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     It was 1930. Bold Bessie paddled a dugout canoe down the 
Amazon River. Sweat dripped and stung in her eyes. She and her 
two crew members were on their way to meet with the Tapirapé, 
pronounced “Tah-per-rah-pee”—The People of the Tapir. Fierce 
piranhas, ready to eat her, infested the water. Jaguars, sloths, ta-
pirs, howler monkeys, stingrays, deadly vipers and frogs, and In-
dians with poisonous arrows watched Bold Bessie’s canoe from 
the jungle. A jaguar screamed, sounding like a terrified woman. 
She gasped, but kept paddling. Anaconda snakes, well over twen-
ty feet long, coiled around branches overhanging the river, flick-
ing their forked tongues at the passing canoe. 
     As a child, far more daring than any of the boys, Bold Bessie 
was out playing with her friends when she heard a rustle and saw 
something slither by. It was a bull snake. She took the snake 
home and tamed it. So, a twenty-foot anaconda was nothing to 
her. 
     They searched for a safe place to camp at night. But every-
where they looked, deadly vipers slithered on the land and in the 
water. 
     Finally, they found an island and set up camp. They built a 
fire. In the middle of the night, Bold Bessie heard strange sounds. 
She hurriedly grabbed her flashlight and turned it on. She almost 
dropped it. The eyes of dozens of hungry alligators shined back at 
her. Not that Bold Bessie would ever be afraid of an alligator. She 
did kill one with a single shot to the head. She knew learning to 
shoot well was a good skill for an Amazon journey, so she prac-
ticed a lot before she left home. 
     The surviving alligators left her and her crew alone. 
     The next day, Bold Bessie and her crew made one stop at a 
government outpost for supplies, boats and a new crew of seven 
men. This was the second time Bessie came to this outpost. No 
one is allowed to travel into the jungle without a guide. No man 
would take a woman into the jungle. Bessie spoke to authorities 
but was forced to go home the first time. The second time, it was 
the same with the men. She spoke with authorities, with locals, 
with guides, but nobody would take a woman. Then, two days 
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before she had to leave to go home, a man came forward and 
said he would take her. However, he kept telling her the jungle 
was no place for a woman. Ignoring his comments, she got into 
the canoe, grabbed her paddle, and the journey continued. 
     After a few days they could go no further with the motorboat 
because of a travasso, a Portuguese word for a shelf of rock 
stretching across the river which blocked it. Bessie could not 
believe that this would stop them. After arguing, with more 
“Woman don’t belong heres,” they carried two of the canoes 
over the travasso. Bessie left the extra supplies and one man to 
guard them with the motorboat they left behind. No man, no 
travasso, nothing, was going to stop Bold Bessie. 
     Bessie and her crew walked, waded and pushed the canoes. 
She faced jungle fever, starvation, a capsized boat—nearly los-
ing all their supplies, deadly rapids and snakes, but she did not 
falter. They killed many poisonous stingrays because to step on 
even one could cause hours of agony and even death. Her crew 
was afraid and wanted to turn back, claiming that this was no 
place for a woman. Bessie pushed on, her figure calm and 
straight as she rowed the canoe in an even, relaxed rhythm. 
     After a few days, they saw some Tapirapé fish traps, a sure 
sign they were close. 
     Bold Bessie left two more of the men behind, along with 
most of the remaining supplies. With a reminder from the men 
that this was no place for a woman, Bold Bessie took the first 
step after their guide and the four remaining men followed 
along a path to the village of Tampiitawa, The Village of the 
Tapirs. Hordes of bugs, such as mosquitoes, wood ticks, sting 
wasps and fire ants were poised to sting, swarm and bite. 
     Bessie wore a cotton shirt buttoned to the neck with elastic 
cuffs on the arms to keep the bugs out. She had heavy, long rid-
ing pants, thick boots and long gloves, along with a helmet with 
a mosquito net. 
     To receive an invitation to meet the tribe, which can take 
years, certain steps had to be followed. Gifts for the tribe, usual-
ly beads and trinkets, were left on the Indians’ paths. Bold Bes-
sie’s gifts were old beads her friends gave her at her farewell 
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Elizabeth K. Steen, “Bold Bessie” (cont’d) 

Karen Elizabeth Stober 

party. She brought a selection of fishhooks, as these are especially 
desired by Indians. If they were accepted, even more gifts had to 
be placed for their approval. Once a return gift from the tribe ap-
peared, then it was safe to enter. 
     This Tapirapé tribe had accepted a white man’s gifts before, so 
she knew she could visit without being attacked. She didn’t have to 
leave gifts. Still, that didn’t mean she was safe. She took a deep 
breath in the searing heat, sting wasps buzzing about her head, and 
walked on, as her guide reminded her this was no place for a wom-
an. You would think that by now, they would stop saying that as 
most women would never get this far and appear so brave. 
     A few Tapirapé men, women and children were out hunting and 
found Bold Bessie and her crew. Bold Bessie smiled broadly. She 
was thrilled to meet them. Her crew was a little afraid. They held 
back, watching quietly, while Bessie handed the Indians her gifts, 
with open hands and a smile. Using hands and facial expressions, 
she and her crew communicated with the Indians. They told her it 
was over a day’s hike to the village, or, “one sleep.” Tapirapé 
measured distance in terms of how many night’s sleep it would 
take to get somewhere. 
     Arriving at the village, they were met by a large crowd of over 
fifty excited people. Among them was a woman who spoke Portu-
guese, Tapirapé and Carajá Indian. The Indians in Bold Bessie’s 
crew spoke Carajá and the Brazilians spoke Portuguese. She be-
came the translator for Bold Bessie and her crew. 
     Everyone in the village was curious and excited about Bold 
Bessie. Only white men had visited their village, never a white 
woman. That’s why they were so excited over her visit. The Indi-
ans had never seen a white woman. Imagine their surprise when 
they saw Bold Bessie. They were fascinated with her hair, so very 
different from their own, not that Bold Bessie would ever be afraid 
of being first. She smiled and gave out more gifts. Fits of laughter 
came from the children each time she spoke English. She first met 
with the tribe chief, then with the chief of each cabin. The Tapirapé 
men repeatedly begged Bold Bessie to stay and be their wife. She 
smiled and said no. She breathed deeply to calm herself each time 
she was asked. 
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     Although accepted by the tribe, she wasn’t safe. Some Indians 
would venture out in the dark to kidnap them while they slept. 
     That night, Bold Bessie slept alone in her own tightly zippered 
tent. Noises and shadows surrounded her tent. Her breath caught 
in her throat. Hands fumbled at the seams. Bolting upright, she 
grabbed her gun and flashlight. Her heart was pounding. Sweat 
poured from her. They were trying to kidnap her. They would do 
her harm! The tent quivered mightily but the zipper held. Never 
having seen a zipper before, the Indians didn’t know how to open 
one. Because Bold Bessie’s tent had no openings, they thought 
she was supernatural. For she could pass through walls with no 
openings. It was terrifying to them. 
     Unable to capture Bold Bessie, the Indians attacked her crew. 
Her crew chief shined a flashlight at them. Not familiar with arti-
ficial light, the Indians ran away, convinced that the crew had 
“supernatural powers” of light. 
     When getting ready to leave, a smiling Bold Bessie asked for 
samples of the Indians “household handicrafts.” They gave her 
baskets, a sieve, birdcages and musical instruments to take home 
with her. She promised the owners special gifts for the items if 
they helped her carry them back to her canoes. 
     The entire village of Tampiitawa left with Bold Bessie. They 
marched twenty-five miles, or “one sleep” in the searing heat. 
The temperature reached 115°F or more. She let the Indians select 
what they wanted from her remaining supply of gifts. Again, they 
asked her to stay and be a wife. Taking a deep breath, she de-
clined politely. 
     As a smiling Bold Bessie and her crew paddled away on the 
canoes, the Tapirapé silently watched them from the riverbank. 
She was glad to leave after two nights. She almost didn’t make it 
to the village. Then she almost didn’t make it out of the village. It 
was very exciting. She sighed as she paddled away. Bold Bessie 
was disappointed that she hadn’t stayed long enough to learn 
more about their lives. 
     Looking back over her shoulder, she couldn’t wait to return! 
And Bold Bessie did, six years later. 
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Biography and Author’s Note 
 
     Bold Bessie, a Seventh Day Adventist, grew up in the 1890s 
on a farm in Washington County, Iowa, before moving to Knox-
ville, Iowa when she was fourteen. After graduating high school 
in 1905, she taught high school art and Spanish to help pay for 
her art training and supplies, and later, her travels. 
     She traveled all over Europe and the US studying art. In New 
Mexico, she fell in love with the American Indians and their de-
signs. Back in Knoxville, a famous explorer, George K. Cherrie, 
lived nearby. No doubt he told many stories about exploring the 
Amazon Basin with Teddy Roosevelt to the townspeople, illus-
trated with the objects and designs he brought back with him. 
     She became interested in the tribes of the Amazon Basin. But, 
no one, especially a woman, was allowed to explore the Amazon 
Basin without written permission from the government. Fortu-
nately for Bold Bessie, her brother was working in Sao Paolo, 
Brazil. 
     He got her an invitation to the inaugural dance for the new 
governor of Brazil. She put on her best dress, danced with the 
new governor, charming him into meeting with her about explor-
ing the Amazon. 
     After convincing the governor that much good could come of a 
woman visiting Amazon tribes, she was only allowed to visit 
those that had contact with civilization. She was disappointed that 
she could not visit the Indians that lived inland who were un-
touched by civilization, such as the Tapirapé. You could not trav-
el inland without a government approved crew chief. Nobody 
would take a woman to visit inland Indians. 
     In 1927, she once again tried to get approval to explore the 
Amazon Basin interior but her request was refused. Government 
officials were afraid for her safety. A bandit, Lampião, and his 
gang were active in the area. 
     She almost didn’t get to go inland again on her 1930 expedi-
tion. She got as far as the government outpost. Finally, two days 
before she had to leave for home, she found a crew chief who 
took her to meet the Tapirapé. 

Elizabeth K. Steen, “Bold Bessie” (cont’d) 

Karen Elizabeth Stober 

10 



 

 

Elizabeth K. Steen, “Bold Bessie” (cont’d) 

Karen Elizabeth Stober 

11 

     After returning to the US from her 1930 expedition, she be-
came very ill with what may have been a tropical disease. Still, 
she returned to the Amazon six years later in 1936. She died in 
1938, at age fifty-two, of what may have been a tropical disease. 
     Bold Bessie had taken many photos, movies and notes on the 
Indians’ customs, culture and household handicrafts during her 
travels. The objects she brought back are in the Smithsonian Insti-
tution’s National Museum of the American Indian in Washington, 
DC. Some are on the Smithsonian website. 
     Bold Bessie, Elizabeth K. Steen, was a brave, fearless woman. 
She was never recognized by the world as a woman of substance 
and bravery. Her unique story, her heroism and her journey to 
places unknown, has been forgotten. But not by the Tapirapé. A 
male anthropologist, visiting the tribe in the 1970s, found they 
had forgotten about the men but were still talking about the white 
woman visiting them so many years before. 
     All of her notes, films, journals and photos, from all three of 
her journeys, appear to be lost. 
     Lost. Perhaps they are waiting to be rediscovered—perhaps by 
you! 
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Like ink spilled across my paper 
black overwhelms the canvas, turns to charcoal, to grey 
Distant blue swallows white clouds 
and all darkens 
We wait for rain and listen for thunder 
 
Across the country parents hold their babies to the ground 
whisper, “It’s all right, it’s all right, it’s all right” 
when nothing is, nothing will be ever again 
 
The sky rains metal, and neighbors fall 
Nothing is, nothing will be 
ever again 
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I clearly see the lighthouse torch beckoning like a hopeful lover, 
Alerting me that home and safety are near. 
Yet, I do not feel ready to follow its tempting glow. 
I refuse to believe I am a ship adrift seeking refuge, 
No, I am still a boat sailing free and in search of adventure. 
Behind me, the voyage has been long and on occasion stormy. 
Great waves have lifted me to unimaginable heights, 
While others have tried to pull me under and drown me like a  
   defenseless sparrow. 
I am aware the distance between me and the shore is short,  
   uncertain, and undefined, 
Much like a mysterious footpath that leads to a foreign although   
   promising destination. 
I am confident I’m not done traveling, and yet I am steadily being     
   pulled toward the egress. 
Somewhere, in my heart, I know I was never to be the one to  
   decide when my odyssey was finished. 
It has always been in the hands of destiny and the date for its  
   conclusion was chosen by providence long before my journey     
   ever was launched. 



 

 

Competition 

Ronnie Hammer 

     My first childhood memory of being competitive involved try-
ing to win a selling contest with my neighbor, Marilyn, at our 
neighborhood sidewalk sale. Every participant had a table filled 
with our most desirable items to sell. Items, we were sure, nobody 
would be able to resist. 
     These rare collectibles, from a child’s perspective, were irre-
sistible now that they had become available for purchase. 
     As a salesperson, I even made a child’s version of a Business 
Plan: I would buy some of the valuable inventory Marilyn was 
selling. I knew I could sell certain of her items at a higher price. I 
will outsell and outearn her. Marilyn will be so surprised when I 
win our contest, proving who is the best salesperson in the neigh-
borhood. 
     “Just look at that jump rope with the fancy handles that she is 
selling,” I thought to myself as I perused the merchandise on her 
sales table. “She has no idea of the value of things,” I thought. 
“She is asking only ten cents for that jump rope. I know I can sell 
it for at least fifty cents!” 
     So notable child business negotiator that I was said to Marilyn, 
“May I buy that jump rope?” 
     “Yes, definitely,” she said with an enormous grin of pleasure 
sweeping across her face. 
     With great satisfaction and a sense of advanced business acu-
men I paid the bill in hard, cold cash: ten entire cents in one single 
dime. I then proudly placed the jump rope on my own sales table. 
     “Just wait until throngs of kids rush in, competing to be the 
lucky one to own such a beautiful object.” Marilyn will be so sur-
prised to see how much she misjudged how desirous the jump 
rope was that she had underpriced for a pathetic ten cents. But in 
reality, no throngs of anybody rushed in, and those who did see 
the rope didn’t seem to hold it in the same high regard as I did. 
But it remained on my table until dinner time, when everything 
had to be dismantled. So many items of great value, in my eyes, 
were left unsold.  
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     The best lesson I learned from this experience was that I have 
no sense of what appeals to most people, so I should never enter 
the world of retail sales! 
     As to the great need to win the selling competition, where did 
this competitiveness come from? 
     Can I blame my piano teacher, Steve, whose response to the 
piece I played for him every week at my lesson, was always, “Not 
bad.” 
     It was never “Good job.” 
     It wasn’t even “Interesting interpretation of Chopin; he would 
have enjoyed the rock rhythm you added to his staid composi-
tion.” 
     Parents are always a handy source of blame. Maybe it was 
their fault, all the comparisons they made between my brother and 
me. 
     “Jerry, great save! You kept Forest Hills High’s soccer team 
from scoring that goal.” Then, after praising Jerry, they always 
felt that they had to add a compliment for me to balance the kind 
words they gave him. It was almost funny to see the depths they 
went to in order to say something equally complimentary about 
some trivial thing I had done. “Ronnie, good job walking Rover 
today. He sniffed out his spot in record time. You have a wonder-
ful way with animals.” 
     Complimenting my brother on an outstanding job was the right 
thing to do. But having to feel that they had to make up a reason 
to compliment me, even for an inane daily task, brought focus to 
the idea that Jerry and I were in a battlefield of competition. 
     In high school, was I invited to the popular kids’ parties? I’m 
not sure, but I remember asking a friend, “WHAT sweet sixteen 
party last Saturday night?” 
     I guess that meant I wasn’t invited, so did that make me com-
petitive? 
     Then came the college application process. That was the big-
gest competition of all. 
     Everyone talked about it per nauseam. 
     “How many applications are you sending?” 



 

 

     “What have you chosen as your ‘safety school’?” 
     “Are you applying for early admission anywhere?” 
     After graduation the questions revolved around jobs. 
     “What offers have you gotten?” 
     “What kind of benefits does the company give?” 
     “How much of a commute will you have to make to get there 
every day?” 
     Were these questions flung at me because the questioner was 
interested in my options, or was he just being competitive? Or 
was he merely making idle conversation? 
     Suddenly we were all adults, discussing homes, new families 
and vacations. Here was fodder for more competitive questions. 
     “Is your trip to Scotland for business or pleasure? How long 
will you be there? Where are you staying?” 
     Is this friendly interest or is it judgmental? Is the questioner 
evaluating the amount of time I am able to get away for vaca-
tions, and the category and quality of my trips; the category of 
my accommodations?  
     Did John Glenn face these kinds of interrogations when he 
rocketed into space? What level of accommodations does the aer-
ospace department offer its astronauts? I never thought to ask. 
     I once thought that when you grew up everything changed. 
But the big surprise was that the competition never ends. It’s 
there when you buy a house, choose a car, or decide what interna-
tional skirmishes the United States should enter into. And the 
competition follows you for the rest of your life. If your life isn’t 
enough, questions start surfacing regarding your children and 
your grandchildren. 
     “Does he walk yet?” 
     “Has he started talking?” 
     “Does she have aspirations for the Olympic team?” 
     After much thought I have discovered the nature of the final 
competition. Oh yes, there is one last competitive question. 
     The final bit of news anybody will ever ask about me, before 
they allow me to rest in peace will be: 
     “Did her obituary make it into the New York Times?” 

Competition (cont’d) 
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     I no longer remember the year of the gift—a luminous porce-
lain blue rose—but I still remember how totally I cherished it. 
Glowing petals, their delicate tips shading to lavender and then 
pink, rounded late summer fullness, bronzed supporting stem and 
leaves. An aura of stillness. Mystery. Perfection. 
     It was an anniversary gift from my husband, that I remember, 
and the year was somewhere after the boys turned twelve and 
fourteen and Fenris, our first Norwegian Elkhound, settled into 
our home. Well, maybe settled in is the wrong description. 
     When we had chosen him from the shelter, we were told his 
name was Fenris. We did our research—Fenris was a fearsome 
wolf in Norse mythology—and we determined we would change 
his name as soon as we thought of another more appropriate one. 
But it quickly became clear he had the perfect name and we were 
all in his thrall. 
     We were an active household, but Fenris added a frantic di-
mension to those days. He believed he was the leader of our pack 
and we struggled to regain our human control. For several months 
I kept him on an extra-long leash even in the house, but gradually 
we grew in stature and I thought it safe to remove the leash and 
rely on verbal commands. 
     Until the night he took off with one of the boys’ sneakers and 
ran into the living room. They, of course, gave chase. Cornered, 
Fenris found an escape route—under the small table that held the 
blue rose. I had carefully placed it there, secure, I thought, be-
tween two large chairs. Fenris ran toward the table, scrunched 
down and squeezed between its legs, boys in close pursuit. What I 
think happened is that he panicked in the close space, stood up, 
and sent the table on its end as he scrambled to escape. What I 
saw was the blue rose sliding off into the air and landing two feet 
away on the floor. What I did was scream—which froze both the 
dog and the boys, the sound of broken porcelain echoing in our 
ears. 
     In slow motion we all moved again. Sneaker reclaimed, the 
boys slipped away to the kitchen table and Fenris curled up in a 
corner far from me. I retrieved the broken petals and the tiny blue 



 

 

shards. I put the pieces in a plastic bag and placed the wounded 
rose back on the table. There it stayed for months. My sadness 
surprised me. I could not bear to look at it and finally I tucked it 
out of sight on a closet shelf and closed the door. The pieces went 
into the junk drawer. 
     Part of me hoped my husband would find another perfect blue 
rose. He did not, although for my birthday a few years later he did 
give me a different porcelain rose—traditional, pink, lovely, but 
not at all mysterious. I did not talk to him of the blue rose and 
how I had loved it. I did not even talk to myself. I did not try to 
understand why I mourned that loss so much. 
     The years went by. The boys grew up, went off to college and 
then onto their own lives. Fenris died during their college years. 
We mourned him and his crazy zest for life and we cherished the 
memories. Eventually we found another Norwegian Elkhound to 
bring into our home. He was a calm and noble dog—so different 
from our devil wolf—and we had a more peaceful existence. But 
the broken blue rose stayed in the closet. 
     Then one year, cleaning out the junk drawer, I came upon the 
baggie of blue porcelain shards. I fingered them slowly and then 
went hunting for the rose. I sat at the kitchen table in unforgiving 
winter light and tried to fit the three broken outer petals to the 
heart of the rose. But there were clearly some missing pieces. I 
found the website for Boehm Porcelain and emailed them with 
some photos. Could they repair? No, came a prompt response. 
And no, they no longer offered a blue rose like mine. 
     I put the pieces back in the junk drawer, but I took the rose 
into the living room and placed it back on the same table, which 
was still protected by the same two chairs. There it stayed and 
gradually over the months and years, I came to love my imperfect 
blue rose. Perhaps even more than its perfect predecessor. 
     That had spoken to me of mystery and the supernatural. No 
blue roses exist in the natural world and its presence in our living 
room meant we lived with something elusive and enigmatic and 
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extraordinary. From the time I first held it in my hands, it mur-
mured to me of my husband’s love, of our marriage, of walking 
together toward things unknown and perhaps unattainable. 
     The rose had been perfect. But now it was not. And still I 
loved it. What did that mean? Was there a message there for me? 
I worked my way toward an answer. 
     The blue rose has lost three petals. A large chip mars one of 
the remaining inner petals. Its roundedness is gone, replaced by a 
starker silhouette. Off balance and out of proportion, it seems 
more vulnerable. I have lost parents and friends and time has 
placed limits on the endless possibilities I thought I saw ahead of 
me. I, too, am more vulnerable. But the rose is still there, imper-
fect but enduring, as luminous and as mysterious as before. So is 
the love that brought it to me. So is life itself. 
 



 

 

The Starting Line 
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In well-worn jeans, a T-shirt 
and his Mets cap 
he sprints through the parking garage 
effortlessly swings the empty infant car seat 
dashes towards the hospital entrance 
into his new world 
carefree— 
one last time 



 

 

The Victim 
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The living room teems with people and flowers. 
Mother sits in the center, weeping. 
I stand behind her, listening 
To haunting Hebrew chants. 
 
Tradition, like Tevye’s, calls for prayers 
Even for my father, the secular Jew. 
My Polish mother, a collapsed Catholic 
Whispers, he would have liked this affair. 
 
While she had waited for me in despair 
His pious friend had gone around her 
Booking a burial plot 
At an orthodox cemetery. 
 
I protest. He belonged to the new. 
He scorned dogma. He married you, a non-Jew. 
Now you’ll bring him flowers to a realm 
That in death as in life would reject you. 
 
Mother rebuffs my complaint: 
He went back to his people. 
His people? And what about you? 
Ah, just bury my ashes anywhere. 
 
She’s teaching me a lesson 
I don’t want to learn 
That even in my father’s death 
I should surrender and defer. 
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Before He Heard Her 

Carol Van Den Hende 

     Before he heard her, he scented her. Lemon. Honey. Wild lav-
ender. Feck. 
     “Ronan? Is that you?” 
     The familiar timbre came from behind. He had time to tuck his 
folded cane beneath his rain coat. He hoped it wasn’t visible. 
     Ronan gripped the subway handle, and stared unseeing through 
his dark glasses. The train swayed. Zoe’s clothes brushed his as 
she rounded the space before him. 
     “Ronan. Oh my god. It’s been what—six months?” 
     He knew exactly how long it’d been since he’d left his girl-
friend. Six and a half months since the accident, so five and a half 
months since they’d broken up. A different lifetime. With his 
heightened senses, her voice rang even sweeter than before. 
     “Aren’t you going to say anything? Are you going to pretend 
you don’t see me?” 
     A chuckle escaped. “I’m not pretending,” he said. 
     “Not funny. You can’t ignore me when I’m standing right in 
front of you.” 
     “Try me.” He grinned despite the harrowing situation. It was 
one thing to keep a secret over the phone, another in person. 
     Her breath reached him, warming his neck where his shirt lay 
unbuttoned. 
     “I thought you’d moved to another country the way you disap-
peared. Are you still here in the city? Because that would make 
you an even bigger jerk than I thought you were,” she said. 
     “I told you, you’re better off without me.” 
     The edge in her tone triggered memories like a high school 
song bringing back prom night. Snatches of their last call tumbled 
in. Zoe had started out full of disbelief. She’d been away on busi-
ness for two months. “Have you met someone else?” she’d de-
manded. He couldn’t tell her the truth and still protect her. “This 
makes no sense. We were in love, weren’t we?” she’d asked. He’d 
wanted to erase her anguish then, as he did now. 
     He heard the air in her throat catch, bringing him back to the 
present. 
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     “Hey … Ronan, are you okay?” Fabric swished as she raised 
her arm. Oh no, not the hand in front of the eyes thing. That was 
worse than anything. Completely demeaning. A test that he 
couldn’t pass. Even if he couldn’t witness himself being de-
meaned. 
     The train’s automated conductor announced the next station. 
     “This is my stop. Good seeing you,” he said, his free hand 
forming air quotes. His own private joke. He broke away from her 
before she could discover more, and lunged towards the door. Air 
released from the brakes and the doors slid open. He stumbled 
onto the platform, aiming blindly for the exit. In the swirl of emo-
tions, he hadn’t even absorbed which station they’d entered. The 
echoes of footsteps against the tiled walls didn’t sound familiar, 
like a station he’d previously traversed. Not since the accident, 
anyway. His commute tended to be unvaried. Here, among fren-
zied crowds, he didn’t want to misstep onto the tracks. Or maybe 
he did. 
     “Ronan! Ronan!” she called, breathless, some yards behind 
him. Her heels tapped sharp and fast. Stilettos. Damn he wanted 
to see her. He could imagine the flash of red hair, the intensity of 
her hazel eyes. 
     He followed the sounds of the throngs, swept along with their 
motion. And his emotion. By some miracle, he fumbled his way 
through the turnstile. He’d worked hard to avoid this. This was 
never supposed to happen. And now he felt as lost as the day he’d 
woken in the hospital. 
     “Careful!” Zoe shouted, so close that she must just be an arm’s 
length away. 
     But it was too late. His stride was fast and headlong. Until he 
struck something solid. The stairs felled him as easily as an axe 
splinters kindling. His knee twisted as he caught himself with the 
railing. His folded cane clattered onto the concrete, no longer hid-
den under his coat. The harsh echo reverberated in the cavernous 
station. 
     The crowd parted around him, commuters hurrying along their 
routes. Warm fingers grasped his elbow, and helped him up. 



 

 

     “Are you hurt?” she asked, her worry sounding close to grief. 
     He tested some weight on his leg. “Nah. You know me, I’ll do 
anything for attention.” 
     She let go of his arm and chuckled. “You always made me 
laugh. Tell me you’re not seeing anyone.” 
     “I’m not really dating material.” 
     “Shut it.” 
     He heard a hard, plastic edge scrape against the cement floor. 
     He put out his hand for his cane, his face warming out of em-
barrassment for needing it. His secret eviscerated. 
     Instead, she shoved something small into his palm. He 
wrapped his fingers around the smooth circle topped by a sharp 
gemstone. “Oh.” 
     Why today of all days, would she be wearing the promise ring 
he’d gifted her after the marathon? That summer morning, her 
mood had been buoyant, and her lips soft. It was the last time 
he’d raced. 
     “Here.” She pressed the cool surface of his folded cane into his 
other hand. 
     “Thanks,” he said. He tried to return the jewel and met air. 
     “Keep it,” she said. 
     “It was for you.” 
     “Not anymore.” Her voice broke. 
     He pocketed the jewelry. It’d been the most dazzling piece in 
the store. One that shone almost as bright as Zoe’s excitement 
when she was immersed in the beauty industry, attending fashion 
shows, or designing creative. She prized aesthetics, from the red 
lacquered bottoms of her Louboutins, to her twenty-one step skin 
regimen. In the midst of all that perfection, there was no space for 
damaged goods. 
     “Do you have time for coffee?” she asked. 
“Nope.” There was no point. He clutched the handle and flung 
open the cane’s whole length. What did appearances matter now? 
     “How about something stronger?” 
     “It’s eight in the morning,” he laughed, and limped up the 
steps. 
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      The click of her heels kept pace with his. “I know an account 
up for grabs,” she said. Smart. Talking shop would appeal to the 
entrepreneur in him. 
     “I’m not in design anymore,” he said, trying to meter his bit-
terness. “How about you? You good? How was Korea?” 
     “K-beauty is amazing. Let me tell you about it over a bite to 
eat. You look too thin.” 
     He shook his head. His cane found the top of the stairs. At 
street level, a chill mist wet his face. 
     “Oh c’mon. You owe me at least this. Weren’t we serious? 
And you didn’t even tell me the biggest thing to happen to you,” 
she said. 
     “The biggest thing? Alright, you got me. The truth is, I pick-
pocketed your ring from a circus act.” 
     She blew out some air. “Be serious for once. It’s just five flip-
pin’ minutes.” 
     He paused in the open air ten paces from the mouth of the sta-
tion. His heart pounded, and his leg throbbed. This was ridicu-
lous. A young able-bodied woman was not going to have prob-
lems keeping up with him. 
     He lifted his left arm to his face as if he was looking at a wrist-
watch. Even though he had no watch. Even though he couldn’t 
see. “Five. Starting now. And then we go our separate ways.” 
     “Right here?! Can’t we go somewhere? Sit for a bit?” 
     “Four minutes and forty seconds,” he said. 
     “Um. Okay. Jesus.” 
     He imagined Zoe staring at him, and wondered what his ex-
pression revealed about the wreckage inside. 
     “I mean, I don’t know if this is why you left me. But if it is … 
is it? Is this why you broke up with me? Because I still had feel-
ings. I still … Christ. Do you? Is this why?” 
     “Three minutes, fifty seconds,” he responded. 
     “Stop being an ass.” She smacked his arm. Then felt guilty.  
“Oh god I’m sorry. What happened?” 
     “Bad accident. Three minutes.” 



 

 

     He sucked a breath and inhaled citrus. She’d always been a 
cornucopia of scents—one for her hair, another along her neck, a 
third … Stop. 
     She grew so quiet he wondered if she’d left. Then, she drew a 
finger along the stubble that lined his jaw. Instinct shuttered his 
eyes. She leaned against his chest, tiptoeing up, and brushed the 
hollow of one cheek with her lips. Lavender. Lemon. 
     “Two minutes, thirty seconds,” she whispered, so close that he 
could feel her exhale. 
     He grasped for an antidote as rational thought slipped away. 
“Stiletto, your place is the other way,” he said, trying to dissuade 
her with pragmatism. 
     “Ha. Stilettos, that’s right. How’d you know?” 
     “Blind men can still hear.” 
     The air grew silent. 
     “Is there any chance … that your vision will …?” 
     “Nope. This is it,” he said. 
     “I’m sorry. But you know, it doesn’t matter. Between us,” she 
said. 
     He pulled back, the tightness in his throat making it hard to 
talk. “I was protecting you,” he said. 
     “By breaking my heart?” her tone rose to incredulous. 
     “By not screwing up your perfect life.” 
     “That’s bull. You’re no chicken shit, but think about it, who 
are you really protecting?” 
     After months of friends and family treating him with kid 
gloves, afraid to upset him, Zoe’s straight talk was like a slap up-
side his head. All those stories he’d told himself about why it was 
better to lie rewound themselves, now seen with a new lens. 
     He’d pictured her shirking away in horror, yet here she was, 
unwilling to leave him. 
     “Some days, this sucks,” he said. 
     “And the days apart? Those suck worse,” she said. 
     “Don’t lie,” he said but part of him wanted to hear this. Had 
needed hearing this since … 
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     “Shh.” She slipped her hands under his overcoat and melted 
into him, encircling his waist until one cheek nestled against his 
chest. He wrapped his free arm around her. His lips imprinted her 
lavender-scented hair. He’d missed her so hard. 
     There weren’t even two minutes left to his self-imposed dead-
line. 
     He let his cane tumble to the sidewalk. Inside his pocket, he 
located Zoe’s ring. 
     Maybe there were more. 
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Hands of Time 

Linda Morgan 

Hands skeletal, purple veins stretching 
across splayed bones 
Sinews visible 
through crepe paper skin. 
 
As a girl, I traced those veins 
across Dad’s hand and up his arm, 
index finger stopping 
the flow of blood at its source. 
 
Letting go, I’d watch in delight 
as veins engorged, 
coursing blood back down his arm 
like a creek let loose after a storm. 
 
I dare not do that anymore. 
 
92-year-old Dad, beloved physician, 
shadow of his former self, 
bends forward with the weight of depression 
knowing his days are waning. 
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My hands too are getting old. 
Thin skin, prominent veins 
Bones lie shallow 
beneath the surface. 
 
Hand on Dad’s thigh 
I note we both have 
knobby knuckles, sun spots, 
pennants of increasing age. 
 

Photograph by Linda Morgan 

“Your hand’s a different color,” Dad points out. 
My hand is of the living, I reflect. 
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We make a fist, 
awkwardly take a selfie: 
lumps of 
flesh, blood, bone. 
 
“Remember Dad, 
we played 
‘Rock, Paper, Scissors,’ 
our favorite game?” 
I figure this will spur him 
to want to compete again; 
pick up where we left off 
so many years ago. 
 
“I don’t recall,” Dad says. 
I search his eyes 
for the sparkle 
that is not there. 
 
“Shall we play it now?” I ask. 
He unfolds stiff fingers, 
cramped hand flexing. 
“I cannot,” he sighs. 
 
My fingers, too, don’t bend 
Tissues ripped, 
ancient injury, 
awkward fall. 
 
“Hands are so delicate,” I say. 
Needless small talk. 
Should I hold his hand? 
He does not welcome that. 
 
Four years ago, 
on the blue velvet couch 
in my parents’ living room 
Dad cried 
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at the realization 
it was time 
to move 
into assisted living. 
 
New reality jolting, 
in that instant 
roles transferred 
in a flood of tears. 
 
I held his hand then, 
again a child, 
carrying my clarinet to band concert, 
Dad walking me into school. 
 
“What are you two doing?” 
Mom enters, cheerfully. 
“Staring at our hands,” 
Dad says, dejectedly. 
 
“Well that sounds nice.” 
Since Mom’s mind 
has been going 
I assume she actually means it. 
 
I gesture her to sit with me 
on the green floral couch. 
“Hand on your leg,” I command. 
“See if we look alike.” 
 
Mom dutifully offers a hand, 
distorted by a brutal fall: 
Bones torque sideways, 
pins in her wrist. 
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          Our hands look 
          like dead meat; 
          Chicken breasts splayed open 
          on the sideboard. 
 
          “What are you trying to show?” she asks. 
          I am thinking 
          of all the helping 
          my hands have yet to do. 
 
          “Maybe we can predict the future 
          by looking at the back 
          of our hands,” I say. 
          Dad stares, then quips: 
          “The future looks ancient.” 
 
“But the past was a blast,” 
I declare, brightening. 
 
“And the present?” Mom asks, 
smiling up at me 
in her newfound 
innocence of aging. 
 
“The present is having you 
here this weekend 
to give us a hand,” 
she says proudly. 
 
Dad smiles 
at that one, 
a glimmer of his old self 
shining through. 
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Traded for a Milk Cow 

Doris Parmett 

     “In all of us there is a hunger, marrow-deep, to know our her-
itage—to know who we are and where we have come from.”  
~Alex Haley 

 
     I think I was almost thirteen when my parents traded me to a 
New York couple in exchange for a milk cow. Having birthed 
fourteen children recalling exact dates were beyond my mother’s 
ability. I do know I have four older brothers. That puts me fifth in 
the birth line. We also have an older cousin whose mother died in 
childbirth living here. I wear her old clothes that no longer fit. 
Staying warm in her old coat is a cold weather blessing. 
     We’re dirt poor. Dirt being the operative word. Dirt floors, dirt 
walls, packed dirt ceiling. We live in one small room. Our tiny 
mud house has no running water. We drink water from a nearby 
stream, where we also wash. 
     None of us attend school. For one thing, the school is far from 
our house. For another I worked from the age of three, thanks to 
the holy sisters from a nearby convent. The nuns taught little ones 
tatting to make lace decorations. Large hands can’t master tatting 
as well as those of us with tiny hands. The town’s lace factory 
sells the decorated lace garments worldwide. Working makes life 
tolerable for many desperately poor little ones; some found eating 
grass. Working also lets them earn a daily glass of milk. In my 
case tatting lessened the burden on my parents to feed their ever-
increasing flock. 
     While I can’t read or write I do recognize my name. The nuns 
printed Aylseh on a board. By pointing to the print and then to me 
while they kept repeating Aylseh, I learned my first name. They 
never did teach me my last name. 
     My father is a mucker. I’m not sure what the right word is for 
shoveling shit from stables, but since our father calls himself a 
mucker, we do too. 
     I look forward to Sunday when we attend church. It’s the one 
day of the week that I visit with neighbors. We listen as Father 
Bill preaches from the pulpit in a thunderous voice. Mostly he 
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Traded for a Milk Cow (cont’d) 

Doris Parmett 

warns us hell will rain down on us if we fail to honor The Lord. 
After the sermon little ones are treated to a cup of milk and a 
cookie. Older church members are given a cup of water and a 
cookie. 
     One Sunday Father Bill asked to see my parents and me in his 
office. That meant my cousin and older brothers were given the 
job of seeing that none of our younger siblings caused a ruckus. 
     In a somber tone Father Bill spoke about how a lack of regular 
milk afflicted many little ones with anemia due to an iron defi-
ciency. That wasn’t news. Every Irish family worried about hav-
ing enough milk for their brood. 
     Focusing on me, he said, “Alyseh, as you know anemia is a 
terrible affliction. For a family to own a milk cow is a sign of 
richness. There’s no shame in being poor. The church believes in 
taking care of its own.” 
     I wondered why he kept focusing on me. The answer came 
after he cleared his throat. “A New York pastor communicated 
with me,” he said. “There’s a nineteen-year-old pregnant wife of 
a wealthy Catholic husband. He is seeking a companion for his 
Irish wife. The companion will also serve as a nanny to his two-
year-old son and once his wife gives birth, be the infant’s nanny 
too. I am offering you alone the honor of presenting a milk cow to 
your parents thus guaranteeing your younger siblings a healthy 
life. Do you have any questions?” 
     “Yes. Will I ever come back home?” 
     “Indeed. American law only lets young indentured servants 
stay in America until the age of eighteen. Then you must return. 
So, will you accept?” 
     How could I refuse? I wouldn’t be gone forever. Besides, one 
glance at my mother knotting her arthritic hands in prayer or my 
father’s pleading look and I knew my answer. Even if I wanted to 
refuse, I couldn’t. Instinctively, I sensed my parents would al-
ways resent the fact they didn’t have a cow to provide daily milk 
for their brood and prevent a lifelong affliction. 
     This is how in 1855 I agreed to became an indentured servant, 
why I left the only home I knew in Enniskillen, Ireland. I wore 



 

 

my cousin’s dress and hooded cloak, a clean undergarment, clean 
stockings and a hand-me-down pair of wellies that covered my 
ankles but didn’t quite fit my feet. My mother assured me I’d 
grow into them and walking would become easier. 
     My adventure began as I sat squeezed aboard a wooden cart 
carrying crates of various articles also headed for Belfast. I’d nev-
er been outside of Enniskillen; the countryside fascinated me. In 
Belfast I was ushered onto a private boat, sat huddled under a 
blanket until we reached Liverpool, England. Living on an island 
I was used to seeing tall sailing ships, but not as many or so many 
different types docked in Liverpool. After being removed from 
the cart, I lined up with others on the dock. A deckhand gave me 
a number; directed me to a huge ship. 
     “Find a cot below matching that number.” 
     That’s how I learned I’d be sleeping on a straw mattress in a 
filthy dungeon called: Steerage. 
     The rich American financier who traded me for a cow didn’t 
buy me a ticket that let me sleep in a bed with a soft mattress. 
Whatever fantasy I had about the trip instantly vanished. Steer-
age, I quickly discovered, was how thousands of impoverished 
immigrants left their homelands in worse conditions than cattle. 
Compared to steerage my tiny house was a luxurious palace. Sun-
light, fresh air, decent food, sleeping on straw, sidestepping vom-
it, constantly trying to avoid vermin and every imaginable, inhu-
mane detritus contributed to illness and death of many poor souls. 
     Rather than breathe fresh air, foul body odors floated above 
our heads; raining down on us like second skins. Filthy sinks pro-
vided drinking water. Excuses for inside outhouses overflowed 
with feces. Forget washing. In order for me not to jump over-
board when we squashed ourselves onto the lower deck, I kept 
telling myself if I didn’t arrive in New York, there’d be no cow to 
honor the trade. 
     A deal is a deal. That’s what my four older brothers said when 
they bid me goodbye. To say I was nervous and anxious is putting 
it mildly. All I could think of as I hugged my mother was the 
priest’s last words of advice: “Maintain a stiff upper lip.” I wasn’t 
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sure what that meant exactly but I do know trying to stiffen my 
lips while crying was impossible. Weeks passed. Deprived of a 
decent night’s sleep, I only drifted off from exhaustion after lis-
tening to hours of babies crying plus a smorgasbord of foreign 
tongues. 
     One morning a boiler worker came down the steps. Holding a 
rag over his nose he carried a numbered card with my name print-
ed on it. When he stood near my straw cot and called my name I 
thought I was hallucinating. 
     “Alyseh from Enniskillen, I bring a message. Tomorrow our 
voyage ends. We dock. I’ll come for you and bring you to the 
man servant who works for your employer. He will take you to a 
public bath. He’ll give you a bag with a clean uniform, stockings 
and willies. Throw away the clothes you had on and any extra 
you carried aboard. You can’t meet your employers filthy. Scrub 
your body and your hair with the bar of soap you’ll find in the 
bag. Dry yourself good. Wear the clean clothes. I’m instructed to 
say that you shouldn’t worry about the size. The main thing is 
your cleanliness. Once you’re presentable, your new employer’s 
man servant will take you to meet Mr. and Mrs. Collins. That’s it. 
Good luck in America.” 
     My heart beat like a drum after the man finished talking. All I 
could think about was the fact that finally, finally I’d be freed 
from this stinking hell hole. Surely, if this was God’s way of test-
ing me and I was still alive, it meant I had passed the first hurdle. 
I didn’t know it then but soon came to learn my being traded for a 
cow was the best thing that ever happened to me. 
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Claiming the Anhinga 

Carole Garibaldi Rogers 

We have to look him up 
wresting Roger Tory Peterson 
from the backpack 
turning pages 
searching southern climes 
for needle beak, long neck 
as sharply curved 
as mountain switchback, 
white and black tail feathers 
spread out to dry 
like pre-modern laundry. 
 
Ah, there he is. 
 
Alert on a log that angles 
out from a small bridge, 
he is wary 
intent on stilled pond 
ignoring us 
who watch from a path that leads 
to a parking lot beyond his view. 
Campers, hikers, 
rows of Winnebagos 
interlopers all— 
we seek connection. 
 
Clearly not his choice. 
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First Bra 

Vivian Fransen 

No one gives much thought to my budding puberty 
until 1968 at age twelve. 
Too old to be the flower girl 
I’m told I can be a junior bridesmaid 
at my big sister’s fancy wedding. 
 
That means a flurry of activity including a shopping trip 
for the proper dress: a sleeveless, empire-style, floor-length, baby 
blue dress 
of taffeta with hand-embroidered yellow daisies on the bodice. 
Also white gloves and satin shoes with one-inch heels to be dyed 
to match the color of my dress. 
 
But during the dress fitting I overhear my sister 
whisper to my mother: “She needs a bra.” 
Then my sister takes charge and escorts me 
to the underwear section in a department store 
where she paws her way through sealed boxes on display, 
selects one, purchases it, and puts it in a small paper bag. 
“This is for you. You better wear it at the wedding,” she says. 
 
No fanfare, no girly pep talk. 
A utilitarian garment 
long overdue. 
Also no instructions so I’m on my own to figure it out. 
 
I wait until I’m home alone with nobody around. 
I carefully open the box and run my fingers 
over this new contraption, stretch the elastic, and 
practice hooking and unhooking the fasteners. 
I decide I’m the kind of girl who clasps my bra in the front, 
then rotates it to the back. 
I slip off my shirt, try it on, and dare to look in the mirror. 
I quickly pull on my shirt and twirl around 
curious to see how I look at different angles. 
 



 

 

I don’t give much thought to having a chest with growing breasts. 
I only focus on covering them up and am glad no one’ll tease me 
about still wearing an undershirt. 
So what do I do when mischief-seeking boys 
come up from behind to snap my bra strap? 
 
I feel awkward and embarrassed 
with another secret not to tell 
but also a quiet thrill: 
Wearing my first bra 
is a good sign I’m on my way 
to becoming a young woman. 
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Meant to Be 

Krista Vellis 

     The pain felt like an electric eel slithering down the left side of 
my neck and under my scapula. I grabbed the phone on my 
nightstand and began dialing Paula’s number to cancel tonight’s 
class. But then, I heard my mother’s voice whisper, “Don’t make 
that phone call. You need to have class.” 
     “I’m in no shape to have a group of women at my house, 
Mom.” I looked around the room, waiting for her to appear before 
me, arguing her case. No such luck. 
     Like a dutiful daughter, I listened. Instead of canceling the 
class, I texted everyone to confirm they were still coming. “Don’t 
forget, Paula is teaching her class on past lives tonight at 6:30. 
Let me know if you still can make it.” After I sent the message I 
laughed, realizing my mother had as much influence over me as 
when she was alive 
     I got dressed and made my way downstairs, cringing as I en-
tered the kitchen. My walls looked like Benjamin Moore had a 
sample sale featuring every hue in the green family. Every few 
feet a white sheet of Spackle highlighted the green tones. I shook 
my head. Between my disheveled house and my pinched nerve, I 
was sure tonight was going to be a disaster. 
     My mother’s voice responded, as if carried on a breeze coming 
from the kitchen window. “Tonight is bigger than you.” 
     That’s when I understood. Tonight’s meeting is meant to hap-
pen and only time would tell why. 
     One by one my friends filed in. First there was my cousin De-
na, followed by Piper and Shelia. Next came Paula and then Sal-
ly. While we were waiting on Janice, I apologized to everyone for 
the appearance of the kitchen, explaining the painter canceled on 
me last minute. 
     The doorbell rang twice, signaling Janice’s arrival. She greeted 
me with tear-filled eyes. “I’ve had an awful day.” 
     I knew enough not to question her. She’d tell me more when 
she was ready. I hugged her and said, “Hopefully, tonight will 
help.” 
     Paula introduced herself to the two new members of our 
group: Piper and Sheila. “God bless and thank you for coming. 
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I’ve been working as a physical medium for twenty years. Each 
month we hold a private group here with the intentions of awak-
ening the gifts you already possess. Being conscious of the ener-
gy and signs around you helps to access your natural gifts.” 
     I watched as Shelia leaned forward in her seat, hanging on 
Paula’s every word. I knew how intrigued she was about tonight’s 
class. I guess I would be too if I owned a funeral home. 
     My attention shifted back to Paula once she started explaining 
her lesson plan. “Tonight we’ll meet one of our past lives. Under-
stand that it’s our human brains that process time in the linear 
sense. In reality, the past, present, and future are all happening at 
once. Tonight, you will meet a past life that has influence over 
you.” 
     Shelia raised her hand. “Our other lives have influence over 
us?” 
     “Yes. Look at it this way, have you ever said to yourself why 
does this keep happening to me?” 
     In unison we said, “Yes.” 
     Paula looked at each one of us as she answered, “Maybe 
there’s a soul lesson you have been resistant to and you’re des-
tined to repeat that lesson until you learn from it.” 
     Piper asked, “What do you mean?” 
     “Patterns in your life will continue to repeat until you learn 
your lesson. For example, say your father abandoned you in a 
past life. Your soul lesson may be to become an independent 
woman. And say in this life you notice you’re constantly let down 
by men even though you do everything in your power to please 
them. Until your soul realizes its self-worth and that any man 
should be lucky to be in your life, you won’t see your relationship 
with men change for the better.” 
     Dena asked, “How do we find out what life is influencing us 
right now?” 
     Paula smiled. “I’m glad you asked. Tonight, I’m going to help 
you get into an Alpha state of mind so that you can meditate with 
me. In order to do this, I’m going to have you breathe in through 
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your nose 1, 2, 3 and out through your mouth 1, 2, 3. Are you 
ready?” 
     Paula had us breathe in and out several times before giving the 
next set of directions. “You see yourself in front of a staircase 
leading up to a library. While climbing the stairs, you will remind 
yourself that you’re in an alpha state of mind. As you reach for 
the front door, you see a man in a white robe standing in front of 
you. He’s your guide. Follow him into the room just left of the 
circulation desk. Inside the room, you see two chairs facing one 
another. One is for you and the other is for your past life. 
     “You sit down and watch as a whirlwind of gray smoke ap-
pears around the chair that’s facing you. When the smoke dissi-
pates, you see a past life sitting before you. Ask for a name and 
find out how your past life is influencing you in this lifetime. If 
your past life has a golden glow, then he or she is a positive influ-
ence on you. If there is a dark cloud present, then he or she is a 
negative influence and you can ask what you can do to learn your 
life lesson? When the conversation is over, visualize a white light 
and invite your past life to enter it.” 
     Paula’s voice seemed to pour over the speaker system of the 
library. “Thank your guide for the help. Then walk out the front 
door. You’ll see ten stairs in front of you. With each step you 
take, you will start your return to a conscious state of mind. And 
in 10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1 … you can open your eyes.” 
     I felt a little dizzy as I returned to my beta state of mind. 
     “Would anyone like to share what happened during their medi-
tation?” asked Paula. 
     Before I could put my hand in the air Janice said, “I didn’t see 
a past life. I saw a kid sitting in the chair.” 
     Paula turned towards her, “It’s fine if you didn’t meet with a 
past life. That’s happened to me before. What message did the 
child have for you?” 
     “I don’t know. I didn’t talk to him.” 
     “How do you know that the child wasn’t you in a past life?” 
     “I didn’t get that sense.” 



 

 

     Paula asked, “Did you ever have a miscarriage? Could it be 
your child?” 
     “No, he wasn’t mine. I need you to tell me who he is.” Her 
command sounded more like a plea. 
     “I’ll call him into the room.” Paula looked like she was wav-
ing someone over. “Come here. Who are you?” 
     Paula talked to an invisible figure to her left before explaining 
to Janice, “He’s a young boy. Looks to be about three. He has a 
gray cloud around his head. He may have died of a brain injury.” 
     Janice eyes looked like an overflowing damn. “I know who he 
is now. Is his mother with him?” 
     Paula asked the boy. “He told me not yet, but we can get her.” 
     Paula motioned for the mother. “She doesn’t want to come 
here. She’s fighting me.” 
     Janice’s tears fell rapidly. “Her son died of cancer. It started in 
the eyes before progressing to his brain.” 
     “Hold on as I pull his mother into the room.” Again, she 
waved her hand in the air. And then Paula’s eyes went wide, like 
she saw something bizarre unfolding before her. “Something’s 
wrong. She’s screaming at me and she’s presenting as an adult 
wearing children’s pajamas. She’s not making any sense.” 
     Janice asked, “Does that mean she hasn’t crossed over into the 
light?” 
     “Not yet. I see a gray fog around her eyes.” Paula began talk-
ing directly to the unseen mother. “I’m going to try and clear you 
of this thick gray cloud.” Then she looked at Janice, “It seems to 
be disease energy that has attached itself to her.” 
     Janice used a napkin to wipe away her tears. “She had cancer 
too.” 
     Paula answered, “That explains it. The mother just collapsed 
onto the floor and embraced her son. She cried as he told her it 
wasn’t her fault.” Looking at Janice, she said, “I’m guessing this 
cancer was genetic.” 
     “It was.” She blew her nose. “Can you help her cross?” 
     Paula nodded yes before jumping back in her seat. “The moth-
er is screaming at me. Who’s Brenda? She told me to ask about 
Brenda.” 

Meant to Be (cont’d) 
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     Sally, who was sitting next to Janice spoke. “That’s the name 
my sister kept calling out in the hospital. She died before we ever 
found out who Brenda was.” 
     Paula said, “I see what she’s doing. She’s trying to distract me. 
She wants me to pay attention to you. I’ll help you figure out who 
Brenda is after I cross this woman.” Paula concentrated on clear-
ing the woman’s negative energy for twenty minutes. 
     Finally, she made eye contact with the group explaining, “Her 
and her son have crossed. They are light energy now.” 
     Janice’s face was blotchy from crying. She pulled something 
up on her cell phone and slid it over to Shelia. “She’s at your fu-
neral home right now.” 
     “What?” asked Shelia. 
     “My friend Joy. She died yesterday. She’s at your funeral 
home right now.” 
     Shelia’s hand shook as she picked up the cell phone and read 
the obituary on Janice’s phone. “I wrote this obit. We were pre-
paring her for the wake before I came here. This is your friend? 
I’m … I’m so sorry for your loss.” 
     “You need to tell her husband that she’s crossed over. And 
that his son’s death wasn’t their fault,” Janice answered. 
     Shelia blotted at her teary eyes with a tissue. “He wouldn’t let 
me mention the son in the obituary. Only the daughter.” 
     “The memory is too painful for him.” 
     “You know they’re both at peace now,” I said, hugging Janice. 
     “You were both meant to be here tonight,” said Paula to Janice 
and Shelia. “Now you can bring peace to that family.” 
     “We can do it together tomorrow at the wake,” offered Shelia. 
     “Thank you,” said Janice. “I don’t have the strength to do it 
alone.” 
     “You don’t have to,” answered Shelia. 
     After I walked my last guest to the door, I realized my mother 
was right. Tonight was bigger than me. And I had a hunch next 
month would be too because we never found out about Brenda. 

Meant to Be (cont’d) 
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     Every night, when he returned from work, my father greeted 
my mother with a kiss. He’d walk home from the train station, 
striding across the Elks parking lot in his distinctive, sloping 
walk. His business attire was a tan raincoat over a suit. In winter, 
a wool felt fedora perched low on his forehead; in summer, the 
hat was straw. The evening newspaper would be folded under his 
arm, newsprint tinting the fabric of the coat. He entered through 
the side door, into the kitchen, and kissed my mother hello. 
     I always assumed that’s what married people did. And so, we 
do. 
     Just as I assumed each oven held a cast iron frying pan, plastic 
milk jugs never went on the table and refrigerators came with 
cans of bacon fat. 
     Love is patient; love is kind. 
     Do you know there is a way to fold a towel, to iron a shirt, to 
crimp a pie crust or hang toilet paper? It is deliberate and precise. 
We were quietly shown how to do it “just so.” 
     Now, I quietly refold the kitchen towels my husband brings up 
from the laundry room. Top right corner to top left. Fold in half; 
once again. Edges meet in recognition. A fluffy pile tucks into the 
drawer. Just so. 
     When we were young my mother assigned household chores. 
My chore was ironing my father’s dress shirts. Collars and shoul-
ders first; cuffs and sleeves, then, the rest. It was a skill that was 
taught. Like making a bed with neat corners and the openings of 
pillow sleeves pointed out. Hankies were pressed, folded, pressed, 
folded once again, pressed again. Just so. 
     My mother taught us these things in the same way we learned 
to say grace before a meal. It was folded into our days. A hymn to 
the everyday. The same seat at the table, the fork and napkin to 
the left of the plate, the “stir up” prayers of Advent and the list of 
people my mother prayed for each evening. The background mu-
sic of life. 
     Bless us, Oh Lord. 
     When I was a little older, my older sister and I had the chore 
of doing the dinner dishes. My father would come into the room 
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and stick his hand in the dishwater. “Too cold,” he’d declare. On 
went the hot water. We’d whine and protest. When steam rose 
over the suds, he’d leave the room. We’d go back to dancing the 
Mashed Potato while the water cooled and the potato pot crusted. 
     Today I make the water as hot as I can stand and then a little 
hotter because my father is still behind me saying “too cold.” My 
glasses gleam and sparkle on the rack and he nods in approval. 
     Our Father, Who art in Heaven. 
     My mother could fit a dress pattern on a yard of material when 
the directions called for a yard and a half. She could rescue the 
pie dough that we’d made too dry, coax the lumps out of our gra-
vy and tell us how to prune a rose bush. Those were the days 
when there were summer and winter drapes; spring cleaning in-
cluded walls and base boards. Even when money was tight and 
six children ran amok through a tiny house, she tried to make 
things just so. She always believed that things could still be 
“nice.” 
     Hail Mary, full of Grace. 
     Is it important? 
     Not in the greatest scheme of things. Not to everyone. But to 
those of us who grew up in that tiny house on Peabody Avenue it 
is muscle memory. My mother’s hands making things nice, my 
father’s deep voice letting us know about life. Heads bowed to 
beauty and order. It was part of the rhythm of our life. A song in 
the key of ordinary. Kisses, music; don’t sit on the curb; a rose is 
an exalted flower; every flower has a name; work hard; life is 
hard. 
     Pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. 
     We repeat this at the end of each Hail Mary, through the five 
decades of the rosary, because we have been taught that this will 
speed my mother’s journey to heaven. To the place of peace and 
beauty and joy. These are the last words she hears us say as we 
gather in the early morning hours before she passes. 
     She taught us well. 
     We know that when she arrived my father greeted her with a 
kiss. 
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My husband sleeps next to an oven 
Get too close the steam will explode in his face 
I am the oven that bakes, broils and grills 
then without even a flick of a switch 
turns arctic and spins freezing shivers 
that would chill a warm bottle 
of white wine and shrimp ready to serve 
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There’s lots to tend to 
these past generations. 
 
No one leaves without 
spark, heartache, or despair. 
 
The hillsides are trembling 
as souls roll over. 
 
I am starting to sound like my elders. 
 
Heeding fast moving currents 
finally, stepping into my own shoes. 
 
Sweeping the corners 
to the center of the room … 
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     A week after burying her father, Lois learned she had a sister. 
     It happened while sorting through the bedroom closet of her 
parents’ rowhouse in Lawrenceville, the last room she tackled in 
cleaning out her parents’ home. 
     Lois had grown up in this house but hadn’t lived there since 
high school graduation. She’d left Pittsburgh then to follow a 
boyfriend to New Jersey in the hopes of figuring out what she 
wanted to do next. 
     Family and friends were dumbfounded by her decision. Turns 
out they were right about the boy, but not about New Jersey. Over 
the years, she’d come to feel that New Jersey was home, especial-
ly after her mom died. After that, Lois only went back to Pitts-
burgh at Thanksgiving. 
     Then, her father died, just after Memorial Day. 
     The day after his funeral, she went back to the house. Walking 
through the front door, Lois was appalled at how bad things had 
gotten. Trash was everywhere. Empty soup cans. Soda bottles. 
Trays from frozen microwave dinners. Lois opened the door to 
her old bedroom. The stench nearly knocked her over. Rotting 
meat? Dead rodents? Lois held her nose and quickly slammed the 
door shut—but not before hearing the unmistakable scratching of 
mice skittering across the hardwood floor, rustling the newspa-
pers strewn about. 
     This had to be the worst, Lois thought. 
     She was wrong. 
     Five days later, she had cleared out most of the house, includ-
ing her old bedroom. She put off her parents’ bedroom for last. 
     The closet was nearly empty when she found the mahogany 
box on the top shelf, tucked behind her father’s cheap knit winter 
hats. She’d never seen the box before, she was quite sure. As a 
child, when her parents went out, she often went exploring; some 
would call it snooping. On one of those expeditions, she found 
her father’s condoms, tucked under his boxers in the top dresser 
drawer. On another, she discovered in the basement a bound stack 
of letters her mom wrote to her dad when he was in Korea. 
     But this was definitely unfamiliar. 
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     Lois pulled the box down and placed it heavily on the closet 
floor. 
     A brass plate on the lid read “In loving memory. Gracie Rose. 
1955–1969. Now you are at peace.” 
     Who was Gracie Rose? And why was this box in her parents’ 
closet? 
     Lois’s hands trembled as she lifted the lid. On top were a few 
grainy black and white photos. She picked up a picture of Mom 
and Dad with a young girl of about ten. Round face, apple cheeks, 
a bowl haircut with bangs. The girl looked like the Dutch Boy 
Paint mascot, wearing a corduroy jumper a shirt with Peter Pan 
collar underneath. 
     Just like Lois looked in fourth grade. But it couldn’t be her. 
The developing date in the border read “June 1965.” Lois would 
have only been four that year. 
     Flipping over the photo, she read in her mother’s neat hand-
writing, “Gracie Rose’s 10th birthday. Philadelphia, Pennsylva-
nia.” 
     Beneath the photos were several papers, including Gracie 
Rose’s birth certificate. She was born June 1, 1955 in Pittsburgh. 
Parents were Roy and Ginny Davis. 
     Lois’ parents. 
     It explained why her parents went away every year, leaving 
Lois with her mom’s sister, Aunt Celia, and Uncle Frank. Lois 
never minded much, nor thought about the reason for the trips. 
Aunt Celia always had so many fun things in store that she hardly 
had time to miss her parents. 
     Plus, her parents always came home with presents. 
     Another piece of paper explained why those visits suddenly 
stopped. Gracie Rose’s death certificate; she died in 1969 at age 
14 in Spring City, Pennsylvania. 
     There was nothing else in the box. 
     Was Gracie Rose her sister? Apparently. Everything else about 
her was a mystery. 
     There was only one person still alive who could tell Lois 
more: Aunt Celia. 
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     Lois guiltily realized the last time she saw Aunt Celia was at her 
mom’s funeral. Uncle Frank was too sick to attend—he died a few 
months later. When Lois sent Aunt Celia an invitation to her wed-
ding to Henry, Aunt Celia sent regrets and a place setting of china. 

 
*** 

 
     The day after discovering the box, Lois maneuvered her dad’s 
tan Taurus between a Honda Civic and a Toyota Corolla on the 
narrow street in front of her aunt’s house. The scene would have 
outraged her dad. He blamed foreign cars, among other things, for 
forcing him into early retirement when the mill closed for good. 
     Lois never did tell him she had a Nissan Sentra in her garage at 
home. 
     Aunt Celia’s living room looked much as Lois remembered, 
only older. Lois sat on the same sofa she squirmed on in her youth. 
Now, the cushions sagged under her weight. Decades of dust 
dulled the drapes. Huge sections of wallpaper curled from the 
walls, exposing arcs of the ancient yellowed paste underneath.  
     Time hadn’t been much kinder to Aunt Celia. Lois remembered 
Aunt Celia once had the figure of a model, and a wardrobe to 
match. Between her manicured fingers she usually held a lighted 
Virginia Slims. The cigarette brand’s slogan popped into Lois’s 
head. “You’ve come a long way, baby.” 
     Sadly, it hadn’t been a good journey for Aunt Celia. 
     Aunt Celia had shrunken with age. Cataracts clouded her blue 
eyes. Her legs, which could have made her a Bond Girl once, now 
poked twig-like out of the faded housecoat. Lois watched her aunt 
shuffle to her chair and ease herself down. 
     “Oh, honey, it’s so good to see you again,” said Aunt Celia after 
catching her breath. “I’m very sorry about your dad.” 
     “Thanks,” Lois murmured awkwardly. 
     “He was a good man,” Aunt Celia continued. “Good to your 
mom.” 
     Lois nodded. 
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     “Your mom and I were lucky that way, with our men. You, 
too. What’s your husband’s name again?” 
     “Henry.” 
     “That’s right. I’m sorry he couldn’t come out with you. Maybe 
next time.” 
     Lois promised that Henry would join her on the next visit to 
Pittsburgh. She was pretty sure her aunt knew she wouldn’t be 
coming back. 
     “I wanted to ask you about something,” said Lois, reaching 
down to the canvas tote bag at her feet. She pulled out the mahog-
any box and set it carefully on the dusty coffee table. 
     A clock on the wall ticked loudly into a long silence. 
Finally, Aunt Celia’s eyes met Lois’s. “Your parents didn’t want 
you to know.” 
     “They are both gone now,” Lois said. “I think it’s time I 
knew.” 
     Aunt Celia nodded. “I never believed in family secrets.” 
     And so, Lois learned about her sister, Gracie Rose, born five 
years before her. 
     In the beginning, said Aunt Celia, Gracie Rose was the light of 
her parents’ life. 
     But things darkened when she turned three. Gracie Rose start-
ed having terrible tantrums. “These weren’t ordinary meltdowns,” 
said Aunt Celia. “She’d scream for hours on end. Your poor 
mother didn’t know what to do, how to quiet Gracie Rose. 
     “And your father, well, he tried his best. But he had a job, and 
liked his dinner when he got home from work and a little quiet 
time to unwind. He didn’t understand why your mom couldn’t 
control Gracie Rose. No one understood.” 
     Aunt Celia paused, pursing her lips at the memory. “You can’t 
imagine what it was like. She would knock holes in the wall with 
her head. She just wouldn’t stop. Toilet training was a nightmare. 
Between trying to keep Gracie Rose from hurting herself and 
cleaning up after her, your poor mom was at her wit’s end. Your 
father thought maybe Gracie Rose just needed more discipline. 
God knows that didn’t help. 
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     “When your mom found out she was pregnant with you, she 
was terrified how Gracie Rose would react. But amazingly, every-
thing actually calmed down for a while. Gracie Rose would put 
her ear to your mom’s belly and try to hear you. When you were 
born, she was so excited, telling everyone in the hospital that you 
were her baby sister. 
     “It seemed like everything might be all right. 
     “Then, you got colic and wouldn’t stop crying. I guess that 
bothered Gracie Rose. Your dad caught her trying to climb into 
your crib. He was convinced that Gracie Rose was trying to shut 
you up. Although your mom wondered if maybe she just wanted 
to comfort you. In any event, that was the last straw for your dad. 
A little while later they sent Gracie Rose to Pennhurst.” 
     Pennhurst, Aunt Celia explained, was a notorious institute for 
people with “mental defects,” operated during a time when those 
with disabilities were housed in unspeakable conditions. Young 
children were punished with solitary confinement and beatings. 
Families rarely, if ever, visited their children. Instead, they were 
encouraged to forget them and go on with their lives. 
     “Your parents went out to visit for a few days every year on 
Gracie Rose’s birthday. That’s when you stayed with me.” 
     “What happened to Gracie Rose?” asked Lois. 
     Her aunt shook her head sadly. “A few weeks after Gracie 
Rose’s fourteenth birthday, Pennhurst called your parents to say 
that she’d died. Your mom never said what happened, and I don’t 
know if she even knew. There were rumors of what went on at 
Pennhurst—suicides, accidents, even children being bullied to 
death. 
     “Soon after, your mom brought over this box and asked me to 
keep it for her. It was too painful to keep it in the house, she said. 
Your mom never talked about Gracie Rose again. I held onto it 
until your mom died. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I took it back to 
your dad, along with a casserole.” 
     Lois sat in silence with her aunt. She thought of the sister who 
was gone from her life before she even knew her. She thought of 
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her parents who did the best they could with their eldest daughter, 
which wasn’t enough. She thought of how this changed her view 
of her past, and what it meant for her future. 
     A few days later, Lois drove back to New Jersey in her dad’s 
old Taurus, which was now hers. Her childhood home was emp-
ty. A For Sale sign was posted in the window. Beside her, in the 
passenger seat, sat the mahogany box. Lois wasn’t sure what she 
would do with it when she got home. Maybe, like her parents, 
she’d put it on a closet shelf and try to forget about it and Gracie 
Rose. 
     But maybe not. 
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     He smelled of hay and soil. Though he sweated, he wasn’t a 
terribly aromatic man, my grandfather. He was strong though. His 
back was still straight, and the sinew of his muscles pronounced. 
He lifted the water glass to his lips and drained it in one gulp, 
thumping the empty glass down on the table. He drew a cloth 
napkin to his face, wiping it clean before dragging it over his 
thinning gray hair. 
     “That bridge has got to go. It’s too much trouble walking all 
the way around.” 
     My mother made some sort of tutting noise but didn’t argue. 
She would never argue with him though she held more weight 
than my father in the household. We lived on farm in the outskirts 
of Gyor in Hungary. It was the 1930s. The farm prospered, espe-
cially with the free labor of my brothers and me. I was the second 
youngest of four boys, two much older to my age of about eleven 
or twelve years old at the time. 
     I loved my grandfather. He had a spark to his blue eyes and let 
me get away with more than my parents ever did. “He has to 
learn,” would be his argument. I was different from my brothers 
and he knew it. I was the only one who could sometimes beat him 
in chess. Sometimes. 
     My father answered his dad, “We can just let it rot and build a 
platform bridge further up.” 
     My grandfather made a noise. I think he swore because he 
turned and winked at me. “Pish. And the extra time when all the 
crops come in? No. That is the spot.” 
     “It might be, but I don’t have time to disassemble the whole 
thing.” 
     There were no power tools back then. At least we didn’t have 
any. It meant sawing through all the timbers and pulling nails for 
days. 
Grandfather uncorked the wine bottle and poured a glass, drink-
ing a big swallow with a sigh as he sat. I remember something 
sizzled on the stove near my mother. I remember even the buzz of 
a fly. I remember this moment. He said, “I’d pay a hundred forint 
to have someone just blow up the damn thing.” 
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     I did. 
     It took some doing. It took trips to the library. It took planning. 
I worked out something bigger than just the Molotov cocktails I 
read about. He said to blow it up, so at twelve years old, I did. 
     Wood splinters flew up and sprayed outward with the flash 
that came. It was amazing! The sound was bigger than any gun-
shot. It rang over the fields and roads. Powder, dust, nails, and 
even cement took flight. After the smoke blew away, the bridge 
was no more. 
     I danced and cheered. My skin was cut and covered with ash. 
My father ran toward me but I couldn’t hear him even when he 
screamed and shook me, holding me to him. He spoke but the 
words were covered by ringing, which dulled minutes later. That 
is, until the sirens. That sound grew. 
     I could see by my father’s expression how much trouble I was 
in. He said nothing more and marched me back to house, crossing 
the creek where the water still was deep, not bothering to walk 
five minutes further. 
     When we reached the house, my mother grabbed me and 
checked my body that was covered with soot and dried blood 
from scraps, cooing over me the whole time. I could see beyond 
her wide chest to the corner where my grandfather raised his wine 
glass to me and grinned. 
     With his pacing done, my father started to puff up his chest 
and launch into what I thought would be my undoing. 
     My grandfather simply rose, put his hand out to hush him and 
spoke. “I said to blow up the bridge and your bright one did just 
that.” He handed me the last sip of his wine glass. “Job done. A 
bit messy though so half pay.” He shook his head and laughed all 
the way outside. 
     I remember standing before the magistrate that week. Blowing 
things up turned out to be a crime even if it was on your own 
property.  They asked me who taught me how to do such a thing. I 
spoke the truth. I told them each and every library book I read. 
The magistrate ordered those books removed. Then he made me 
promise never to blow up anything again. 
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     I kept that promise. That is, until serving in WWII and then 
again during the Hungarian Revolution in 1956. I might have 
thrown a few Molotov cocktails. No more bridges. Just tanks 
blown up. I think grandfather would have been proud. 
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     The gleaming coffee machine in the Memorial Sloan Kettering 
Rockefeller Outpatient waiting room stared at me. Its buttons, like 
rows of eyes, seemed to spin. 
     “Count to five, try to focus, Girl,” I hissed to myself. 
     My fingers ran up and down, my head rocked back and forth 
as I chanted the choices before me. “Cappuccino, Espresso, 
Americano, Cafe Mocha. Hot Chocolate? What’s this? Kindergar-
ten?” Shut up, you’re coming unglued, People can hear you, I 
thought. You need a good strong coffee. Just brew it. 
     I couldn’t. 
     My morning coffee ritual had been calm and methodical once. 
At home, I would measure the Sumatran beans. Grind them in the 
Krups. Toss the grains into a brown filter. Pour purified water 
through my single cup Melitta. Top the brew with a dash of Cey-
lon cinnamon, ginger shavings, a sprinkle of cacao powder or 
drop of vanilla extract. 
     Early one morning I rushed my husband Kevin to the emer-
gency room at a local hospital. He was jaundiced and clearly ill. 
The doctors diagnosed him with pancreatic cancer. They implant-
ed a stent to ease his symptoms. Then struggled to identify their 
next step. “What’s the plan?” I asked, fire in my voice. 
     They didn’t have one. 
     I was frightened. A former medical reporter, I became the 
sleuth with a deadline. I researched the disease, treatments, trials 
and their outcomes nonstop for three days. I learned the one-year 
relative survival rate was 20%. More if you caught it early and a 
surgeon could perform a Whipple procedure. 
     In the tumult, my morning coffee ritual at home deteriorated. I 
began sprinkling grains from a jar of Nescafé into unheated water, 
a morning trick of coffee-loving war correspondents living rough 
on the battlefield. I’d become Alice tumbling down a rabbit hole I 
only hoped to climb out of with desperate actions. Methodical 
coffee brewing was not one of them. 
     I learned the best pancreatic cancer outcomes are achieved at 
major medical centers with extensive experience. I chose a re-
nown, high volume surgeon at Memorial Sloan Kettering. “We 
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can be there within four hours if you get a cancellation,” I pled 
with his office. There was a mad dash to collect Kevin’s medical 
records and scans, put together the package requested. An over-
worked but kind pathology tech made a specimen slide and sent it 
on immediately. A patient cancelled. Our appointment was 
booked. Several days later, Kevin and I rose at five, hustled into 
our 4Runner and made the white-knuckle drive in the dark to 
Manhattan. We waited now to meet with the surgeon. 
     “Wanna cup?” The warm, strong voice startled me. 
     A middle-aged man with thinning blond hair and a voluminous 
smile had appeared next to the coffee machine. “I recommend the 
Cafe Mocha.” His eyes twinkled. “A perfect combination. Coffee 
boosts brain blood flow. The cocoa tames the jitters. I’ll make 
you one.” He extracted a paper cup from the stack, positioned it 
on the center mark and pushed the lighted button. In a trance, I 
watched the white digital time bar dissipate. A stream of hot wa-
ter, followed by chocolate-coffee liquid and a milky white froth 
fell into the cup. He handed it to me. The sweet silky foam mas-
saged my lips. The aroma made me breathe deeply. Once. Then 
twice. My mind grew sharp, my vision clear. My nerves calmed. 
     “I’m a volunteer. I tend the machines a couple days a week,” 
he said. “I was treated here you know.” He paused. “That was 
over twenty years ago.” 
     “There’s hope, then.” I responded. 
     I returned to my seat and studied my list of questions for the 
surgeon. Kevin’s name was called. We trotted behind an assistant 
into an inner exam room. I was at the rim of the rabbit hole. I 
could sense a treatment plan was in sight. 
     It was. 
     Kevin would have a successful Whipple procedure. He would 
recover. The cancer would return. He’d undergo several courses 
of chemotherapy with a caring pancreatic oncologist. Over two 
and a half years, we’d visit the Rockefeller Outpatient waiting 
room many times. Each time, the first thing I’d do was meet up 
with one of the gleaming coffee machines and brew myself a Cafe 
Mocha. 

58 



 

 

Sea Glass 

Catherine Arturi Parilla 

Miners 
 pick 
salty baubles 
 ocean-tooled 
refuse 
 opaque 
gems 
 evading 
skeletons and shells 
 washed ashore 
pecked clean. 
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Beach Butterfly 

Donna Piken 

     Tears streamed down my cheeks. I never thought I would see 
the beach again. Leaving my husband to set up the chairs, I ran to 
the shoreline, cupped my hands into the water and splashed my 
face. Children were jumping the waves and I followed them, en-
joying the awesomeness of living. It had been only a year before, 
that I was bedridden from a concussion and thought I might never 
bounce back. I looked out to the sea. A flock of birds was flying 
in loops. I imagined dolphins leaping high before me. I collected 
shells and rocks and sunbathed a while before going to lunch. 
     In a store window, we saw a wooden plaque with a small 
drawing of a butterfly and a proverb—Just when the caterpillar 
thought the world was over, it became a butterfly. I smiled thin-
king that this is exactly how I felt. I had thought my world was 
ending when I unexpectedly metamorphosed into health and was 
born anew. I also thought of my mother, who would have turned 
ninety-two yesterday. 
     We returned to the beach. Just as I was about to ease into my 
chair, an orange and black monarch fluttered before my face. I 
stayed very still so as not to scare it away. It remained for a mi-
nute or more. A woman sitting nearby commented. “How unusual 
to see a butterfly at the beach.” We started chatting and I men-
tioned the wooden sign, my mother’s recent passing and the gold 
butterfly necklace she always wore. 
     “That butterfly wasn’t here by accident,” said the woman. 
“Nor was the sign in the store. I think it was your mother’s way 
of saying hello and giving you a message.” 
     I had found a kindred spirit. “You are absolutely right,” I said 
and suddenly feeling light on my feet, dashed to the store. 

Photograph by Donna Piken 
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The Other Side of Gratitude 

Nancy Murray 

squinty eyes, peering through foggy, bleary lenses 
no lashes or brows, unprotected from debris and sunlight 
drug-burnt eyelids, hurt and peel, even gentle rubbing, smarting 
lathered in petroleum before bed, at times during the day 
welcome relief from the raw, relentless sting, in the 
morning, eyes glued shut, crystal residue on cheeks 
 
drinking tasteless morning coffee, at least it is warm 
while blowing my nose, tissues fill with blood and clots 
unpredictable, never knowing, red, clear or a mix 
great way to start the day, finding a way to accept it 
much like brushing teeth, going to the bathroom 
most disturbed when blood just pours, cause unknown 
 
hairlessness, the third time in as many years 
the wig, itchy and hot, jarred, startled by each glance  
in the mirror, I don’t wear it, though, great fun was had 
shopping for it, instead, there are hats for all occasions 
colors to match outfits and the weather and mood 
sleeping, head cover in reach, when the chill demands 
 
arm and face rashes, flaky, discolored skin, a snake molting  
other areas, smooth and silky like a newborn baby’s butt 
no hair to create texture, and no “other” to share the touch 
“you look great!” my response, always, “thank you” and a smile 
briefly uplifted, though wondering, are they seeing my spirit or 
relieved that I am not as bad as they imagined, both, is my conclusion 
 
nerve pain, numbness, board feet and now, an inflamed achilles 
neuropathy, unique to each, profoundly difficult to describe 
walking like a penguin, aching and stiff from the tightly held vigilance 
against falls and injuries, feeling way older than my years and peers 
fingertips painful, like each had been hit with a hammer, typing hurts 
risking tennis on steroid tuesdays anyway, required for mental health 
 
leaning on my daughters, a few close friends, when my spirit sags, a 
   desperate 
need to speak my angst to a loving witness, tears, raspy voice, blubber- 
   ing, 

In Memorium 
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The Other Side of Gratitude (cont’d) 

Nancy Murray 

others too uncomfortable with my rabbit hole wails, trying to fix and  
   counsel  
when, in those moments, the need is for a kind, loving ear, and a will- 
   ingness  
to feel, a small bit of my helplessness and suffering alongside me, even  
   briefly, 
my empathy for the other understands their discomfort, I must express  
   anyway 
perhaps it is time to stop all the drugs and reclaim who I really am 
a powerful, whole being, an eternal child of the divine Mother 
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Patrice Bavos 
Born the eldest of six girls, Patrice was raised in Westfield, NJ. 
She graduated WHS in 1975 and attended NYC’s Cooper Union 
on scholarship. From 1987–2007 Patrice owned and operated Cy-
clone Printing & Design. In 2001 she created a stationary and 
night-light line for the wholesale market. In 2010 Patrice opened 
Hip Thrift & Art Gallery in Westfield. From 2014 to 2020 she 
worked privately in eldercare. Presently, Patrice works from her 
home of twenty-eight years, channeling her energy towards tend-
ing to her son with special needs, her two rascal cats and creating 
an environment of art and beauty. 
 
Maryanne Carey 
Formerly, from Long Island, NY, Maryanne now lives in North-
ern New Jersey. She has a degree in education from St. John’s 
University, Jamaica, NY. She has several short stories published 
and is looking forward to having her book Chosen, an urban fan-
tasy, published in 2020. Maryanne is happy to be serving as VP 
of Programming for Women Who Write. 
 
Laurel English 
Laurel decided she wanted to be a writer in the fourth grade. 
That’s when she wrote her first book, the story of twins and their 
amazing tenth birthday party. It received rave reviews from her 
parents, but was thoroughly panned by her brother. Laurel contin-
ued to write. After college, she pursued a career in magazine jour-
nalism and, later, corporate communications. Laurel recently re-
turned to her first love—fiction writing. She is not sure if her 
brother will ever be allowed to read her Goldfinch submission. 
 
Vivian Fransen 
Vivian, a longtime Women Who Write member, is part of the 
Murray Hill Poetry Group and Published Authors’ Group. She 
writes nonfiction, poetry, and short stories. She is now a pub-
lished author with her book titled The Straight Spouse: A Memoir 
(published by Open Door Publications, 2017). Visit straight-
spousememoir.com for more details. 

About Our Authors 
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Karen Haefelein 
A past Women Who Write president, Karen writes poetry, mem-
oir, and fiction. Her work has appeared in several local and state 
journals. 
 
Maureen Lanagan Haggerty 
Maureen’s poems have appeared in EXIT 13, Off the Coast, Out 
& About, The Tower Poets and the Haiku Society of America 
Members’ Anthology. She is a past president of Women Who 
Write and a founding member of Poets’ Corner. Maureen’s book 
of poetry is titled Deeply Home. She is a counselor at County 
College of Morris. 
 
Ronnie Hammer 
Ronnie is the author of En Garde; My Battle with Breast Cancer. 
She writes the blog Morristown Memos in which she describes 
true events, adding her own twist and a bit of humor to each sto-
ry. She has been published in the New York Times's “Metropolitan 
Section,” Executive Female Magazine and Technology Helping 
Seniors. She has been Director of Power Presentations for twenty-
two years. In 2017 Ronnie started a new group for Women Who 
Write authors called The Essay Group. 
 
Kathleen Kane 
Kathleen is a coach, blogger, speaker, writer and recovering cor-
porate citizen. She loves to use the principles of creative thinking 
along with the philosophy of Kaizen (continuous improvement 
through small steps) to remind herself of and to show others the 
doors to possibilities in the second half of life. She likes to think 
of it as the missing piece of retirement planning. It thrills her to 
watch other women uncover possibilities and navigate their 
unique life transitions with grace, joy and eyes wide open. 
 
Linda Morgan 
Linda is coordinator our Rising Writers of Montclair critique 
group. She is an urban planner working in real estate development 
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in Newark, NJ. She enjoys writing about family, nature, and the 
everyday challenges people face in navigating work, relation-
ships, and the inevitability of growing old. 
 
Nancy Murray 
Nancy Murray (née Sandusky) of Mahwah, NJ, died on October 
14, 2019, of ovarian cancer. A remarkable nurse and myofascial 
release therapist, she played tennis, wrote, gardened and cher-
ished nature and her family. The mother of two daughters, she 
was grandmother to two grandsons. She was a member of the 
Montclair Women Who Write mixed genre group for two years 
where she enlightened the group with insightful essays and poet-
ry. 
 
Ginny Nescott 
A three-year member of Women Who Write, Ginny’s a Cornell 
graduate with years of HR work, grant writing as well as previ-
ously holding an elected Council position in NJ. She gave it up to 
volunteer and become an author with several published short sto-
ries and novels. She lives with her Texan husband, artist son, and 
a large rescue dog. Last year, her performance as Grandma in The 
Addams Family won her state-wide Perry acting nomination. No-
vember, her original murder mystery, was performed to sell-out 
houses, raising thousands. She’s looking forward to a Covid-safe 
world where the arts can flourish again. 
 
Catherine Arturi Parilla 
Catherine’s poems have been described as stills and shadows of 
memory and everyday life. They have been published in Alembic, 
Compass Rose, Crack the Spine, Diverse Voices Quarterly, des-
cant, Eclipse, Eureka Literary Magazine, Green Hills Literary 
Lantern, Griffin, Licking River Review, Painted Bride Quarterly, 
Pisgah Review, POEM, and Wisconsin Review. Catherine lives in 
Alpine, NJ. 
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Doris Parmett 
Doris enjoyed a dual career as a reading specialist and national 
bestselling author. In addition to her many novels, she’s been 
published in poetry, magazine articles and short stories. Her play 
The Scam, a Cautionary Tale was recently table read by the Som-
erset Valley Players. A former board member of the National 
Reading Association, Mrs. Parmett was instrumental in bringing 
the Young Authors Program to New Jersey. 
 
Mira Peck 
Mira writes poetry, fiction, and essays. Her latest book My Par-
ents’ Triumph: Over Siberia, Kirgizia and the Holocaust is in 
several library collections as well as history museums in Warsaw, 
Poland; Jerusalem, Israel; and Washington, DC. She has two 
grown children and an adorable grandson, and is working on a 
postdoctoral degree in vacationing. 
 
Donna Piken 
Donna writes poetry, fiction and memoir. She is a longtime mem-
ber of the Women Who Write’s Livingston Mixed Genre group 
and is currently revising her YA historical fiction novel. When 
Donna isn’t writing, she can be found with a paintbrush in hand. 
Her mixed media art was featured on last year’s cover of Gold-
finch vol. 21. 
 
Carole Garibaldi Rogers 
Carole is a journalist, oral historian, and poet who lives in Morris-
town with her husband, Leo. For more than thirty years she has 
published numerous articles and essays in national newspapers 
and magazines, including the New York Times, McCall’s, and 
America. Her poetry has appeared in a variety of small-press jour-
nals and in anthologies. Her eighth book, Hidden Lives: My Three 
Grandmothers, was published in 2013 by Serving House Books. 
She is delighted to be a member of the Women Who Write Essay 
Group. 
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Kathleen Schumar 
Women Who Write member 
 
Karen Elizabeth Stober 
Karen Stober was a coordinator for the Kids Three critique group 
for several years. She also held the position of Secretary on the 
Women Who Write Board for four years. Karen’s art work graced 
the covers of Goldfinch a number of times and her art work was 
also accepted into last year's Goldfinch with her comical illustra-
tion submitted with Ginger Pate’s children’s story. Karen was an 
avid gardener, painter and musician. Her sister, Nancy, said that 
Women Who Write helped Karen’s creativity and Karen loved 
being a member of the organization. Karen will be remembered 
and missed. 
 
Carol Van Den Hende 
Carol is an author, marketer and speaker who teaches writers 
about personal brand, visual identity and marketing mindset. Plus, 
she works in chocolate (sweet!). Her debut novel, Goodbye Or-
chid, will be published on October 1, 2020. When she’s not es-
caping to the world of fiction, she lives in NJ with her humorous 
husband, twins and Siberian rescue cat. 
 
Krista Vellis 
It wasn’t until her daughter was born that she discovered her pas-
sion for storytelling. She started writing picture books with her 
daughter as the main character. As she grew older, her stories 
grew in length. Krista has a Master’s degree in Early Childhood 
Education and a Bachelor of Arts in Psychology and Human Ser-
vices. She sits on the Rutherford Library Board of Trustees, the 
Rutherford Library Foundation, and the Rutherford Education 
Foundation. She’s a member of the Society of Children’s Book 
Writers and Illustrators, and Women Who Write. In her free time, 
she coaches youth basketball and enjoys writing. 
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Jennifer Sendros-Keshka 
Jen is an artist, educator, and author/illustrator. Under the pseudo-
nym Jenny Pinkerton, she created Lil’ smARTies, a children’s 
board book series published by Penguin Workshop. Her first 
book, Play with Clay, released in March 2020. Play with Paint 
will release in September. Jen has a Master of Arts degree in Art 
Education from Boston University and conducted her thesis re-
search at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Jen is a member of 
Women Who Write, SCBWI, and the National Art Education As-
sociation (NAEA) where she has presented on the topic of Build-
ing Student Literacy Through Art Education. 



 

 

Women Who Write, Inc. 
PO Box 652, Madison, NJ  07940 

 
www.WomenWhoWrite.org 

Email: Membership@WomenWhoWrite.org 

Officers: 
President: Dana Faulkner-Punzo 

Secretary: Maria Dewaik 
Treasurer: Jawahara Saidullah 

VP Membership & Liaison to Writing Groups: Ginger Pate 
VP Programs: Maryanne Carey 

 

Trustees: 
Caring and Sunshine: Elsie Boehm 
Editor, Goldfinch: Mary ann Mosa 

Writers' Notes Trustee: Maria Dewaik 
Website Liaison: Ginger Pate 

Social Media: Joanne Flynn Black 
Trustee-at-Large: Lexi Segall  

Women Who Write, Inc. began in June 1988 as a single writing 
group called Mothers Who Write.  Today, we are a regional wom-
en writers' organization and nonprofit corporation with writing 
groups that meet throughout New Jersey.  
  
Any woman who writes may join Women Who Write, Inc.  Our 
members include writers of short and long fiction, poetry, plays, 
journalism, essays, autobiography, science, mystery, history, ro-
mance, and children’s literature.  Some are award-winning pro-
fessionals who publish regularly; others write mainly for pleasure 
and self-discovery. We support each writer in establishing and 
meeting personal objectives.  

About Us 
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