannel jacket 
was in the chair beside her.  
 Morning sun reflected off the windows of the house 
across the pond. It was like the house was on fire, but there 
was no smoke or flame. She’d been watching, but could see 
nothing happening. Curious, she took out the binoculars and 
looked across the lake. She looked around the house, only 
blinding herself by the sun’s reflection. Then she saw the 
woman sitting on the dock by the water. Anne wished for the 
woman that the husband was there working their problems 
out.  
 Several minutes passed. In the cabin, Walter walked 

Abby Austin



56        Sandy River Review

around as he prepared for work. Tucker came to the screen 
door and looked out. Hearing his paw on the screen, Anne 
opened the door for him. Ducking first and looking around, 
he slowly walked out, creeping under the bench on the 
opposite side of the porch.   
 Anne raised the binoculars to her eyes and looked 
again. The little boy was coming down the stairs to the dock 
toward his mother, who smiled and hugged him when he 
approached.  
 Walter came out onto the porch, the screen door 
slamming behind him. “Anything happening over there 
now?” 
 Anne passed him the binoculars. “The woman is with 
the little boy out on the dock.”
 He looked through. “Seems peaceful, like the eye 
of a storm.” Walter put his hand on his wife’s shoulder 
and rubbed her gently as they looked over the lake. Yellow 
leaves fell from a birch onto the water, creating patterns of 
ripples in the surface. “Timothy—no—Tucker seems to be 
settling in all right,” said Walter.  
 The cat was sitting upright looking up at him from 
under the bench.  
 Walter touched her hair. “Annie, we should 
take some time to ourselves. Maybe we can go out in the 
boat down to the osprey nests. I’ll tell Carl I can’t work 
tomorrow.”
 Anne smiled up at him. “I’d like that, Walt.” 
 Walter’s hair, still damp, curled around in several 
directions. Anne noticed he’d missed a patch shaving near 
his right ear next to where the skin creased beside his lobe.  
He bent down and kissed her on the cheek.  
 “I’ll make some sandwiches to have in the boat,” 
she said, passing him his flannel jacket.
 Walter took the coat from her. “I’ll see you tonight.”
 Anne heard Walter’s truck door slam and the old 
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engine groan before he pulled away. The clutch grinded 
and the engine lowered to almost a stall when he went into 
second gear.  
 Tucker watched her and then looked out as a leaf 
blew by. Then he crept toward the milk, sniffing it before 
taking a couple licks. His tongue pushed the liquid out in 
tiny ripples.
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‘Leaf on Fire’ - Bradley Dubois
           graphite on paper
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Nonfiction
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 Our Laundry

 The clothing in my laundry bag smells like me: the 
same towel used every day for a week, odorous like sweat, 
like my own dead body. The socks are untouchable little 
balls with brown footprints, buried beneath tee-shirts that 
appear to have been used to dry dishes. When she walks 
into our room, she doesn’t see the laundry bag, made of 
white fishnet and polyester cords, because I’ve hidden it 
in the far corner of the room, given it the least possible 
amount of surface area, but she can still smell it. The smell 
doesn’t bother me. I feel lucky. The clothing in her laundry 
bag smells like chocolate chip cookies, like the vanilla-
scented skin lotion from the tube in the bathroom. I like 
that lotion. I’d put it on myself but that would ruin it. Her 
laundry is more colorful than mine—the lime green bra, the 
red panties, the yellow panties with the cartoon monkeys 
holding bananas and smiling. I’d be smiling, too.  Sometimes 
I pick up all the clothes on our bedroom floor and don’t pay 
attention to whose clothes go where. I just want the room to 
be clean; if left to her, the room would become a laundry 
bag. Sometimes I find the lime green bra, or the yellow 
monkey panties, when I’m washing my own clothes. I take 
her laundry with mine and dump everything in at once. The 
soap goes in. The quarters follow. Water runs, our scents 
mingle and disappear. An hour later, there’s no difference, 
and I have a craving for cookies.

Peter Biello
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Bass n’ Boots -Tessa Parmenter
            charcoal on paper
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Lance Pelkey

A Dream State

 There are plenty of things which need changing in 
the world. There are politics, education systems, pollution, 
courts, and the like. But these are massive things, 
encompassing large amounts of people. Such things are often 
very delicate, and to disrupt them may be for the worse. 
If I were to change the way something works, I would start 
with something small; I’d make small differences that may 
someday add up. I would change such things as pollution in 
my town, or which kinds of textbooks professors assign, or 
how my girlfriend behaves. Yes, that’s it! If I could change 
how something works, if I had control, I would change my 
girlfriend …
 If my girlfriend were different she’d wake up early 
in the morning and have bacon ready for me when I awoke. 
In fact, she’d gently rub my shoulders until I stirred and 
have breakfast on a serving tray right in bed. I would be 
so surprised, and I’d thank her as small bits of bacon flew 
from my mouth. She’d smile sweetly and pick the crumbs off 
the bed. Then she would run a hot bath for me and scrub my 
back with a loofah. 
 If my girlfriend were different I’d climb out of the 
tub and get dressed to start doing my homework, but I’d 
find a stack of papers already sitting on my desk. I’d ask her 
what they were, and she’d nonchalantly reply that I hadn’t 
finished my homework, so she finished it for me. “Even the 
French?” I’d ask. “Yeah, I learned it; it only took me nine 
hours,” she’d reply, and go back to knitting me a new scarf. 
So I would shrug and eat some more bacon.
 If my girlfriend were different I’d say that I was 
going to the gym to work out, but she’d tell me that I was 
enough of a hunk, and that I should just sit on the couch 
and have some cheese doodles instead. I would sit down, 
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and she’d rub my feet while I ate. She’d rub them so well, in 
fact, that I’d eat the whole bag and fall asleep with cheese 
all over my face and hands. Then she’d wipe my face with a 
cloth. 
 If my girlfriend were different she would sit with 
me and watch me play football on my Playstation for hours 
on end. If I asked her if she wanted to play, she would say 
“No, you’re way too good; I’d rather just sit and watch.” 
Then she would feed me nachos and ask me if I wanted a 
beer while I played football. I would decline, though. After 
all, there would be a big poker game at our place that 
night, and I wouldn’t want to get an unfair head start on the 
other guys.
 If my girlfriend were different she’d start cleaning 
the house without a single complaint. If I told her that I 
could clean for myself, she’d say that my messiness was 
cute, and the only reason she didn’t leave the house in the 
messy state was because my poker buddies were coming over 
again for the sixteenth night in a row.
 If my girlfriend were different I’d never have to do 
any chores. She wouldn’t remind me that it was my turn to 
clean the cat litter box, or to wash the dishes, or to sweep 
the floor.
 If my girlfriend were different I’d be a fat, lazy 
slob, and she would never tell me otherwise.
 If my girlfriend were different I’d miss her as 
she is now. I’d miss her ability to see when I’m wrong and 
correct me. I’d miss her critical eye, her knowing smile, her 
helpfulness when I’ve messed up. I would miss the way that 
she helps make me a better person.
 Well, as I said before, some things are just too 
delicate, too balanced to be tampered with. Some things 
are great the way they are, and if I tried to change them, I 
would just mess them up. So, if I had to choose something in 
the world to fix, I’d have to pick something that’s already 
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broken, because my girlfriend doesn’t need changing at all. 
Except for that Playstation thing. I really wish she’d feed me 
nachos while I play football.
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Excerpts from Snapshot

 What I have left of my father are photographs, 
pictures taken with the very camera he gave me the last 
time I saw him six years ago.  These pictures are somehow 
supposed to be a substitute for the person, but they are 
inadequate.  How can a photograph tell the story of what 
happened in that year, or day of his life?  In the last 
photograph I have of him—he stands, his dark hair and 
eyes prominent against his pale white skin.  He has a beard 
which obscures the lower part of his face, and glasses 
perched on his nose.  He wears a flannel shirt tucked into his 
jeans where the beginning of a pot-belly shows.  He stands 
to the side of the bleachers, wrapping the lower half of 
himself behind the stands as though he’s a mouse waiting for 
the all clear.    
 It is not what is in this picture which interests me 
though.  It is what is outside the frame, lurking on the 
edges, what the aperture was too small to capture.  I don’t 
know who my father was.  Only after he left did I find out 
he had a separate life; one apart from my mother, me, and 
my two older sisters.  I look back to the pictures to find the 
story of his other life, looking for the details I missed that 
are lurking outside the frame.  What memories would these 
pictures conjure up if they were complete?  I am trying to 
find my father in these photographs.   

 Snap.  It is my sister Angela’s seventh birthday, 
and we are at the Rockland Coast Guard Station. I am seven 
years old in green shorts and a light yellow t-shirt, my 
brown hair in pigtails.  There is an ice cream cone shaped 
birthday hat on my head, the elastic band cutting into my 
chin.  Everyone around me is smiling. I am sitting on my 
father’s lap; we are in the middle of the frame.  I don’t know 
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why I sit on his lap; it is not my birthday.  Angela is busy 
burying her face into the vanilla cake with red chocolate 
roses on top.  The rough stubble which my father has started 
growing on his face scratches the smooth side of my freckled 
cheek.  The Old Spice he recently splashed on sits opened on 
the corner of his desk, but it cannot cover up the smell of 
the ocean, one which resides in the tanned skin of his face 
from hours spent on boats out in the salty air.

 I am ten years old, wearing pink goggles, kneeling 
shoulder deep in the warm water in the plastic swimming 
pool in our backyard.  In one smooth motion I raise my hands 
above my head, pushing the water up and sending myself 
shooting to the bottom of the pool like a bullet which has 
been discharged.  My butt hits the crinkled lining and for 
a minute my hands, palms up, fan up and down as though 
I am competing in a paddle ball tournament.  Everything 
around me is crisp and clear, the glassy surface bends the 
trees above me in the small ripples created by my hands.  I 
resurface for air and hear the yelling inside.  
 My father’s voice is deep, barely audible; my 
mother’s sharp and short.  I push myself back under the 
water.  Their voices now only seem like vibrations of the 
waves off the plastic sides.  I count the seconds I can stay 
under water, each time trying to increase it by one.  Forty 
three.  I come up gasping for air and suck in water before I 
have cleared the surface.  Spluttering, I cough over the side.  
I see my father out of the corner of my eye, the faded jeans 
clashing with the shined black combat boots that swing in his 
hand as he tosses them into the passenger seat of the truck.  
His walk is light and steady on the crackled grass from years 
of experience of carrying a 180-pound frame across a boat 
which thrashes from side to side.  He climbs into his fiery 
red Dodge Dakota and takes off, leaving behind the heavy 
odor of oil.
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 Late night conversations started on the phone, my 
mother crying, then angry, and then the silence.  There 
were flowers and chocolates, and always unexplained 
comings and goings.  Strange phone calls after he had 
left, where no one would answer when I said hello, only 
a voiceless stranger calling back again and again.  My 
mother’s Tab sitting on the soda shelf in the refrigerator 
looked incomplete without the company of his orange Moxie 
cans.  I was always proud I could claim that my dad actually 
liked the taste of this. 
 And then, there was the photograph, which tumbled 
out of a book as my mother searched in the nightstand 
drawer for the tin of Sucrets for my sore throat.  The picture 
where my father stood smiling with a couple none of us had 
ever seen before.  He wore shorts and a polo shirt, leaning 
on the railing of a 44 foot Coast Guard life boat.  My mother 
stared at it for a minute before realizing I was still there 
and then hurriedly crushed it into a ball and shoved it to 
the back of the drawer.  I didn’t understand what was going 
on, or why he was with those people when he already had 
a family.  I wanted to ask why he would keep a photograph 
that upset my mother so much here in their bedroom, as 
though he thought he didn’t need to hide it.  
 All of this, his other life, and these other people 
remained on the edge, the outside of the frame.  Birthdays 
and holidays remained the same, the whole family being 
captured inside the borders of the photograph, together, 
even though we no longer lived that way.

 It was during my father’s visits after my parents 
divorced that he taught me how to use a real camera, 
one where you twisted the knobs, focused it, and could 
choose just how fast that black curtain shut out what you 
were taking a picture of.  Anything could happen in those 
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milliseconds when the shutter was released, things which 
you didn’t see until the photograph was developed.  
 He would lean over my shoulder looking at the 
shutter speed and aperture, making sure I had it right.  His 
hands, calloused from working in the salt water, would 
guide mine to the right numbers, the ones which didn’t 
make the picture come out as a bright flash or a black blur.  
 Every weekend we would take boat rides on Toddy 
Pond in Bucksport, Maine.  We would listen to the radio 
as we plowed through the waves making our own wake.  He 
would hum Van Morrison’s Brown Eyed Girl in his gentle 
voice.  “Hey where did we go, days when the rains came, 
down in the hollow” and his voice rocked back and forth 
with the boat.  The seats were an old cracked faded peach 
that left plastic slivers sticking to my jeans when I would sit 
on the damp seat.  The cushion had been pushed out to the 
far edges and so each dip the boat took in the water caused 
me to bounce on the hard surface.  A coil of soggy stained 
rope in the back always entangled my foot as I stepped in 
and out of the boat.  

 Snap.  My father and I on the boat tied to the dock at 
Toddy Pond.  We are both smiling as we hold cameras up, 
pretending to take pictures of each other taking pictures.  
He stands at least two feet above me.  The top of my ponytail 
barely comes to his chest.  I can only see the lower half of 
his face because the camera conceals the rest.  The leaves 
behind us have turned fantastic shades of maroon, ginger, 
and gold.  We stand on the small motorboat, the only 
watercraft in sight on the choppy white capped waters. 

 Snap.  It is my thirteenth birthday.  Snow blankets 
the branches of the trees outside.  Everyone is seated around 
our dining room table in the yellow linoleum kitchen.  The 
table is too large for the frame of the picture and the 
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mahogany edges reach out past the borders.  My arms are 
leaned forward on the table in the foreground, looking 
strangely gigantic compared to everyone else.  I am blowing 
out the candles, flames reflected in my dark eyes.  A smile 
spreads my face.  My father is in the background, his head 
turned as though he is talking to someone outside the frame.  
The fifth setting, at the table, the one that hasn’t been used 
since he moved out is cut off by the border.    

 The borders of pictures no longer contained my 
father or his life, but instead removed parts of his body.  
What I could see of his face became concealed by the beard 
he grew when I entered junior high.  He gradually became 
entirely absent from birthday and Christmas pictures.  We 
didn’t hear from him for months at a time.  
 There were late night messages on the answering 
machine, ones which I listened to from my bedroom through 
the thin wall.  Promises to see us at Christmas, an apology 
for missing a birthday, there was a card on the way.  My 
mother told us he moved to New Hampshire to work for a 
collections company.  We went to see him one weekend.  
When we got there he rushed us to a restaurant and we 
hurriedly ate as he explained, face down towards his food, 
that he had been called in to work.  After we returned to 
the apartment he was renting, having arrived only an hour 
before, he drove off, leaving us at the end of a strange 
driveway.  In a few seconds his car moved out of our line of 
vision, down an unknown road. 
 The last photograph I have of him is taken at a track 
meet in Belfast, Maine.  One of my friends snapped it with 
the very camera which was his gift to me.  He came to watch 
me run my first hundred meter dash.  The 13 second effort 
left me hunched over and panting as he walked up to me.  
 
 Snap.  I stand almost as tall as him.  The top of my 

Jennifer Baum



70        Sandy River Review

head could rest under his chin.  He stands to my left, too far 
away for such an intimate gesture.  A wide smile stretches 
across my face.  The maroon second place ribbon I won is 
wound around my finger and hangs at my side in contrast 
with my royal blue colored tank top and shorts uniform.  
There is a woman I can barely make out in the extreme right 
of the photo; she shades her eyes, looking on.  Her face is in 
the shadow from her hand.  

 “I wanted you to have this camera Jenny.”  A quick 
hug and kiss on the cheek.  The scent of Moxie hangs on 
his breath, a sugary bitterness.  I can still smell the ocean 
air on him even though he no longer goes out in the boat 
everyday.  And then he is gone, walking up over the hill, 
his long legs stretching longer shadows on the afternoon 
field, past the bleachers.  I wave to his turned back and jog 
out to the middle of the field.  I retrieve the camera, now 
my camera, from my friend, never guessing this is the last 
time I will see my father.  I had no idea I would find out 
more about his other life by mere accident. 
 It is my senior year of high school, and I haven’t 
seen or heard from my father in two years.  I don’t know 
if anyone else in the family has, but I doubt it.  We don’t 
talk about him and every time I try to bring anything up 
my mother turns such a stern glare in my direction that 
my mouth abruptly shuts.  I decide to clean out our record 
collection because it gives me something else to think about.  
I paw through the piles of records tossing them into ones I 
want and ones I don’t care if we get rid of.  Queen, Bert and 
I, George Carlin—keep.  My nose crinkles at the sight of 
Abba, and Cher, definitely my dad’s part of the collection.  
I check inside both sleeves to make sure there is not a good 
record hiding inside.  Pictures wedged into the paper sleeve 
tumble out onto the floor.  
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 Snap.  Staring up at me is my father with a woman 
who has burnt orange hair.  His arms are wrapped around 
her waist as he stands behind her on a Coast Guard life boat.  
Broad smiles cover their faces.
 Snap.  It is the same woman, alone this time.  She 
sits out on a rock in the bay, waves splashing against her 
bare feet.  There is a smudge on the side; whoever took the 
photo had their hand too close to the lens.  
 Snap.  There’s a Christmas tree in a bright blue 
wallpapered living room of a house I don’t recognize. The 
lights are lit and my father sits on the couch near the edge 
of the frame.  He has a mustache, one which he started 
growing when I entered sixth grade. 

 I want to know why my father left these here, 
documentation of his other life.  Did he hide them away 
in the house so he could retrieve them to look at this other 
family?  Did he leave them here so someone would find 
them, so we might realize what was going on, as evidence?  
Or did he just forget them, never intending for us to stumble 
upon them at all?

 I learn a year later, by coincidence or fate, that my 
boyfriend’s brother was stationed at the Coast Guard station 
in Rockland, Maine with my father.  All he can tell me is 
that he didn’t know my dad had a family.  He says that most 
people at the station assumed he was single.  I show him the 
photograph of the woman with the orange hair.   He says 
he remembers seeing her but has no idea who she is.  It is a 
dead end; the aperture is not wide enough.  My mother will 
not tell me anything she knows.  I ask if it was his girlfriend, 
if this was what all the arguments were about.  She leaves 
the room. 
 I study the photographs trying to stretch them out 
past their borders, to create negatives with the prints.  I 
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spread the negative I have from the photo at the track meet 
on my light table, wondering what small detail I missed.  Is 
it indicated in those other negatives, which I do not have, 
when my father’s secret life began?  Are the hints all 
outside the edge?  Lost.   
 And so I use the camera he gave me, documenting 
everything I see, trying to find what is missing in my photos.  
I study the negatives as though if I can find what is missing 
in mine it will reveal what was hidden in his.  But even the 
negatives have borders.  And so I make up what is out there.  
I fear that if I don’t guess at what existed outside of what I 
can see that somehow he will fade into the background and 
be lost, and that I will be lost with him.
 I wonder if he had another family with the woman 
in those photographs.  I think these explain the phone 
calls.  Did he have kids?  Did they know he had another 
family separate from them?  When he disappeared from 
our pictures, was he beginning to appear in theirs?  Have 
they found pictures of us floating around and slipping out 
of hiding places he has forgotten about, ones he never 
dreamed would be disturbed?  
 I dream at night, picturing him with the red-
headed woman.  A child my age (sometimes it is a boy and 
sometimes a girl) is out on the same motorboat I rode in, 
with the red-headed woman and him.  They drive around 
the small pond, a camera in my father’s hands documents 
everything but himself.  

Jennifer Baum
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Nacreous Clouds

 She came walking briskly into McMurdo’s Crary 
Lab, making her way down the tiled corridors in her scuffed 
workboots and bluejeans, her pockets full of tools, a 
pair of leather gloves hanging out the back pocket of her 
pants, passing by the doors of others who called out to her 
cheerfully, happy to see her. She had only light in her, in 
her eyes and smile. She didn’t stop to talk to anyone else, 
but instead came directly to my door. She wanted to show me 
something beautiful—the nacreous clouds forming outside in 
the wide Antarctic sky.
 My new friend Ruth, an electrician at McMurdo, the 
United State’s main base in Antarctica, and her pal Russell 
Bixby, a computer technician, were headed up to Arrival 
Heights, a weather station perched on the hills above this 
wind-battered town, and I must come! I hesitated, saying 
I had work to do. I was busy writing. That’s what I had come 
to Antarctica to do. I was a recipient of a National Science 
Foundation Artists and Writers Program grant, and I was 
at that moment staring at a computer screen, intent on 
documenting experiences so far, two weeks into my six-
month Antarctic stay.
 No, you must come! Ruth insisted. The prospect of 
going out into the cold deterred me. I would have to turn 
my computer off, don my parka, my boots, my hat. At 
the moment I was warm and nicely situated. I didn’t want 
to move. She shrugged, raised her eyebrows, as if to say, 
you can’t blame me later for your regrets. Come now and 
I’ll show you something you’ve never seen! Stay here and 
you’ll miss your chance. It will be gone and you’ll always 
wonder what might have been. In the end, I was seduced 
by her enthusiasm and my own curiosity. What were they, 
these nacreous clouds that had everyone, including Ruth, so 
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excited? 
 We squished into the front seat of her battered 
pickup truck and crunched over the gravely road, growling 
up the hill. Russell chattered excitedly. Nacreous, he 
explained, came from nacre, meaning Mother-of-pearl—a 
name that attempted to describe the nearly indescribable 
beauty of the clouds, which shine on Antarctica only for 
a brief week or so each year, and glint like the silvery 
insides of ocean shells. He told me about the last time this 
had happened, the last time they had gone just like this 
to the hills above McMurdo and gazed, awestruck, at the 
shimmering beauty of the clouds. “The sea was orange and 
peach, the mist was blue, like a navy blue fog,” he said. 
“Over there the black mountain was poking out above the 
navy blue sky and the clouds made serpentine patterns. The 
sky was a deep midnight blue. Against it the clouds were like 
a stained glass window into heaven.” 
 The clouds start forming during the Antarctic 
winter, and gradually disappear as the light returns. What I 
saw, standing on the hill looking out over the sea ice toward 
the horizon, close next to Ruth, our parka fabric touching, 
were clouds spread thin and long, delicate and intricate, 
in iridescent blues, greens, yellows and reds. It was, as 
the name so aptly suggests, like the inside of a monstrous 
oyster, an oyster whose shell we were all standing in, 
lilliputian, staring upward, mouths agape.
 As the clouds had begun to gather that afternoon 
the whole of McMurdo was on watch. People had hauled 
out their photographic equipment and had walked or driven 
like us to the top of Arrival Heights to await the spectacle, 
spreading out their tripods along the ridge. This was an 
event that warranted taking a half hour off of work. The 
darkening evening sky was full of wisps of colored clouds, 
lit brilliantly from below by a setting sun. They are so 
otherworldly, these clouds, that photographs don’t do them 
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justice, don’t urge their beauty into full expression. Instead, 
the best representations I’ve seen of them are in watercolors 
by Edward Wilson, that enigmatic scientist-artist who was 
part of both of Robert Falcon Scott’s Antarctic expeditions. 
Wilson used electric blues, lime greens, crimsons, violets, 
and fluorescent oranges to give life to his nacreous clouds, 
in the shapes of wild serpents snaking across the sky. 
 Wilson may have been one of the first to attempt 
a verbal and artistic expression of these clouds, trying to 
make sense of their beauty in the languages of poetry and 
science. In his paintings of nacreous clouds the sky is thick 
with the iridescent curves above a silhouetted landscape 
and purple seas. He didn’t know when he painted them 
exactly what he was seeing, but recognized the colors from 
chemistry.  He wrote in his journal of the clouds in 1903, in 
prose that swings back and forth from exuberantly poetic to 
technically exact: 

 In the North at noon there was a splendid sunrise 
with a heavy bank of cloud arranged for all the world like 
wavy hair, and wherever the sunlight caught those waves and 
curls it was broken into the most delicate opal mother-o’-pearl 
tints; all colors of the rainbow, pale rose, pure lilac, emerald 
green, lemon yellow, and fiery red—blending but with no 
apparent arrangement, so that a wisp of cloud standing like 
a stray curl in the blue sky would be lit by pink and brilliant 
lilac, and then would begin to shine at one end with a light 
that can only be compared with the light you see in a vacuum 
tube with a current sparkling through it, or perhaps the color 
is more exactly what you get with an incandescent barium. 
It seems far-fetched to go into chemical details to describe a 
sky, but neither lilac nor amethyst describe the color I have 
spoken of as lilac, but the light of incandescent potassium does 
exactly. One can describe the yellows more easily, because all 
our ideas of light vary from white to yellow and orange; but 

Gretchen Legler



                                                      Fall 2005        77

for red I like to refer to strontium, though a rose-pink describes 
a certain light chiefly perhaps because one so often sees light 
shining through a petal of the commonest form of rose.  If 
a dozen rainbows were broken up and scattered in wavy 
ribands and flecks of curl and fleecy forms to float against 
a background of dull gray, it would be something like the 
beautiful appearance of this cloud coloring. 

 “Floating rainbows,” someone standing with us on 
the ridge called the clouds. We were dumbstruck, all of 
us, in the face of such beauty.  “Sad clouds,” whispered 
a scientist standing next to me, shaking his head, as if in 
disbelief.  I asked him what he meant. Although the clouds 
were strikingly beautiful, as beautiful as anything in the 
natural world that had ever moved man or woman to tears, 
to ecstasy, they were also agents of destruction. They were 
the platforms upon which the destruction of the Earth’s 
protective ozone layer was taking place.
 The next day, in the dim light of a cold Antarctic 
morning, I would watch a group of scientists from the 
University of Wyoming at Laramie launch a balloon into 
the sky, part of an international effort to understand more 
about the clouds and their role in ozone hole depletion. 
According to researcher Bruno Nardi, every year the ozone 
hole opens over the Antarctic, getting bigger and bigger 
until the end of October, then it starts naturally healing, as 
the air over Antarctica mixes with more ozone rich air from 
mid latitudes. By December, there is almost no noticeable 
ozone hole over the Antarctic. But, even though the hole 
heals itself each season, there is still an overall global 
depletion of ozone each year, which is expected to intensify 
in the next several decades.
 The ozone layer is what protects Earth from 
ultraviolet light. Under ideal circumstances, when 
ultraviolet light hits the ozone layer, the ozone layer absorbs 
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it, protecting the planet from its harmful rays. Without 
the ozone layer there is little to stop the high frequency, 
low wavelength UV light from reaching Earth—causing 
increases in skin cancer, dramatic global climate changes, 
and possibly other damage to the foundation of our material 
being—our very DNA. 
 Such beauty.  And such destruction. The forces were 
hard to reconcile. Yet here they existed together. If the 
scientist I was standing next to on Arrival Heights hadn’t 
said it, about the clouds being “sad,” I might never have 
known this darker thing, never gone the following day to 
find out more about it. Had I not gone with Ruth in the first 
place, I might never have seen this sublimity at all. I had 
taken the first step, and one thing had led to another. I 
was on the hill above McMurdo, with Ruth and Russell, 
with half of McMurdo, watching the clouds that shone 
and glimmered like pearl, like fire, like incandescent 
potassium, like light through the petal of a rose; clouds so 
shockingly beautiful that their glory was as hard and bright 
as their destructive portent.  I was standing next to Ruth, 
who wanted to bring me here to see this spectacular vision, 
this stained glass window into heaven, who would turn to 
me and smile, asking me, “Aren’t you glad now that you 
came with me?” Oh yes, I said, I was.  
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