MINA

BY RADHIKA KAPOOR

It was on an autumn Wednesday, muggy
in that other hemisphere, that Mina
stopped saying no to everything we asked
and started saying maybe, but you have to
ask Pa, too. We asked for boiled sweets,
then to sleep in separate chambers in the
evenings, and finally for new milk
tumblers (me) and more phone data (he).
Mina grabbed us by the hands, the three
of us forming an undulating human
Mobius strip that writhed through the
gutters now tumid with floodwater, and
we swam to the bazaar, Mina crumpling a
bill in her fingers as she picked out plump,
translucent sweets from a basket piled as
high as the peaks of us. Did you ask Pa? A
question floated to us like a swamp lily,
fragile and pregnant with promise. We
mumbled our responses into our gums but
she didn’t ask again and so we pressed on,
wanting ironed frocks for school (me) and
fresh chalk for licking and for our weekly
hopscotch appointment (both).

That summer we requisitioned a block of
slate to write on, woven blankets when we
napped outside, and tiny-holed mosquito
nets that smelled sweetly of camphor. We
wrote legions of poems, rhyming words
that didn’t rhyme (apples with cattle;
stopping with crossed rings), and tried
sliding down the railings near the dam,
only breaking a total of three fingers and
one thumb between us. Mina sewed us up
nice and fine, but we were like the
drawings in ancient cartoons, shape-
shifting the moment we were out of her
slippery grasp.

We are then sitting on a blushing linen sofa,
creased with the space between skin-folds
from Mina’s bottom and our legs and our
heads. Pa’s maw is still off and our lips are
still stained with shame and with currants
from the pie we have eaten with our faces
dropped to our plates and our arms twined
behind our backs. We still want more, so we
flex the tips of our feet and we poke Mina.
You stop that, Mina says, but her bottom stays
where it was and we sink the tops of our toes
into the reliable flesh that pads her there.

This was then and today is now and Mina has
died, a short, sputtering death where she
choked on so much of her own blood that our
eyelids kissed our lash lines when she finally
lifted off, her body physically hovering a few
inches above the stretcher from its effort of
reaching in through her mouth, looking
around, marshalling all its baggage and
sinews, and then leaving, ichor and heartbeat
in tow. We put our hands out in the negative
expanse between white sheet and bare spine
to see if she left a molecule or two behind,
warm from the sweat on her back. The air is
soft, wet with toil, and when our hands join
mid-air they fuse together, all marble and
muscle. We let our breaths rise.
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TIME CAPSULE BY THE RIVERBANK
BY RAE STONE BY LAWRENCE MOORE

Bury the memoryyou have  The sun was strong, the water still,
of me'in a peat bog; preserve it the willows bent to wash their tips,
in the moss and tannin the lily pads were whispering,
and let the acid erode the insects dreamt of sleep.
the sadness I languished in.
Afrog sat by the riverbank

Leave the mummy of and waited for a maiden's kiss.
my legacy in the fen He knew he was no handsome prince,
fo be discovered but strove to measure up,
millennia from now for
descendants to dissect, for hope is a resilient weed,
Allow them to pathologize resistant to the harshest frosts,
the notches in my skin from resplendent and abundant
the sacrifices | made for with the slightest chink of light.

people who left my heart
to decay once they scavenged A spiteful curse could come to bless

the marrow of my soul. if leading to a blissful place.
Alife spent eating worms and slugs
Take the love and happiness may land among the clouds...

| gave in my time and dig
a grave among the wetland, ~ and here she comes, the maiden fair,
whose drifting gaze delays on him.
let the ground be fertilized His bulging eyes invite her lips
by it so that the sphagnum to find the final verse.
may be sustained to shelter
the echo of my existence.
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A PLEA TO THE SWAN PRINCESS TO NOTICE THE FROGS AND TURTLES
BY ELLEN HUANG

So much depends on the swan princess,
tattered gowns still pure white in lake water,
and a vow of everlasting love, over faint dead bodies.

Alas, I'll admit, dear princess,
| thoughtgou deserved better than the puffed up human prince,
better than a betrothal, year after year hanging your destiny
upon marrying someone you saw so young and so often
he might as well be your cousin.

Alas, Odette, | know you said no,
and in this fantasy, to everyone’s devastation,
your no held power to separate kinﬁdoms preparing to unite.
Aren’t their binds all your life too tight, haven't you ever wanted
wilderness? | could never understand
how you almost said yes, when evidence
of summers upon summers showed
you despised the arrangement, everything about your romance
premeditated, pressured, curated with politics
holding their breath over weddings and lower taxes.

Say you could have been happy. What coerced you to change your mind
50 sudden(ljy, settlin% for just more castle walls with forced familiarity?
| am trying to understand how they got to you. How it happens. Their spells worked
far before any of my re-enchantment did. Their tricks befell you long
before, and sadly shall continue far longer than forever.
What is this love, but the warmth and relief
awaiting you at the end of cold spells.

Say | freed you, gifted you with flight and swan feathers,
wilderness and forest dances, shared speech with animals that swim and soar
a view of clouds and heaven that man could never reach.

Say | released you from romance and bid you escape, felt your heart fluttering,
told you leave their world behind. There is far deeper magic than flimsy vows
of everlasting love without practice. The spell doesn't even last the whole day.

Look, I am bringing you an alighted ball among the fae and animals,
music of the' woods like no parade of princesses have known.
Notice the puffins, wanting for nothing, princely enough
with flight of fancy and wondrous sunlight views.

Notice the frogs, coolness of change,
webbed feet, floating lily pads. Notice the turtles,
happy at all the longevity of life,
opening up beneath the stars.
No fear here, no more living for a love that could kill you
when moonlight fouches your wings
on this other side of Swan Lake.



BY MADELINE TROSCLAIR

MAUREPAS

There is little known here

M I RE D Where the earth chews slowly

Always some moment between

Sometimes we have to give ourselves over

Lifeandd . Afoot slips int
to what the body softly chases e and decay. Atoot slips into

Dark waters while playing

like a dog seeking out the windblown weeds. And shadows stretch across

All night knows is of the dark and dazzling . .
Slow moving rivers of another

World present before us.

light collapsed to the earth stuck in the ditches.
's P uexd ! We are only visitors

Mud tickles the toes of decayed stars.

In this agitated land, always
Rotting from the inside out.
This is no garden

Give yourself over to the swampy earth--
know it’ll devour you whole,

and pass you through the earth’s bowels

For the livi ly ghost
digested and wholly new. Holy, holy. orthe fiving, only ghosts

Willing to share a bite.

Th thch trol
| dance in sparkling mists hugging the tops © earth chews petrofeum

ft til the grit bet t
of trees until the grit between my toes Slowly as though natural

Gas aids the quick living

weighs me down. | am dragged to the bottom Quick loving quick

of the pond and my vocal cords rub together

To love and lose
Alltoo soon
In the stretching shadows

and | croak. | croak like a child’s fairytale frog
begging the princess for attention

until the marshy fringe appears and kisses

. . . Of the bayou below
my sweating cheek. | am a saint. | amsilt.

Where the agitated land

. . Rots from the inside out.
| am a proverbial arm reaching for the moon

and whatever she can offer me.




FUZZY BUG
BY LINDA
HAWKINS

HOLD ON,
HOLD ON
BY SHARON
DENMARK
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[BULLFROG!]

My eyes and | are easily impressed

Marveling makes me happy to be alive

To see ancient trees of extinct sizes

Steaming mud and clouds of bugs

It gets me excited

My mother often tells me to close my mouth
“You'll catch flies that way!”

Well, mama, I think I'm part bullfrog

The way | can’t hide my tongue for a second
Because when I think of the bugs, that's when my jaw drops
And | sit stumped, in wonder

In awe of the sulfur galaxy of earth and animal
With a mouth full of flies!

[MIRE]

In this mud | can sink

| choose to be consumed

A bit scary - but | like it

This swamp can eat more than me, | know
Why do I try to match its pace?

Why does my gullet gurgle like the muck
Bubbling, hot, and foul

| sat on a stump and a toad looked at me
When | left, it continued staring where | sat
You think it saw me?

BY EMMANUEL PARADELA
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THE GARDEN
BY JANE PINE

A Raised Bed

| stretched the tarp outside this morning. | woke up and
realized darkness was beyond my memory, and
wondered if the grasses could forget the light. I know |
didn't ask first, but I'd hoped %ou wouldn't mind. You
unfurled with me yesterday, in the bright night under the
same tarp. | pressed you. You told me. | can't remember
the night. 1 can only sleep in the shadows. Your body
once cast silhouettes all over mine. They crowded here, in
the little space between us. We found rest. You
remembered how it felt fumbling around, carving
{ourself into the carpet for stability, like a dried out pen,
imited. Swirled intricate dances of bees, communication
vacuumed before the sun. Don't tell anyone. The fibers
thickened, and the vacuum shifted to tﬁe third setting,
three blue lines on white canvas. We continue to resist
the inking, even though we know our skin is made of
metal. We are engraved, when we want it. At least we can
agree that grass suffocates, some things are certain. But
no one remembers germination. The hot damp bags
resting in the drawer, teeming. The same drawer with the
pen we wanted, the one they were always looking for. It's
no longer there.

Germination

A leashed puppy can't stop the spruce trees from
reaching me. Their writhing fingers distract from the task
at hand. A bird caws at my shoulder, faster than footfalls
reverberate in my ears. When my legs can't turn over any
faster, | grow eight more limbs. | have no choice but to
listen as my body disassembles, and yet the leashed
puppy chirps at a low-hanging squirrel. Apolo%ies could
never suffice for having been born. | woke up like this. |
entered the nightmare late, and further tardiness tumults
leaves all around me. An unknown beverage brews in the
earth, and | can't wait to taste it. These needles will tattoo
words onto my skin that | cannot say out loud. | should
have finished eating them while they were still soft. Then
I could have made more. Steam rises from dirt roads and
ruins my perm. This path wasn't paved, and my throat is
closed. | haven't been able to return home, and yet | am
already unrecognizable.

Growth

My shirt is made of pollen. It's yellow, like how you like it.
| think the color makes me look sickly, but you never
minded as much as my mother did. Colorful rays of
sunshine burn my back, scarlett through loosely woven
thread. She prefers me with color, just not this much.
When | bathe in the sink bucket, the cotton %rows heavy,
umber. They tell me not to wear i, the palor is
unbecoming. Immaterial. But | feel safe in the colorless
depth. Yellow, answer the Fhone with your feet. When
you last called, I wasn't available. Orange you there now?
| was among the dwarfed sage trees, in the mud where
we buried our dinners. I am running out of excuses.

It's dry season now, and I'm blue, but | can't drown like
before. Old potatoes resurface in the yard. | towered, in
my infancy, but those things never last long. Cable ties
keep my life together, tightly so my digits fill with san%rial
It had to work out, somehow. Eggplants can't dial as
nimbly as you can. When you call again, ring twice and
then hang up. Then, ring once more and ask your
question. [ can't promise I'll answer.

Bloom

We came from different backgrounds, but it all looks the
same now. The watercolor spread, lubricated with
alcohol. You ink the shadowy skeletons of your
hometown, but your memories bleed together, muddy
and youve learned you have no patience. Just
expectation. A knife can scrape at the surface, but watch
your capillaries or you'll bleed to death. They drained
three mice, last time, to get you back. Science was set back
an entire year, but at least you are pretty now. Repent. If
you were to sail across the Pacific, you'd know about the
pink trees and the jagged leaves. Tall ice cream and hot
waffles. | couldn't have flown without my supplements, |
have you to thank for those. | needed help getting to my
seat. We held hands, touched elbows, and then the
canvas seeped. The whole book was ruined, all because
of some tea. | think it was green, but no one lit the
spotlight so | can't be sure. Between morality, there’s a
two-step dance. Master the recipe, and republish it.

Scream.

There's a doorway | used to get stuck in. My hips couldn’t
get through the first time. Theyd get wedged. My
shoulders had to be turned sideways, the way you'd meet
a wave, to stand any chance of passage. | saw everyone
inside. They were communicating. My mouth ran drr, |
wasn't at that job for long, I left as soon as it was legal. It
doesn’t make sense to remain unseen when you are so
large. My next position was a better fit, in more ways than
one. They needed me, you see? To spread the word. After
their wagons broke, | carried their dogs for them. | didn’t
know they could bite, just that they wouldn't. They ate
with the king, at the same table. | col{eded their furs from
the grasses, and made Sweaters for the princess. She was
always too warm, but she never left the sun. She itched. |
wanted to scratch at her, but | knew it wasn't right. The
wigs were supposed to hide the evidence, but they were
never long enough. It was me, you see, who pointed out
the discrepancy. It was me, you see, that took the blame
at the chopping block. | had only %rown larger, and this
was the only way to get back through the door. | should've
knﬁvvln the chef's knife was the biggest. I've been reduced
to halves.
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POEMS BY
CATIE WILEY

Shrek’s restaurant

Shrek is the executive chef
of The Swamp restaurant
and he sprinkles mosquitos
like parsley leaves.

their half-dead buzzing
adds a certain something
to the mouthfeel.

if you order a cake,
he'll forgo the fondant.

he prefers to wrap his sweets

with snakes.
(the venomous ones
cost extra.)

he offers a variety of cocktails
like the Mudslide:

coffee liqueur, irish cream,

a drizzle of chocolate,

and of course,

a scoop of real mud
(organic, locally sourced.)

the menus are made from
recycled lily pads,

no ink,

just carefully placed ants.

please make your reservation
soon,
tables fill up fast.

frog choir rehearsal

atnight, I hear the frogs
croaking.
i stumble out of the house,

give in to the hum of humidity,

let my feet kiss the mud.

their ribbiting ricochets
against the trees.
forgive them,

frogs don't know much
about acoustics.

i dip my toes in their home,
their jade colored stew,
and they hop over to me

to keep me company.

under the midnight blue,
we sing to the moon

and the moon doesn't mind
if we're out of tune.

alligator safety

i know the odds are slim

for an alligator attack.

a lightning strike is more likely
than their toothy bite.

still, i sitin a florida airport

and google wrestling techniques
in case i need to win

an alligator fight.
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THE CLOVER BED,

MY FRIEND

clover winds itself around my feet

and i am reminded of

how softitistolieina

bed of leaves i made myself.

a halo of green

made only for my soul,
compliments my pale skin
overlayed on dark blue veins.

i whisper...
as green clover ivy snakes
around my ankles,
a green embrace i've never
experienced before.
it whispers back,
and i hear the smile
in the photosynthesis

this castle of green

eases the aging, aching mind

and reminds me it's okay

its safe,

it's normal
to live and age. a body withers,
but souls sprout green

BY VERONICA JARBOE

THE GREEN FROGS
DANCE THEIR WAY
TO HARMONY

one, then two like popcorn
slowly, more arrive
an endless hopping
hop hop hopping
still-less time, all but green
and croaking becomes
baritone harmony
(roak croak croaking
what performance this
musical of frogs,
the reeds sway and applaud
whoosh whoosh whooshing
the spotted frogs hop to their bows
on their lily pad stage,
then over into the water
plop kerplunk kerplunking

silence...
the harmony ended
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THE PAINTED FROG, UNCERTAINLY
By Rick Hollon

So it was around this time that the painted frog
had an inkling that not all was as it seemed. She
could hop well enough within the confines of her
frame. She had a shadowed logjam to hide in, she
had a deep duckweed pool to dive into, she had
piles of decaying leaves as a hunting-ground. Al
the same, something was amiss.

The painted frog hopped a perfect stairstep of
pheasant-back mushrooms to the summit of a
stump. She submerged in the pool at its heart for a
while, but the feeling wouldn't leave her alone.
When a damselfly thrummed along and perched
with her needle-legs on the lip of the stump, the
frog couldn’t muster the energy to snap her up.

“The air is too still,” the frog complained.

“Suits me fine,” the damselfly replied. She
stretched and shivered her wings in a tantalizing
dance, but the frog's tongue wasn't tempted. The
damselfly shrugged her wings and hummed away,
back into the sunbeam that always highlighted the
single lilypad.

The painted frog dozed, and woke again on the
lilypad, the damselfly pirouetting just out of reach.
She grumbled deep in her throat and jumped into
the pool. Her strong kicks peeled water aside and
brought her to the bank, where the badger peered
from his shadowy den.

“Storm'’s a-brewin’,” said the badger, though the
frog could see no sky, only the dappled leaves of
beech and willow and sycamore roofing the world.
Not a leaf stirred.

“|'have never felt hunger,” the frog said, but the

badger paid her no mind. He narrowed his eyes at
a sky that wasn't there, somewhere beyond the

frame.

She tried to hop her way through the cardinal-flower
and jewelweed and button-bush that rimmed her
pond, but no matter how she twisted and dodged,
she always found herself square atop the lilypad,
pestered by that damned damselfly.

“Your kind only lives a day,” the frog snapped at her.

“The sun hasn't set,” the damselfly hummed,
spreading her wings luxuriously.

The frog buried herself deep in the mud beneath the
pond. Perhaps this was a season, one she could
hunker down and shelter through. She had never felt
her blood stop in winter, never known the midges and
sunswoon of spring, yet a dim notion of these things
licked at her, struck green sparks within her.

A time passed. She was back on the lilypad again. The
sunbeam gave no warmth. She didn’t know what
warmth was. Did she?

She swam again, and met with a fish who was little
more than a brushstroke, a suggestion of dappled
shadow. “What are we?” she asked.

The fish could only move in a stiff arc. Only half-
realized, it could not answer.

So the painted frog sat herself squarely on the
lilypad. “You know something you won't say,” she told
the damselfly.

“Perhaps,” the damselfly said. She swept close,
buzzing her wings just above the water, just above the
frog's nose. “How will you find out?”

The frog launched her tongue. With a laugh, the
damselfly stayed just out of reach.

“I'l find a way,” muttered the frog. Time passed, and
the sunbeam shined where it always shined. The frog
settled in to wait.
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TURKEY TAIL

BY SHARON DENMARK
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KEEPER
By Madeleine Tomasoa

You are falling into the swamp at the end of
the hill.

You peer downwards and have to stop
yourself from falling in; startled by the
shape of your body mirrored upon the
murky surface.

Overhead, the couds continue their
onwards march. The ants are as large as
the sky.

You see me waving at you from underneath
the water's surface, and you want me to be
the monster that eats you alive. Instead of
quiet intimacy, you want us to yearn out
loud, bodies being disgusting together,
spittle flying through the air as we kiss, the
world spinning around us, leaving nothing
but our colliding mouths together
underwater before we return to the land,
streaked in dirt and lust.

There’s the smell of the grass and
detergent, again. A whistle blows, cracking
silence open in half. You hear the agony of
the wind. The salty taste of sweaty jerseys.
Your mother's voice through the phone,
asking to call her back, it’s been so long since
we last heard from you, you know, we hope
Jou're safe, dear.

This too, in time, will burn and set itself
alight. This too will tear itself asunder.

| am gone, now, having walked out alone,
footsteps dying in the soiled ground. You are
left with the company of your own shadow
and your own tears. Tongues darting out,
brows furrowed in concentration. Someone
bums a cigarette off of you, and you oblige,
mouth tasting like fire and ash. Someone
else parts your lips open. You oblige again.

A crackle of the radio. Static, and then
silence again. The swamp is still. There are
no ripples on its surface to be found. You
skim your hand on the surface and find
nothing. Your hand penetrates the water.
Still nothing.

Light leaks through the clouds, illuminating
the green of the swamp. Your pale reflection
re-emerges on the surface. You kick at the
water, willing it to disappear. It doesn't.

Who are you when you're not watching, a voice
from outside your body says, and you
plunge headfirst into the water, unwilling to
give them an answer,

17
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AFTER THE MORNING

The path smells of musty damp morning.
Your shampoo trails behind you in fruity
streaks. We are still in our slippers, yours
flapping words at the bugs up front, mine
newer, fluffed up with fresh enthusiasm.
Grasses in nearby fields are pink-tinged,
perhaps only now, perhaps only today. You
let me stay. For months my toothbrush has
been on your shelf, for months | have
walked my floorboards barefoot because my
slippers had made it, but | had not. You
point out sticky jack spiralling up a fir. I think
of places it doesn't belong. | smile around
dog roses tangled at our feet, clasp your
hand. Tiny thorns tease our bare ankles, we
kiss. You haven't told me where we're going.
| didn’t have time to shower; you said it was
fine. You took so long. I wonder if you always
do. A foxglove whispers how little | know; |
shush it. | know last night we were together.
| know my watch is still by your bed. I know
the feeling of my feet, wet in my slippers. |
know | must follow you.

BY MARIE LITTLE

NIGHT GLUE

The run-off from night is like tar; it is all my
recurring nightmares made real. A sticky trail
of stuck lifts, bottomless stagnant pools and
elephantine bluebottles follows me through
the day. A hot thick murky soup of faceless
relatives, old fears and fresh regrets pools at
my feet whenever I sit down. Night will not
leave me.

By midday | have walked carpet-miles in
shoes full of sludge. My hair is matted with
sweaty dreams about slugs and Lost Child
stations. My sandwich tastes of aeroplanes
dropping from the sky, pets running loose
on motorways. My legs are heavy with what
might come next, my eyelids begin to stick.

I head out to the ponds. | take an empty
rucksack, ready to fill with disappointment.
Every step towards my front door is
quicksand, but when my boots hit the
pavement, they are lighter. | lift my chin; the
day is still bright, the air tastes sweet. A
neighbour waves. | take another step. I think
| feel a breeze.
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Two Trees 2019

by M. Patrick Riggin
Harbour




MY VIEW FROM
THE GARDEN
BY URIAH
HOWARD ALLIS

a bird with broken wings
perches precariously

on a windowsill, as fingers
of a cherry tree beckon it
into the garden, as if
summoning a power

that far outweighs

this creature’s strength

yet what if this tree

is correctin bidding

on fragility and fatigue?—
not because they conceal
some deeper wonder,
but because they capture
a truth that lies

at the roots of the roots;
where leaves bend

to scratch the sky

we are striking things, but
you cannot reach the stars
without first crossing
where you can

no longer trust the bough
to keep from breaking

YELLOW BIPLANE
BY LYNN FINGER

0ld county line road
rubs patched along wetlands.
Ahard quartzite ribbon

& sated soybeans spread
by muffled cattails, all green
& dotted butterflies. One

morning | walk the road
further than before
&find three biplanes,

mosquito dusters, yellow
as bathtub duckies,
rest noses up near

a corrugated steel shed
&a 1930s gas pump,
all on empty.

One plane faces the swamp road
but hasn't been moved in years,
they mow the sedge around it.

The second waits by itself,
& the third is upside down.
Two men & a boy in overalls

fill &start up the first one,
tend the props that turn,
make soft air blossoms in the wind.

The air ripples & tears
around the plane, wings
translucent, the yellow biplane

shudders with joy,
the cicadas & bullfrogs
echo.
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| ATE EARTH
BY VRINDA GANDH]

...before it swallowed me as a whole
about 10 years back or so
when i was still young and didn't forget easily
i ate mud, raw with bell-like hands
golden from sun among some kids i called friends
we dug deep, like raccoons with their little nails
soft fallen grains sticking in our fingernails
“mother would be angry,” one of us whispered
we kept scratching the back of the earth
a deep hole to fill our dreams and dilemma
as a child, even we had secrets to ink
we stored burned pages, murky words from uncles
hid them in the fog of confusion
as we patted the musky mud above our hidden treasures,
we found pages of raw emotions from our older siblings
“they hid them too,” one of us said
no one moved, we were astonished
“don’t stop,” i said, “let the hide & seek begin”
we climbed our way to the broken wooden ladder
hanging awfully close to the inverter house
from the top, you can see all the smiles and frowns of people around
and we jumped to make sure all the land is covered
our secrets are hidden, and then no one can find we were even here
so we ate earth before it swallowed us
because we were afraid of its womb
(even though the womb made us alive)

TR ewes”



BY ANDREW MCSORLEY

Baseball

My father gives me a baseball and it bursts into a
hundred river flies. My father gives me a

baseball bat and it turns into a cattail stem. My
father gives me a glove and it melts into the black
belly muck of a swamp. My father gives me cleats
and they peel away from the bottom - dark

roots of tag alder underneath. My father gives me
a hatand it's too heavy for my body. I run

towards the first light at the horizon. | sink deeper
into the marsh we made.

STEP INTO THE MIST BY HELEN GWYN JONES

Lullaby of the Lingering Wind

A crooked knoll set low in valley-shadow,
tired and dreaming it seems to rock

back and forth in the lipless wind,

heaving its chest, barreled song of hiss

and heavy breath — what keeps it here,
deep in this swampy hillock, under crags

of moss and widow web, what roots

grip full to the bars of earth, and why

do | hear it sing to me in the golden-drunk
dusk? Because its heart rattles in its sleep,
ghost drum echoing from soil to canopy,
and we feel the thunder before we hear i,
feel it in swamp grass, alder branch, in cattail
seed and sand hill storm: we see, we know.
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LANDLOCKED BLUES
BY RICHARD LEISE

Mallory was not surprised to come upon the pond. Since crossing the hedgerow the air carried the fungal aroma of
rotten produce, a stench of death and decay that had nothing to do with humanity. From a distance, hiking up a bit of
a hill, the pond was less an opening within the earth’s surface than something deposited upon it, a pile of crushed
stones, moonlit, minerals glittering. Mallory had been curious. Cresting the hill, the smell grew stronger, and, making
its summit, the pond presented itself in outline. Tink patterns like oil swirled upon the surface of the stagnant water.
Only there were no patterns and what existed Mallory created. When Mallory stopped walking nothing swirled. It
had only looked that way.

Bubbles broke the water’s plane somewnhere near its center. Somewhere near its center because the pond was not
circular, it possessed no named shape. Mallory untied her sweatshirt and lowered herself to the ground, she made a
seat. Was it possible for something to lack a center? Mallory placed a hand upon her stomach. She wanted to feel her
child inside her. A sensation that, in its self-same singularity, registered as unique phenomena. She did not mind
waiting.

The bubbles issued forth like there was a fountain placed beneath the surface. It was probably a snapping turtle.
Mallory tossed a pebble into the pond. The bubbles stopped. A few moments later, bubbles apgeared in another
area. If Mallory had not thrown the rock, the bubbles would not be there. “If the bubbles had not been there, would
I be here?” Mallory said. She didn't know what to say.

Mallory didn't know why she was thinking this way. She freed her phone. There was no sound to distract her and

even that which moved, moved silently. The bubbles. The breeze. There was an animal not far from where she sat,
and the creature slid into the pond. The algae was thick and green and moved like a wrinkle in a sheet. A snake. The
(reature’s head moved across the water. The green slime parted into heavy gullies. From Mallory's lap a buzz, and a
cool blue glow — a text. She blinked. When she opened her eyes she could no longer see the snake.

Cattails rose from the shallows. A slow trickle of water fed into the pond from a drainage ditch. Here, the water ran

black and clear, and water lilies lay upon the surface like bright chalices carefullK arranged. Over there blue water lily

flowers, their long pedicels erect above the water, luminous within the moonlight, the tips of so many candle flames.

\}?/atelrll(iligs V\r/]ere depicted by the French painter Claude Monet. Mallory's mother liked Monet. Mallory's mom would
ave liked it here.

Pregnant, Mallory was that much more alive. She had experienced a different sort of femininity when with her mom.
Beside her mom—uwith her skeletal expression and her sinking soul—Mallory experienced a sort of elevation.
Mallory, who last year could not tolerate thinking of the woman and who, when in her presence, demanded a
deﬂni[ﬁ proximity? Now, being around her mother was— Mallory's phone pulsed. It glowed. Its light interrupted
everything.

Even now dragonflies dipped and skimmed the water. Hovering, rising and falling, suspended in air, movements
impossible, and in these creatures and in their movements no great mystery, like the unspoken acknowledgement of
a common misunderstanding,

Alog broke the surface of the water. That place where, come mid-morning, turtles basked in the sunlight. A frog rose
to the surface and moonlight made black spectral points of its weird round eyes. The frog sunk beneath the algae.
Directly across the water there was a heron. Sleek and graceful, it was impossible to know. Was the bird awake, or
was the animal sleeping?

Tall grasses shape-shifted in the breeze, and petals from some nearby tree fell like petals upon the water's surface.
Such simple cause and effect. Mallory was a little dizzy. Why didn't she faint? Mallory closed her eyes and the world
remained. Not as it had been, but how it was. When Mallory opened her eyes, things were exactly the same. But of
course, and she rubbed her belly, they were different.

A mosquito bit her arm and drew blood. Slowly, very slowly, Mallory moved her finger several inches forward, and
from side to side. Mallory brushed the mosquito. She had not intended to injure the bug. The bug died. Squashed,
its guts, mixed with Mallory’s blood, smeared across her arm. There was a lot more blood than Mallory expected, in
color dloser to black, to crimson, the petals of a dead geranium. This would not have happened had she been
wearing her sweatshirt.

25



It was not dark. The moon was not quite full, a bright shape set within the sky. Mallory turned. From here how easy
to determine north from south, east from west. To the north, Owego Lake. It was easy to imagine. Some time,
somehow, Owego Lake was going to break—or, at the verg least, crack—spilling from its southern shore and into
Endwell, devourin% first the waterfront district with its public golf course and pretentious farmer's market before
rising like a pulse from Owego Lake's primary tributary, Cass River, to overtake Endwell proper, flooding the public
housing and historic homes quartered into rundown apartments that dot the grid of streets surrounding the tin{ aty,
tenants and landlords and college kids and small families alike scrambling for safety and clinging to the shingles of
steepled rooftops only to be lifted by the rapidly rising current like so many leaves in the gutter, the women and the
men too kicking and screaminﬁ, the water cresting just below secand story windows and through the windows stay-
at-home moms and their bright-eyed babies hangin% qun hips and looking out onto the hopelessness, this sea of
swirling mud-brown water, and climbing further still this rumbling floodwater, rising without ceasing this end of
times, submerging all of Endwell proper and drowning every dog and cat, every man, woman, and baby.

|t would be something to see.

And Mallory turned her back to the breeze. She cradled her belly. The newly flooded citg, wiped clean, wind warm
and westerly, making choppy the waters of a broken lake awash with the flotsam of its bloated citizenry, the water
quickly receding, the traffic lights, supplied by power stations well outside the city limits, blinking with purpose but a
purpose for which there is no longer any meaning. It is like the defrocked priest. What remains of his omniscient
God? These lights, blinking, broken commandments, reflecting upon the water visions of themselves. It's like
penance, absent faith. Of course Mallory was raised Catholic. If not? She'd have had different thoughts, entirely.

East? Endwell Community College. The campus dark, silent. A series of stark, base shadows black against the austere
rise of the distant hillsides. Iridescent rape lights sparkled bug zapper blue above the sidewalks of roadways and the
sidelines of athletic fields and from within that deep solitary darkness glittered like planets from some distant %alaxy.
Light posts line the empty streets and light posts illuminate the empty parking lots and together they work to form a
pattern like that of some unknown constellation. Some of them like collapsing stars blinking on and off and then back
on again. On and off and then back on again. A fixture eradicated only by the risen sun.

And of course Owe%o Lake, opposite the direction from which she had come. When there is a moon the lake glows a
deep, a sapphire blue, a color that brings to mind the stained glass windows inside Our Lady of Sorrows Church.
There are fourteen windows inside Our Lady of Sorrows—seven on either side of the nave—and the windows,
taller than they are wide, and rectangular be?ore anéling off to form imperfect, trapezaidal points, are set in perfect
opposition from one another. One window for each Station of the Cross. They have always been pretty, despite what
they depict.

And like the amount of direct sunlight determines the degree of blueness that defines the defeated form of a
crucified Christ, and whether it is a cyan or a periwinkle blue that makes a mournful Mary, anyone who pays any sort
of attention would certainly agree that the position and phase of the maon have a similar effect upon the blueness of
Owego Lake. A luminous moon, like now, and the water shimmers the powder blue of the Virgin Mary's cloak. A
crescent moon—wanin% say, low over the city's south side—and the lake is that same sapphire as the ridges of
those bruised ribs in outline atop the Son of God's pierced, emaciated, abdomen.

But even when the moon is new you can see Owego Lake. Even when clouds mask the moon and the world is
obscured you know Owego Lake is there. Only the lake isn't blue. The lake is black. Much blacker than the skyline,
and made even darker by Endwell's twinkling lights, whose streetlights, gold as the flames of votive candles, run in
neat, parallel lines across the cig and whose house lights, luminous as the wings of fairies, lay scattered in various
degrees of concentration around the blackened body of water, the lake is the pitch of unreflected light, and Owego
Lake seems to descend into that swath of eroding earth with the same dizzying speed of the black expansion of
nightfall bleeding up and into outer space.

Mallory doesn't need to walk around the pond, she no longer needed to search the tombstones, the rest of Endwell
Cemetery. She had captured enough names, her baby still inside her, awake, or asleep, in its womb. With one hand
she cradled her stomach. Next? She answered the phone.
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BOB AND RIPPLE BY HELEN GWYN JONES
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OUR FAMILY RELIGION
BY FREDERICK CHARLES MELANCON

Moments are like balous. They may be still on the surface, but underneath, the current moves in unpredictable
ways. And you never know what you'll find alive down there. For instance, one of the most embarrassing times with
Mom led to one of the proudest with ngjy sister. Mom's tale was one of those stories that you'd later laugh about with
friends, but when it happened, you hid behind one of her scaled legs while praying that you'd die before it got any
worse. Mind you, it always got worse, but you hoped.

Mrs. Janice started it over a cantaloupe at the Schwegmann’s. She was the Sunday school teacher who helged with
church outreach to all those less fortunate than her people, yet everyone in the communitz knew mare about her
from her dress than her Christian values. She wore her best even to the grocery store and had a small handbag to
match each outfit. In the middle of the produce aisle, she wagged a pink gator-skinned one at my mother as Mom
placed the last melon in her basket. The golden chain to the purse swung back and forth in pure wrath, and Mrs.
Janice said, "Honey, you need to find Jesus.”

| think a little explanation’s in order. My mother's name wasn't Honey, and in this world, you might've realized as |
did that sometimes humans use words of endearment to put each other in their place. But, an even darker purpose
simmered in Mrs. Janice’s tone. You see we're Honey Island Swamp monsters. At least, this is what the shaved nutria,
as Undle Eau calls the humans, stamped us with when they first met one unlucky member of our species out in, well,
the Honey Island Swamp. The humans aren't really that imaginative, but in all fairness, we're a hard %roup to pin
down. Fur covers the majority of our body except the legs, which is covered in dull scales that look better on an
alligator if that creature took growth hormone as a child. But the best, is the yellow beak that clacks together when
we snore at night. Of course, they could've always used the name we gave ourselves, the Letiche, but we're talking
about humans so that might've been too much to ask for. The point is when humans used the Honey designation
with our kind, it wasn't an informal address directed to someone they cared about.

Back at the produce aisle in Schwegmann's, Mom turned her furred shoulders square at that woman and said,
“Ma‘am, you need to find Swamp Jesus.”

My sister's claw poked my side. She had a talent for hitting the soft spot of flesh under the ribs that forced you over
and made you pay attention to her. “Who's Swamp Jesus?”

“This is embarrassing,” | said.

Mom didn't take an eye off the human down the aisle when she responded to me. “There’s nothing embarrassing
about Swamp Jesus and don't let these humans make you think otherwise.”

The store manager Mr. Hendricks shuffled down the aisle to check on us. He'd hurt his leg in a boating accident with
Uncle Eau. “Is there a problem here?” Our prospects didn't look good. Everyone in the family knew that Mr.
Hendricks still held Uncle Eau and all his kin responsible for that accident. Of course, you could hope that common
decenc