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Dear Addison County,
Thank you for your continued support of this humble
publication. We were born from your inspiration and continue
to exist on its undying embers. A special thank you to all of our
writers and artists and an announcement—we are now open for
submissions year-round. You can follow the guidelines at
zigzaglitmag.org.
Thank you to Town Hall Theater. Not only for hosting our
Issue.7 release party, but for being a hub of creative minds in
the county. You are a pillar of our creative community, and we
are grateful to be a part of your continued success.
Thank you to all the libraries and librarians of Addison County.
We are happy to be on your shelves. Thank you also to the
university libraries of Middlebury College and UVM.
Thank you to the Vermont Book Shop, Monroe Street Books,
and Recycled Reading of Vermont. We are fans of yours in the
truest sense—your roles in our communities fill us with
unbridled zeal.
Thank you to Little Pressroom in Middlebury, for your patience,
your attention to detail, and your overflowing professionalism.
Lastly, our sincerest thanks to those who have submitted over
the years. We hope you keep submitting, keep spreading the
word, and keep doing, writing, and making.
Cheers
the Zig Zag Crew
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One Hundred Thousand
The nights get long
and the years are longer still.
One hundred thousand chores and deadlines
pile up;
covering the countertop,
closing in the open spaces.
The space we need to breathe,
to remember.
The space we need to fall in love
and stay there.
Even if we tried to do them,
more would come.
One hundred thousand chores and deadlines,
let them pile up.
Stack them to the ceiling,
wedge them in the corners,
and create a space
for dancing,
a whisper of open floor
for swaying slowly together,
for remembering.
Trish Dougherty
Orwell
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Dear Editors of Zig Zag,
I’m working on a collection of poems that respond to field notes
and letters my grandfather Robert Judd wrote while spending
six months on his Uncle Elmer’s farm in Cando, North Dakota,
in 1909 when he was 22. Robert was from Connecticut and was
already an amateur naturalist and photographer. He went to
Cando to look at birds, but Robert put in long days helping on
the farm.
My plan is to include excerpts from Robert’s notes and letters
in the proposed book I’m writing. I include those here, too.
You’ll see my typewritten excerpts on separate pages before
each poem.
I’m not sure what you’ll make of this. Let me know if you have
questions. If the excerpts don’t work for you, you can ignore
them and consider the poems alone.
Thanks as always,
Margi
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Field Notes, Cando, North Dakota
by Robert S. Judd
November 2, 1909
It is a great
sight to see the
white geese come in
in regular order and
drop like a handful of fluttering
papers to the lake.
They are always
talking and it
seems as though I
could almost understand them.
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My Grandfather
My grandfather is and is not of the hunters.
He speaks of them—the hunters—as if he himself is not a
hunter.
But of course, he goes out with Elmer at 6:30 a.m. to take
down a goose.
He finds a goose with a broken wing.
When he holds it in his hands, he feels its heart beating.
And he hears the geese talking like children;
my grandfather was a child himself not so long ago.
He almost understands them, the goose words, the goose
language.
Like townsfolk on a picnic, sharing sandwiches.
He observes their flying, their heading north,
their going out, their coming in,
their regular routine only interrupted by the hunters.
As if he is one of the geese, riding high in the sunshine,
lazily floating along in a constantly changing formation.
The hunters violating the way of the geese.
With their continuous bombardment, shooting at the geese,
at my grandfather.
If it weren’t for the hunters, my grandfather would be one
with the geese, and taking a goose, killing it, would be like
killing him.
Margi Rogal
Hancock
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beneath an arbor of drooping birch
when in doubt or murky foreboding
slide chopped onions and garlic on butter
I mean there are so very many ways to go
cross country with another poet
to discover Tohono O’odham peoples
and their crisp fried bread with honey
discovering all the while your own iambics jar
with her blank verse and romanticizing of Beckett
tersely she jettisons you on 200-count cheap sheets
what to do but add homemade tomato paste
atop that buttery salvation leaving you ready
for freshly-squeezed semolina pasta
no matter the kitchen’s ambient light
clouds emerging grey in a fleece sky
nervous or jittery question mark
drop steamed white rice on to sizzling
walnut oil and roughly chopped scallions
conjure arousal within the 13th arrondissement
one of many spiraling out like a snail shell
even following Fibonacci’s genius
with that brunette visiting from Nice
lapping Thai steamed mussels you splash
pinot grigio along with coconut milk
garlic red curry paste lime juice
stir well before adding back rubs
shampoo her hair then only before stirring
in fish sauce and sugar
chayo the Thais would shout although
that dark-haired acquaintance turns out to blanch
at the sight of your wrinkled root and departs
for blond Lars and meatballs in Stockholm
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leaving you with mussels el fresco solo
despite the reality of incoming tsunamis
God’s voice whispers
Time to warm
Ripton’s maple syrup
share with a henna-haired
hazel-eyed staring warm-lipped woman of the north
woods who prepares her own batter
with local currants and allows
you to relax in bliss with sweetened pancakes
she slips grapes between your lips
the North Fork’s chilled stream cools and curls
your toes as the two of you in sync slide
in what passes for ecstasy along slippery
rocks under an arbor of drooping birch
Burgess Needle
Ripton
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Lightshine

Douglas Mack
Bristol
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The Question
Nathaniel waited anxiously in his bed for his wife to join him.
He had been keeping it in for some time now and was about to
introduce her to the question. He needed to know its answer. It
had always kept him awake at night, thoughts swarming his
head. Nathaniel had always been too scared to ask. Until
tonight, when he had gathered all his confidence and held it
tightly against his chest, hidden away under the covers.
His wife, Samantha, was in the bathroom inserting curlers into
her hair. She performed this ritual every night, before plopping
herself down next to Nathaniel. The door to the bathroom was
closed, only a ray of light creeping out from the crack
underneath. Nathaniel held his confidence closer and adjusted
himself on the bed into a comfortable position. He thought
about how he would structure what he was about to say.
As the door to the bathroom opened, the light cast itself brightly
upon the dark walls of the room. There stood Samantha, broadshouldered, curlers trapped in her hair like prisoners. She
yawned, and turned off the light to the bathroom, creaking the
floor with every step until she dropped herself on the bed.
Nathaniel sank farther into the covers with his confidence.
“Church tomorrow,” she told Nathaniel, as she rolled onto her
side, ready to fall asleep.
Nathaniel waited a few minutes before beginning. “Do you still
love me?”
It was as if the question had dissipated into the air.
Samantha reminded him again that church was tomorrow, and
she proceeded to turn off her bed lamp.
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“Yes, I know there’s church tomorrow. Do you still love me,
Samantha? I need to know.”
“Yes, of course, I love you, Nathan. Now, go to bed. There’s
church tomorrow morning. You should wear the nice sweater
your mother knit you. The striped one.”
Nathaniel lay there for some more time, contemplating what his
wife had told him. He looked down at all the confidence he held
on his chest. It radiated with red light, shimmering. “Well-well
how do I know if you do?”
Samantha didn’t stir. Her eyes were closed.
“Samantha?”
“Yes, dear?” she said. “There’s supposed to be good weather
tomorrow, nice and warm with clouds. Actually, maybe you
should wear your polo shirt. Yeah, wear that and some nice
slacks.”
“Samantha,” Nathaniel said, more presumptuously this time,
“how do I know?”
“Know what? It’s time for bed. There’s church tomorrow,
remember?”
“How do I know if you still love me?”
“I told you so. That’s what I said. Out of my mouth. That’s how
people know things for sure. Come on now, let’s get some re—”
“—What if I don’t believe you?”
Samantha briskly pulled herself up, rising above Nathaniel.
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“Someone gave you confidence, didn’t they? Who gave it to
you?”
She pulled the covers back, revealing Nathaniel’s radiating
confidence piled up on his chest and in his hands. Some had
fallen off onto the covers.
“It was the bowlers on my team,” confessed Nathaniel. “They
each gave me some. Just so I’d be able to figure this out. It was
at the bowling club last week. Lenny told us that he was getting
divorced, that his wife didn’t love him anymore. Then, he asked
me. And I said I wasn’t sure, but I was too scared to ask you if
you loved me. So that’s when they lent me some confidence. So
. . .”
“You can be sure I love you,” answered Samantha. “In fact, if
you give me all that confidence, I’ll tell you more about it.”
Nathaniel looked down at all the red balls of radiating, pulsing
confidence. “I’m not sure. It’s not mine.”
“I’m sure they’ll be okay with it. They can just get more, can’t
they? No matter.” Samantha plunged her hands onto his chest,
plucking the confidence with a gleam in her eye. Soon, there was
no more of it with Nathaniel.
“Now, of course, I love you, dear,” continued Samantha. “And
you can bet your bottom on that. It’d be silly not to believe me.
You don’t want to be silly, do you? Now you can tell all of your
bowler friends that I love you tremendously, without a doubt.
You tell them that.”
Nathaniel nodded. “Al-alrighty then . . .”
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“Now go to bed. There’s church tomorrow. You should wear
your nice button-down and khakis. We have a neighborhood
barbecue at Carol’s after. You need to make potato salad for it.
Nice weather tomorrow. That’s what they say, at least.”
Nathaniel nodded, and closed his eyes tightly, and fell asleep,
letting the darkness invade the room.
Joseph Findlay
Middlebury Union High School
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Murmuring

Briana Ramon
Ferrisburgh

14

Xanadu, VT: July 4, 2014
In a dreamfield in Benson,
there stands in rows of dresses
on steel-wheeled girders and racks, moveable.
One chances upon it when the corn is too high
to see from the road,
or the neighbours’.
The frocks are free
because the shoppe’s a charity
for the homeless.
One has to be lost to get there,
but can follow an animal,
as long as it’s leashless.
Should you find it in Winter,
and slip ice-hard,
the reverberating throb
will reveal snow tunnels.
In a pocket of which
a safely nameless minor,
with pierced septum and lip,
performs queer stand-up
and coloratura star-spangled banner.
Penelope K. Wade
Vergennes
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The Witch’s Cottage
There are so many stories here. Stories of medicine women and
sacred fires. Stories of a Yogini who died meditating in the cave
up the road, or the boy who mysteriously drowned in the lake.
One day there was a whole rabbit, boiling in a pot on the stove.
I stared in horror. There it lay, its body making a circle inside of
the giant pot. Pink, limp, tiny bones making their outlines on
skin.
Bubble, bubble, toil and trouble.
Baba Yaga lives in the kitchen. I’ve also seen her reflection in
the tiny steamed mirror in the bathroom.
This whole place drips with magic.
Bathroom shelves filled with odd-smelling handmade tinctures.
Kitchen overflowing with deliciously smelling randomly shaped
jars of spices and herbs.
Stories of celebrations, of starry, firefly-filled nights,
meaningful conversation over chocolate-covered bananas.
There is an Earth shrine in the east corner of the garden, where
offerings are left. If you stand close enough you can just feel its
power engulfing you, as if it would pull you right in, devour you.
Billy, the goat, guards the back door, his white skull perched on
a wooden stump. Pointy, sharp horns aimed down and behind.
He seems to stare at approachers with spirit eyes, from his
empty sockets. He will make mischief if he doesn’t trust you as
you try to enter. I remember stuck doors, bumped heads,
stubbed toes, and stumbles over nothing, until he got to know
me.
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Crystals, feathers, drums, trinkets tucked into every corner,
hanging from every beam. Wooden beams made from trees that
once grew on this property . . . as if they have evolved into their
next incarnation, right where they stood.
Stories of beloved dogs bathed in rose petals and buried with
friends.
You can feel this house breathe and breathe with it.
Eyes watching from all around, owl, raven, wolf, bear, spider,
toad, dragonfly, the beloved deceased.
Stories of laughter and music. Of hot summer days gardening,
and naked dips in the stream.
A walk around the back will be accompanied by the sound of the
two tiny rivers merging together, on this sacred spot. A place
where energies mix, where things come together.
Stories of the warmth of the hearth in winter evenings, when the
kitchen is filled with a sweet gingery smell. Flowers and herbs
creep in around you, rooted deep, having taken happily to their
home.
Stories of tiny baby bunnies in spring who appeared after secret
liaisons between escaped rabbit neighbors.
This time of year, a giant valerian plant stands taller than
anyone, shiny white flowers seem to sway in greeting, even in
the lack of a breeze.
Next to her sits the brilliantly yellow, orange-faced Calendula,
who has slipped out of her box to find more room to grow. Sage,
bloodroot, chamomile, black cohosh, bergamot, chives, thyme,
elderberry, all live here in this crowded home. Each may be
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harvested, made into food and medicine, as they were meant to
be.
Stories of horse tracks followed through the driveway. Of smoke
alarms that go off in the middle of the night to warn of danger,
but not fire.
Baby chicks peep in the shed. But for all their cute fuzziness, we
mustn’t forget, they will be next year’s dinner.
Last year I grew fond of the chicks and fed them. The next
spring, I came to dinner. Sitting down to a lovely meal, I was
soon told who I was eating. I remembered him fondly, I raised
my fork once more, my lips uttering a quiet prayer of thank you.
The balance of life and death hangs closely, as if woven into the
very tapestry of this place. Stories of slain goats, of Gypsy horse
wagon rides gone awry. And profound messages whispered into
half-sleeping ears.
A long-haired, outspoken cat, Ullr, the God of the hunt, slinks
around the premises. A toy penguin name Mordecai stands
proud at the front, greeting passersby.
Stories of dreams of bears, scratched back windows, where bear
actually tried to enter.
Ravens are often heard in conversation at dusk or seen
balancing their massive bodies on fallen trees over the brook.
This place drips with magic.
Elizabeth Horstmann
Bristol
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A Space for Melting Face

Ross Sheehan
Vergennes
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What Will Winter Over?
Much must. Old nut bearers, leaf returners.
Old man forest and his just-sprung wife.
I have faith in naturalized orange day lilies
and wild daisies. Black-eyed Susans
and stargazers have fooled me before.
Good chances for the wild daisies
and weedy blue asters I moved in
with and the mailbox chicory.
As for us, lightweight dog has never
worn a boot but plays divine in a coat.
The shepherd whose leg fur is knotting up
for a cold blow. I suspect they’ll survive
drifts and icicles. The folks here
say most people want to go somewhere
else along about March, a poetry convention
in Palm Springs or Key West.
To winter over. Tuck in. Roll up. Go snow blind.
Suck in knife-blade cold. Remember this fall
noon when the still air settles leaves reluctant
to let go. Summer fireflies that lit the night.
Dream up winter gods. Leathery ones that burrow
in old leaves or mine holes below the rock ledge.
I almost hear them yawning, pushing aside
blood-frozen frogs and chipmunk caches.
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To rejoice in the wind, stretch ice tongues
to blizzards, laugh at anything that shivers.
My fantasy suggests permanence,
no one knows what winter brings.
Tricia Knoll
Williston, Otter Creek Poets
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Under the Azalea
This is where the angels dream, she told me, pointing to the
place under the pinked azalea blooms where the mulch lay thick
in an odd bumpy ring. On the back of her finger, that same wart
wearing itself deep into my own skin. Without thinking, our
hands move in tandem, hiding our shared blemishes.
“And over there, too,” she continued, pointing in the opposite
direction. In the silence, she searches my face.
“You can’t see it.” It wasn’t a question.
I stood in this place that wasn’t a place at all, though I knew it
too well. Watched her freckled face frown in frustration. A thing
I’d long ago become too used to.
Of course, I don’t see anything angelic anywhere. Sure, the bush
was brilliant with color, and maybe angels gathered underneath
the branches, if you tried hard to imagine, but really? I only saw
a pink flowering bush with a mound of rooted mulch. And this
little girl with a gone-wrong pixie cut.
But we didn’t end up here together just to declare the obvious.
I knew her hair was butchered by her mother, tired and
haggard, going after the dirty-brown mess with the only thing
she could lay her hands on—pinking shears. I decided not to
mention it out loud. She knew already, this pint-sized me with
the dark blue eyes, so questioning. Where have you gone? they
seemed to say, in stereo. Cruel in the way they reflected our own
shared loss, youth crinkled around the edges.
So, I tried harder to imagine what she saw: angels like fairies
settling down near the trunk of the thing, constructing a wee
fairy house at its loamy base.
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But my faded dreams were the only thing that floated
underneath all that radiant color.
Because it was hard. All of it. The imagining, the way that place
felt standing too near to her. Me, precarious; while she still held
promise strong in her small hand. The way she catches the
hummingbird traveling toward the bush, whispers something
into its winged body I strain to hear. The trembling of so much
tucked neatly into her outstretched hand. And then, for a
moment, I can feel it. The faint zim of fairy wings flashing
among the flowers. The color of the blossoms as they melt into
my skin. The weight of the tiny bird in the palm of my hand.
The way the ground and this little girl hold me upright, though
they appear to the eye to be made of absolutely nothing at all.
Ann Fisher
Lincoln
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The Hum
of love is damp, like a face speckled with melting
snowflakes looking blindly to the sky, it tickles skin
bare, floats on hair, invisible, encompassing,
everywhere, a silver-blue abyss from which nothing
falls, no floor or ceiling, windows or walls, you
cannot know when it is coming because it is
always there, it is earth and light, precipitation
and air—strain yourself to stand there, longer,
longer, until you feel it, cheeks like peonies,
extremities numb, you want more, need more, so
you encourage the hum, pray away the sun—try
to capture it, not too gently or kind, remember
the lure is a timepiece you must wind and
re-wind, it wants only what it cannot have and
though blinding it is blind—you can trick it if you
are clever, gather all of the elements together,
kaleidoscope the inside of yourself with metal,
plant a border of buttercup and nettle, let the
warm parts simmer under the surface, offer the
hard bits in a case, gape your arms, brace your
soul, expose everything, your entire face—and
when the silver-blue becomes see-through twist
your heart toward the shine, spin it and let love
stick as if it were a tongue on a frozen lamppost.
Michelle L. Mowery-Mertens
Panton
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All Roads Lead to Home
“What if I forget which way I’m going?” As ten-year-old Lewis
asked the question, his body language said, “I’m getting out of
here.” He pulled his hand out of mine, and his feet made just
the slightest start toward the edge of the wooden floor, out of
the dance tent.
Two confident young girls, maybe an inch or two taller than
Lewis, faced us, watching with furrowed brows: If Lewis
dropped
out
of the dance, they’d have to drop out, too. The walk-through
complete, the couple-facing-couple circle dance was about to
begin.
We’d come together at Paul Rosenberg’s Sunday morning
Family Dance at Falcon Ridge Folk Festival. Lewis’s mom and
dad were dancing with his kid sisters; I’d asked Lewis if he
wanted to dance, and he’d said, “yes; but,” he added, “I’ve never
done this before.”
“Neither have I,” I answered, a bit disingenuously, but it’s true:
none of us have ever danced the next dance—right? So, we
joined hands, and took the hands of the girls facing us, and Paul
coached us through the dance.
I don’t remember the progression of calls, and the actual dance
name is lost in the fogs of time. Paul likely called an allemande
left and right, maybe a swing your partner and your neighbor. I
know the figure finished up with a circle left, then right, and a
pass-through to meet your new neighbors, because that’s where
Lewis nearly left the circle.
As we did the walk-through, the girls were plainly happy with
Lewis and, though intent, he even grinned a couple of times.
“He’s gonna love dancing,” I thought. “And dancing’s gonna
love him!” I was happy to be part of his first dance.
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That’s when Paul said the scary thing: “When you come out of
that last circle for the pass-through, it’s one full time around.”
He added: “If you get lost: Just remember which way you’re
headed.” And that’s when Lewis spooked: “What if I forget
which way I’m going?”
I’m not usually very good at crisis-thinking; my mind kind of
congeals. So, I’d guess Lewis’s angels wanted him dancing,
because this time, quick as a wink, I said: “Not to worry; I can
help you with that. Give me your hand.”
Being a wannabe writer, I always travel with pen, and as he
presented his hand, I turned it over and drew an arrow on it, the
point directed at the tips of his fingers. The girls looked at me
wearing matching “you can’t be serious?” looks on their faces.
They both started to open their mouths. Winking at them,
giving just the slightest shake of my head, as I put the cap back
on the pen, I said to Lewis, “If you want to know which way to
go, just look at your hand.” Of all the other positives Lewis
possessed, he also proved full of trust. He gazed, momentarily,
at the arrow, and put his hand back in mine, facing the girls.
The girls closed their mouths; neither one of them snorted, nor
did I discern even the slightest stifled laugh. Instead, they
nodded, and looked at each other, as if to say, “right.”
And it was. I hope Lewis is still dancing. He was beautiful.
And he doesn’t ever need to get lost.
Don Peabody
Vergennes
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Chicken House

Douglas Mack
Bristol
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A Ghazal Upon Waiting for a Professor
Who Was Never Scheduled to Come
Early rushed I up the mountain way
the day, my love, you went away.
Hoping to meet a teacher
for focus, not a mindless foray
into deeper recesses
of sadness or maybe Borges.
The chair abandoned! No man!
God knows why and what to say.
Wade isolated unpenned
low poems, unprepared today.
Penelope K. Wade
Vergennes
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DARK MATTER OF ENDLESS, SILENT SPACE
There are so few fireflies
said the woman from the end of the paved road.
There also used to be a lot of frogs and toads,
not to mention mosquitoes and black flies . . .
Oh, they didn’t just disappear. They slowly diminished.
This morning, 27 cut daisies stood tall and proudby twilight, 4 had toppled.
Connections?
I have to sit these days to put on socks.
My comb used to stick
in the bramble of my black hair.
The only things there are more of these days are people.
Geraniums know this and turn away
from me toward the window.
At night, a few fireflies illuminate
one spot of glass next to a shaken bloom.
What frogs and toads remain quiver
with extinction headaches?
What is the trick to keep daisies tall?
Now, my knees hurt regardless of fireflies
or frogs or standing daisies.
At the picturesque restaurant overlooking
a slow river, I told the boy to rub
mint leaves from his mom’s mojito
on his ankles to keep mosquitoes away.
The waitress’s name was Danielle.
I told her about the missing fireflies.
She reminded me of the house specials
and absent-mindedly rubbed her nose.
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There were no fish in the static water
that seemed to be on permanent hold
next to the restaurant where the waitress worked
to pay for the name Miguel to be tattooed
on her right buttock.
By the time we left, there was one dead firefly
in a mojito, the letters Migu had been paid for
and the air was warm, wet, and sweet as the lips
of the woman who lives at the end of the paved road.
Trrrrrr I trill under the moon
Trrrrr I trill over and again
until a carpet of fireflies emerge.
Is it time? they ask me.
Yes, I reply, and soon the blue-green orb,
3rd out from the sun, begins to flicker
bright white against the dark matter
of endless, silent space.
Burgess Needle
Ripton
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Writer Spotlight

Jeremy Holt

Jeremy Holt has published six books and comics since 2015.
This past July, Holt’s latest graphic novel, Before Houdini, was
published by Insight Comics and Simon and Schuster. The
second book in a two-part series, Before Houdini is a fantastic
account of the famous magician as a young man, whose growing
reputation as a street performer specializing in escape acts
garners the attention of the British intelligence community.
Houdini, who has yet to adopt his famous moniker and is known
as Ehrich Weiss, is recruited by the government into a group of
gifted teen agents. Their job? To apprehend a fictionalized Jack
the Ripper.
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“Most of my stories have some sort of examination of identity,”
Holt said when Zig Zag caught up with him at Park Squeeze in
Vergennes. Holt identifies as a non-binary Asian-American, he
is also a triplet, with two identical brothers. “Identity has been
a complicated thing for me my whole life.”
Struggles with identity also emerge in Southern Dog, originally
published as a series of comics in 2012 and re-released as a
graphic novel in 2014 by Action Lab Entertainment. A comingof-age story, Southern Dog follows teenage protagonist Jasper,
who doesn’t subscribe to his father’s white-supremacist
ideology. While reluctantly hunting with his dad and brother,
Jasper is bitten by a werewolf. His transformations don’t occur
with the full moon, but rather when he feels stressed out. Holt
said that the initial idea for Southern Dog came to him in a
dream. “It was really vivid,” he said, “this werewolf fighting off
a bunch of Klansmen. The imagery was so perfect for a story, I
started wondering why no one had written it already.”
Having lived all over the world, including Italy, Singapore,
England, Norway, Texas, Georgia, and New York City, Holt is
keenly aware that racism is widespread. "I think most people
want to believe [racism is] gone," Holt said in a 2015 interview
with Seven Days. "But it’s not. When Southern Dog was
reissued, it coincided with Ferguson. And that event illustrated
what I’ve always believed: it still happens; we just want to
believe that we’re evolved now."
In his 2018 graphic novel Skip to the End, Holt explores another
heavy but timely topic: heroin addiction. The graphic novel
examines the career of Samsara, a fictional band with clear
similarities to Nirvana. The protagonist is Jonny, Samsara’s
bassist, who is a heroin addict struggling to get by after the lead
singer’s suicide. Johnny finds that whenever he busts out his old
guitar and plays Samsara’s biggest hit, he travels back in time.
He begins to wonder if he can save his former bandmate by
rewriting the past, and perhaps rewriting his present.
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“I believe that music is a form of time travel,” Holt said. “There
are songs we hear that instantly transport us to a specific time
or place.” Holt believed this for most of life but wasn’t sure what
to do with that idea in terms of a story. He started listening to
Nirvana late in life, and his discovery of the iconic grunge band
proved to be the missing piece.
“I got obsessed,” Holt said. “I listened to Nirvana constantly.
When I sat down to write, I would pick one song and just listen
to it on a loop until it became white noise.”
Several people have reached out to Holt since the book’s
publication and said they connected with his take on addiction.
“When it comes to depression, the key factor other than drug
abuse is an overwhelming sense of isolation,” Holt said in a
2018 interview. “I think the people who have reached out to me
feel less alone when they read it.”
Holt, who currently lives in Vergennes, has resided in Addison
County since 2012. He works locally during the day but writes
when he gets home and often all day on the weekends. He said
the scenery, open spaces, and general quiet is conducive to
getting writing done. He also credits the local community for
supporting him and his work. “In Vermont, everyone supports
local. I always knew that was true in terms of food, but then I
realized it’s true for everything.”
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Agnes: Alight with Anarchy and Fire
Chuck walked outside to get his paper and knew that Agnes
would be calling soon. The weather was just starting to turn,
and spring was in the air.
“Good morning Fire Warden Chuck sir,” she chirped at him
when he answered his landline that very morning, she was awful
cheerful and happy for mud season. She was making sure he
knew it wasn’t a social call, Fire Warden sir. His mouth drooped
into a frown wishing he still got social calls from Agnes, that
woman had fire in her soul, and he missed her.
Chuck grunted his hello and lumbered over to the calendar he
kept on the fridge. “Easter’s early this year,” he said.
She sighed; he could tell she was irked about Easter. “Could we
do the first work night after?”
“No,” he told her, “doesn’t stay light late enough this time of
year.”
“Well you’ll have the fire for light.” Agnes had an answer for
everything.
“No, we could do ya that Saturday after.”
“How early?”
“When we get there.”
“I’ve got things to do, I can get it started for you and then you
boys can just swing by and make sure it’s burning nice.”
“This the east meadow we’re talking about?”
“Yes,” replied Agnes.
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“I don’t know Agnes, you got trees up pretty close to that. I’d
rather you waited until we got there so we can set people up
around the perimeter.”
Agnes was quiet, which was not her agreeing.
“Plus,” Chuck continued, “it could be too windy to burn your
field. It’s always windy in March.”
More silence.
“Why don’t you call me that morning, call my cell, and we can
talk about the wind and what time we’re likely to get to your
place. You’ll be our first stop that day.” Chuck was not above
making promises like that if it would keep Agnes from burning
down the town.
He heard her sigh over the phone.
“You have my cell, right?” It was like she didn’t want to admit
it, didn’t want to acknowledge that they used to date. Which
was stupid, they parted on good terms. They could still get
along.
“Yeah, I’ve still got it,” she finally replied. Her voice sounded
heavy, regretful. Chuck tried not to get angry, Agnes didn’t do
well when other people got angry at her, she was much more
comfortable when the shoes were on her feet.
“Well alrighty, give me a jingle that day.”
“Okay, thanks Chuck. I appreciate you getting me on the
schedule so early.”
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“It’s no problem Agnes,” he replied even though it was going to
kill him. Agnes in her green pants and yellow shirt charging
around that meadow with her drip can caused every member of
the volunteer fire department different degrees of grief. They
were always happy to do her field first and get it over with rather
than dreading it all spring, or God forbid, giving her any sort of
excuse to torch it alone.
Gardening, farming; they both courted a certain amount of
destruction to generate all that growth and life. It was beautiful,
but that Agnes seemed to come down a little heavy on the side
of ruin.
Trish Dougherty
Orwell
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Him and His Shadow
We were raised twins. We look pretty much identical but that
his eyes are darker. We are still both big men, but he is graceful
and aristocratic, and I am thick and workmanlike, though since
seventh grade, I had hoped that he was Kay, and I, the Wart.
Until our mother died, we cataloged our differences with the
assurance of all close siblings. He proved glib and social and I
proved exacting and self-sufficient (at least this was my
mother’s version). It was Mother’s eccentricity that named him
Edgar and me Edwin, and though we learned later that the plan
had been to call us by our middle names—names from her side
of things—somehow, we became Gar and Win. Not even she
would try our middle names after we hit school. To her, we
would become The Boys; throughout our word-heavy
upbringing, the only times we heard our names used in the
house was by our younger brother Ken, and only after he had
stared into our eyes. And when he was worn down by our
energies, after our arguments had driven our father into the
barn, after our mother fled our rhyme-games, and our sisters
decamped for the neighbors, Ken would scream “Shut up, EDS!”
and slam the door to his tiny bedroom and lock himself away.
And we would re-find ourselves as adequate audiences, and we
would go on and on, making up songs, reciting entire episodes
of The Rocky and Bullwinkle Show—in voice—until his manic
energy wore me down and I would quit and go read from our
pile of Illustrated Classics. I would try to concentrate as Gar
started in on an episode of Lassie, using one of our Labs as his
new straight-man, voices—and the occasional bark—filling up
the sitting room below me at the bottom of the stairs. He would
use coat racks and Morris chairs as foils so that he would not
have to ask me to re-join the insanity.
I say we were raised twins, because everybody called us The
Twins, and we had no reason to believe otherwise. Until our
mother died. Dad had died five years previous. Our oldest sister
Cindy died of skin cancer the year after our father rolled the
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Allis-Chalmers on top of himself in a drainage ditch and
drowned. Throughout that time, Mom kept things running
flawlessly, as she had her entire marriage. She juggled
insurance payments, sold off all the bottomland for a huge sum
of money, and set up college funds for all the grandchildren.
Leaving herself the house and barn and enough pasture for the
horses, which again, she kept for the grandchildren. So when
our mother went harvesting wildflowers last August and
drooped by the pump house, she sat herself upright against the
little frame building and arranged the entire collection of lilies,
daisies, black-eyed Susans, phlox, and Queen Anne’s lace in her
lap, straightening her dress across her legs, and died of her
heart’s failure properly. I was expecting a similar properness
when I sat down to her battered desk in the office she kept in
the barn. But the first thing I found was Gar’s birth certificate.
Not only was my twin seven months older than I, he was born
in Lewiston, Maine, far from our “vertical” farm in the
Northeast Kingdom of Vermont. Listed as his birth parents
were my mother and my father, Sophie and Cuyler Ellis.
So how, I asked my Aunt Dru, did that happen? She reminded
me that she was, after all, in Germany in 1954, and though I was
famously underweight for an Ellis—I was only 6 pounds at
birth—she had no idea. After a long silence, she offered
“Remember the home movies, dear?” The only home movies I
have ever seen, focuses on Gar and me on the church’s
community room stage, in a talent show when we were six or
seven (or six and seven and one-half). We are, as usual, dressed
identically, but I am painted in minstrel blackface, and, too
obviously to even the camera, barely cover Gar’s simple soft
shoe as he belts out “Me and My Shadow”:
Me and my shadow
Strolling down the avenue
Me and my shadow
Not a soul to tell our troubles to . . .
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And when it’s twelve o’clock
We climb the stair
We never knock
For nobody’s there
Just me and my shadow
All alone and feeling blue . . .
. . . and Nana famously exclaims, “Why Perry is the perfect
picatinny!” True, Vermont was still full of Minstrel Shows at the
time, but my grandmother delighted in the pure spectacle of her
grandson shuffling across the bare stage, cane in hand, looking
all the world like a midget Al Jolson. Gar would never perform
with me again, and, from that time on, only our identical
features linked us in public. Our combativeness after this led
our mother to question which of us would turn out to be Abel,
and which of us Cain. But by our late adolescence, Gar would
always come back from his ramblings, exactly at midnight,
opening and closing our bedroom door with absolute stealth,
gesture an open-armed vaudeville shrug and blow me a silent
kiss.
Gar ended up working as a teacher—more of a social worker—
in Harlem, soon after he was ordained as an Episcopal priest.
He, of course, went to Columbia, and appeared in The New
Yorker and Newsweek as the “last of the campus radicals.” His
famous good looks and animal grace landed him in the social
pages in the Times. He golfed in the Hamptons and partied with
actresses in Manhattan. I studied English and economics at a
small college outside of Pittsburg, played Division III football
and wrestled, and drank beer and smoked pot with my Serbian
and Italian and Polish fraternity brothers. I lifted weights with
a few of the Steelers and I roomed with Tony Dorsett’s high
school quarterback. I held on to athletics largely because
Gar dropped them. We had been the “Twin Terrors” in high
school, both defensive ends. I led the team in tackles my junior
year, and our opponents gave up running to my side. Gar,
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undisciplined and the better athlete, led the state his senior year
with sixteen sacks. He was named to the Shrine Team; I was
named to replace him when he withdrew in order to go fishing
with a friend he had made at orientation at Columbia. I reach
for the phone to call him now at the Vicarage in Barnstable,
where he has semi-retired to a quiet, pronouncedly Anglican
congregation, where he counsels at golf and dotes on his fourth
wife, Akilla, a thirty-year old graduate student at the Andover
Seminary. As I reached to dial him, I realized that I don’t know
his number; we haven’t talked this year (or maybe for two, or
three).
It seems to occur that Gar and Akilla spent most of last winter
in Ibiza, where, thanks to her father’s largesse, they bought a
small finca on the northern coast, where they cooked
immaculately authentic Spanish grill, and drank wine from
earthenware jugs with Roman Polanski and Keith Richards (the
only two examples provided, the only two—I’m sure—I would
recognize). How Gar evolved into a sophisticate, I can’t say; I
was the diver into unfamiliar quarries; he was the startling
conversationalist with strangers. True. But I was more apt to
approach a pod of flatlander tourist girls trolling for turquoise
and silver in a hippie shop in St. Johnsbury. He was, simply, a
magnet for their interest. His slightly more aquiline nose, his
hypnotic irises, his narrower chin and Beach Boy smile turned
their heads. His complete command of Rolling Stone rhetoric
finished the job. My fearlessness became a point of honor with
my friends, but as Gar would point out later, my ambitions with
women would become “as hopeless as a cricket trying a window
screen.”
Well before either of us tried a window screen, we found at least
one essential difference. I think we found it in our baby
brother’s crucifixion. Even then, at thirteen, we didn’t talk
much, unless I started, “Watch me pull a rabbit out of my hat!”
To which he was forced to respond, in Rocket J. Squirrel’s best
falsetto, “That’s not a rabbit!” And I’d respond, “That’s not my
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hat!” Neither of us would laugh or even initiate eye contact. It
was simply all we had between us. Gar had long since escaped
from the silliness of childhood, of which Bullwinkle and Rocky
remained the vital link between our father and me, as he would
explain the Cold War subtext as we milked or fed the Jerseys
that dominated our conscious waking each morning.
Gar and I operated on different planes of engagement with the
adult world, and eventually with one another. He liked adults,
for instance, and blossomed within the context of their ironic
banter. When he played with the rest of us, he ran and spoke
stiffly, as if he were a polite ambassador from the adult world of
care and liability. Take the time we nailed Ken to the mule-door
frame. I write “we,” because Gar had been pushing Ken on an
impressively long swing that we had hung. I had rigged it after
breakfast and by noon, Ken was tracing half-orbits from the cool
stank of the barn into the blinding world of tamaracks and
flower-gardens, Gar standing in the absolute shadows,
launching our little brother every eight seconds, telling him
stories of Sputnik and Mercury, calling Ken “Alan Shepard” and
pushing with abandon. But Gar was bored and didn’t notice Ken
grow tired and slide sideways, to the left of the swing. He didn’t
notice him swing diagonally, veering more and more right-toleft until suddenly, he failed to return to Gar’s distracted,
waiting hands. Gar looked up in horror and ran through the
milkroom hallway to the kitchen, just as I climbed through the
trapdoor from the milking parlor to see Ken, stiffening eight feet
from the floor, seemingly attached to the door frame, his red
shorts still glued to the red seat, his hands wrapped whiteknuckled around both ropes. His jaw, it turned out, was also
nailed shut, as he hung mute above my head. His eyes burned
into mine as I climbed a sawhorse and pulled, the bloody end of
a ten-penny nail appearing. I watched a drop of his blood fall
from the nail-head as he spun off the swing and fell to the floor,
breaking his collarbone, still silently as he looked up me, sure it
had been me pushing him the whole time. Gar would never have
let that happen, he insisted for almost thirty years. But Gar, as
41

I ran with my broken little brother into the dining room, where
my mother would lay him out for inspection, was in the shower.
He would rush off to church group and no one would be awake
when he returned. Even I, five feet away from his bed, slept
through his return. We have never talked about it since.
When we do talk, we both armor ourselves in steep irony,
defeating real communication with puns and situational humor.
(It was not, after all, our fault that as we both passed through
our first divorce, both alone and ridiculously miserable, Gar was
living in Palestine, Texas, and I in Jerusalem, Vermont. How do
you not joke?)
I always wonder if Gar has ever looked into my eyes in the same
way I looked into his, like that night when we were seventeen
and he returned from first visit to Columbia. He returned,
escorted by two family friends who had attended a “real prep
school,” toasted, and lovesick. After an hour of staring into the
ceiling littered with inspirational posters from the UCC youth
retreat, Gar turned his wasted eyes to me and admitted, “I’m out
of my league, you know . . .” and he stared at me as if into a
mirror. As he was the Alpha Brother, I couldn’t answer; I felt
paralyzed by his admission; I was centrally confused. Yet as I
looked into his darkening eyes I saw the stretch of eternal gray
that led the path from brotherhood to oblivion; the certain,
uncaring otherness that drew me deep into the sea of his
absolute acceptance of entropy, of his beautiful acceptance of
his isolation. His last conscious look of that evening struck
me as a gentle eternal swell, horizonless, all particles
indistinguishable from one another. Occasionally, as his eyes
rolled slowly upwards in their sockets, the clouds grew darker
and lightning once more tried to organize the soup. I should
have been looking into the bathroom mirror but ended up
getting lost in the Milky Way of a second-rate planetarium. I
watched every twitch of his passing out and narrated it in my
head as the last implosions of a Red Dwarf somewhere out there
beyond Alpha Centauri. I laughed, as I sometimes still do, in the
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face of my own isolation. In the face of nature’s simplest ban of
our most comical but deadly flaw, existential anxiety:
Brotherhood. Twinhood. The mirror image.
And now, my Great Aunt Barbara, having invited all of our
family to her ninetieth birthday celebration, invites my siblings
and I to escape the orbit of my mother’s relatives and to
rediscover ourselves as Buchanans, as Bates, as Farringtons,
and as Greens, which of course we are, as much as we were
Ellises’ or Daweses’. So, we all agreed to venture from our home
of stone fences, maple groves, and nearly vertical pastures to
another, unknown home: Maine, where all our cousins built
things. Built lobster boats or dinghies or raised-ranch homes in
developments near Wiscasset that on the most barren day of
January enjoyed “ocean views.” Our Maine cousins seemed
more resourceful, tougher, and more tightly knit than my
mother’s Vermont family. And, strange to our eyes, they all
looked alike: tall, big-shouldered, long-armed, with frosty-blue
eyes, motley freckles, and reddish-blonde hair. They looked—
no mystery—like Gar and me, which none of my other brothers
or sisters or cousins from my mother’s side did. Gar had just
reached forty years of having not seen Dad’s family. Most of the
rest of us had made the occasional funeral or wedding in the
interim. And though I can’t speak for my twin brother, I am
always attracted to the Buchanan family events so that I can
look at so many people my own age who look like Gar and me—
who might someday tell us something about our neartwinhood, if only by accident. And accident still seems my true
nature.
Our cousin, Francis, the only lawyer ever to practice in Maine
after being pardoned by the governor after a violent and
mystically strange felony, and our gay cousin Billy, who is
married to a wonderful woman whom he calls “Pooks,” and who
graduated from Bates College in three semesters as a Romance
Language major, managed to find both of us with our
invitations. Mine was in Billy’s painfully anal script, the
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Patterson system reduced to a cipher, and after an hour of
deciphering, of educated guesses, I had read that his mother’s
celebration was at “Popham, as usual,” and I responded. I would
be there. In part because I was sure Gar wouldn’t be.
I was at the state beach for an hour before the announced
beginning of the party. Even though it was high August, the
wind was cold, the sun absolute, and the picnic areas empty.
The resolute couples in hoodies or nylon anoraks pushed north
towards the Kennebec, against the rude wind. Normally, tens of
dozens of families would be wading through the low tide, across
the sandbars to the islands. I looked at the crown of the big
island and saw no silhouettes against the morning sun. I
remembered a lobster pound and a seafood restaurant down
near Fort Popham, up the river a bit. Aunt Barbara’s party must
be there, I thought. For a summer Saturday, the Fort and the
surrounding tourist traps were placid. October had nothing on
this morning. An old couple walked from the pound with a bag
of lobsters. A young couple stood against the wind atop the
Fort’s ramparts. Two two-toned Chevy pickups were parked in
front of the store whose sign read “Beachtowels. Beachtoys. So
vin ers.” Christmas lights—the small twinkly kind—plied their
pale punctuation amidst a pile of rectangular lobster traps
stacked high on the store’s boardwalk. A young girl with heavy
eyeliner smoked a cigarette as she sat on a picnic table and
pumped her legs as if swinging, the smoke wreathing her
pinned, upswept hair, her eyes never straying from the ripping
swells that rode from Popham Beach up the dark river until they
died in passive eddies far up behind the jetties that protect the
Bath Iron Works.
The last relative in the stereopticon of my imagination would be
my second cousin Oleta, who had shipped off for Copenhagen
with her middle-aged lover about halfway through art school.
Her much older lover had tired of SoHo and had developed a
market for her stark welded assemblages all across Scandinavia.
Oleta soon thereafter broke into the same market with equally
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stark watercolors that asked the best of Winslow Homer, yet
seemed to require the impossible of the viewer: to forgive the
endless dark skies, to absolve the eternal cold of the North
Atlantic. Oleta became the cruel mistress of the fisherman’s
wife’s worst fears. She became the translator of the sublime
depths of uncaring. Her command of gray and of the form of the
fatal eighty-foot swell became the unlikely angel of the sparest
kind of existentialism. I would know because I wrote a very
small book about her: The Scythe and the Sea: Harvest and
Sacrifice in the Paintings of Oleta Buchannan, 1994–2002. And,
of course, I’ve loved her since we were twelve.
So, of course, it was Oleta who drove into the parking lot of the
lobster pound just then, scattering the white gravel as she
braked her school-bus-yellow Jeep and slid alarmingly close to
my twenty-year-old Saab. “Where’s the party?” She had
recognized me from across the lot.
“Not here, it seems.” I both warmed and brightened as she
jumped out of the Jeep and ran to me, all sweatshirt and blue
jean and sandal and strikingly thick and long and barely
gathered strawberry blonde and graying hair. Oleta jumped into
my uncharacteristically opened arms and squealed in schoolgirl
excitement, “Gar!”
“No, Win . . .”
“Win?”
“Win.”
“Stop! I’ve always been able to tell you apart.”
“You haven’t seen either of us for fifteen years.”
She settled the flats of her sandals back on the gravel and
backed a step away.
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“It’s just that I look for calmness, I suppose.”
“Calmness—in Gar?”
“No, in you, you know . . . but you were pacing, just like Gar
would, and I assumed, well . . .”
“How far did you travel for this shindig?”
“Just from the city.”
“Because I got up at three this morning and drove here, and,
until you, no one else is here.”
“Why at Popham and not at Land’s End?”
“I don’t know, why?”
“Because Great Gramp’s camp was across the river at Land’s
End. Didn’t Nana Buchanan take you there? Haven’t you heard
the stories of the gypsies and the Nazi subs?”
“You know, we hardly ever made it over here. Your family was
always coming to the farm, remember?”
“Well, I don’t remember you guys not coming to the old camp, I
guess.”
“So, you’ve been in touch with Gar?”
“Quite often, though Billy is the one who called to invite me to
this. Did Gar call you?”
“No, Gar and I don’t talk much these days. We haven’t spoken
but a sentence or two since Mother died.”
“Since you found out you are cousins and not identical twins?”
“What?”
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“What? What do you mean ‘what’? You don’t know?”
“Don’t know what?”
“I’ll tell you in a minute, my cell phone is vibrating.”
“Gar? Yes. He’s here, too. How did you know? Stop! (They can
see us, Win!) Stop! How long? Is Billy there? Has he confessed
to sending us to Popham? How can you see us? Who brought
binoculars? Well, I don’t know, why don’t you convince Win?”
I’m handed the phone. Gar is on the other end, somewhere
across space, and as far as I know, across time, as well.
“Gar, we never swam the mouth together. No, no way. Because
I’m too old and out of shape. I know Oleta swims like a porpoise.
I don’t care if the tide is coming in! It will take us about forty
minutes to drive. Here’s Oleta.”
Oleta listened to Gar for about five minutes, and her eyes shone
with an excitement I could guess at.
“Win. We can swim it, and it will be such fun! If we walk back
to the beach and walk all the way out to the end of the sandbar
at the end of the hook, it will be only a hundred and fifty feet to
the private beach near the piers.”
How can you say “no” to the forbidden but undefeated and still
champion love of your life? Even though your breath catches
while riding the bicycle and your ankles swell up after a few
tequilas? How can you say “no” to your first kiss in the milking
parlor, to an Ivory Soap and Fels-Naphtha princess who never
needed perfume, who watched dozens of breeding sessions
between the all-black Holstein bull and the reliable line of
Guernsey and Jerseys from the very top of the hay shed, both of
us breathless and sweat-bound, neither of us ever looking at the
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other. I hadn’t swum in years, but in minutes we were at the
Hook, changed, and ready.
Oleta had changed into a one-piece that matched the Jeep she
was driving. The racing cut reminded me that she was not only
a swimmer, but an exceptional one. I had packed some old
surfer-length trunks, faded blue, which made my paunch and
blinding white legs somehow less noticeable. We slowly
accommodated ourselves to the Atlantic, which, even in August,
cut one’s breath short and cramped one’s feet. We knew that the
river’s channel would be twenty degrees warmer, and we knew
that the incoming tide would create rip-currents between the
sandbars on the Popham side and the protected coves on the
Land’s End side. Oleta pulled on her racing goggles and giggled.
“Wait till Aunt Barbara sees this!” She pushed off the sandbar
into the channel with a powerful freestyle stroke, flashing bright
yellow and long brown arms. I watched until I realized that we
would be safer together and that she would worry if she couldn’t
see me over her shoulder.
Within a swimming pool’s length from the Hook, I was
convinced of my mistake. My lungs burned already, and the
front of my shoulders ached. Oleta had established a rhythm
and I could see her feet break the water forty feet in front of me.
I was already tired and pulled my face out of the water and
started a breast stroke, then turned on my side and established
a slow crawl. The waves began washing over my face and I
started choking. All I could see was a flash of yellow fifty feet in
front of me and though I’d made the river, four- and five-foot
swells interrupted my view, and every ten seconds or so, I
became disoriented, unsure of where our target was. I swam
into a lobster buoy and stopped dead in the middle of the
channel. I began to tread water and look out into the bay to see
two tugboats bringing a destroyer into the channel, and I
remembered it was the destroyer that had been damaged in the
Persian Gulf, and it was arriving at noon. I could already hear
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the diesels when I slipped below the water, and I wondered if I
had the energy to clear the channel before the tugs came.
I would swim ten or twenty feet before I would try to raise
myself out of the swells to find the docks at Land’s End. Then I
would tread water and start again. Soon I was spending more
time under the water than breaking its surface. The sun
remained brilliant and moved almost straight overhead. Oleta
was nowhere in sight. I could hear the thrum of diesels when I
sank, and vague shouts and excited voices when I surfaced. The
water began to whisper the stretch of eternal gray that led the
path from brotherhood to oblivion; the certain, uncaring
otherness that drew me deep into the sea of my absolute
acceptance of entropy, of my acceptance of my sublime
isolation. At every surfacing, another sequent swell,
horizonless, all molecules indistinguishable from one another.
Even as the sun overhead reached through the motes of silt or
sand, even as the light winked through the waffling currents,
and even as my eyes opened to a bright disk no more than ten
feet above me on the surface, I saw that all systems fail, and that
even as my body temperature lowered to the sea’s, and even as
my salinity met the sea’s, I knew that I had a kick or a stroke or
a breath left to oppose that failure. I played a trick I learned
from Gar: I visualized myself seconds after a parachute opened,
being snatched from gravity, tugged hard at the armpits, rising,
if only for seconds. And even as I tried to trick my body and soul
into buoyancy, I told myself that if I survive this, I’ll kill him.
And I mean that.
Ed Webbley
Middlebury
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Water Child

Douglas Mack
Bristol
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Keeping You Cool
Soggy layers of day-old donut still clung to my lower-right rib.
Immense pain commenced upon curling over to tie my
shoelaces, gasping for what seemed my last breath.
A flicker outside the living room window bothered my swollen
hungover eye.
That cocky grey squirrel rummaged through the fresh, steamy
compost pile . . .
again.
There was disappointment in his findings of sour lime wedges
laced with cheap gin from the night before.
Stale indoor air was filled with the voice of Stormy Daniels—
casually, but graphically defending her line of work.
Which caught my attention—
briefly—
for a moment.
The thin, creaky plastic house I call home would surely melt
before it burned . . .
I thought.
I’d be sure to save my Gold Bond maximum strength
medicated foot powder.
It has that cooling effect, y’know?
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The house.
Stormy Daniels.
The squirrel.
My gut.
We have felt discomfort in recent days.
The container of menthol bliss, however, is committed to
keeping you cool.
Ross Sheehan
Vergennes
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The Muse
The Muse doesn’t come out of his hole for anyone, for any
reason. If you want to see the Muse, you gotta go find him.
But where?
I’ll give you a hint—he dwells in a cave under a hill inside your
brain. You can’t see him now. You can’t even see the hill. You’re
too preoccupied with the mall or the coffee shop or the bills on
the kitchen table. Your brain sees those, and so long as it does,
you won’t find the Muse.
Oh sure, you’ll chew on a pen-cap and tap on a piece of paper
and think, “I really hope he shows up!”
But he won’t.
Not like that.
You need to write your way to him. Lines in a diary start the
journey. You bounce between the mall or the coffee shop or the
kitchen table and that mysterious place where action unfolds in
your head, the corners of your reality fade.
You start and stop, writing a rusty wheel. And then the wheel
starts rolling. Your mind becomes white like the page in front of
you; noises silently drift behind.
The white sheet becomes a light fog, a warm mist. It separates.
The grassy hill with a beautiful blue sky is before you. A perfect
day for a hammock, lemonade, or nap.
But you won’t find the Muse on the side of the hill.
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You write your way to the top—it’s not hard, getting to the top.
You stop in front of a small bush alone on the side of the grassy
hill. You bend down. The bark is rough. In the dirt, a small hole
catches your attention. You push branches down. Your pen
flows across the paper and you dig. One handful of dirt, another,
and another, and before you know it, you’re on your belly
writing the hole bigger. It’s humid, dark.
And you write.
The hole becomes a tunnel. You duck your head and slide in face
first. Your arms are dirty. Your shoulders press the sides and
you dig, and you write. Your legs slide behind you. It’s dark,
even darker than before. A small, fist-sized hole at the bottom
of the tunnel leads you forward.
You write, pushing dirt out of your way, inching forward. And
at some point, the sides begin to loosen. The dirt moves more
easily. You slide forward, down the hole. You sense the Muse is
nearby. Maybe today you’ll see him.
But you won’t.
The dirt falls away and you are perched on the side of a large
cave. A warm glow. Treasure in every direction. The aroma of
baked bread and honeysuckle. You want to turn around, stop
writing, and celebrate finding this magical place, perhaps by
eating a bowl of ice cream and turning on the television.
But that’s what the Muse wants you to do. He’s shy and will do
anything to make you leave, including showing you treasure,
filling you with a sense of magic, and distracting you with
thoughts of ice cream. But there is no magic.
Not yet.
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If you put that pen down and get that bowl of ice cream there
won’t be any, either.
You slide over the dirt’s edge, into the Muse’s den. Your arms
tingle and your lungs tighten. This is the place. This is the
magic. You step forward. You see the end of a tiny shoe glitter
from behind a rock. The Muse is hiding there. Just over there.
The shoe sparkles a thousand different colors. You hear the
sound of small bells. You imagine the Muse looks like a
leprechaun, but you’ve never seen him. You step forward. You
feel him tense, a trapped animal. You take a second step, but
your foot hovers mid-stride. The Muse has used his last trick.
Your body freezes as it unfolds behind your eyes. Your pen
scampers across the page. Your fingers hurt; you write without
thinking. The story flows from your mind down your arm and
out through your fingertips, cascading onto paper. A river of
words you can neither control nor want to. This is the Muse’s
last trick: a story.
You blink twice. The Muse is gone.
You’re standing next to the bush covering the dark tunnel at the
top of the hill somewhere in your mind. You’re confused, unsure
of where you are. You look at the dark opening and think you
want to go back down into the tunnel, but the ground is soggy
and you’re tired.
You blink a second time and you’re sitting in the mall or the
coffee shop or next to the bills on the kitchen table. No sign of
the Muse, he is gone or was never here.
Then you look down at the piece of paper.
It’s no longer white—it’s covered in ink.
Covered with story.
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It’s the story the Muse gave you so he could be alone in a cave
in the hill in the middle of your mind.
But let’s get one thing straight: it is not your story. It is his gift—
sharing it with you, letting you pass it along to others, away
from the cave, far from the hill, outside of your mind. Share the
story with people right here, right now. The people in the mall,
or in the coffee shop, or at the kitchen table telling you to “clean
up the bills, dinner will be ready soon.”
You smile.
The Muse is real, like ripples on a pond. Maybe tomorrow, if you
write, and hike, and dig, and crawl, you’ll get to see him. Or
maybe, just maybe, he’ll give you another piece of story to share.
Steve Holmes
Cornwall
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I Never Hit So Hard in Love
To the woman in the drop-top convertible
stopped at the light outside my window
—thank you.
Thank you for letting your hair down. Thank you
for keeping your music loud. I’m usually a sarcastic ass,
but this time I bring you my honest thoughts.
You, ma’am, are an inspiration.
The way you embrace the wrong notes as you belt
Miley Cyrus’ “Wrecking Ball” has kept me going all day.
I have an old flame who lives in Sweden. Lately,
she’s been posting pictures of hand-written stickers
from around her town. The stickers are plain white
with crooked red borders.
They say things like, “today doesn’t have to be the best day
of your life,” or, “good on you for leaving the house,”
or, “whoever reads this is capable of great acts of kindness.”
Oddly enough, there’s a queer fellow from grad school,
who lives in a little town by the ocean in Massachusetts,
and he’s been posting similar photos. Who are these people?
Where are these polite vandals?
Meanwhile, there’s a coffee shop north of here that feels
more like a greenhouse and in the cracked arbor décor
you can often find little rolled up notes filled
with simple wisdoms and compliments.
I’ve never seen anyone leave one of these notes,
but I’ve carried a few around in my wallet from time to time.
One said, “not every star in the constellation
can be the brightest,”
I find it simultaneously uplifting and insulting.
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Sometimes, I wonder what Orion’s Belt looks like from Venus
and then I think you’d probably
have to travel further out to change your
celestial perspective.
I’m teaching a class this fall called
Dimensions of Self & Society—
the goal of the class is to introduce freshmen
to collegiate levels of critical thinking, to show them
various cultural perspectives.
Secretly, my personal goal is to show them
that they view the world through a perspective at all.
That’s all our thoughts and opinions and memories are:
a vantage point.
My preparations for the course have forced me
to think about my height.
I wonder if all we are is our vertical length.
It’s important enough to be put on birth certificates
and there are plenty who read deep into our timestamps.
I was born during the first part of the last day of September,
which I’m told makes me a fan of high art, intellectualism,
and connoisseurship
—sounds about right.
It was 4:13a.m. and that may well be the last time I remember
such an hour.
Not that I remember my birth.
No one remembers the minutia of a sleepless night.
I’ve been thinking a lot about David Berman, and
Jason Molina, and Scott Hutchison,
and how when one person decides enough is enough
we are pulled to spend more time with them. Too often
the aftermath is spent wishing there was more—
more people,
more community—
surrounding these artists to help them.
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But they were around long enough to help me!
Maybe I’m being selfish but also maybe that’s enough.
I’d like to spend my afternoon walking to the stationery store
purchasing some stickers and Sharpies and writing little notes
of simple wisdoms and compliments.
I could put them on park benches and telephone poles
but soon I’d be distracted by the decline of the rainforest
and all those connecting wires
and I’d think of the satellites in the sky
and how cell phones are more common than house phones
and then I’d wonder what we’ll do to remedy the trillions of
miles of pavement once the future is here and we finally have
our flying cars
—before anyone sees my sticker that says, “you have great
posture,” or, “sometimes thinking of loved ones is
as good as calling them,”
I’d be Alice, down the rabbit hole of oblivion
and I’d be late for work.
Instead I write quiet poems that won’t find
their way to those who may need them.
Maybe tonight I’ll stay up late enough to see 4:13a.m.
and I’ll spend that minute outside under the moon.
As the eighteen-wheelers roar past,
hopefully one of those truck drivers will have
their window rolled down and hear me sing
a forgotten pop song at the top of my lungs.
Maybe one of the passing souls will call back,
“yeah, you wreck me.”
A. Jay Dubberly
Vergennes
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Still Life with Guatemalan Doll

Elizabeth Horstmann
Bristol
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Rising from the Ashes
I’m buried in the muck-of-it-all
until I’m not.
Until a coat of light is spread across my shoulders
and I rise to meet drops of rain
anointing my brow
forgiving me of sins I never committed
sins that tied my voice in knots
that left stains whenever I wept.
No longer do I drown in shades of black
shades that are drawn
and quartered
shutting out life-giving murmurings
meant to enthrall me.
No, a prism has shattered
and now my reflection is everywhere.
Lily Hinrichsen
Bristol
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