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INTRODUCTION 

 

Welcome to the first English Graduate Student Association (EGSA) Conference 

Proceedings. Although the works presented here make up what we anticipate will be first of 

many future EGSA conference proceedings, this was in fact the second annual English Graduate 

Student Association Conference. As was the case last year, the association owes a great amount 

of thanks to the English Department of DePaul University for their generous support, and 

specifically to Dr. John Shanahan and Dr. Craig Sirles, directors of the Masters of Arts programs 

in English and Writing and Publishing, respectively.  

The 2011 conference took place this year on the fifteenth of April and the papers 

presented were consistent in excellence. Thirty-five graduate and undergraduate students 

presented original works of literary criticism, creative fiction, non-fiction and poetry. From these 

impressive offerings, nine critical papers, six fiction pieces, eight poems, and two non-fiction 

submissions were chosen for publication. For the poetry submissions, the authors were asked to 

submit all work that was read at the conference from which two poems would be chosen. 

Overall, regardless of genre, the featured authors‘ treatments of a wide range of concerns are 

pertinent and relevant, thought-provoking and lingering. Please enjoy.  
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Natalie Cawley 

―The Nymph Complaining for the Death of Her Fawn‖: A Lament for Innocence and an Outcry 

against the Injustices of Men 

 

Andrew Marvell‘s poem ―The Nymph Complaining for the Death of Her Fawn‖ is a 

puzzling work, unclear in its purpose, and typical of Marvell‘s tendency to present ambiguous 

symbols and unresolved conflicts in his works. This particular poem follows an early tradition of 

poetry lamenting the death of a beloved pet, however, the nymph‘s complaint is for more than 

just a pet, but also for the innocence symbolized by the fawn; it is an outcry against the injustices 

of men and patriarchy, and finally a lament for the nymph herself. The nymph narrates from the 

beginning and throughout, opening and closing with a present tense description of the fawn‘s 

murder, marking the symmetrical structure of the narrative with tangible and immediate grief. 

Time dilates after the first stanza however, and the poem retreats backwards in time to the 

nymph‘s brief romance with Sylvio and her acquisition of the deer. She narrates through her 

fleeting time of pleasure and love in the garden, raising and embodying her feminine qualities 

within the fawn in a rebellion against the ―ungentle‖ and ―unconstant‖ hearts of men. Although 

the poem is labeled a complaint, the nymph is not solely concerned with death and loss, but also 

with life, transformation, and the changes within. The site of fantasy, the beautiful garden of 

lilies and roses is both innocent and erotic, and though sexuality between a woman and a deer is 

outwardly off-putting, the tension is not what it seems if one considers the dissolution of the 

nymph‘s identity. Marvell brings the poem full circle not only by returning to the present tense in 

the closing stanzas, but also though the fawn‘s unjust murder by men, for it was given to the 

nymph by an unjust man. 
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―The Nymph Complaining for the Death of Her Fawn‖ opens directly with an outcry 

against men, labeling those who killed the nymph‘s fawn as ―wanton troopers‖. Wanton, 

according to the Oxford English Dictionary, when applied to actions means ―lawless, violent‖. 

From the beginning of the poem men are portrayed by the nymph as violent and unrestrained, 

driven without reason to kill an innocent creature, ―alas, nor could / Thy death yet do them any 

good‖ (Marvell, 5-6). As Matthew Augustine points out in his essay, ―‗Lillies without, roses 

within‘; Marvell‘s Poetics of Indeterminacy and ‗The Nymph Complaining‘‖, ―These lines 

appear to indicate rather straightforwardly that the world of men is one of violence and injury, 

not sexual allure‖ (Augustine, 268). Juxtaposed in the following lines, the feminine nymph is 

depicted as the embodiment of love, sympathy, and forgiveness, remarking, ―I‘m sure I never 

wished them ill, / Nor do I for all this, nor will‖ (Marvell, 7-8). She intentionally claims that the 

murderous men have committed a crime that cannot be forgiven by the end of the first stanza and 

yet denies any feelings of ill will. Phoebe Spinrad, in her article ―Death, Loss, and Marvell‘s 

Nymph‖, comments, ―she has specifically waived any demand for vengeance in the first twenty-

four lines of the poem…[the nymph‘s] is a cry of helpless grief‖ (Spinrad, 51). By denying 

herself vengeance or hatred, the nymph implicitly contrasts typical feminine and masculine 

gender qualities. The nymph continues to further separate and oppose the qualities of men and 

women in her brief account of her relationship with Sylvio, who gave her the fawn.  

Unconstant Sylvio, when yet 

I had not found him counterfeit, 

One morning (I remember well), 

Tied in this silver chain and bell, 

Gave it to me; nay, and I know 

What he said then, I‘m sure I do. 
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(Marvell, 25-30) 

The nymph is very direct in her rhetoric, marking Sylvio as ―unconstant‖ in her introduction. Her 

explanation of Sylvio‘s false behavior and departure is noticeably sarcastic, with an 

uncharacteristic aside, as well as a few cynical, almost self-deprecating, puns. Augustine remarks 

upon this as well, ―Appropriately, her accent in the aside is altogether knowing, even cynical, as 

the parenthetical connects Sylvio‘s gift with his future betrayal…she concerns herself more with 

the fawn than with Sylvio, both as a subject for poetry and as an object of affection and desire‖ 

(Augustine, 258). The nymph‘s reprisal of her relationship with Sylvio is brief but important, 

because when compared to her grief in losing the fawn as well as their time in the garden, there 

is a conspicuous lack of passion and emotion. Once again the nymph pointedly denies patriarchy, 

male power, and men as worthy of her love and further accomplishes this by embodying her own 

qualities within the fawn as she raises it in the following passages. 

The fawn is given to the nymph as a gift from Sylvio and at first it is trained by Sylvio to 

―hunt his dear‖ (32); the fawn is described as wild, much like Sylvio and the troopers earlier in 

the poem, but it soon becomes tame and ―light of foot and heart‖ (42). Foreshadowing later 

passages, the fawn begins to embody the nymph from the start, indirectly forcing the nymph to 

love it, ―It seemed to bless / Itself in me; how could I less / Than love it? O I cannot be / Unkind 

t‘ a beast that loveth me‖ (Marvell, 43-36). In continuance with her earlier sarcasm, this last line 

appears to be a backhanded reprimand of Sylvio and on a larger scale, all men, for the nymph 

was a creature that loved Sylvio, yet he grew tired of her and ―quite regardless of [her] smart‖ 

(Marvell, 35) left her. The relationship between the nymph and her fawn from the moment that 

Sylvio leaves is an outlet for the nymph‘s rebellion, allowing her to take action against the ―love 

of false and cruel men‖ (Marvell, 54) and still remain feminine, loving, and sympathetic. She 
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transforms the fawn from a wild hunter, the embodiment of Sylvio, to an innocent, sensual, 

femininely soft, beautiful creature not unlike herself. 

Augustine posits that the moments of pleasure in the poem, and for the nymph, occur 

―where the identity of the desiring body and that of the desired body become lost in each other‖ 

(Augustine, 261) so that from the moment the fawn blesses itself in the nymph, the nymph 

embodies herself within the fawn. Keeping within the feminine gender role Marvell has created 

for his nymph, she takes on a mother role for the fawn, nursing it with her fingers, 

With sweetest milk and sugar first 

I it at mine own fingers nursed, 

And as it grew, so every day 

It waxed more sweet and white than they. 

It had so sweet a breath! and oft 

I blushed to see its foot more soft 

And white—shall I say than my hand?— 

Nay, any lady‘s of the land. 

(Marvell, 55-62) 

This stanza is crucial in understanding how the nymph experiences pleasure through the fawn. 

Augustine explains how the nymph‘s fingers become textured by the milk and sugar and how the 

exchange between the nymph and fawn of the sweet milky substance marks a fluidity of their 

being, ―furthermore, this texture extends, transfers, grafts onto the fawn… A congress of such 

fluidity, underwritten as it is by an etymology of being and becoming, must lead eventually to a 

consideration of the nymph‘s relationship with—as well as her narration of—the fawn‖ 

(Augustine, 262). By positioning ―I‖ next to ―it‖ in line 56, the nymph appears to remove any 

barrier between her and the fawn, further enhancing the dissolution of the individual selves in to 
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one being. The fawn begins to take on the qualities of the nymph, and then goes beyond the 

nymph to become more sweet, more white, and more innocent than she can ever be. It is a kind 

of inverse relationship, as the fawn becomes more white and more virginal, the nymph must 

grow, age, and change from childlike to cynical and experienced. 

Moreover, there is a definite narcissistic current of delight running through the nymph‘s 

pleasure in the fawn‘s likeness to her own sweetness. In order for the nymph to fully realize the 

sweetness of the fawn‘s breath, the nymph must have been in extremely close proximity to the 

fawn, for as Augustine explains, sweet breath can only be experienced through the mouth and the 

nose and therefore the imagery of the poem invites the reader to imagine the fawn and the nymph 

mouth to mouth and nose to nose. The erotic and sensual tone of the nymph‘s relationship with 

the fawn begins to come to the surface beginning with this passage and moving in to the garden 

stanzas. The nymph‘s garden is a site of similar and contrary binaries; it is both wilderness and 

tamed garden, full of lilies and roses, white and red, innocence and sensuality. The lilies in the 

garden are a pure white, as white as the fawn that would lie to rest among them and disappear, 

symbolically becoming the lilies and displaying once again the fluidity of being that 

characterizes the fawn and nymph‘s relationship.  

The color white has traditionally represented innocence and purity and the fawn is clearly 

a symbol for innocence; ―And its pure virgin limbs to fold / In whitest sheets of lilies cold‖ 

(Marvell 89-90). However there is more at work than just the death of innocence in the nymph‘s 

lament. The nymph‘s complaint is also an erotic examination of the self, especially once the 

dissolution of the nymph in to the fawn is established. Spinrad reads the poem as a psychological 

journey through the nymph‘s mind, but it is not just an exploration of the nymph‘s reaction to the 

fawn‘s death; the nymph‘s decision to follow the fawn in to death further links her identity to the 
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fawn‘s identity. The red roses and the white lilies also bring to mind the red and white damask 

roses evident in women‘s skin in traditional Petrarchan sonnets, and Spinrad comments, quoting 

Donald Friedman, that ―the colors of the flowers are ‗the commonplace visual signs of carnal 

beauty in the female‘‖ (Spinrad, 51). The fawn has made an absolute transformation from 

masculine representation of Sylvio to feminine embodiment of the nymph; however, the 

neutrality of its gender shows that ultimately the fawn is not meant to be read as just a fawn in 

the poem, but a device used to defy men‘s power as well as a symbolic channel for the nymph to 

erotically examine and understand herself. 

Moving on from the garden scene, the nymph wistfully concludes, ―Had it lived long, it 

would have been / Lilies without, roses within‖ (Marvell, 91-92). If the lilies represent a kind of 

cold virginity, an untouched purity, then the roses are its sensual counterpart. The roses are so 

red that after the fawn has fed upon them, ―its lips ev‘n seemed to bleed‖ (Marvell, 84), and the 

symbolic kiss it lays upon the nymph‘s mouth is the final act in the metaphor of their unity in 

both identity and death. Immediately following this passage the nymph returns to the present 

tense death of the fawn. Here Marvell returns to puzzling ambiguities, bringing the poem full 

circle by again coming in to the present and allowing the fawn to die by the hands of cruel men. 

Although the nymph had achieved a moment of unity with the fawn in the press of its lip on her 

mouth, the marking of red, symbolic of the mortality which they both share, and the pleasure of 

the moment is in part because it is ephemeral, unique and doomed from the start. Much like the 

statues which the nymph will commission to immortalize their relationship, they can never 

capture the exact essence of their connection. The statue of herself cannot capture the grief the 

nymph feels in her loss unless it weeps continually, destroying itself with its tears and the fawn‘s 

statue, ―of purest alabaster made; / For I would have thine image be / White as I can, though not 
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as thee‖ (Marvell, 120-123), cannot be as white and pure as it once was in life. For everything 

must succumb to death, the nymph‘s relationship with Sylvio, the beloved fawn, the innocence 

shared by both nymph and fawn, the flowers in the garden, and the nymph herself; what makes 

beauty so pleasurable is its momentary existence.  
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Katelyn Cunningham 

Exceptional Criticism: Questions of Critical Authority in Hume and Pope 

 

 Both David Hume and Alexander Pope privilege art and the beauty of language over 

criticism, and both search for a standard in how readers create and respond to texts. These 18
th

-

century authors posit questions such as: In what is critical authority grounded? Should one look 

to the ancients for authority and standards? Should one create a new standard? Should a standard 

be set at all? Are there exceptions to the ―rules,‖ and if so, what roles do exceptions play? All of 

these questions seem problematic for Hume and Pope, and both look for the sources of critical 

authority and the role it plays individually, as well as socially. For Hume, a matter of consensus 

is the only ―standard‖ readers can set; there is no right or wrong in terms of sentiments and 

tastes. This leaves open the door for new ―standards‖ to emerge, but also for exceptions to be 

made, as individual taste does not always align with tastes of society. Pope looks to the past for 

both inspiration and rules, suggesting that the ancients set the standard while also providing 

particular exceptions. Both Hume and Pope are looking for some sort of balance where 

exceptions can be intriguing and inspiring; however, always following exceptions can lead to 

something more ―monstrous.‖ Relying on excess and exceptions tends towards extremes, a place 

where neither Hume nor Pope wish to ground their argument, for both are working to achieve 

some sort of balance in reading and responding to texts. 

 While Hume and Pope work to find a balance, they do so differently (in many ways), for 

Hume focuses on sentiment and suggests that the senses are always observing and interpreting—

giving power to the self, art, and nature when the senses are employed and passionate; whereas 

Pope relies heavily on past standards set by the ancients. However, these authors can be linked in 

the sense that the power of aesthetic effect outweighs judgment. For the purpose of this essay, it 



   

 

16 

 

seems questions of critical authority can be broken down into a number of sections: nature, 

performance, past influences, and influences on ever-evolving language and culture. Each 

section illustrates the method of interpreting and judging texts, and still focuses on the 

importance of aesthetics and exceptions. 

Nature 

 For many 18
th

 Century authors and critics, nature is often the root of passion and sense 

impressions; one opens themselves to the beauty of nature and experience. For Pope, nature is 

the ‗source, end, and test‘ of art; he writes:  

―First follow Nature, and your judgment frame/ By her just standard, which is still the 

same; / Unerring Nature, still divinely bright, / One clear, unchanged, and universal light, 

/ Life, force, and beauty must to all impart, / At once the source, and end, and test of art. / 

Art from the fund each just supply provides, / Works without show, and without pomp 

presides (Pope 2499, lines 69-73). 

 

Here, Pope suggests that one should leave themselves open to the inspiration and beauty of 

nature, for involvement with nature shapes aesthetics and allows for inspiration. While Pope 

finds nature to be most important in creating a work of art, Hume sees nature as invoking the 

senses and increasing the appetite for passions in the form of both pleasure and pain. Nature 

allows the senses to engage, placing emphasis on what we can learn and construct from sensory 

responses—an involvement with nature prompts sentimental response and aesthetic creation and 

interpretation.  

 Although nature allows for many (if not infinite) sentimental responses and the 

construction of realities based on ‗natural‘ energies, there is no way of verifying truth(s). Finding 

truth, it seems, would be an extreme and/or exception in regards to aesthetics, because a search 

for truth(s) can limit an immediate sensory response and interpretation. Hume goes on to suggest 
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that there is no right or wrong in terms of sentiment; however, there is much diversity in regards 

to tastes and pleasures, as critic Scott Yenor illustrates: ―the diversity of opinion on matters of 

taste is an impetus to search for a standard‖ (Yenor 336). While Hume is not necessarily looking 

to create more rules or standards, he understands that individuals tend to categorize as one ―not 

only perceives the beauties and defects of each part, but marks the distinguishing species of each 

quality, and assigns it suitable praise or blame‖ (Hume 237). Categorizing requires an active role 

in assigning taste as it sets limits and standards, but Hume, while addressing the social tendency 

to create rules, keeps standards at a distance, fearful of stripping freedom and pleasure from 

nature and the senses.  

 Pope, on the other hand, is more concerned with truth(s), for he looks to the past for 

advice, comparing the rules of ancients to the rules of nature, arguing that both know best and 

have already provided readers with truth(s) and standards—Pope‘s An Essay on Criticism is a 

vehicle for instruction; critic Ripley Hotch remarks: 

―The equivalence of poetic talent and rules and nature's laws is shown in the way a poet's 

inspiration can go beyond its own laws to create new laws which are after all only 

extensions of the old ones‖ (Hotch 476). 

 

Just as nature can control and teach itself, the ancients have held back, often relying on past 

styles and forms to control aesthetics. While Pope supports the notion of restraint due to ancient 

influence and critical authority, he also appeals to exception, but does so in a way that keeps the 

ancients ‗in power‘—because the ancients determine aesthetic standards, they also establish 

acceptable deviations from the standard; deviations the ancients and Pope seem to illustrate as 

‗natural.‘ 
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 Hume and Pope view nature differently, yet each author sees nature as an authority in the 

writing and reading processes. Hume relies on the sensory responses provided by the beauty of 

nature, while Pope sees nature as vital to art in relation to talent and inspiration, and just as 

nature provides the source of poetic creation for Pope, the ancients provide their view of nature 

to shape the aesthetics of those who came after. 

Past Influences 

 Pope borrows a line from John Sheffield, writing that ―Nature‘s chief masterpiece is 

writing well,‖ suggesting that nature not only determines talent but that the ability to write well 

comes from those who have written well before (qtd. in Pope 2512, line 724). While Hume sees 

aesthetic response as a space for most anyone to read and write, Pope sees the ancients as 

monarchs, suggesting that they rule the literary world: ―Pope brings us to regard the kingdom of 

poetry as a kingdom in the fullest terms. Furthermore, it is a hereditary kingdom, reaching back 

to the ancient and hallowed past. Its laws are not only directly available to the true poet through 

his talent and learning, but through the classical tradition that learning represents‖ (Hotch 476-

77). For Pope, critical authority is grounded in past ideas and ‗rules.‘ However, for Hume, there 

is no definitive standard, for sentiment is the key to critical authority. While Hume does look to 

the ancients‘ ‗canonized‘ texts to provide examples of reason, he sees reason as subordinate to 

passion and sentiment, finding art in almost everything and suggesting that any object can be 

art/text for one to experience and interpret. Hume illustrates that sensory responses can come 

from anywhere: ―all sentiment is right; because sentiment has a reference to nothing beyond 

itself, and is always real, wherever a man is conscious of it‖ (Hume 230). Sentiment, for Hume, 

comes from experience and emotion, while Pope often finds his version of sentiment in works of 

the ancients—relying on feelings that have been expressed in the past.  
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Hume ―criticizes previous philosophy for imposing an artificial, rationalist order on the 

world,‖ writes Yenor (Yenor 333), because for Hume, reason is subordinate to sentiment, for 

sentiment is an immediate call to taste and pleasure, and there is no predetermined notion that 

senses adhere to. Therefore, sense is the first impression or stimulation one feels upon viewing a 

text or work of art; it is not the work‘s past influence(s) that determine a text‘s meaning and 

interpretation. However, it is important to note that for one to assess their sentimental responses 

and experiences, judgment of influences and reactions must enter at some point, according to 

Hume. 

As touched on previously, Pope suggests that because the ancients created the ―rules‖/set 

the standard, they can also break their rules when it comes to aesthetics, for making exceptions 

allows art to transform and artist to achieve; however, always following and focusing on 

exceptions can take the art to a ―monstrous‖ place. For Pope there must be refinement in writing 

and criticism, because if exceptions are not kept to a limit, the work becomes unqualified.  

Performances 

To experience the many possible (or perhaps infinite) sentiments and interpretations 

nature allows, there is action involved. First, the senses must perform; a sensory response 

followed by a response/construction from the individual experiencing the work—within these 

―performances‖ there is power in both the art and interpretation. The performances of 

interpretation and criticism differ for Hume and Pope, for Hume focuses on the method, while 

Pope focuses on an ideal critic. As critic Ralph Cohen writes, ―Hume offers no such hypothetical 

critic, for even the best critics are subject to personal and social prejudices,‖ arguing that Hume 

finds impartiality to work best when trying to understand criticism and critical authority (Cohen 
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272). When readers cannot agree on taste and/or beauty, confusion sets in, and this is why Hume 

suggests a standard: ―It is natural for us to seek a Standard of Taste; a rule, by which the various 

sentiments of men may be reconciled; at least, a decision, afforded, confirming one sentiment, 

and condemning another‖ (Hume 229). Just as a ‗standard‘ of taste allows for a matter of 

consensus, the search for a ‗standard‘ also invites boundaries and categories, as some believe 

categories to be ‗natural.‘ When analyzing any piece of art, the reader forms a sequence of 

images and responses to create meaning and engage the imagination. Here (at least for Hume), 

the reader is negotiating the text, moving towards construction and agency—the text is supplied, 

but the ‗reader‘ provides meaning(s) based on his/her tastes and passions.  

For Hume, real sentiment is immediate and often associated with beauty; Hume writes 

that ―beauty is no quality in things themselves: It exists merely in the mind which contemplates 

them; and each mind perceives a different beauty‖ (Hume 230). When beauty pleases the senses, 

an internal reaction occurs—the system for which individuals use the senses to receive pleasure 

is somewhat standard: the senses pick up on beauty, which provokes a sentiment of pleasure. 

However, while the physical process in which the senses react or perform may be ‗standard,‘ 

there is diversity in what individuals deem beautiful as well as in how art makes them feel—

sentimental and interpretive performances exude. 

 Pope not only suggests critical performances for the audience, but he himself performs 

for his readers, exacting in his own lines the verse he is censuring. Pope completes an exercise in 

wit: ―While expletives their feeble aid do join, / And ten low words oft creep in one dull line: / 

While they ring round the same unvaried chimes, / With sure returns of still expected rhymes‖ 

(Pope 2504, lines 346-49). Here, Pope illustrates the notion that poetry must please as well as 

instruct, and while aesthetically pleasing, Pope‘s rhythm is making meaning—Pope is, in a way, 
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performing an interpretation for others to interpret, for ―True ease in writing comes from art, not 

chance, / As those move easiest who have learned to dance. / ‗Tis not enough no harshness gives 

offense, / The sound must seem an echo to the sense‖ (Pope 2505, lines 362-5). Pope enacts the 

―rules‖ he proposes, stressing that he is limiting himself and controlling the text. While Pope 

suggests that one should limit their creativity, his couplets suggest that he sees himself as an 

ideal critic—believing that he has learned from the ancients how to balance creativity and 

criticism, and do so in a performative manner. 

Influences on Ever-Evolving Language and Culture 

 In working to establish methods, standards, exceptions, etc., Hume and Pope aim to 

develop new theories (at least during their century) and are seemingly ahead of their time, for 

Cohen writes that Hume's essay ―was the most complete statement of the method for 

contemplating and judging a work of art that had appeared up to the time of its publication‖ 

(Cohen 270). Hume is a rebel of sorts, polemically opposed to judgment, not committing to a 

concrete standard or extremes, but to a range of sentimental responses and exceptions; none of 

which outweighs another. Hume writes: ―If some negligent or irregular writers have pleased, 

they have not pleased by their transgressions of rule or order, but in spite of these transgressions: 

They have possessed other beauties, which were conformable to just criticism; and the force of 

these beauties has been able to overpower censure, and give the mind a satisfaction superior to 

the disgust arising from the blemishes‖ (Hume 231-2).  

 In a response to Norman Holland, critics Marshall Alcorn and Mark Bracher look to 

Hume and write, ―as Hume pointed out, we cannot directly apprehend a cause as such, neither 

can we function for very long without the concept—particularly in the realm of theory. Theory, 
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despite its etymological roots, inevitably invokes the unseen; insofar as it offers explanatory (and 

not merely descriptive) power, it must posit what cannot be directly observed‖ (Holland, Alcorn, 

Bracher 819-20). Hume seems to posit that a standard should not be set or even viewed or 

explained—he instead looks for a method of interpretation, for the variety and exception 

associated with sentimental responses cannot be ranked or privileged. 

In terms of more modern literary theory, Hume seems to align himself with the ideas of 

Postmodernists and many Reader-Response critics, as they set strategies for reading, yet their 

ideas allow for more freedom of interpretation and combat universal truth(s). Hume seems to 

foresee Reader-Response strategies as he searches for a standard of taste (albeit unsure if a 

standard can/should be applied); leaving open the door for new ‗standards‘ or strategies to 

emerge, and, as Yenor writes: ―Hume's teaching of moral sentiments further suggests that there 

is at least a similarity between this postmodern ‗species of philosophy‘ and Hume's own view: 

neither thinks reason provides a basis for making moral distinctions‖ (Yenor 337). Within any 

text/work of art there are gaps that are filled by senses within the ‗reader‘ as projections, 

experiences, memories, and/or natural energies are conjured up to seal those gaps. Reader-

Response critic, Wolfgang Iser, argues that readers make interpretive choices, collecting and 

assembling meanings based on gaps and blanks the text has created. Iser suggests that a text is a 

multilayered structure; readers construct their own interpretations, and according to Iser, 

interpreting is a process—just as sensing, forming taste, and interpreting is a process for Hume 

and readers. By finding meaning within the gaps, the reader builds relationships with perception 

and experience, and opening one‘s self to experiences is something Hume suggests all readers 

should allow. Because there is consensus but no universal truth for Hume, he allows readers to 
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fill the gaps to find more possibility within a text—an opportunity to align with a reader‘s 

particular sentiments and pleasures. 

 Similar to some Reader-Response critics, Hume suggests that there are no qualitative 

distinctions to be made between the sentiments of readers; Hume writes, ―where there is 

diversity in the internal frame or external situation as is entirely blameless on both sides, and 

leaves no room to give one the preference above the other; in that case a certain degree of 

diversity in judgment is unavoidable, and we seek in vain for a standard, by which we reconcile 

the contrary sentiments‖ (Hume 244). There is no predetermined meaning, only possibilities for 

an impartial critic. Hume does not seek truth(s), but a method, and with his contemplation and 

exploration of method(s), Hume bases art and judgment on reflection, not morals.  

Within Hume‘s Essays, it is evident that (like Reader-Response criticism), interpretive 

communities can be created with regard to taste and the search for a ‗standard,‘ and that gaps 

within a text/work of art call upon sentiments. While it may seem far-fetched to apply 

contemporary theories to issues of the Enlightenment, Hume and Pope are involved in their own 

version of an 18
th

 Century interpretive community—both using rhetorical rebellion as an avenue 

to suggest the rethinking of critical authority and interpretation. Hume is focused on sensory 

responses, suggesting that there can be many exceptions, for no one response trumps another; 

instead, sentiment defeats judgment. Pope, while heavily relying on the rules of the ancients, 

does allow for progress in the fact that he points out the importance of aesthetic expression 

through way of exception. While Hume can be somewhat aligned with Postmodernists and 

Reader-Response critics, it seems, in modern terms, Pope would find comfort with 

Deconstructionists, for he turns his argument on its head over and over again, using strategic 

language and devices to make his arguments. While Pope is less prescriptive than some before 
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him and may not provide ‗new-fangled‘ inspiration, he is working to tweak the conversations of 

his day to work for his present and the future.  

 For Hume it seems that critical authority lies in the initial response to a work, that 

sentiment has the highest influence when interpreting; whereas for Pope, it is the reader‘s 

historical knowledge and wit that take critical precedent. Hume is not necessarily calling himself 

an ―expert‖ or placing himself among the ranks of critical authorities, yet Pope seems to view 

himself as somewhat of an authority, for at the end of his essay, he somewhat humbly presents 

himself: ―The learned reflect on what before they knew:/ Careless of censure, nor too fond of 

fame; / Still pleased to praise, yet not afraid to blame; / Averse alike not to flatter, or offend; / 

Not free from faults, nor yet too vain to mend‖ (Pope 2513, lines 740-44). Because Pope takes 

advice from the ancients, he believes himself to be an authority, whereas Hume searches for 

clarification and methodology. While ahead of their time, Hume and Pope are not looking to be 

extremists or to focus merely on exceptions, but they are looking for new ways to interpret and 

balance a work of art—both Hume and Pope offer something for the future and ever-evolving 

language and culture. 
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Nick Guenther 

 

Reason, Passion, Nature, Utopia, Dystopia in Gulliver’s Travels 

 

 

 In Jonathan Swift's Gulliver's Travels a European man travels to other worlds and 

investigates their cultures and governments.  In book four, Gulliver‘s mutinous crew abandons 

him on an island where he is plunged into a world governed by the Houyhnhnms horse creatures 

who live and govern in accordance with pure reason and nature, that is also populated by a 

despicable race of humans called the Yahoos, who live only for vice and squalor.  These 

exaggerated attitudes call attention to the way the humans in power rule Europe and to human 

nature in general.  But do the Houynhnms provide a model for the Europeans to follow? Is the 

island of the Houynhnms a utopia, a dystopia, or something in between?  Using the clear 

distinction between the Yahoos and Houynhnms, Gulliver's ultimately failed attempt to emulate 

the Houynhnms, Gulliver's relationship with the Houynhnms, and Gulliver's life after exile from 

their land, Swift represents the idea of a great utopian society as impossible.  The unobtainable 

nature of the quest for a perfect society reflects that a society like the Houynhnm‘s is not right 

for mankind.  Like the Yahoos in Houynhnmland, the humans of Europe and the known world 

are not meant to have such reason.  Swift depicts pure reason as contrary to human nature- as 

neither possible nor desirous.    

 Book four of Gulliver's Travels does seem to represent the country of the Houynhnms as a 

utopia, at least in the eyes of Gulliver.  There are numerous scholarly articles attempting to link it 

in style and content with Thomas More's Utopia. Chloe Houston‘s writes ―Broadly speaking 

there is a distinction between those critics who take utopian to mean idealistic or perfectionist 

about human society and perfectibility, and those for whom the deciding factor is the nature of 

its engagement with the utopian tradition or with a particular utopian text, usually (indeed, 
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almost exclusively) More's Utopia‖ (Houston 426).  In this essay I will look at whether book 

four of Gulliver’s Travels represents a utopia in the former sense, but Houston also looks at 

comparisons with More‘s Utopia and other similar works as a basis for determining how utopian 

or dystopian book four and Houynhnmland are.  Houston writes, ―Swift's take shares with the 

utopian form its use of fantastic journeys and shipwrecks, the naive narrator, stories of new 

places and seemingly ideal societies‖ ( 427). She finds that Gulliver’s Travels may be Utopian 

but that does not necessarily mean the lands he encounters are utopian. She argues that ―a closer 

reading of the text reveals a more complex use of utopian features by highlighting not only the 

satirical nature of Swift‘s text but its deliberate mockery of earlier descriptions of new and ideal 

societies.‖   She sees the different lands of Gulliver‘s travels as satires of utopian literature and 

the idea of an ―idealistic‖ or ―perfect‖ utopian society.  In particular she cites Gulliver's journey 

to Laputa, comparing its academy to Salomon's House in Francis Bacon's New Atlantis.   

 She uses the theory that this satire enforces the idea that the possible utopia found 

Houynhnmland as well as those found throughout Gulliver’s Travels  and other utopian works 

are unachievable, saying,  "Gulliver's Travels can be seen as utopian in its refusal to concede that 

the ideal society can exist in the real world. As in Utopia, a seemingly ideal society can only be 

imagined far from English shores" (Houston 435).  She supports this conclusion by citing 

Hermann J Real who argues "Swift's purpose is to manifest Gulliver's ideal and simultaneously 

to show its impossibility; by 'parading the Houyhnhnms, the epitome of virtue and rationality, 

before and for Gulliver, Swift exhibits the ideal which the philosophy of the schools...claimed for 

man's nature' (Real 100) (Houston 435). Houston comes to the conclusion "that the text is neither 

a utopia, nor a dystopia, nor even an anti-utopia (as it has variously been read); rather it contains 

images of and interactions with ideas of utopia and dystopia which reflect its engagement with 
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the utopian mode and qualify it as simultaneously utopian and dystopian" (427). 

   Eugene R. Hammond links Utopia and Gulliver's Travels based on the supreme value of 

reason in the societies encountered by Gulliver and Raphael, the protagonist of Utopia. His 

primary goal in his comparison of the two is to explore the role of justice in societies ruled by 

reason. "In both Utopia and Gulliver's Travels, reason is intimately linked with the virtue of 

justice, and in each, the institutional injustice of contemporary society is pointedly satirized 

through comparison with the impressive (if not perfect) justice of an imaginary, rational society" 

(Hammond 445). He also claims that in both Utopia and Gulliver's Travels nature and reason are 

linked, and defined saying, "The distinctive features of the terms 'nature' and reason,' as the 

Utopians and the Houyhnhnms use them, are: 1) that nature is idealized and taken to be a reliable 

normative standard; and 2) that reason is in perfect accord with nature‖ (Hammond 450).  He 

cites, as evidence, Gulliver's assertions that Houyhnhnm society's "grand maxim, is to cultivate 

Reason, and to be wholly governed by it" (Swift 2408), and the Houyhnhnm's belief that "Nature 

and reason [are] sufficient Guides for a reasonable animal" (Swift  2403). 

 Hammond mentions that the Houyhnhnms are frequently criticicized for being cold and 

passionless.  He cites Samuel Holt Monk's statement that "The Houyhnhnms are the embodiment 

of pure reason.  They know neither love nor grief nor lust nor ambition" (Monk 241), then says, 

"Monk's ordering of the passions - love, grief, lust, ambition - is significant.  The control of lust 

and ambition by reason we all admire.  And most of us would accept the control of grief by 

reason.  But by placing love, a passion we value, in the first and most prominent position, after 

stating that the Houyhnhnms embody pure reason, Monk is implicitly arguing that since their 

reason suppresses such an admirable quality, it must be flawed" (Hammond 461-462).  While 

their form of justice is based on the interaction of reason and nature, it is an unquestionable 
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justice. "The Houyhnhnms have no choice but to obey a decree of their assembly" (463 "Even 

the freedom of thought of the Houyhnhnms seems to be severely restricted.  The Houyhnhnms 

can think of nothing but what is reasonable" (463).  

 When Gulliver‘s crew abandons him on the island of the Houyhnhnms and Yahoos, the 

reader sees an obvious and stark contrast.  The Houyhnhnms embody perfection, in fact ―the 

word Houyhnhnm, in their tongue, signifies a horse, and in its etymology, the Perfection of 

Nature‖ (Swift 2889).   Indeed the Houyhnhnms possess many laudable qualities.  They cannot 

lie, or have no concept of it, ―for they have no word in their language to express lying or 

falsehood‖ (2389). They too ―are endowed by Nature with a general disposition to all virtues, 

and have no conceptions or ideas of what is evil in a rational creature‖ (Swift 2408).  The 

Houyhnhnms are not only innocent of evil and lying, they are completely ignorant of it.  They 

are good natured, friendly, and kind, ―Friendship and benevolence are the two principal virtues 

among the Houyhnhnms, and these are not confined to particular objects, but universal to the 

whole race‖ 2409).  This indicates that their pure and intense reason is not just cold and 

impersonal.  It is rational for the Houyhnhnms to be kind to one another, their value of friendship 

and benevolence fosters a productive, happy society since there is no ill will, no hatred, and 

every member of the society wishes well for every other member of the society and; therefore, 

society in general.  Hammond states that ―The concern for fellowship shown by the 

Houyhnhnms breaks down the barriers of pride (including family pride and lovers' pride) which 

all of us erect; this fellowship, far from being absurd, is the personal virtue that makes possible 

the social justice in the Utopian and Houyhnhnm societies‖ (Hammond 459). They raise their 

youth well and educate them in their values, ―Temperance, industry, exercise, and cleanliness, 

are the lessons equally enjoined to the young ones of both sexes‖ (Swift 2410).  They have an 
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efficient effective form of government, which consists only of a ―representative Council of the 

whole nation‖ which meets once every four years, ―Here they inquire into the state and condition 

of the several districts…And wherever there is any want (which is but seldom) it is immediately 

supplied by unanimous consent and contribution‖ (2410).  On the surface their civilization seems 

perfect. 

 The land of the Houyhnhnms indeed looks like what every human would want his or her 

country to look like. Soon after arriving on the island, Gulliver reflects a desire to take use the 

teachings of the Houyhnhnms to improve England by "celebrating the praises of the renowned 

Houyhnhnms, and proposing their virtues to the imitation of mankind", by the end of his time 

with the Houyhnhnms, however, he has completely forsaken this idea.  He tries not to become a 

more rational human being, but to become a Houyhnhnm. He becomes disgusted with his human 

body, saying ―When I happened to behold the relection of my own form in a lake or a fountain, I 

turned away my face in horror and detestation of myself…By conversing with the Houyhnhnms, 

and looking upon them with delight, I fell to imitate their gait and gesture‖ (2415).  He cannot 

obviously become a Houyhnhnm, though.  He merely imitates them.  

 The Yahoos seem to represent the filth, greed, hatred and selfishness of human nature.  

These speechless humans exemplify human flaws in primitive ways. The Yahoos ―were known 

to hate one another more than they did any different species of animals‖, if ―you throw among 

five Yahoos as much food as would be sufficient for fifty, they will, instead of eating peaceably, 

fall together by the ears, each single one impatient to have all to itself‖, and they covet ―certain 

shining stones of several colors‖.  The Yahoos represent the complete opposite of the 

Houyhnhnms.  If Houyhnhnm society is a utopia, Yahoo society is a Dystopia.  It is not so 

simple, though.   
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 Houyhnhnm society is clearly not utopian in the ―idealistic and perfectionist‖ sense 

mentioned by Houston.  Their society includes something very much like a caste system, for 

―among the Houyhnhnms, the white, the sorrel, and the iron-grey were not so exactly shaped as 

the bay, and the dapple-grey, and the black; nor born with equal talents of mind, or a capacity to 

improve them; and therefore continued always in the condition of servants, without ever aspiring 

to match out of their own race, which in that country would be reckoned monstrous and 

unnatural‖  (Swift 2402).  While this is appalling to readers, it is rational for the Houyhnhnm 

society.  If certain breeds of horses are better suited for certain work it makes sense for the 

productivity of their society that they should do that work and do it without the distraction of 

ambition for a higher position or fear of demotion.  In human society, however something like 

this would completely disregard things we hold as dear such as hope, individuality, genius, and 

fairness.  A world without these things cannot represent a utopia for humans.  

 The Houyhnhnm society works and works without the flaws of human society, but the 

goal of humanity is not simply to work.  Gulliver forgets this when he sees how well the 

Houyhnhnm society functions, and how poorly the Yahoo society works and sees in them the 

exaggerated flaws of human nature.  He recalls the ills of European society, the wars started by 

the ―the ambition of princes‖ and ―difference of opinion‖ (Swift 2395), the lawyer, ―being 

practiced almost from his cradle in defending falsehood‖ (2397), the Minister of State who 

possesses ―no other passions but a violent desire of wealth, power, and titles‖ (2401).  He does 

not however, relate any examples of beauty, art, love, compassion, opportunity, sacrifice, or 

literature, the things that seem to make the human experience worth living.  The implication is 

that to achieve a world governed solely by reason many positive elements of the human 

experience must be sacrificed.  And the question is whether pure reason is worth this sacrifice. 
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 The Houyhnhnms and their pure reason represent human desire for a better form of 

government, a better society, something that makes sense.  This desire is impossible as we see 

from Gulliver's failed attempts to emulate them. Gulliver has encountered a society which he 

feels to be truly ideal, but he is not fit to live there.  Although he claims to have a "happy life 

among the Houyhnhnms" and that he sees a "great improvement in his virtue by conversing with 

them" (Swift 2413), he does not belong there.  The Assembly of Houyhnhnms deemed that the 

Master Houyhnhnm's friendship and the gain of any "advantage or pleasure in [Gulliver's] 

company; was not agreeable to reason or Nature, or a thing ever heard of before among them".  

As Hammond stated "The Houyhnhnms have no choice but to obey a decree of their assembly" 

(463). "Even the freedom of thought of the Houyhnhnms seems to be severely restricted.  For 

they can think of nothing but what is reasonable" (463).    

 Gulliver must leave his utopia -the world he wanted to be a part of. Houston describes his 

life after expulsion, ―Forever changed by his experience, he is unable to re-assimilate into his 

own environment, and ends up caught between the perfect society he remembers and the real 

world in which he is obliged to live" (433-434) That Gulliver cannot integrate the Houyhnhnm 

way of life into the humanity he returns to suggests that this way of life is not meant for humans.  

This is clearly demonstrated by the stark divide of Yahoo and Houyhnhnm kind, and by 

Gulliver's exile from their island.  It is not that humans are simply incapable of the reason 

displayed by the Houyhnhnms, they are not meant to live that way.  When Gulliver gives up on 

trying to learn and apply the lessons of the Houyhnhnms and instead tries to become one of 

them, it is clear that he has not learned the teachings of the Houyhnhnms, for he does not behave 

rationally at all, he does not try to work for the greater good of the species, rather he becomes 

selfish and withdrawn in a way no Houyhnhnm would, spending his time with his horses. As 
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Houston puts it "Gulliver's travels leave him sheltering in his stables, unable to bear human 

society, having learned nothing that will improve the life he is ultimately obliged to live" (437)."  

One of the few Houyhnhnm traits he does display upon his return to England is contempt for 

human kind and a devotion to the unchangeable hierarchies of Houyhnhnmland.  He finds his 

family completely disgusting describing his first sight of them after their long separation; ―the 

sight of them filled me only with hatred, disgust, and contempt‖ (Swift 2422).  

 The relationship between the purely reasonable Houyhnhnms and humans or Yahoos must 

be dichotomous.   The Houyhnhnms even consider exterminating the Yahoos completely, and 

the one human who does try to integrate into Houyhnhnm society is exiled.  The Houyhnhnm 

society is neither utopian nor dystopian for the simple fact that it is not human, so it can be 

neither ideal nor completely bad for humans, it is simply not for us.  Swift is trying to say that 

humankind is not meant for pure reason, since it entails the abandonment of so many things that 

are intrinsically human.  Yes, we should attempt to curb our vices, and should not live as the 

Yahoos, and ―kill and devour cats‖ or live in wretchedness, but neither should we try to eliminate 

our humanity.  In Hammond‘s article, he suggests "the Houyhnhnms are so reasonable that they 

do not sense any coercion from their societies, they become paradoxically so much the less 

admirable as individuals. Since they make almost no moral choices, it has been suggested that 

they are no more to be admired than the Yahoos are to be blamed"(466).  The Houyhnhnms 

cannot be admired or emulated because they are just doing what they inherently do.  The same 

reason is not inherent in humans.  Houston suggests that Gulliver’s Travels represents a ―double-

edged" satire which simultaneously 'shows that humanity does not measure up to its own 

standard' and moreover that 'this standard is not for man.'" (Houston 435).‖  These suggestions 

are apt.  Through the possible utopian and dystopian societies encountered by Gulliver and his 
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interaction with them, Swift depicts the flaws and beauties of human nature, our intrinsic desire 

for something more and the failure to find it in reason alone.   
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Enan Heneghan 

 

Shell Game with Shelf Life: The Binding of Margery Kempe 

 

Margery Kempe subscribes to the Eye in the Sky, ―social reality‖ (Hart 256) network. She 

soaks in the omniscient rays of the male gaze and channels that power into energy that can be 

seen and heard, anew. Kempe frames her life though it is aired live on the only real broadcast 

available. She not only knows how to play The God Show, but has a number of advantages in the 

Earth-bound competition. She memorizes the rulebook. She navigates the set. The only ―Father‖ 

she acknowledges happens to be the host of the big show. And she is having an affair with the 

casting director, Jesus, while managing to forge a working relationship with his mom, the 

executive producer. Kempe‘s recollections network a spiritual, rag to riches saga atop a 

foundation of absorbed doctrine and dramatization. The Book of Margery Kempe frames a 

version of herself as the favored contestant in a race to sainthood and salvation. Embracing 

gender constraints and expectations as a means of solidarity, Margery unabashedly lies, cheats 

and steals for the chance to win the grand prize: a sense of worldly purpose.  

Accepting her medieval Christian Edition of reality, that often contradicts and vampirizes 

experience, is not a given for Margery. She winds up seduced by how significantly religion, as a 

prescribed belief system, is driven deep in the minds of the medieval masses, actually rewiring 

what it meant to be self-aware with the new Christian Playbook. This distortion of value and 

tangibility takes most all of Margery and her faithful brethren‘s empirical input and memory. It 

obscures how those calculably benefiting from the mass communicated message are a handful of 

corporeal ―judges‖ protected under the abstracted wing of the church.  Kempe utilizes the holy 

employee‘s vested interest in keeping their seed insidiously planted in the general population. 
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Her green eyes spy on how God‘s servants‘ physical and spiritual comfort depends on people 

accepting the reality in which they repackage, trademark, and present.  Ready for an analogous 

makeover, ―Margery‘s search for confessors becomes a search for those who are willing to grant 

her spiritual autonomy‖ (Staley 109). For her contemporaries, to question or refute the insight 

and power of the church would have been suicidal.  Individual lives are marginalized by the 

reverence of the celestial suppositions.  Margery, however, was unwilling to be a passive 

audience member and submitted herself to the exploitative programming with enthusiasm and 

objectivity.  

The religious paradigm Margery succumbs to has striking similarities to the structure in 

which audience-participation programs operate. Audience-participation programming is defined 

as ―systems of social interaction involving both the audiences and the performers in which the 

performer simulates an informal, intimate, face-to-face conversation with the invisible spectator‖ 

(Horton 569). Like a talk show host, a consistent and continuing relationship is presented to 

Christian audiences through God the Father. Margery, feeling invisible as a fifteenth century 

woman, naturally believes in the invisible. When promised an impossibly personal and affecting 

relationship with the unseen figurehead, she pretends that His message is meant, supremely, for 

her. She claims the right to impose herself through her beliefs. She does it partly to be watched, 

but more so to feel relevant and competitive.   

This interaction between the ―persona‖ of God and any real, living, breathing medieval 

person incarnates through religious prayer. Margery prays to be heard in a time when women 

aren‘t given a voice. By bestowing physical form to the concept of a God, Margery‘s own 

corporeal restrictions seem less finite. It takes perpetuating conventional ideology to combat the 
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gender inequity that would have otherwise doomed her potential. Margery has no choice, but to 

meld with the ethereal forces controlling visibility and worth. 

The aforementioned melding that occurs in an audience-participation show between a 

host and an audience member generates a parasocial relationship. Parasocial interaction is 

determined by the ―convention of non-interference,‖ (Horton and Strauss 580) where the 

performer controls actions. The spectators convince themselves they are being directly 

addressed, but the qualities of immediacy and reciprocity are illusory. The audience doesn‘t just 

observe, but is transformed by the insinuated intimacy that is staged. They participate and adjust 

according to the performer.  

A relationship is likely to become parasocial when an audience becomes so large that it is 

impossible for the speaker to address its members individually (Horton and Wohl). Mass media 

and religion have access to enormous audiences and can both effectively speak to each member 

in relative privacy. The faux invincibility of parasocial union downplays the comparative worth 

of interpersonal relationships. In a parasocial dynamic growth without development occurs, to 

where the spectator believes there is no empathetic hurdle that can test the contrived bond.  

Fully indebted to her own parasocial bonds, Margery‘s rhetorical technique develops a 

comparable modus operadi to God‘s word and speech pattern. The familiarity of her content and 

delivery is meant to draw in, affix and fill a minimum quota of devotees. By her estimation, the 

―judges,‖ or church officials, are focusing on quantifying her various emulations, instead of 

considering their overall importance. Capacity over substance, sensation over sense, and 

suffering over sex leads her both on and off the page. It made sense that her meta-glued God was 

unsubstantiated, senseless, and incurably abstinent.  
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An all-powerful cognizance, with control over the afterlife, remains the most potent 

character to brand any enterprise with. Medieval folks bought what God slung because he had a 

monopoly on meaning. Margery even admits being ―very much afraid of the Godhead‖ (Kempe 

122).  She ultimately relinquishes herself to God, as she does Jesus, when he promises her, ―you 

shall hear what you never heard, and you shall see what you never saw, and you shall feel what 

you never felt‖ (Kempe 125). Here God morphs into the sweet-talking host she warmed up to. 

God, the presenter, delivers incontrovertibly reliable on-demand alleviation for real-time woes, 

the very same woes He caused. Margery fosters the dream of immortality when considering 

God‘s shifting embodiments. The preponderance of maladies and corruptive forces that He 

allows acts as the greatest contrast to what was promised in the next state of being. Sin and 

sadness were essential to the Christian pitch. She only jumpstarts to life once the carrot of purity 

dangles before her. Margery, riding God‘s coat-tails, wants to be loved, but needs to be hated 

because it will take her farther in the game.  

Margery and her fellow devotees integrate the persona of God into their routines and, 

consequently, build a shared past that heightens the significance of future revelations. 

Eventually, ―the ‗fan‘ comes to believe that she ‗knows‘ the persona more intimately and 

profoundly than others do; that she ‗understands‘ his characters and appreciates his values and 

motives‖ (Horton and Wohl 216). Margery‘s finds herself less vigilant when deciphering the 

boundary between reality and perception because of her ecclesiastic saturation. The adage, 

―perception is strong and sight weak,‖ encapsulates Margery‘s inclination succinctly. The 

transformative effect psychic meaningfulness has on perceptual realism, coupled with the neural 

changes that physically occur in the brain, lends credence to the minds predisposition for 

imaginative symbolizing, (Ashbrook) which Margery is no stranger to. Her kinship with invented 
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figures grows out of an inability to consider the possibility of unconnected random experiences. 

Random never crosses her mind. This mental blocker correlates to the content of her Book. The 

stories she remembers to dictate are only the one‘s bearing on her spiritual destiny, the memories 

God would look up from his podium and smile knowingly at, but, to others, they came off the 

desperate, brown-nosing, attention-getting accounts that sit on the surface of the page. She 

placates the fact that knowledge and learning centered on memorization and discouraged critical 

thought.  

To sustain iconic influence, the persona(God) actively attempts to disintegrate and blur 

the line that divides him and the show by emphasizing intimacy with supporting cast and crew. 

Hence, the strength of God is reliant on the artificial connection acted out with his minions. Jesus 

and Mary aid  in the marketability of God and Christianity‘s religious services. Jesus 

simultaneously acts as co-host to God and vetted casting agent in their global production. 

Professionally assisting the Godhead, Jesus puts a human face on a concept. As noted above, 

Margery falls for Jesus before God. Margery‘s gateway to the heavenly father is through Jesus. 

As the flesh and blood representative of God, Margery uses Jesus for sexually associative 

purposes. She knowingly and cunningly turns sexual events into moments that stress her 

devotion. ―All her love and affection were fixed on the manhood of Christ‖ (Kempe 123). It is 

Jesus‘ words ―sitting upon her bedside, (Kempe 42) that ―worked his grace in her‖ (Kempe 43). 

He auditions her to compete for meaning with a simple goad, ―Daughter, why have you forsaken 

me?‖ (Kempe 42). At her most vulnerable and empty, after giving birth, yet again, Jesus 

mystically swoops down to offer her what appeared the only chance of being something more. 

To build her hype, Kempe acts as if Jesus put the fix in for her to become the next star of a 
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reality competition like England’s Top Virgin, Christian Idol or Big Brother Sister. She spins her 

suffering and loss as what qualified her extreme candidacy. 

Not restricted to lusty visions of masculine presence, Kempe wholly worships and 

believes her life entangled with the Virgin Mary‘s. When visiting Jerusalem she claimed to have 

―heard and saw in her spiritual sight the mourning of our Lady‖ (Kempe 104). Mary provides a 

positive feminine model for Kempe. However fallacious the Holy Mother‘s struggle and image 

are presented can‘t compete with the symbolic permanence it had for Kempe. Mary is an 

unalterably, female character with the power to speak beyond the grave. When visiting the burial 

site of the Blessed Virgin she had a ―sweet conversation,‖ (Kempe 109) where her physical 

union with Jesus is approved of. Mary, as the executive producer, drawing in the women‘s 

demographic for Christianity, encouraged subordination to Jesus, who was simultaneously God. 

Shifting essence, a staple of the trinity, is a facet Kempe honed in on. Margery primarily wants to 

shape-shift into the Virgin Mary, her idealized woman. She clearly comprehends the perks of 

being positioned just adjacent the trinity by studying the Holy Virgin.  

Margery relies heavily on Christian narratives to substantiate her own treatise. ―Her 

divine visions allowed her to communicate with God, love Jesus in his humanity, attend the 

Virgin, and participate with all her emotions in the joy and grief of the Christian story‖ (Glenn 

541). Her divine interactions are paralleled both verbally and typologically to gospel passion 

narratives. Attempts to deliberately imitate Christ or the Virgin are reliant on the transcribed 

patterns of Jesus, Mary, and the saints she had previous knowledge of. The notes of Jesus‘ 

previous cast and crew are her divine character blueprints. Meditations Vitae Christi is borrowed 

from directly in Margery‘s accounts. It proved the primary devotional model for her sensory 

phenomenon (McMurray 49). By dictating her character as being accustomed to the same 
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travails experienced by Jesus and Mary, Margery saps the authority of the church and harnesses 

its tested and successful manipulative techniques. 

 Kempe flies amongst the virtuous vultures for the sake of survival. Remixing familiar 

patterns is less ―something she put on deceitfully herself,‖ (Kempe 119) than something she 

divisively puts up with.  Self-designating herself as ―creature‖ throughout the book, Margery 

alludes to the twelfth century Books of Life (Evans). Both works posit people as walking, talking 

books. By using the third person ―creature,‖ she enters the metaphoric ―book competition‖ 

without serious threat of misogynist backlash. Framing her life as a book written by God ensured 

a certain level of critical immunity.  

The narrative-self that arises is born of a gendered historical and institutional discourse. 

Her voice is delivered indirectly so the reader is forced to superimpose personal meaning and 

avoid passivity. She attempts to mimic the illusory intimacy she wholly believed to experience 

with God, Jesus and Mary. This orchestrated structural instability only distracted the incredible 

literary control the narrative and its characters apply. Margery‘s unbridled insecurity in self, and 

complete confidence in the Almighty, prompts the combination of third person and direct speech.  

She can differentiate between her self, her being an other to others, her being a product of 

institutions, and being a gendered body. Christ, as a real person, becomes the subject to 

Margery‘s objectified self. When speaking with Christ she ―imagines herself the object of the 

Others desire‖ (Evans 515). The conflicting forms of subjectivity(subject to and subject of) 

enable Margery to both be loved and watch herself being loved. She viewed disengagement from 

one‘s body a privilege.   

The instigators of this split in vision were devotional images and physical representations 

of her faith that she encounters. This allies with how the capacity of any brain to generate 
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hallucinations resides in the associative cortex when released from its normal inhibited state. 

When the visual cortex is released from pragmatic visual sensations, it can become 

spontaneously active and interpret random activity as visual stimulus. (Steen 215).  So, if not 

entirely constructs, she is triggered into any hallucinatory phenomena by surrounding idolatry. 

Meditation on holy objects and images offers immediate access to the ―real‖ thing. People saw 

themselves and the world as being part of a representational space. Their experience of self was 

shaped by the awareness that they were always being watched. Upon spotting a devotional 

image, there was a division between the eye and the gaze. What resulted was a voyeuristic 

experience that involved the reading subject(Margery) apprehending the holy figure, cognitively, 

and then regarding herself within the illumination, objectively. Her consciousness is asked to 

view the mirrored self as if it were as sacred as the actual devotional representation. The third 

person narrative allows her to appear as a puppet in her own account – a puppet in a show of her 

own scripting. She raises herself out of the ―realm of meaninglessness into representation, 

iteration and hence signification‖ (Sponsler 125).  

Viewing the world a staged competition, the holy lands symbolized the number one 

public space for the expression of personal pains that might otherwise go unheard. The continual 

movement through her holy set depicts a woman who relishes seeing where she has been almost 

more than where she is going. Her values are bogged down in the past instead of the possible.   

Kempe‘s meaningful world is ―fashioned‖ by her adaptive processes. The experience of 

Margery through ―large symbolic patterns‖ (Evans 517) such as continual crying and repetitive 

holy visions depict a genuine attempt at meaning and value. ―Iterability is what makes 

signification possible in the first place: in order to mean anything, a sign has to be able to be 

repeated in a variety of contexts. Repetition is thus a necessary condition of meaningfulness‖ 
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(qtd. in Sponsler 125). Margery‘s beliefs and actions reduce any ambiguity, ambivalence and 

complications of character. It was never unclear where Margery stands because so much of her 

story retreads the same issues. Her ―reflective consciousness finds its fullest expressions in the 

phenomenology of experience –symbolic process, language and culture in all its forms‖ 

(Ashbrook 15). The fantastical apparitions emerge more plausible when latticed with identifiably 

prosaic redundancy. The monotonous features of her Book paradoxically work toward her 

credibility.  

 She is a product of her environment. It so happens that her environment breeds the 

illusion of a parallel space. Physicality on Earth juxtaposed the metaphysical confusion inherent 

to the afterlife. Church officials keenly understood the susceptibility of people to fantasy. To 

supplement didactic preaching, the church encouraged the biblical narratives to be performed. 

Religious dramatizations were considered ―acceptable to existing patterns of church authority‖ 

(Sponsler 140) and especially effective in permeating the mind of the commoner. Theatre was 

viewed ―an ambiguous meeting ground‖ (Horton and Wohl 215) where fiction briefly and 

viscerally trumped reality.   With a unique integration of orthodox and unorthodox religious 

practice, dramatized divinity provides the template for Margery‘s strategy.  

She disguises her authority and maneuvers herself to the front of the celestial line by 

yoking the impact of performance based bodily penance.  Chapter eleven starts, ―It happened one 

Friday, Midsummer Eve, in very hot weather – as this creature was coming from York‖ (Kempe 

58) placing Margery temporally and geographically, near the Corpus Christi celebrations, she 

and her husband likely saw passion plays at the previous day (Sponsler 129). This probability, 

atop her living in a considerably theatre-heavy part of the country, assures Margery‘s awareness 

of theatrical productions, whether or not she comprehended their unreality.   
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Indeed, her own theatrical nature bubbles up via costumes and evocative gestures like 

weeping, falling to the ground, throwing arms out as though she were being crucified, and even 

kissing lepers. She disrupts church processions, one-ups officials and generally sateals the show 

wherever she went. These ―spiritual exercises‖ (Gibson 49), easily and preferably misconstrued, 

grant Margery social aspirations, independence and status. Forcing the Christian narrative on 

others is a pattern Margery memorizes and deems a prerequisite for earning prized sainthood. 

Running for her life, away from bedeviling anonymity, Margery Kempe comes off both 

ambitious and fractured. She may not have end up winning the right to sainthood, but she 

achieves a similar transcendence. The Book of Margery Kempe lives on because of the passion 

she put into birthing it.  
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Elizabeth Kerper 

Characteristics of Effectiveness:  The Various Monarchs of Richard II and Henry V 

 

 In Richard II and Henry V, Shakespeare portrays three English kings: Richard II, Henry 

Bolingbroke, who becomes Henry IV, and Henry V.  In both plays, Shakespeare delivers 

complex meditations on a variety of subjects, including the governmental form of both his 

historical moment and the historical moment of the plays, the monarchy.  In Richard II, 

Shakespeare critiques the monarchy through his portrayal of the ineffective reigns of Richard 

and Bolingbroke.  In Henry V, however, he presents a much more positive view of the monarchy 

as he traces Henry‘s coming age from an immature prince in Henry IV to an effective, ideal king 

at the end of his namesake play.  The shortcomings of Richard and Bolingbroke and the strengths 

of Henry complement each other and when examined together, the two plays present parallel 

views on the qualities of an effective ruler, the most important of which are well-roundedness, 

versatility and, most importantly, willingness to both make morally ambiguous decisions and 

accept responsibility for those decisions. 

 Richard II focuses on the clash of two men, Richard and Bolingbroke, over the throne of 

England.  Each man has a strong talent which defines him as a character and is his main weapon 

in the fight for the crown.  Richard is a sophisticated rhetorician with a powerful control of 

language, while Bolingbroke is young, pragmatic and physically powerful.  Both characters use 

their respective strengths to their own advantage on various occasions throughout the play.  

Bolingbroke relies on his common sense and pragmatic capabilities to gain the support and 

respect of the English common people and a group of nobles and to raise the army and develop 

the strategies which eventually lead to his deposition of Richard, the original king.  However, 

during that deposition, Richard uses his mastery of language to subtly accuse Bolingbroke of 
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treason, first by comparing himself to Christ and Bolingbroke to Judas and then by inviting him 

to literally ―seize the crown,‖ therefore implying that he is also figuratively seizing power 

illegitimately and illegally (Richard II 4.1.172).  This casts a shadow on Bolingbroke‘s image 

and gives Richard a chance to garner support as the only legitimate heir to the throne.    

 Still, because of their overly specialized nature the strong talents of the two men 

necessarily leave them with equally large weaknesses and in the end, each character is fatally 

one-sided.  Richard‘s power with language leaves him with a tendency to avoid taking action 

even when it is truly necessary.  This is distaste for action is present as early as the first scene of 

Richard II, in which Richard observes the dispute between Bolingbroke and Mowbray, but, in 

his own words ―cannot do to make [them] friends‖ (Richard II 1.1.197).  Instead, he passively 

allows them to arrange the duel which ends in Bolingbroke‘s banishment and plants the first 

seeds of his revolt.  Similarly, Bolingbroke‘s clumsiness with language often works against him 

to weaken his claim to the throne.  For example, when Richard first appears on the walls of Flint 

Castle during the revolt, Bolingbroke compares him to: 

The blushing discontented sun 

From out the fiery portal of the east 

When he perceives the envious clouds are bent 

To dim his glory and stain the track 

Of his bright passage in the occident. (Richard II 3.3.62-66) 

This comparison actually works against Bolingbroke‘s interests by aligning Richard and his 

inherited monarchy with the sun, which is both vital for life and a permanent fixture of the 

heavens, while inadvertently implying that his own attempt to gain power is as impermanent as 

clouds in the sky. 

 In contrast to the detrimental imbalances of Richard and Bolingbroke, Henry V portrays 

Henry as a well-rounded monarch who uses both language and action in a powerful and effective 
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manner as he engages in a war over the French throne.  His power over language is clearly 

visible in the rhetoric of the many speeches he gives throughout the play, and as he matures over 

the course of the play, his control over language develops and matures with him.  In 3.3, when 

Henry delivers a threatening speech to the governor of the French town of Harfleur, he uses 

powerful but relatively unsophisticated images of violence and destruction to intimidate the 

French into surrendering the town.  However, by the time he delivers the famous St. Crispin‘s 

Day speech in 4.3, Henry‘s rhetoric has noticeably matured.  In response to the Earl of 

Warwick‘s wish for more men to help the vastly outnumbered English fight the French, Henry 

says: 

No, faith, my coz, wish not a man from England. 

God‘s peace, I would not lose so great an honour 

As one man more methinks would share from me 

For the best hope I have.  (Henry V 4.3.30-33) 

By arguing that there is a set amount of honor to be earned on the battlefield that day, and by 

implying that fewer men fighting means a greater share of honor for those involved, Henry is 

able to turn the disadvantage of the small numbers of his troops into an advantage in the minds of 

his men.  Later in the speech, his appeal to both the patriotism and the class sensibilities of his 

soldiers is a sophisticated maneuver designed to remove the divisions between them, unite them 

as one powerful entity and convince them to fight, even in the face of seemingly overwhelming 

odds against them.  Through complex mastery of language, Henry effectively convinces those 

around him to act in a way that supports his goals as king. 

 In addition, Henry‘s skill with language does not cause him to fall into the trap of one-

sidedness experienced by Richard and Bolingbroke.  Henry shares Bolingbroke‘s talent for 

taking effective action toward his goals as well as Richard‘s power over language.  Once he 

decides to lay claim to the throne of France, he immediately embarks on a successful military 
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campaign in pursuit of his goal, saying ―Therefore let our proportions for these wars/ Be soon 

collected, and all things thought upon/….That this fair action may on foot be brought‖ proving 

that he is as capable in deed as in word (Henry V 1.2 304-10).  In fact, his language skills serve 

to increase the effectiveness of his actions, rather than compensate for some inaction, by 

allowing him to convince others to act in a similar manner. This is exemplified when he rallies 

his outnumbered troops to fight the French at the Battle of Agincourt.  Again, Henry comes into 

full possession of this talent as he matures over the course of the play.  While he makes the 

original decision to stake his claim to the throne of France based on the counsel of his advisors, 

by the conclusion of the play the choices he makes are his alone.  By demonstrating the ways in 

which Henry‘s talent with language and action combine to increase his success as a ruler, the 

plays present such well-roundedness as an essential quality for an effective monarch. 

 In addition to his effective balance of skills, Henry displays an impressive capacity for 

versatility, change, and growth throughout Henry V.  Henry is an astoundingly versatile 

character, capable of fulfilling all of the many roles required of him as a king.  At various points 

over the course of the play, Henry assumes the roles of performer, soldier, orator, diplomat and 

lover, as well as literally playing the role of a common soldier while disguised in 4.1.  He takes 

on all of these roles in order to further his goals as a king—delivering a stirring oration to rally 

his men to fight the French at the Battles of Agincourt and Harfleur or wooing Catherine in order 

to secure his position on the throne of France through marriage to a French princess.  

Furthermore, Henry is actually capable of filling more than one role at the same time.  For 

example, in the famous St. Crispin‘s Day speech he simultaneously acts as a soldier and an 

orator, relating to his soldiers as equals and promising that ―…he today who sheds his blood with 

me/ Shall be my brother‖ while also manipulating their emotions through patriotic rhetoric 
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(Henry V 4.3.61-62).  By highlighting this multifaceted nature of the position of king, 

Shakespeare implies that in order to be effective as a monarch one needs to be flexible and 

versatile, able to adapt to a variety of situations at need. 

 In contrast, the one-sidedness found in the talents of Richard is echoed in terms of his 

adaptability and versatility as a monarch.  He is confined to one role and is unable to adjust to of 

the array of situations and challenges with which he is presented in the play.  For Richard, this 

role is that of a ceremonial king.  He is fixated on the ceremonial trappings of kingship to such a 

degree that he loses touch with his subjects.  Without a sense of accountability to those he 

governs, he practices risky economic policies and wrongfully deprives Bolingbroke of his 

inheritance, both of which lead to his deposition.  When a dying John of Gaunt cautions him that 

―Thy deathbed is no lesser than thy land/Wherein thou lies in reputation sick,‖ Richard ignores 

his warning to alter his policies because as a ruler he is not capable of the versatility required to 

follow it (Richard II, 2.1.94-95).  Furthermore, he is unable to let go of the role of monarch even 

when he is removed from power by Bolingbroke.  This inability to adapt to changing 

circumstances leads to his mental instability in 5.5, as his rigid view of himself as the king by 

divine right comes in conflict with the loss of his title.    

 Richard II and Henry V present still one more quality as necessary in an effective 

monarch: the willingness to make and accept responsibility for morally ambiguous decisions.  

All three monarchs of the plays make decisions that can be deemed morally uncertain.  Richard 

is involved in the conspiracy to kill Thomas of Gloucester, Bolingbroke supports Richard‘s 

assassination and Henry chooses to fight for the throne of France based on an ancient inheritance 

law despite the fact that his power in England clearly flouts inheritance laws, as well as 

promoting extreme violence against civilians during wartime and risking the lives and souls of 
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soldiers in a war that may or may not be just.  However, Richard II and Henry V do not address 

the decisions of rulers simply in terms of morality, but also in terms of the ruler‘s willingness to 

take responsibility for those decisions, moral or otherwise. It is the latter distinction that 

determines the effect of those choices on the strength of a ruler.   

 The immoral actions of Richard and Bolingbroke strongly hinder the effectiveness of 

their reigns.  Richard‘s involvement in the Gloucester‘s murder, and his unwillingness to take 

responsibility for that murder, prevent him from settling the argument between Mowbray and 

Bolingbroke fairly at the beginning of the play, setting the stage for Bolingbroke‘s revolt.  Once 

in power, Bolingbroke, in turn, understandably supports the assassination of Richard as a major 

political enemy (Richard II 5.4.2-9).  However, after Sir Exton kills Richard, Bolingbroke 

hurriedly looks for a way to keep Richard‘s blood off his hands, saying ―Exton, I thank thee not, 

for thou hast wrought/A deed of slander with thy fatal hand/Upon my head and all this famous 

land‖ (Richard II 5.6.34-36).  Bolingbroke‘s avoidance of responsibility has the dual result of 

contributing to the ineffectiveness of his future reign, as his preoccupation with expunging the 

guilt of Richard‘s murder distracts him from other important matters, and demonstrating the 

cyclical ineffectiveness that can beset monarchies.  Bolingbroke‘s reign picks up where 

Richard‘s left off, stained with the guilt of unacknowledged assassination, because of his 

unwillingness to take responsibility for his immoral actions.   

 Henry‘s morally ambiguous choices, on the other hand, eventually prove to be some of 

the most effective of his kingship, contributing to his successful ascension to the throne of 

France.  Shakespeare implies that this success is due to the fact that as he matures over the 

course of Henry V, Henry begins to take responsibility for his actions.  Early in the play he 

displaces blame for any violence his soldiers might bring to Harfleur on both the nature of the 
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soldiers, saying ―We may as bootless spend our vain command/Upon th‘enragéd soldiers in their 

spoil/As send precepts to the leviathan/To come ashore,‖ and on the unwise choice of Harfleur to 

continue to fight, asking ―Will you yeild, and this avoid?/Or, guilty in defense, be thus 

destroyed?‖ (Henry V 3.3.101-04 and 3.3.119-20).  However, after his conversation with the 

soldiers Williams and Bates in 4.1, he begins to grapple with the idea that a king who sends his 

soldiers into war of uncertain morality bears some responsibility for their fate, reflecting 

The slave, a member of the country‘s peace,  

Enjoys it, but in gross brain little wots 

What watch the King keeps to maintain the peace, 

Whose hours the peasant best advantages. (Henry V 4.1.263-66) 

By the time he gives his St. Crispin‘s Day speech in 4.3, Henry has matured to the point of 

accepting responsibility for his actions.  He admits that his war may cause the death of many 

soldiers, but argues that the potential for honor to be gained in battle is worth the risk of death 

and rallies his soldiers to fight anyway.  By taking on this responsibility, Henry presents himself 

as a strong monarch whose choices are effective, regardless of their objective morality. 

 Richard II and Henry V deal intimately with the reigns of three English monarchs, and 

the plays make it clear that a powerful and effective monarch is the exception in English 

governance, not the rule. While Richard II  seems to question whether an effective monarchy is 

possible at all, Henry II argues that effective monarchs can exist, if only as the result of an 

uncommon and very specific set of qualities. Shakespeare‘s critique of ineffective monarchies in 

Richard II combines with his portrayal of Henry V‘s extremely effective monarchy in Henry V to 

reveal the qualities he believes are necessary to be a strong and effective ruler, although he never 

presents a conclusive judgment about the moral implications of these qualities. 
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Mary Kitamura 

Boudoir and Battlefield: Love and War in Byron‘s Don Juan 

  

 Described by Lord Byron as a ―mock-epic,‖ Don Juan nevertheless deals with epic 

themes of love and war. Byron‘s twist on the old Don Juan legend has Byron‘s Don Juan as a 

young and passive hero. The first five cantos of Don Juan appear to be the slapstick coming-of-

age story of a sheltered young boy, peppered with Byron‘s own digressions. However, as Leslie 

Marchand points out in Byron’s Poetry: A Critical Introduction, Byron‘s Preface ―published 

with Cantos VI, VII and VIII is concerned alone with the last two [Cantos VII and VIII], which 

are mainly an attack on war and the politics of tyranny‖ (196).  

 Through his account of the Siege of Ismail, Byron describes a specific conflict that took 

place in 1790. In a savage and premeditated attack on the Turkish fortress of Ismail, the Russian 

army, led by Field Marshall Suvaroff, slaughtered 40,000 Turks,  including women and children. 

Byron notes that Suvaroff had orders from Prince Potemkin: ―You will take Ismail at any price‖ 

(VII: 40). After a siege that is graphically described by Byron, Juan unwittingly emerges as a 

hero and is presented to Catherine the Great as a newly minted Lieutenant in a fine military 

uniform. Juan, awed by the splendor of the Court and flattered by Catherine‘s attentions, 

becomes one in a series of young lovers taken by Catherine, aged 61 at the time. Byron uses 

these episodes in Juan‘s history to illustrate the savagery of war and to show how close the 

concepts of love and war really are. As Bernard Beatty wisely points out in Byron: Don Juan and 

Other Poems, ―The poem does not allow us, then, to fall into such simplifications as ‗make love 

not war‘, for the underlying energies of both may be indistinguishable rather than opposed‖ (98). 

In the later Cantos of Don Juan Byron shows how war is conceived and executed by tyrants; but 
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it is the common people whose lives are sacrificed. In contrast, the tyrants have much to gain by 

war in terms of money, power, land, and vanity. In Catherine the Great, Byron illustrates the idea 

of how love and war are not mutually exclusive. After a brief comic stint as a slave, Juan ends up 

a young and handsome hero in Catherine‘s court. Juan is a passive hero to whom things happen, 

a ―mock-hero,‖ just as his story is a ―mock-epic.‖  Byron uses Juan as a vehicle and places him 

in situations to illustrate the futility of war and the inhumanity of monarchy.  

 This paper will show how Byron uses a casual and conversational approach to comment 

on very serious issues through the story of Don Juan. The issues to be explored will be war, as 

illustrated by the Siege of Ismail; and tyranny, as shown by the reign of Catherine the Great of 

Russia. Byron‘s choice of a specific battle and a specific monarch will be related to his views on 

the broader issues of war and the monarchy as an institution. The brutality at Ismail and the reign 

of Catherine the Great will be used to support the argument.  

     Before Juan lands in the midst of the Siege of Ismail, he has been presented as an innocent, if 

bumbling, hero. He has known love with Haidee, and he has shown human kindness in rescuing 

two slaves from the Seraglio. He also refuses to engage in eating his dog or his fellow human 

beings during the ship wreck: ―‘Twas not to be expected that he should,/Even in extremity of this 

disaster,/Dine with them on his pastor and his master‖ (II:78). It is a change of character for Juan 

to participate so readily (and ably) in battle. After Juan and Johnson escape from slavery in the 

Seraglio, the reader comes upon them in the midst of battle: 

           Not knowing 

          The way, which they had never trod before, 

          And still less guessing where they might be going, 

          But on they marched, dead bodies trampling o‘er 

          Firing and thrusting, slashing, sweating, glowing. (VIII:19) 
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The verbs Byron uses in this scene - ―firing and thrusting,‖ ―slashing, sweating, glowing‖ - could 

be applied to love making as well as to military maneuvers. This shows the parallels or 

similarities between love and war. Byron emphasizes that, in spite of the horrendous conditions 

at Ismail, Juan ―did not run away‖ (VIII:21). Juan does not seem to mind the battle; in fact, he 

takes a kind of pleasure in it. He is ―In such good company as always throng/ to battles, sieges, 

and that kind of pleasure,/No less delighted to employ his leisure‖ (VIII:24). Byron points out 

that Juan fought ―He knew not why‖ (VIII:29). In spite of Don Juan being a ―mock-epic,‖ there 

are echoes of Troy in these battle scenes. It reminds the reader that wars are fought by the 

common people who do not know (or have long forgotten) the reason they are fighting.   

     Byron sees through the pomp and glory of war. Juan was subject to ―the thirst of glory‖ 

(VIII:52). Glory is a recurring topic for Byron: ―The kingly scourge, the lust of notoriety‖ 

(VIII:68). The lust for glory is what motivates kings and soldiers alike. Only the narrator of Don 

Juan seems to realize how fleeting fame and glory really are. The price of glory for kings or 

military leaders is paid with the lives of common people. In the Siege of Ismail, Byron shows his 

readers in detail what glory involves.  

     Byron does not spare any of the details of the brutality that took place at Ismail. In one 

gruesome scene, a dying Turk bites through a Russian soldier‘s foot and holds fast even after the 

Turk is decapitated: 

          He made the teeth meet, nor relinquished it 

          Even with his life, for (but they lie) ‗tis said 

          To the live leg still clung the severed head. (VIII:84) 

 

Juan does show some of his old humanity by rescuing a 10 year old Turkish girl. He drives her 

attackers away by violence, and takes the girl to a place of safety. Juan ensures her safety before 

he joins in the plundering of conquered Ismail. Plunder is the right of the victor since ―No hero 
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trusteth wholly to half-pay‖ (VIII:103). Finally, Ismail is won: ―The glow of burning streets, like 

moonlight on the water,/Was imaged back in blood, the sea of slaughter‖ (VIII:122). Field 

Marshall Suvaroff wrote ―with bloody hands‖ a dispatch to Catherine: ―Ismail‘s ours‖ 

(VIII:133).  

     Byron‘s rendering of the Siege of Ismail was no exaggeration. Historian Sebag Montefiore in 

Prince of Princes: The Life of Potemkin, begins his chapter on Ismail with lines from Don Juan:  

          All that the devil would do if run stark mad, 

          All that defies the worst which pen expresses, 

          All by which hell is peopled, or as sad 

          As hell, mere mortals who their power abuse 

          Was here (as heretofore and since) let loose. (VIII:123) 

   

Montefiore goes on to describe Ismail as ―the incarnadine horror of a Dantean hell‖ (450). As the 

Turks were falling, the Russians were ―overtaken again by the lust for havoc, a fever of blood 

madness to kill everything they could find‖ (450). According to Montefiore, ―It is no 

exaggeration to say that the gutters of the town were dyed with blood‖ (450). Men, women, 

children, even horses were slaughtered: ―The Russians sank into a grim orgy of death‖ (451).  

Montefiore notes that the incident of the ten year old girl being saved was true. Richelieu, a 

mercenary soldier, saved her after finding her ―soaked in blood and surrounded by four women 

with their throats cut‖ (451). Montefiore sums up the Siege of Ismail: ―Almost 40,000 died in 

one of the greatest military massacres of the century‖ (452).  

     In ―‘People‘s Ancestors are History‘s Game‘: Byron‘s Don Juan and Russian History,‖ David 

Walker points out that the battle for Ismail was ―no romantic and idealistic battle for higher 

principles, fought by a moral and ethical aristocratic elite according to chivalric rules‖ (159). 

Walker goes on to say that ―In Byron‘s view, the cause for which the war was being fought was a 

bad one‖ (160). According to Walker, ―Modern historians support Byron‘s rendering of the 
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savagery of the conflict. Of an approximate total of 66,000 combined, the casualties at Ismail 

numbered some 40,000. Barbarity was the order of the day‖ (161).  

     If Byron chose Ismail to embody the horrors of war; he chose a woman, Catherine the Great 

of Russia, as a symbol of lust and the monarchy. Catherine the Great, whom Byron calls a 

―sovereign and a whore‖ (VI:920), embodies the combination of lust and power. Catherine can 

and does make love and war. In his biography, Catherine the Great, Henri Troyat notes that, 

even as a girl of thirteen, Catherine was ambitious in her choice of marriage partners: ―She was 

interested in the throne, not the bed‖ (7). Catherine‘s story shows that love and war are not 

necessarily opposites. Beatty suggests that Catherine ―connects together sex and war, domination 

and femininity, life and death, in the most explicit way‖ (98). Byron notes how women can be 

the cause of war; but only women can replenish populations decimated by war:  

 

          Oh thou teterrima causa of all belli— 

          Thou gate of life and death—thou nondescript! (IX:55) 

          ………………………………………………… 

          From thee we come, to thee we go, and why 

          To get at thee not batter down a wall 

          Or waste a world, since no one can deny 

          Thou dost replenish worlds both great and small? (IX:56) 

 

Beatty adds that ―the addressee throughout is the sexual organs of women‖ (98-9).  

     In Catherine, then, we have a woman who has the power of life and death. When Juan stands 

before her in his freshly tailored military uniform, Byron describes that uniform and how 

handsome Juan looks. Byron adds ―an army tailor,/That great enchanter, at whose rod‘s 

command/Beauty springs forth and Nature‘s self turns paler‖ (IX:44). It is as if an impressive 

uniform makes murder and butchery dignified, respectable - even noble. Juan is the embodiment 

of ―Love turned a Lieutenant of Artillery,‖ (IX:44). Catherine, whose fondness for boys was 

well-known, is ―very glad to see/The handsome herald, on whose plumage sat/Victory‖ (IX:57). 
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Her joy, however, is only due in part to Juan: ―The first was a ta‘en city—thirty thousand slain‖ 

(IX:59). Byron inserts a warning that a thirst for blood like Catherine‘s is only temporarily 

slackened: ―Blood only serves to wash Ambition‘s hands‖ (IX:59).  

     For Catherine and Juan, it appears to be love at first sight: ―And so they fell in love./She with 

his face,/His grace, his God-knows-what‖ (IX:67).  Juan, for his part, ―Fell into that no less 

imperious passion,/Self love‖ (IX:68). Adam Komisaruk, in ―‘That Imperious Passion‘: Self as 

Vortex in Don Juan’s Russian Affair,‖ points out that ―The conquest of Ismail expresses 

Catherine‘s sexual selfhood: Juan‘s liason with the empress serves as a microcosm of Anglo-

Russian relations in the eighteenth century. …‖ (220). Komisaruk sees the Russian episode of 

Don Juan as being about money and capitalism; and that the Siege of Ismail is ―an act of 

entrepreneurial looting made possible by ham-handed imperialism‖ (223). Juan does not escape 

from Komisaruk‘s judgment either.  

     Komisaruk describes Juan as being prone to ―self-love.‖ Even Juan‘s rescue and protection of 

the ten year old Turkish girl, Leila, may be motivated by self interest, not compassion alone. 

Juan wins the right to carry the dispatch to Catherine because ―His little captive gained him some 

applause‖ (VIII:140).  On the ride to St. Petersburgh, Juan looks at the Turkish girl and thinks, 

―What a trophy!‖ Juan has saved her; but she is a ―trophy‖ of his war exploits. Later, as he takes 

Leila to London with him, Juan ponders what his relationship to her should be. Komisaruk thinks 

Juan‘s motives are suspect here: ―There was the purest platonism at bottom/of all his feelings—

only he forgot ‗em‖ (X:54). Juan also wonders why ―The little Turk refused to be converted‖ 

(X:55). Perhaps her conversion would have fed Juan‘s self-love and vanity. Juan feels virtuous 

for rescuing Leila: ―He loved the infant orphan he had saved/As patriots (now and then) may 

love a nation./His pride too felt that she was not enslaved,/Owing to him, as also her salvation‖ 
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(X:55). Juan seems ambivalent about what his relationship with Leila should be. Juan, whom 

Komisaruk calls a ―narcissist and perennial mama‘s boy‖ (230), lacks any education in sexual 

matters: ―He was much and deeply read,/But not a page of anything that‘s loose/Or hints 

continuation of the species‖ (I:40). Due to his lack of education in sexual matters, Juan seems to 

have no boundaries or true moral compass. Juan may love Leila; but she also feeds his vanity, 

and he feels powerful in relation to her.  

     In contrast, Catherine has all the power in her relationship with Juan. To make the 

relationship between love and lust very clear, Byron writes:  

          The Sovereign was smitten, 

          Juan much flattered by her love or lust. 

          I cannot stop to alter words once written, 

          And the two are so mixed with human dust 

          That he who names one both perchance may hit on. (IX:77)  

 

Juan is selected by Catherine to be her lover. He has no choice in the matter. Catherine may give 

him money and fine clothes; but he is basically a male whore. If a man did this, it would be 

called prostitution at best. But the element of no choice clearly makes it rape. Juan may have had 

trouble carrying out his duties: ―The favour of the Empress was agreeable;/And though the duty 

waxed a little hard,/Young people at his time of life should be able/To come off handsomely in 

that regard‖ (X:22).  In spite of his youth, Juan may have had trouble performing in the boudoir. 

Juan ―felt like other plants called sensitive,/which shrink from touch, as monarchs do from 

rhymes‖ (X:37). Juan would not have been able to say no to Catherine; and he did not seem 

happy in his role as her lover. ―He grew sick,/The Empress was alarmed,‖ (X:39). No one at 

court knew what was wrong with Juan. Catherine‘s physician, ―the same who physicked Peter‖ 

(X:39) gave Juan double doses of medicine. The doctors thought that it might be the cold climate 

and prescribed travel. This ―Made the chaste Catherine look a little grim,/Who did not like at 
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first to lose her minion;‖ (X:44). We are reminded that Juan is her ―minion;‖ he is nothing more 

than a slave.   

     By setting Juan down in the midst of the Battle of Ismail and the Court of Catherine the Great, 

Byron brilliantly illustrates the relationship of love and war. Love can have many meanings, as 

Juan ponders on the ride to England. Byron also seems to be saying that most of what we call 

love is a sham: from Juan‘s self-love and vanity to Catherine‘s lust for power and penchant for 

young men. Byron was concerned enough about what he saw to spend his last years composing 

Don Juan. It is haunting when he addresses posterity: 

          But ye, our children‘s children, think how we 

          Showed what things were before the world was free, (VIII:135)  

          That hour is not for us, but ‗tis for you, 

          And as in the great joy of your millennium 

          You will hardly believe such things were true 

          As now occur, I thought that I would pen you ‗em. 

          But may their very memory perish too.  

          Yet if perchance remembered, still disdain you ‗em 

          More than you scorn the savages of yore, 

          Who painted their bare limbs, but not with gore. (VIII:136) 

 

     Byron‘s Don Juan may be about love after all. But Byron seems to have been seeking a kind 

of love that doesn‘t involve one human being manipulating and destroying others for love of 

power or love of self. How sad and chilling are Byron‘s words today. We are the posterity he 

was talking to. It still seems like no one is listening and nothing has changed. In the Don Juan 

legend of old, Don gets his punishment at the end by being sent to hell. Komisaruk suggests that 

Byron‘s Don Juan doesn‘t need to go to hell; he is about to descend into the ―Hell‖ of Regency 

England (231).      
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Adam Kivel 

 

Rebirth, Revision, and Faust in Camp Concentration 

  

 

Thomas Disch‘s Camp Concentration is a novel of literary allusion and biting irony, in 

which everything from venereal disease to alchemy is made not only hilarious, but also 

completely poignant. Each joke, each reference to theology or philosophy adds to a powerful 

message on man‘s quest for knowledge. Sitting at the center of the novel is the Faust narrative, in 

all of its own various rebirths (with rebirth being a major symbol in and of itself, as well). The 

story of a man selling his soul to the devil for knowledge is evoked to demonstrate not only the 

lengths humans will go to in order to gain a greater understanding of their world, but also how 

this cycle will lead to individual and societal destruction before it inevitably swings back to the 

beginning. By comparing Disch‘s writing with the other Faust stories, particularly Thomas 

Mann‘s Doktor Faustus, one sees a much clearer picture of Disch‘s blackly comedic look at 

man‘s doomed cycle. 

 Camp Concentration is the story of Louis Sacchetti, a conscientious objector from an 

imagined WWIII, who is jailed for his refusal. He is moved from a prison in Illinois to the 

mysterious Camp Archimedes, which houses a group of eccentric, brilliant prisoners and 

devious, government agency jailers who experiment on their prisoners. Before giving any sense 

of character or plot, however, Camp Concentration opens with a note about the circumstances of  

the world outside of the central prison, grounding the narrative immediately in the world. In the 

novel‘s environment, ―President McNamara has decided to use ―tactical‖ nuclear weapons‖ (11). 

The destructions of war are the ultimate symbols of man‘s willingness to destroy one another and 

itself, particularly when it comes to nuclear war. The novel plays on the anxiety of the Vietnam 

War, as Robert McNamara had been Secretary of Defense under Lyndon Johnson at the time of 
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the conflict. However, the narrator leaves the novel‘s war vague enough to be universal, leaving 

just enough detail to induce a striking memory for those readers who lived through the Vietnam 

War, which was fought as the novel was published. The universal aspect of the novel, though, is 

more important; The fact that this story of war and imprisonment could be used to represent any 

one of many periods of time speaks more gruesomely of human nature than any one war could. 

 Next, the reader is given a better introduction to the narrator: Louis Sacchetti (an 

amalgam-name combining the surnames of alleged anarchists Sacco and Vanzetti who were 

executed without, arguably, a fair trial). Sacchetti is moved from his regular prison to Camp 

Archimedes, a mysterious, underground compound. He isn‘t given a trial, told why he‘s been 

moved ,or told how long he‘ll be held at this new prison. Once at Camp Archimedes, we are 

given insight to macabre experiments and research being performed, primarily with intelligence-

increasing drugs. The prisoners are being given drugs that give them syphilis, because the 

camp‘s director, General Haast, believes that this will produce a genius-level intelligence that he 

can then use to further military knowledge and technology. Again, Disch is playing on the 

reader‘s fears of man at his worst. But, more to the point, the author is taking an intriguing twist 

on the Faust story, in which the protagonist sells his soul for knowledge. Disch turns the concept 

of choice on its head by having a controlling government impose this choice upon the prisoners. 

These prisoners will lose their lives through a pact signed by someone else, without any sort of 

personal recompense. This, then, places Sacchetti‘s conscientious objection into clearer focus, 

both in terms of the tragedies of war, but also the failure of human choice under a strict 

government. This leaves his lack of choice an even more tragic outcome than a Faustian narrator 

who chooses his demise before regretting it. He‘d attempted to leave himself out of the war, but 

he‘s been dragged back in. This inescapability is reinforced by the inescapability of the literary, 
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cultural and historical references littered throughout each and every paragraph, particularly 

references to Faust itself. 

 The Faust narrative began to appear in different versions between the 16
th

 Century and 

the 18
th

 Century in Germany, all around a similar plot: a German scholar exchanges his heavenly 

soul with the devil for all earthly knowledge. Arguably, the most important versions of the story 

are Christopher Marlowe‘s ―The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus,‖ Johann Wolfgang von 

Goethe‘s ―Faust,‖ and Thomas Mann‘s novel, Doktor Faustus. Each author took many of the 

same plot elements from the preceding versions, but altered the story to better fit the time 

surrounding its writing. In this way, it‘s important to analyze the major narratives and their 

differences to see not only what changes Disch makes in his narrative, but also why he gives 

prominence to these cycles in his novel. 

 Marlowe‘s is, in a sense, a concrete example of the ―traditional‖ Faust, despite it having 

been written in England rather than Germany. It follows the original plotlines, warns about the 

danger of the devil, and the flaw in desiring worldly knowledge over religious knowledge. 

Marlowe‘s Faustus chooses the devil, chooses black magic and alchemy as sources of knowledge 

and power, over Christianity as the source of ―eternal life.‖  As such, this Faustus may look like 

he is choosing earthly knowledge over religion, but, more to the point, he is choosing Satanism 

as a religion over the other religions. 

 An interesting comparison is the importance of the sciences and mathematics in the 

narratives. In the ―Faust Book‖ (the generally recognized earliest English translation of the Faust 

tale), Faust begins to feel remorse for the earthly pleasures he experiences, so he ―takes to 

mathematics for consolation‖ (Wells 386). Marlowe‘s Faust is embedded in the scientific, a 
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professor who surrounds himself with knowledge. Thomas Mann‘s Faustian composer Adrian 

Leverkühn mathematically encodes the name of his beloved into the musical pieces he is able to 

compose thanks to his deal with the devil. Disch‘s characters study physics and mathematical 

concepts to aide the government in Camp Archimedes. In all senses, the study of math or science 

is a result of the disavowing of God. While the first narratives have this science or math as the 

end goal, Mann uses math as a tool for the advancement of art, and Disch has God substituted 

with government. 

 The most initially obvious change in Goethe‘s ―Faust‖ is the change in the narrator‘s 

desire: no longer does Faust want knowledge or power, he wants to feel happy, satisfied in life: 

―Me with joy‗s lure canst though beguile.‖ Shortly thereafter, Mephistopheles (the Faustian 

embodiment of Satan) leads Faust to a woman named Gretchen, leading to a sexual encounter. 

Here, then, Goethe is setting the physical, sexual base of humanity directly against religion. 

Later, Mann‘s Leverkühn loses his soul to the devil when he seeks out and has sex with a 

syphilitic prostitute. The embrace of the primal, both in Goethe‘s metaphysical and Mann‘s 

entirely physical sense, is the protagonist‘s undoing. It is ironic, then, that Disch‘s characters are 

administered drugs that give them syphilis, dealing them the results of the primal without even 

the comfort or human aspect of embracing the purely physical. 

 As mentioned earlier, Thomas Mann‘s version of Faust is Adrian Leverkühn, a former 

theology student who gives up religious study for music. In this sense, Leverkühn is choosing art 

over religion as much as the aforementioned reuse of sex. He is ―flinging himself totally into the 

arms of music‖ (147). Later in the novel, upon meeting Esmeralda (the woman who gave him 

syphilis), imagery of the outreach of arm, the drawing in is just as important as the welcoming 

arms of music: ―Esmeralda, who strokes my cheek with her arm‖ (152). To equate the two gives 
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just as much power to sex as it does to art as a counterpoint to religion. In music, Mann unites a 

trifecta of options against religion‘s control: encoding the primal woman‘s name in the music, art 

as emotional power, and the mathematical concepts at play in music theory. Throughout all of 

this, Esmeralda remains a romantic figure, despite her disease. Her primal characteristics are 

ignored after the initial contact, instead becoming a symbol for growth and knowledge. As such, 

the clever, ironic way in which Disch posits syphilis (sex-less sexually transmitted diseases in 

which no other can offer similarity or comfort) into his text is an ironic twist on Mann‘s 

romanticism. 

 As a Faust himself, Sacchetti refuses to follow traditional aspects of religion, yet he finds 

religious systems inescapable. Sacchetti explicitly gives up organized religion, yet finds religion 

knocking at every door. He is visited in prison by the ghost of Saint Thomas Aquinas and a flock 

of cherubim, who, in a hilarious scene, force-feeds him bread that gives him the knowledge of 

god. Faust takes himself out of the religious system by making himself godlike in acquiring all 

the knowledge of the world; However, he never actually escapes the system, as his way out is 

merely promising to return his soul to one of the two major players. 

 Each of these versions of Faust is referenced in its own small ways, both obliquely and 

concretely. This ―ironic and ambivalent blend…of tragedy and humor‖, as Peter Swirski puts it, 

gives the reader a more intimate connection to Sacchetti as a tragic Faust. The reader is aware of 

the absurdity of Sacchetti‘s station through Disch‘s humor and constant literary allusion. But, as 

Mann makes clear in his own Faustus, allusion is a deep meaning in and of itself: ―What I have 

let slip may strike the reader as merely an obscure, dubious allusion, and only I see myself as 

having indiscreetly and clumsily blurted everything out at once‖ (7). 
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 The first explicit mention of Faustus in Camp Concentration comes fifty pages in, as one 

of the prisoners decides to lead the group in a performance of Marlowe‘s version of the tale. The 

actors made ―Knowledge seem so horrible and veiled a thing, a succubus‖ (54), but in such a 

way that Sacchetti is eager to receive ―her poisons.‖ This collection of Fausts, as it were, 

reproduce their experience in its predecessor, finding a glory in like souls, those in dept to 

knowledge even to the price of death. However, the prisoners never chose to acquire knowledge 

and get nothing from it, but they‘re still inflicted with the pain of those that had. What‘s more, 

the knowledge they produce may be used for any number of deadly consequences itself. This 

newfound bureaucratic version of the Faustian deal is a harrowing change, one that Disch wants 

to make sure the reader finds as foreboding as he does. 

  It‘s also telling that a frame is placed onto Camp Concentration. The novel is purported 

to be Sacchetti‗s journal of life in Camp Archimedes, but the journal is itself ―punctuated by 

―editorial‖ intrusions from the publisher of Sacchetti‘s manuscript‖ as Swirski says, to the point 

that any mention of the group behind Camp Archimedes is removed. Sacchetti is frequently 

slipped notes by camp officials who read his journal as it is written and remind him to write more 

clearly, to include certain details he‘s left out. In all of the other Faustian narratives, no power is 

given to Satan to take out the bad parts about himself. Here, though, in modern America, 

mysterious corporations and/or malevolent governments have the power to moderate 

communication and their image.    

In his discussion of dystopia and utopia in Disch‘s science-fiction, Peter Swirski suggests 

that Camp Concentration is taken away from politics. On the contrary, the brief, sidelong 

references to politics and war are essential, grounding the cyclical nature of society as much as 

the references to Faust ground the novel in the cyclical nature of literature. As references cycle 
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through the novel, it‘s clear that the Faust character will keep choosing to sell his soul for 

knowledge; Equally as clear, it‘s clear that humanity keeps choosing to go to war. 

 The conclusion to is unclear whether Sacchetti and his fellow Fausts from Camp 

Archimedes are freed from their deal or still trapped. Delany‘s interpretation of the conclusion is 

somewhat less than positive: ―I am as unhappy with the finale of Camp Concentration as I am 

impressed with its development‖ (56). But, much like the rest of the novel, the conclusion is a sly 

send-up of the Faustian narrative while also relying on existence as being a repetition of its 

morals. 

 On page 78, Camp Archimedes prisoner Mordecai Brown announces that he isn‘t 

―interested in a universe in which I have to die.‖ As a Faust, Sacchetti calls his bluff, calling this 

sort of disinterest delusion. However, Brown has something up his sleeve. Brown had used his 

Government-drug-induced intelligence to build a machine that would swap his mind with one of 

his guards before his original body died of syphilis. In this way, Brown has a way of recreating 

himself in infinite other bodies, keeping himself alive much like the Faustian narrative, leaving a 

trail of dead bodies behind thanks to scientific advancement. This twists away from the Faust of 

the narrative, however, in a sympathetic way. Each and every other Faust was doomed to his 

fate, having chosen death. Brown and Sacchetti, on the other hand, hadn‘t chosen to trade their 

souls. Their ability to live on, then, is one the reader is largely sympathetic towards. Sacchetti is 

given a new body as well, and he and Brown walk off into the sunset, keeping their lives moving 

forward, no idea what‘s next except the necessity of switching bodies, perpetuating the cycle. 

But, if the novel itself is any sort of guide to go by, it‘ll be a lot more of the same. There will be 

more trading life for more understanding. People will die in their quest to know existence. 

Delany claims that this is not a ―complete solution‖ (56). However, the vague nature of the 
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conclusion is just as meaningful as any ―complete‖ solution. The novel‘s continuous allusions 

and repetitions suggest only one possible route, another beginning to lead to this same end. 
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Sabrina Martin 

The Life of Catharine Burton-The Connection of Body & Belief 

  

 

Catharine Burton‘s An English Carmelite, The Life of C. Burton is a semi-

autobiographical work composed in the years following her dedication to the nunnery at 

Antwerp, from 1694 until her death in 1714. Her writings are coupled with introductions from 

Father Thomas Hunter, whose gathering resulted in the collection of the manuscripts for the 

completed text. The writings chronicle the course of her life, from her early childhood in Suffolk 

throughout her years of uncategorized illness, and into her acceptance and career with the 

Teresian nuns at Antwerp. Her years of intense physical ailment are juxtaposed against moments 

of religious lucidity, experienced by way of religious visions. As we see in other Renaissance 

writings, the control of the spirit by way of the body serves as a major theme of importance for 

women writers during this time. Thus, it is the intention of this piece to examine Burton‘s use of 

the body, as well as the function of the ‗fast‘ as a vehicle for reaching religious apex in two parts: 

One – to examine the significance of food to medieval women, as discussed by Caroline Walker 

Bynum, and Two - to examine her descriptions of the body as they relate to religious visions and 

isolate passages where fasting is the vehicle for achieving religious piety.  

In order to discuss Burton‘s fasting, we must look to contextualize the recurrent theme of 

fasting in women‘s religious writings. Alpais of Cudot fasted on Eucharistic wafers alone, 

beginning ―after she was cured of a severe illness by a vision of the Virgin Mary, who told her 

that she would never need to eat or drink again‖ (Miles 22); Clare of Assisi fed others while 

fasting herself to attain piety; Lidwina of the Netherlands viewed illness and fasting as a single 

phenomenon, and ―since she perceived them as redemptive suffering…urged both on others‖ 

(Fast Feast & Flesh 4). These examples provide only a sampling of female control being exerted 
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over physical body through fasting, and provide a generic background to illuminate Burton 

against. As Caroline Walker Bynum states ―although women were only about 18 percent of those 

canonized or revered as saints between 1000 and 1700, they were 30 percent of those in whose 

lives extreme austerities were a central aspect of holiness and over 50 percent of those in whose 

lives illness…was the major factor in reputation for sanctity‖ (Fast, Feast & Flesh 3). Based on 

these two qualifications, Burton may have indeed qualified for sainthood herself.  

Caroline Walker Bynum‘s work Fast, Feast & Flesh: The Religious Significance of Food 

to Medieval Women examines in detail the importance of food and fasting to women much like 

Catharine Burton. During a period of famine in the 13
th

 and 14
th

 centuries, gluttony and gorging 

were reserved for the privileged; as a result, food instituted itself into the folklore and 

iconography of English psyche, and ―small wonder too that voluntary starvation, deliberate and 

extreme renunciation of food and drink, seemed to medieval people the most basic asceticism, 

requiring the kind of courage and holy foolishness that marked saints‖ (3). Combined with an 

existing reliance on food and its symbolic union of believer to Christ, fasting became central to 

piety.  

What‘s more, Bynum argues that fasting became distinctly feminine in association- not 

only are the vast majority of Eucharistic visions attributed to women, but the role of food was 

more central in women‘s lives in general (4). As she adequately describes, ―food was not merely 

a resource women controlled; it was the resource women controlled‖ (Bynum 10). Thus, fasting 

became a natural way for women to control their participation with religion, that ―by means of 

food, women controlled themselves and their world‖ (10). Fasting for women in the medieval 

period (and subsequent decades after) became synonymous with controlled, active participation 

in their piety, and more generally, with maintaining a level of independence in their lives.  
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Fasting affected several functions of women‘s lives, including elimination, menstruation, 

body image and sexuality. To understand fasting as a way of claiming control over their bodies, 

and thus, even in a limited way, an independence otherwise unavailable to them, is completely 

logical. Bynum states it best when she writes ―we must not underestimate the effectiveness of 

such manipulation in a world where it was often extraordinarily difficult for women to avoid 

marriage or to choose a religious vocation‖ (13). However, Bynum is careful to note too that 

fasting was not appealing to these women in the functions mentioned previously, but rather 

fasting equaled suffering, which equaled redemption. Thus, as we examine the interconnectivity 

of fasting, visions, and physical change in the Catharine Burton text, we must keep in mind that 

the physical changes associated with her visions are resultant from the religious redemptive 

qualities of the fast, rather than the physical functionality of it.  

Catharine Burton was born in Suffolk in 1668 to Thomas Burton and Mary Suttler. One 

of nine children in a wealthy family, her father insisted upon their being brought up virtuously 

after her mother passed away while giving birth to their tenth child.  Catharine‘s bouts with 

illness began at age sixteen, when she contracted small pox from her eldest brother, and then 

reemerged again at age nineteen, which then lasted for seven years. Throughout the text, she 

struggles with her faith through her physical sufferings, and chooses fasting to absolve her 

inequities towards God, who then grants her visions, promising that her sufferings are beneficial 

to her everlasting soul. She emerges from her illness, intent upon entering a nunnery, and 

ultimately is professed at Antwerp in 1694, where she becomes Superior Prioress twice during 

her career there. Upon her death, the Father of the convent, Thomas Hunter, collected her 

manuscripts of her life and religious piety, which she had been instructed to write while 

encloistered there. The work remained in manuscript form for many years due largely to the anti-
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Catholic sentiment in England during this period, and it wasn‘t until 1876 that the work was 

published in London, some 160 years after her death in 1714. 

While the more pressing issue is Burton‘s fasting to achieve religious piety, it is 

important to first comprehend how the body functions religiously to the author, not only when it 

is in a state of fasting, but more generally, as it exists to a Christian. Religious experience and 

bodily change are inseparably linked for Burton, as are fasting and religious devoutness. Fasting 

serves specifically to control the body for the purpose of religious achievement – the body serves 

to physically display the example of religious intervention.  

In the chapter entitled ―Early Years‖, Burton‘s first mention of a physical change linked 

with a religious experience is described as such: 

 I remember I was one day in a chamber where the chapel 

  was set up, neither praying, readying or thinking of God as I know of, 

  on a sudden I had a light of something of my life past which I had never 

  confessed. I thought our Blessed Lord stood on my right hand in mean  

  apparel like one wearied out with seeking me. I found a great remorse 

  of conscience and an alteration over my whole body [emphasis mine] (25).  

 

The description of the Lord‘s attire is unmistakably that of a vision – however, this vision is 

combined with physical change - the feeling of his standing on her hand, and an overall change 

(which we can assume to be physical, since the former part of the line indicates a mental 

change). This connection of vision and physical change is a common theme that plays inter-

sparingly with the juxtaposition of physical fast & religious ‗fullness.‘   

 And during her second bout with the unnamed illness, she thanks God for not having to 

suffer through the bodily convulsions she had previously – immediately she enters a vision, 

where ―it was made known to me by an interior voice as coming from my good angel, in these 

words which I cannot alter: ‗What if you should have these fits return to you again? you must 

resign yourself‘‖ (48). The visions, then, serve to indicate her prolonged suffering, and test her 
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spiritual aptitude through the challenges, but it is but a few days‘ following this vision that her 

physical condition is changed yet again by the healing power of a vision –  

―Soon after this I lost my speech, my hands grew stiff and cold and quite without 

feeling, so that my confessor…[said] my hands were dead…I seemed presented to 

our Blessed Savior, who looked upon me as a meek and mild judge…he seemed 

coming towards me…I saw our Blessed Savior stand like one considering 

whether He should take my soul out of my body or no…and after some 

consideration thought best to let that alone which he had designed…this 

disappeared, and I returned to myself again‖ (51).  

 

This physical change, from cold death to a revived body is only attributed to the vision, because 

on the same page prior to her visions, we are informed that the confessor had deemed her death 

so forthcoming and unavoidable, he had performed the final recommendation for her soul.   

 Continually, Burton‘s living status seems maintained only by her frequent visions, which 

invariably bring her from the brink of spiritual desolation and physical death. At the beginning of 

Chapter 8, her convulsions have returned, with only ―supernatural recollection and solitude‖ to 

maintain her (53). This time, the vision that sustains her is of an angel, presenting a richly 

adorned crown, ―giving me to understand by a way very interior that it was my crown which was 

so adorned by my sufferings…on the other side there was nothing but white sticks, laid across, 

by which I understood I was to live and suffer much more yet‖ (54). As we shall examine later, 

this vision of her crown bejeweled with stones of sufferings is an archetypal image which 

motivates her fasting.  

Another instance of her physical salvation through vision is found immediately following 

the crown vision in Chapter 8 – her convulsions are a constant ailment, and as she lay panting for 

breath, ―I saw again an angel who came to comfort me…He spoke nothing as I remember, but 

delighted and comforted my soul and body with his presence. On a sudden I lay in great repose 
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and seemed much changed to those around me…I found myself much strengthened and 

fortified‖ (55).  

Without undertaking a quantitative approach to documenting each instance where 

religious vision altered her physical state, we can see that the presence of visions is vital to 

bodily change for Burton. In Chapter 8, for example, there is an attempt by the author to de-

quantify the number of these visions, writing ―these blessed spirits would often, in these five 

weeks‘ time, visit me‖ (57). What is important, however, is her dependence on the visions as a 

functionary explanation of her improved physical state. Thus, understanding the 

interconnectivity between body and religion in this broader sense can open up an examination of 

the function of fasting to Burton‘s religiosity. 

Upon being struck with illness at 19, Catharine was unable to eat little if anything at all, 

that ―[she] had such a loathing of flesh, broth and eggs, that the very naming of meat was almost 

enough to cast me into a swoon‖ (36). The forced fast of her illness brought about a series of 

religious visions, the first of which came several months after her first becoming ill. 

  When I had been thus some months, one night, as I was in 

  great recollection, I thought I saw a long lane, so full of thorns 

  and bushes that there was no place or path to pass through…It was 

  at the same time made known to me that this was the road to heaven,  

  and that I was in it (36).  

 

However, we cannot contain the visions as belonging solely to the bed-ridden time of her illness; 

we know that prior to her illness, she chose fasting as a way to achieve piety. In Chapter 1, she 

writes of her fasting at sixteen: ―I loved to fast, and when I ate I took what I liked worst first. In 

Lent that year I passed sometimes the whole day taking nothing but some unsavory pottage, 

which I made others believe I found wholesome…I was thus carried on…by a strong impulse of 

Almighty God‖ (26).  
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And even though the illness was a cause of fasting, still she actively chose it.  

―I remember two or three times I felt a raging hunger, which went  

beyond all my other pains, I thought I could have eaten anything,  

yet I remember I said this to our Lord in my heart: ‗I give you thanks,  

O Lord, for making me so like yourself, who suffered hunger in the dessert, and 

thirst upon the Cross; if I had before me all the dainties  

in the world and had passage to swallow them, I would not touch  

them if it was made known to me it was not your will‖ (44). 

 

Fasting is directly linked to her desire to achieve righteousness, and this parallel between herself 

and Christ illustrates the main goal in her fast, which is to become more like Christ.  

 The fast represents a self-inflicted trial, which is awarded with bounties in Heaven. In the 

same section of Chapter 8, she again addresses what very little she ate while ill after these lines, 

which maintains the idea of fasting as a religious act to gain spiritual benefits: ―It often returned 

to my mind and encouraged me in great sufferings, thinking I added to my crown‖ (54) – which 

is then followed by her description of the fast:  

―In these three weeks‘ time I never ate anything I know of but once a piece of biscuit as  

extremities to increase my patience‖ (55). 

 

God‘s pleasure in her fast solidifies the connection between body and belief for Catharine, and 

begins a series of fasts in which celestial approval is gained by her controlled intake.  

 In Chapter twelve, Burton is approaching the completion of her second ten Fridays‘ 

devotion, but has relapsed more seriously into her grave state. As the end of the Fridays 

approaches, her health worsens, leaving everyone to believe only a miracle will save her from 

death. She writes ―I took nothing the whole day. I am not able to express the weakness of my 

stomach during my sickness. I took so little nourishment, that all wondered how nature itself 

could support itself‖ (77) – this fast, combined with her continued devotions to St. Xaverius, 

cures her suddenly– and although this particular combo of fast & cure was not accompanied by a 
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particular vision (―I said I had no vision at this time, yet the Saint I think was very near me, and 

made an union with my soul, but I saw him not in any exterior or imaginary forms as I did the 

first time…I found greater effects of this last favor than of the former‖ (79)), the presence of the 

celestial being in combination with the fast brings about her miraculous restoration.  

 And even after her spout with the illness has ended, still she receives bodily benefits from 

the dedication exhibited through her fasting. In Chapter 13, Catharine has disjointed her hip, and 

is lain up in bed again. Upon examination, her physician suggests she undertake another ten 

Fridays‘ devotion to St. Xaverius to cure her. Worried that ten weeks‘ time was too long to wait 

to be cured, she instead dedicates herself to ten days‘ devotion in honor of the saint. Ten days, 

one vision, and one communion later, ―I found myself entirely cured and the bone set fast‖ (89). 

 The occurrences of visions continue throughout her career at Antwerp, and are accounted 

to be the result of her constancy in prayer and devotion. Deceased nuns come to her in her sleep; 

St. Xaverius changes her aversion to eggs, so that she may eat and enter the habit; Christ 

promises her that she is to answer only to him while in the convent. Her visions while at 

Antwerp are directly related to her private struggles and desires in the place – her struggle to 

answer the Father‘s questions regarding her favors from above, her desire to become Superior 

Prioress. Thus we see a change in Burton‘s visions and their subsequent effects upon her entering 

at Antwerp. Where the visions seemed directly linked to her fasting and suffering in the outside 

world, upon encloistering herself, the visions become purely self-prophetic and result in less 

physical change than her former visions.  

As Bynum has indicated, the fast connects the physical to the spiritual in ways that are 

specifically appealing and accessible to women. In the case of Catharine Burton, fasting became 

an act of communion with Christ, often resulting in bodily change and encouraging visions. 
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What is unique about her use of fasting is its relation to her visions, and subsequently their 

relation to physical bodily change. Although women had fasted to gain religious piety long 

before Catharine Burton, she illustrates the physical benefits and religious ascension that are a 

consequence of physical deprivation, which is achieved through the fast. No other text has yet to 

illustrate the positive physical changes in the body as a result of a fast; as we are aware of 

through Bynum, the physical body depreciated while the metaphysical body blossomed during 

these feminine fasts – ―the authenticating document from the town [where Lidwina 

resided]…testifies that her body shed skin, bones, and even portions of intestines‖ (5) – an image 

not of physical improvement from fasting, but of bodily decline.  

Thus, Catharine Burton‘s autobiographical text is worth study in juxtaposition with other 

female works related to the physical fast and the accompanying religious feast, for it presents an 

effect of the fast that is unique in the genre. A text that has been largely ignored by Renaissance 

and women‘s scholarship, the work combines the spiritual autobiography with the physical 

results of piety. This account of an English woman living in virtual exile on the continent during 

the Protestant rule in England is an outlier in a genre whose fasting heroines see physical 

depreciation while enhancing their religious stock – Burton gains one through the other, and uses 

the fast as the means by which she can achieve this.  
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Jessica Saltiel 
 

Staging the Threat of the Female Supernatural: Witchcraft in Shakespeare‘s I Henry VI and 

Macbeth 

 

In contemplation of the status of witchcraft in early modern England, King James 

presents the question, ―What can be the cause that there are twentie women giuen to that craft, 

where ther is one man?‖ (James 43). His answer: ―that sexe is frailer then man is, so it is easier to 

be intrapped in these grosse snares of the Deuill‖ (James 43-44). In the eyes of King James at 

least, witchcraft was seen to be not only a religious or political problem, but a distinctly female 

one. Here we see a female threat springing from exhibitions of female power, which, according 

to James, are the result of basic female weakness. This kind of vascillating polarity entrenched in 

the concept of early modern witchcraft can be seen in William Shakespeare‘s staging of this 

supernatural practice in I Henry VI and in Macbeth. In each of these plays, Shakespeare takes 

time to theatrically represent witchcraft, staging and giving a voice to the threat itself. The 

female threat is also exhibited in these plays through the theatrical use of androgyny, alternative 

communities, and the language of prophecy. Through the weird sisters of Macbeth and Joan la 

Pucelle of I Henry VI, Shakespeare showcases moments of female power within the realm of the 

supernatural and, while these ―witches‖ must ultimately be conquered to appease the patriarchy 

surrounding them, their symbolic destruction comes at some cost to the patriarchy that they are 

in opposing. 

 Although a historical evaluation of the status of witchcraft in the age of early modern 

England gives the reader a context for his staging of its practice within these texts, here we must 

part ways with the historical and delve into a purely theatrical realm. Within the historical 

perspective, witchcraft can be viewed as unreal or as mere superstition. However, within the 



   

 

81 

 

theatrical, witchcraft becomes real in its power, its threat, and its conception. Harold C. Goddard 

warns the reader against refusing the reality of the supernatural in an exploration of these texts:  

Scholars who dismiss the supernatural element in Macbeth as stage 

convention or condescension to popular superstition stamp themselves as 

hopelessly insensitive not merely to poetry but to sincerity. (Goddard 504) 

In an examination of the artistic representation of witchcraft, historical facts and political context 

must be considered, but the questions of how and why must be dealt with primarily in order to 

understand these representations in a theatrical sense. The portrayals of the supernatural in I 

Henry VI and Macbeth are very different. Each tells a different story about witchcraft and, 

furthermore, about women in positions of power. 

 The historical collides with the theatrical within Macbeth. The play was written in tribute 

to King James I and Shakespeare seems to be acknowledging the King‘s own particular 

definitions of witchcraft within it. Categorizing witchcraft among other evil arts, King James 

states, ―that the Witches ar servantes onelie, and slaues to the Devil; but the Necromanciers are 

his maisters and commanders‖ (James 9). It does not take much to assume that a motive of 

gendering is implicit within this statement. While witches, which James has already defined as a 

group that is overwhelmingly female, can exhibit power of their own, there is still a power 

greater than them that can control them. Within a system of femininity outside of the control of 

the patriarchy these types of checks and balances are still present.  This invisible control is made 

visible within the power play between Macbeth and the weird sisters. By 4.1, the sisters‘ 

prophecy has already taken root within the play. As they have already given proof of their power, 

it might come as a shock to find out that they have masters. ―Say if thou‘dst rather hear it from 

our mouths / Or from our masters‖ (Macbeth 4.1.79). Earlier in this scene, Macbeth seems to be 

attempting to take the form of a ―Necromancier,‖ as defined by King James. He says, ―I conjure 
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you by that which you profess, / Howe‘er you come to know it, answer me‖ (Macbeth 4.1.66-

67). Through his attempt to ―conjure,‖ Macbeth seeks to take back the control within the sisters‘ 

own supernatural realm as the master and commander. But is he successful? The sisters do give 

him what he wants and provide answers for the questions he poses. Yet it is their prophecy that 

rings true in the play‘s conclusion and it is Macbeth who is undone. 

 The conflict between the historical and the theatrical is further complicated in a play like 

I Henry VI, considering its genre and that Joan is a historical figure. Her position as a witch 

within the theatrical world of the play is the result of the nationalism of its writer. For the play‘s 

English audience she is, without a doubt, a dangerous enemy. Shakespeare places her in 

positions of spectacular power within the play while simultaneously surrounding her with sexual 

innuendo and coloring her demise with the possibility of madness. In fact, Shakespeare allows 

Joan the most power when she is not performing witchcraft outright. Joan‘s own brand of the 

supernatural seems to be derived from her skills in language and inspiration. In 3.7, Charles asks 

of Joan, ―Speak, Pucelle, and enchant him with thy words‖ (I Henry VI 3.7.40). It is not with 

fancy spells or a mixture from a cauldron that Joan brings Burgundy over to the French side. 

Rather it is through language; furthermore, through feminizing language, which elicits images of 

motherhood: ―As looks the mother on her lowly babe / When death doth close his tender-dying 

eyes, / See, see the pining malady of France‖ (I Henry VI 3.7.47-49). Burgundy responds, ―Either 

she hath bewitched me with her words, / Or nature makes me suddenly relent‖ (I Henry VI 

3.7.68-69). Perhaps it is both nature and language, as Joan combines both inspiration of poetry 

and an appeal to nature through motherhood within her speech.   

 While successful in language and military exploits, Joan proves to be rather a failure as a 

witch. The demons she calls upon do not help her and her final desperate attempt to aid France 
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falls through. ―My ancient incantations are too weak, / And hell too strong for me to buckle with. 

/ Now, France, thy glory droopeth to the dust‖ (I Henry VI 5.3.27-29). The scene seems to be a 

display of incomplete witchcraft and could be considered, in the progression of the plot of the 

play, rather unnecessary. Keeping in mind King James‘ definition of witchcraft, Joan here seems 

to be trying to assert herself as the master of the supernatural. In a play where Shakespeare might 

have already been pushing the envelope by giving her such strong powers of language, allowing 

her this mastery would have been taking it one political step too far. Maintaining the patriarchy‘s 

control over the female threat of the supernatural, she is held back within the level of slavery to 

the devil, where, as King James asserts, there are twenty women to one man as a result of their 

―weakness.‖ 

 Shakespeare also negotiates his examination of the female threat of witchcraft through 

theatrical displays of androgyny provided in each of these plays. Joan‘s method of cross-dressing 

is unique in the sense that she does not overtly perform the gender that her clothing suggests. Her 

portrayal of gender seems to be fluid and flexible, borrowing from the masculine and the 

feminine realms as the need arises.  Nancy A. Gutierrez takes note of the unique status of Joan‘s 

androgyny: ―In any case, Joan‘s situation is different from many other cross-dressing stage 

heroines, in that she openly admits the disjunction between sex and costume‖ (Gutierrez 185). 

Her choice to wear the armor of a male soldier can be seen as practical, for she does take part in 

battles and warfare, or perhaps as a symbolic gesture. Whatever the reason, the choice can be 

seen as a threat to patriarchy in the sense that she is usurping the masculine vision of a war hero 

and infiltrating the unquestionably masculine martial world.   

 The reactions of the male characters of the play to Joan‘s androgyny are quite varied; her 

armor and her masculine actions are, all at once, important in the maintenance of her power and 
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yet completely invisible. In 1.3, Charles will only accept her aspirations of supernatural power 

through a display of military, and therefore masculine, ability. ―Only this proof I‘ll of thy valour 

make: / In single combat thou shalt bukle with me. / An if thou vanquishest, thy words are true; / 

Otherwise, I renounce all confidence‖ (I Henry VI 1.3.73-76). Her masculinity is threatening, and 

yet it is the only thing that will inspire confidence in those she wishes to help. For the English, 

this androgyny, this combination of masculine exterior with overt femininity, is almost 

unbelievable: ―A maid? And be so martial?‖ (I Henry VI 2.1.21). Because Joan does not take on 

the gender performance of a complete man, her invasion of and her success within the generally 

masculine military and political spheres make her all the more threatening to the English and 

make the need for her destruction that much stronger. While her armor and masculine dress seem 

of the utmost importance in these instances, Gutierrez also notes how her armor is, at the same 

time, invisible to the male characters around her: ―She might be a cross-dressing woman whose 

sex is supposedly confused, but she provides no ambiguity for the Dauphin‘s followers: her 

armor is invisible and her female body is obtrusively present‖ (Gutierrez 189). The sexual jokes 

and innuendos aimed at Joan dispel the threat created by her makeshift androgyny, erasing the 

importance of her armor and masculine exterior, proclaiming her as solely female and reducing 

her, furthermore, to the status of a whore. 

 In Macbeth, the androgyny of the weird sisters is exhibited by their beardedness. This 

beardedness may seem like an arbitrary detail in their description, but the image is actually 

packed with significance for an early modern audience. Upon their first meeting, Banquo 

describes the weird sisters: ―You should be women, / And yet your beards forbid me to interpret / 

That you are so‖ (Macbeth 1.3.43-45). Their beardedness defies their interpretation and 
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categorization by the masculine forces of Banquo and Macbeth. Mark Albert Johnston takes note 

of Banquo‘s frustration at the sight of this female beardedness:  

this confrontation with their bearded visages frustrates his interpretive 

urges both because of the autonomous authority that those beards signal 

and because he is unable to mitigate their culturally castrative threat by 

contextualizing the sisters‘ bodies as submissive to patriarchal privilege. 

(Johnston 21) 

Here Johnston clearly describes the threat that the sisters‘ beardedness would signify for 

Macbeth’s early modern audiences. He goes on to describe the familiarity that this audience 

would have with the image of the female beard from the freak shows of London at the time. The 

status of the bearded woman in these popular shows was a rather lucrative one. Their 

beardedness brought in money and therefore they represented an economic autonomy from men. 

The female beard also became an economic threat in the sense that it degraded the value 

suggested by the presence of the male beard, which ―advertised the completion of apprenticeship 

and the acquisition of freeman status. …maturity and youth are primarily economic constructions 

that are constituted by the (regulated) presence or absence of facial hair‖ (Johnston 1). Female 

beardedness infiltrates this economic symbology, creating ―an alternate economy to that of 

patriarchal prerogative‖ (Johnston 21). 

 This alternate economy is clearly exemplified in the language of the weird sisters. They 

form a separate community, unified by female supernaturalism and distinct from the patriarchy.  

Kirilka Stavreva notes that the strongest weapon of the early modern witch was language. 

Stavreva asserts that this language was performative in nature, powered by its format rather than 

its content. ―Like song, witch-speak derived much of its force not from the word itself, but from 

the manner of its utterance. Like song, it is an instance of intensified language, the kind of 

language that has, quite literally, more body‖ (Stavreva 314). Shakespeare solidifies the 
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community of the weird sisters through poetry. Their lines link together and rely on each other. 

They are not characterized separately and their individual phrases and stories seem rather 

tangential. However, it is the sum of these parts and their combined speaking that give their 

scenes theatrical power. The weird sisters‘ storytelling takes the form of triple-speak. They feed 

off each other, finish each other‘s sentences, and build on each other‘s ideas. They are first 

presented in the play‘s opening line as a unit: ―When shall we three meet again‖ (Macbeth 1.1.1). 

It is impossible for the audience to view the witches as anything but a unit; any individual action 

they partake in takes place offstage, outside of the time and space of the play. Even these 

individualized actions are strengthened by the power of their grouping. When the first witch 

describes her punishment of the sailor in 1.3, the other two provide her with winds to aid her 

enchantment. The word thrice and the number three and its multiples seem to contain, within the 

play, supernatural value. This is seen in 1.3, ―Thrice to thine, and thrice to mine, / And thrice 

again to make up nine‖ and in 4.1 ―Thrice the brinded cat hath mewed. / Thrice, and once the 

hedge-pig whined‖ (Macbeth 1.3.33-35 and 4.1.1-2). Shakespeare also unifies them poetically 

through shared lines:  

FIRST WITCH: Speak 

SECOND WITCH:       Demand. 

THIRD WTICH:                            We‘ll answer (Macbeth 4.1.77). 

 

They seem to speak with one mind, but with a triple voice, compounding the threat with a 

supernatural embodiment of ―strength in numbers.‖   

 Even the initial prophecy, the content of which perhaps drives Macbeth to murder 

Duncan, is delivered in this triple voice. 

FIRST WITCH: All hail, Macbeth! Hail to thee, Thane of Glamis. 

SECOND WITCH: All hail, Macbeth!  Hail to thee, Thane of Cawdor. 
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THIRD WITCH: All hail, Macbeth, that shalt be king hereafter! 

(Macbeth 1.3.46-49) 

 

It is a three-part prophecy, delivered by a unified female economy, and it will eventually, if the 

supernatural is read as realism as suggested by Goddard, lead to the disruption of the patriarchy. 

In fact, prophecy might be the strongest power of the Shakespearean witches, if not their only 

visible power. The weird sisters are not seen to take any physical action against Macbeth, or any 

of the other male political figures of the play. Yet their words have the power to inspire and 

instigate action. In 1.3, the sisters chant, ―The charm‘s wound up‖ (Macbeth 1.3.35).  It is 

interesting to ponder just how wound up this charm is, just how far the prophetic language of the 

sisters has seeped into the world of the play. Echoes of their language, ―So foul and fair a day I 

have not seen‖ (Macbeth 1.3.36), are placed in other characters‘ mouths. The second part of their 

prophecy, in which the progeny of Banquo will be kings, is never realized within the time of the 

play. Thus, their prophetic power lives on, past the final pages of the play and continuing on 

even after the audience has left the theatre. 

 Joan is initially introduced as a prophet in I Henry VI. It is by this power that she is 

recommended to the Dauphin, rather than, for example, beauty or military prowess. ―The spirit 

of deep prophecy she hath, / Exceeding the nine sybils of old Rome. / What‘s past and what‘s to 

come she can descry‖ (I Henry VI 1.3.34-36). Later, Charles will exclaim, ―France, triumph in 

thy glorious prophetess!‖ (I Henry VI 1.8.8). It must be noted that these examples are from the 

mouths of the French. It seems that Joan‘s status as a prophet versus her status as a witch is 

contingent on which cultural group is describing her. Upon her execution, prophecy is the last 

retaliation available to Joan. As she is escorted away to be burned, Joan predicts the years of 

civil war and division that will plague the future of England:  

Then lead me hence; with whom I leave my curse.  
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 May never glorious sun reflex his beams  

Upon the country where you make abode,  

But darkness and the gloomy shade of death  

Eviron you till mischief and despair 

Drive you to break your necks or hang yourselves.  

(I Henry VI 5.6.86-91) 

 

Considering her failed attempts at necromancy, prophecy might be the only supernatural ability 

that Joan successfully practices within the play. At many points Shakespeare strives to discredit 

Joan. He acknowledges her place and her status within history, but takes opportunities to make 

her seem ridiculous, mad, or purely evil. But, in her final speech, Shakespeare shows her at her 

most powerful, delivering her haunting curse that, in the eyes of the audience, has already come 

to pass within English history. Perhaps this is done to further vilify Joan or to leave her as the 

scapegoat for the blood that will be shed as the result of her ―curse.‖ Whatever the reason, 

Shakespeare does provide an image of powerful female prophecy that, like the prophecy of the 

weird sisters of Macbeth, will extend past the conclusion of the play. 

 While Joan proves to be a successful prophet, her attempts at witchcraft prove the 

opposite, as noted earlier. In her trial scene, the English taunt her, requesting her to use her 

supposed dark arts to save herself: ―Unchain your spirits now with spelling charms, / And try if 

they can gain your liberty‖ (I Henry VI 5.4.2-3). Of course she cannot, these ―spelling charms‖ 

did not work when she called upon the demons and they will not work now. Joan‘s actions in the 

scene with the demons and her supposed familiarity with these fiends are in direct conflict with 

her associations with Mary and heavenly forces earlier in the play. She can prophecy but she 

cannot exhibit any other supernatural ability. Lisa Dickson takes note of the fact that the English 

do not ever receive the visual proof of Joan‘s dalliance with demons. The only group with this 

privilege is the audience. She notes how the solitary display of witchcraft should lead to 

uneasiness in her trial scene on the part of the audience since their knowledge places them in a 
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predicament that calls for involvement. ―Since Joan is onstage alone as she reveals herself to be a 

conjurer, it is we in the audience who are enlisted as judges, jury and ‗cunning folk‘ to bear 

witness to the act‖ (Dickson 151). The audience alone knows how limited the concrete 

knowledge of Joan‘s crimes is for the English condemning her. Gutierrez strives to explain the 

chaos of Joan‘s final moments, ―she becomes a conventional female threat, and she is treated 

conventionally: she is burned‖ (Gutierrez 193). Her claims to pregnancy and refusal of her 

―father‖ strip her, at least in the eyes of the English, of any sacred power she might have 

possessed. Thus they are religiously secure in their right to execute her. 

 The identification as a female threat and the necessary subordination of the threat seem to 

be the general course of figures of witchcraft within Shakespeare. Although this female threat is 

exhibited in various ways, through images of androgyny, alternate economies, and prophetic 

language, the ―witches‖ seen within the works of Shakespeare must be controlled. Their eventual 

destruction is entirely necessary. Shakespeare makes a point to neutralize the threat of these 

women by the end of these plays, demonstrating, as Gutierrez tells us, ―the patriarchy‘s need to 

defuse and neutralize any female threat by transforming it into a reinforcement of the male 

prerogative‖ (Gutierrez 183). The patriarchy is upheld in Macbeth through the rise of Malcolm 

and the eventual rise of Banquo‘s sons to the throne and in I Henry VI through the assertion of 

both male and English control in Joan‘s execution as a witch. 

 Perhaps Joan approaches the essential issue in the clearest terms, ―You judge it straight a 

thing impossible / To compass wonders but by help of devils‖ (I Henry VI 5.6.47-48). The 

female threat of witchcraft is neutralized in its very classification.  The term carries with it 

notions of evil and danger.  But in both Macbeth and in I Henry VI, women are seen to ―compass 

wonders‖ and to exhibit power derived from a place that is supernatural and female. While this 
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power is fleeting and must, in the end, be relinquished to the status quo of patriarchy, it does not 

go down without a fight and it takes some of the comfortable security of its masculine 

surroundings with it. 
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Damaris Hatch 

9:31 

 

I parked the car on Cherry Street. The little one, that runs between eighth and ninth. The 

one with only two light posts, one at each end, casting the whole block into shadow. I had been 

making my way east for some time, starting all the way up in Massachusetts. I didn‘t like New 

England much; too pretentious. It always started the same way. First the search for the town, 

small, but large enough that neighbors didn‘t necessarily know each other. It had to have a 

central area, someplace where everyone in the town went to do their shopping, it usually 

included a hardware story, and a coffee house; not a Starbucks. Gas station attendants were 

usually very accommodating, if you ask the right question: Is there any place around here I can 

get a home cooked meal? I had driven from my hotel room one town over, The Old Mill Inn. It 

always astounded me how they named these places, something that reminded people of comfort 

and security, followed by a natural or old structure, The Cherry Crest Hotel, or The Cottage 

Farm Inn.  There were never any DaysInn‘s or Motel 6‘s, only the Home Mountain Motel.  

The clock on the dash displayed the time, 8:52. She would be telling him any minute. I 

rolled down my window, lit a cigarette. I could smell the smoke, but not only the smoke, there 

was the faint smell of almonds in the air, probably from the oak trees the lined the block. It was 

heavier than it should be, a little too pungent. I looked down the block and one by one could see 

the lights on the single floor houses turn off. It was about that time, time for the newly married 

couples to go off to bed, to fuck feverishly because they could just afford a new house, in a new 

neighborhood, with other newly married couples. The women praying this time would be the 

one, the one to change the rest of their lives, the men praying it wouldn‘t.  
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 I looked at the clock, 8:56. He should be coming home soon, she‘d meet him at the door, 

all smiles. It was easy enough to find out their schedule. Just a simple phone call, placed at the 

right time of day, two minutes after lunch hour. His secretary was ridiculously obtuse. Why 

would a friend of his call him during lunch hour to ask where his wife was, what time she was 

getting home? Then another call, placed at the same time, the next day, to her office. This is 

Charlie, your husband’s coworker? I wanted his help to plan a surprise party for the boss any 

chance I could call him at home tonight? Thanks so much, do you know what time he’ll be in? 

She didn‘t even ask for a last name, these people are too trusting. It was all going swimmingly.  

 8:59. This wasn‘t random. It never was, not the couples, or the towns, or even the 

doctor‘s offices that led me to them. The appointments the women had made earlier that day with 

their general practitioner, complaining of stomach cramps and feeling faint, weren‘t even 

random. That‘s how I found them, of course, but it‘s never random. It was the same every time, 

I‘m honestly shocked the public hasn‘t figured it out yet. They hadn‘t been trying, it just 

happened, the trip to the doctor never revealed what they expected it to, and when the doctor told 

them, they were shocked. Scared at first, then ecstatic. It was the reverse reaction for the men. I 

wanted to destroy it, not because I couldn‘t have it, I could if I wanted to, but it was all too 

much. The fakeness of it, the delusion that this act could make them happy, could fix all their 

problems and make the fights and the sadness go away. I saw it in their eyes, lying right behind 

the happy tears in the doctors‘ offices. A flicker of doubt, a moment of complete honesty. That 

was how I picked them. All I had to do was make an appointment and show up very early for it.  

You can learn such personal information while waiting for a doctor‘s office. They were always 

set up the same way too, receptionist in front, long hallway leading to exam rooms, where each 

woman would triumphantly walk from, having just learned the news that made her life complete. 
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One of them would let something slip, let me know I had picked the right place. Congratulations 

again, or, Well let’s set up your next appointment now, you’ll want to come back in about 3 

months. Finding her home was even easier than that, the internet is a beautiful thing.  

 It was 9:01, perfect. He would be walking in the door any minute. I flicked my cigarette 

out the window, rolled it up and got out. I bit my lip as the wind hit me. I thought it would be 

warmer tonight, I thought I had smelled summer in the air when I left the house this morning, 

sunshine and rainbows. All the lights were off in the homes now. They were all the same color, 

in the shadow of the street. The lights at the ends gave it a tunnel effect, like the ends were an 

escape, but everything in the middle could crush you with pressure. I never wore all black at 

moments like this. It was too cliché, never a mask either. I had decided earlier it would be a 

blazer kind of day, one with a lace fringe, a fancy collar. This would be my best work yet, and I 

wanted to make it special.  

 I went through two backyards, at an angle, the ones with no cars in the driveways and 

only a single light inside the house. People in towns like this usually leave one light on when 

they go out, thinking criminals will believe someone was inside and avoid their house altogether. 

The grass was dry, I thanked the universe for that. I hated having to dry off my shoes with tissues 

before I went in, or put on booties, it just looked unprofessional. Instead of opening the gate I 

slid in between the garage and the chain link fence. Metal is rusty, my entrance was silent. I 

walked the cement walkway to the back of the yard. I angled myself into the spot right in front of 

the garage where they had let the evergreen bushes run a little wild over winter. The branches 

smacked me in the face as I slid in between the garage and the bushes. I didn‘t keep my eyes off 

the house. The light in the kitchen was on. It cast a block of light into the backyard. I moved my 

arm to get a better view into the window. I saw the wife glance into the backyard squinting her 
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eyes to see if she saw what she thought she saw, like one does when a spider comes into their 

peripherals. As soon as you turn to get a better look, it scurries into a dark corner, leaving you 

wondering if it was there in the first place. I slunk back into the dark green of the bushes, I let 

them eat me up like swamp water, the green of algae taking in all color and giving none in 

return.  

 I had been here before, of course, how else could I have established this level of comfort. 

I stayed for about a week, in each of the towns, just enough time to get to know the area better, 

but not enough so they would be able to recognize my face if they were to see it again. This time 

it was Berlin Heights, Ohio, population 685. The town was the center, only one street leading in 

and out of it. Every house radiated from the hardware store and the gas station with two pumps. 

Of course it had a train station though, they always did, I made sure of that. Towns without train 

stations notice visitors. I had to learn everything each time, I memorized the squeak of the gate, 

the way they angled the car into the garage so it was easier to extract. The way their backyard 

smelled and what days they came home early from work. She did nothing in particular and he 

made a lot of money for his age, a secretary, usually around 75,000 and thirty, respectively.  

 9:07. I could still see her. Moving about in the kitchen, wrapping the gift she had picked 

up earlier that day. Two champagne flutes, one bottle of sparkling grape juice, and another of 

Moet‘s sat on the kitchen table. He came into the kitchen then, looking exhausted and ornery 

from his long day at work. He was annoyed with her smile, she obviously hadn‘t told him yet. 

He was pacing like a caged animal, confused about her assault at the door, begging him to come 

into the kitchen. Couldn‘t she see all he wanted was a drink and to go to bed? She gave him the 

gift, wrapped in canary yellow paper, I couldn‘t see the finish, but I guessed it was something 

gauzy. They usually picked some over the top wrapping paper. I could see his face change, she 
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was speaking then. His eyes were moving from side to side as he registered the information. She 

jumped to him and he picked her up, lifting her up in his arms then suddenly putting her back 

down, backing away, scared she would break, while a smile spread on his face like oil. I loved 

this part. It‘s what made it all worth it, all the places traveled and the people I was forced to talk 

to, simply so I wouldn‘t look conspicuous. This moment, and the next few that followed were all 

worth it.  

 He opened the champagne, she opened the grape juice. He put the champagne down after 

realizing his faux pas. She encouraged him to drink it, yelling through her smile. They kissed 

then, passionately, realizing they had made it, they had everything they wanted. He sent her to 

the bedroom, I assumed so he could clean up before they celebrated together. This is almost 

always the way it went, the men cleaning up the kitchen, worried that their wives would fall 

apart at the slightest hint of work. She went to the other side of the kitchen and walked down the 

hallway. I couldn‘t see her then, but I knew how much time I had. I moved from my spot in the 

bushes, he was busy cleaning the dishes so she wouldn‘t have to, anxiously, as excited to get to 

bed as possible. I moved around the patch of light in the backyard, along the underside of the 

window to the back door. 

 30 seconds. That‘s all I had and all I needed. The knife never felt heavy. A lot of people 

say that‘s how knives feel but it‘s not true. It always feels light, like an extension of my own 

hand. It was meant to be there, without it I wouldn‘t be whole. My hand was on the door knob. 

28 seconds. I twisted the knob. He didn‘t react, they never do. He thought he heard something 

but had no time to turn around. I was behind him then. My right arm around his waist, the left at 

his throat. I wasn‘t left-handed. The knife cut like butter. I had gotten it sharpened this morning, 

the man in town did a fine job. Of course it was a chef‘s knife, so he wasn‘t at all suspicious. I 
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really like to cook, the only problem is the knife’s fighting me against the skin of some of my 

vegetables. I need to really sharpen it up, make it cut nicer. He slumped against me. I was 

careful not to get any of the crimson liquid on my hands or body. It was slashed on the wall. 

Making a perfect line, that would eventually drip and ruin the effect. I liked to see it this way, 

before gravity played its part. He was forming a puddle that was getting dangerously close to my 

shoes. I saw my reward and grabbed it off the kitchen table, yellow paper and all. I gripped the 

handle again, went under the window and around that box of light, back to my place amongst the 

swampy evergreens.  

 She came back into the room then. I never could think of a way to describe their faces, 

except perfect. It was always the perfect reaction. Half scream-half cry, some of them screamed 

so loud only dogs could hear it. She ran to the back door, opened it and looked out. She turned 

around, probably thinking she could be next. I heard the click of the door locking, they never 

even thought the murderer could still be in the house. Of course, I wasn‘t, but I still enjoyed the 

stupidity of that moment. I always leave the wife, the one who has the most to lose. The one who 

was the happiest that night, the one who could lose it all in one moment. When she turned around 

to get the phone I slid back out the gate, back across the dry lawns, back into the car. I noticed 

the smell now, as I always did. It smelled heavily of cigarettes. I needed to get the car detailed, I 

loved smoking but hated the resin it left all over the windows and the seats. I looked at my 

reward sitting in my lap. The yellow paper hung listlessly at the sides of the box, as if it knew it 

wasn‘t where it was supposed to be. I dug around the tissue that covered my treasure and finally 

found it. Two perfect blue booties. The tiniest you‘ve ever seen. I put them on my fingers, 

enjoying the feel of fresh cotton on my skin. I looked at myself in the rearview mirror. 

Attractive, but dead in the eyes. I smiled, one strand of my long brown hair came into my face, I 
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pushed it back. I thought about getting a haircut in the next town I get to, it was almost past my 

breasts and people notice very long hair. I caught my stare in the rearview again, threw the 

booties over the dash, with some of the other items I‘ve collected. A silver rattle from Wakefield, 

Virginia where I had to use a vegetable peeler instead of a knife because my old one had 

cracked, a pacifier from Lewisberg, Kentucky where the women befriended me in the coffee 

house because she was just so excited they were finally having a baby, another pair of booties 

from Wampum, Pennsylvania, which I chose on the map because of the name, Wampum, 

Wampum, Wampum. An officer that pulled me over outside of Connecticut one time asked me 

about the baby paraphernalia, I told him I had an older sister, who as a joke, loved to give me 

baby items to keep me, in her mind, her little sister. He laughed, with a little hint of pity in his 

voice, and wrote me a warning.    
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Mark Jacobs 

The Pleistocene Period 

 

The night before he vanished, Dale paid his work one final visit.  The imminent blizzard 

conditions—including the whiteout that would take his life—would wipe all traces of his van 

from the parking lot.  Even now, as he returned to his van from the store, his footprints would 

vanish beneath the snowfall within a moment.  The cold had a bite.  It lapped down the back of 

his neck, beneath his shirt collar, and he shivered.  It was exhilarating.  For warmth he made his 

hands into fists and pocketed them. 

The duffel bag full of bones was slung over his shoulder.    As the developing blizzard 

turned the miles of shopping malls, superstores, and megacenters invisible, it was easy to 

imagine what Opechancanough Valley looked like in past millennia.  In the solemn darkness 

approaching 3 AM, Dale could almost see it himself, as though looking backward into time.  The 

falling snow buried every building, every tree along the vacant boulevard.  In his rear view 

mirror Dale caught his last glimpse of Happy Stacks Bargain Center, its façade ablaze with neon, 

the only light for miles. 

 

Dale had worked nights at Happy Stacks Bargain Center.  He had the unlikely misfortune 

of beginning his shift with the evening rush hour and ending it with the traffic of the next 

morning, with automobiles and diesel trucks lined up for miles down Opechancanough Valley‘s 

four-lane thoroughfare.  When he arrived, he was never on time, but nobody noticed, as the 

crowds of customers kept his managers busy until they had closed.  Soon after, the cars would 

vacate the parking lot, dark would settle on Opechancanough Valley, and Dale would be alone. 
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Toys.  Clothing.  Grocery.  Gardening.  Domestics.  Pharmacy.  Shoes.  The facets of 

modern life spread neatly across  the Happy Stacks signboards.  They hung from the ivory 

ribcage of rafters above, ordering the store‘s many aisles according to its taxonomy.  Dale passed 

below them, one aisle at a time as the ambient music played on, and he pushed along the 13 

horsepower floor buffer.  Not one clumped dust bunny nor streak of mud escaped his path.  He 

imagined wiping the highways clean of the morning‘s impending gridlock.  He imagined buffing 

the highways themselves from the slopes of Opechancanough Valley, rubbing their surface to an 

elegant, icy shine.  He imagined the ground where Happy Stacks stood, restored to the silence of 

frozen time. 

It all began one afternoon, in the hottest part of the summer. Dale stopped on his way to 

work at the Greater Opechancanough Valley Public Library.  He demonstrated his proof of 

address and gave the librarian his name.  A week later, his library card arrived in the mail, and he 

was free to spend his afternoons rifling through the library‘s shelves.  Heavy volumes on Eocene 

paleosol and the dune morphology of the Great Plains.  Vegetational histories concentrating on 

the Cenozoic era.  A survey of underground water. 

Not long after, he left the library one afternoon and arrived early at Happy Stacks to do 

some shopping.  He was not yet in uniform, and he waited in line to check out, indistinguishable 

from the many other customers, except for what he was purchasing.  He carried a pickaxe, a 

headlamp, and some kneepads.  When his turn came, the pockmarked cashier, who didn‘t 

recognize him, neglected to apply his employee discount.  But Dale said nothing, and even 

smiled as he said good-bye, anticipating what was to come. 
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That night, alone only hours before dawn, Dale ventured down to the basement of Happy 

Stacks Bargain Center, past the many piled and moldy crates of recalled merchandise, and 

wriggled his body down into the foot of a crawlspace, where he began to dig. 

It was too cramped to fully swing the pickaxe, but nevertheless, with the first strike 

against the poured concrete, the jolt of the impact traveled up his arms like the shimmer of a tesla 

coil, and something deep within him came electrifyingly to life.   

Night after night, for weeks, he dug past pipes and around fiberglass cable concealers, but 

these became less and less frequent as he aimed his way downward.  If he went deep enough, he 

realized, Happy Stacks Bargain Center and every trace of its foundation—every trace of the 

entire commercial district—vanished into the oblivion of rock and earth. 

He was never tempted to steal or sneak by with anything: several times, his pickaxe 

would grow blunt and eventually break, but he would simply buy another from the Garden 

section the next evening, and Pockmark was never too keen on him to notice.  All that mattered 

was here below, where the lights and illuminated signage of Opechancanough Valley were 

snuffed out like a candlewick pinched between two fingers.  An escape was possible.  The 

following winter, it even proved certain. 

It was January when he found the mandible. 

Cretaceous, Oligocene, Miocene—the soil and stones of bygone geological cycles met his 

striking downswing as one night after another he peeled back a bit of the Earth‘s crust at a time, 

and suddenly, it happened.  Something caught the light of his headlamp, a shape amidst the rubble 

beneath his pickaxe; he stooped down, sore as he already was, and raised it for closer inspection.  

The object was the color of a wheatbacked penny, hook-shaped, with outgrowths along the longer 

joint.  Teeth. 
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The pickaxe slid from where it rested over his shoulder.  It hit the earth floor with a thud 

that barely traveled more than a yard, so deep Dale was in the chasm.  He gripped the jawbone 

with both hands, and gazed at it, certain of what he held.  He carefully pocketed it.  This wasn‘t 

stealing, either—for now, it belonged to him. 

The next morning, by 9 AM he was in the library parking lot, still wearing his clothes from 

work, and he was the first inside when the security guard unlocked the front door. 

He filled his arms with books and approached the circulation desk.  Nearby, in the 

children‘s section, a lacquered tile riverbed ran across the floor, furnished with plastic stepping 

stones.  ―The Opechancanough River,‖ read a placard beside it, ―from the Dawn of Time to Now.‖  

In a dusty glass display case at one end was a spare-looking diorama.  Alone within, there stood a 

waist-high figurine of a Paleo-Indian man, scowling from behind the glass in a moth-eaten 

loincloth. 

  ―I‘d like to check these out,‖ Dale said to the librarian.  She eyed the stack of books from 

where she sat, her jowls spilling into the palm of her hand 

  She began spreading the books out before her. 

Ice Age People of North America, Essentials of Physical Anthropology, A Paleohistorical Human 

Lineage.  They were enormous and dense like metal-clasped Bibles. 

―Library policy is you can get five books at once,‖ she said with contempt.  ―And you 

haven‘t even returned what you borrowed last weekend.‖ 

Dale gripped the countertop, stunned.  ― I‘ve been coming here for months,‖ he insisted. 

―That‘s the policy.‖ 

His eyes darted anxiously from one title to another.  The Evolution of Human Diversity. 

The Case for the Pleistocene Man. ―There‘s got to be an exception.‖ 
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―Sir, the policy—‖ 

 ―To hell with the policy!‖ he roared. 

Shocked, she peered at him over the rim of her half-moon glasses and sucked her cheek. 

―If you only knew what you were interfering with!‖ he shouted, but somebody was behind 

him.  He turned.  The security guard pointed him toward the door.  Dale went to leave, flushed and 

gritting his teeth, but he halted in his tracks.  In the diorama display behind the glass stood the 

Paleo-Indian man, fixing Dale with his stare. 

For a moment, as he gazed at the model, the walls of the library melted away into ice, and 

Opechancanough Valley was encased in a crystalline vastness.  The model now stood a full man, 

and there Dale saw him, knee-deep in the mud.   The skin of some beast was strung over the man‘s 

back.  He pulled himself along with the help of a spear, but it was apparent his strength was failing 

him.  Even so, the man was perfect, as far as Dale was concerned, capable of withstanding 

anything: the man had suffered unknowably, inarticulately, in ways that language could not yet fix 

into meaning, and would not until such trials had become the stuff of a forgotten history—

forgotten until now.  Dale imagined the scene when the man had finally fallen: the cold was too 

much, and he collapsed ignominiously in the mud.  Dale knew now he had no choice. He must 

uncover the rest of the remains of the body—that perfect body—but not until everyone else in 

Happy Stacks Bargain Center had left, leaving him alone with his discovery. 

Undeterred, he drove straight to work.  When he was alone, it was all he could do but to 

remain above ground and finish his cleaning.  To be patient took all the will-power he had, all the 

strength he had built up in his months of digging.  He marveled at his strength, and began to think 

he and his discovery had more in common than genetics and the millennia between them might 

suggest. 
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He toiled away in the dark.  Instead of his wide, swinging slices with the pickaxe, he 

chiseled away with moderation.  Sooner than he expected, he found the next bone: a slender dish-

like fragment, belonging, he believed, to the skull.  He carefully scratched away at the earth 

around it, but it was pinned beneath the pressure of the other stones.  He tugged.  It would not 

come loose. 

And then, a single misbegotten idea.  He wedged the head of the pickaxe in place, and 

heaved.  The stones didn‘t budge, but the bone fragment cracked.  He gritted his teeth and cried 

out.  The piece had broken in half. 

Angry, he hurled the pickaxe into the wall beside him, where it fixed itself.  Removing it 

was difficult, and now misfortune would befall him again.  The handle of the pickaxe snapped 

under his weight.  Its head remained lodged in the earth.  He stood, looking on helplessly, aiming 

the beam of the headlamp at the broken pickaxe.  But he wasted hardly a minute.  He returned the 

way he had come, climbed upstairs to the home and garden aisle, and for the first time in his years 

of employment at Happy Stacks Bargain Center, Dale shoplifted merchandise. 

He recovered what he could of the skull fragment, but he was not content.  He worked 

through the night, and by the time the sun had risen, he had excavated several vertebrae, ribs, and 

what he thought were shoulder bones.  He thought it best to remove nothing for now, and instead 

to leave them behind, for when he could safely transport them.   

He left with not a spec of dirt nor dust upon the floors.  When the manager appeared to 

open the store, he commented to the pockmarked cashier that Dale did an impeccable job when it 

came to cleaning. 

It was because Dale did such an impeccable job, this manager explained to him the next 

evening, that he was willing to give Dale a second chance. 
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He sat before the manager in his office.  On the screen of the TV monitor, Dale saw 

footage of himself from the night before, a brand new pickaxe slung over his shoulder, as he 

walked from the Gardening section to the rear of the store. 

―Now Dale, what I don‘t quite understand is this.‖  With a remote in his free hand, he fast-

forwarded the tape to a later position.  Again he paused it.  Again, Dale saw himself on the screen, 

but now his hands were empty. 

―The pickaxe, you see, never leaves the store.‖ 

Dale felt his forehead flush with heat.  How could he have been so careless?  He had 

forgotten discipline.  He had forgotten what it meant to be strong. 

―And this is what confuses me,‖ the manager continued.  ―Is that a pickaxe is a bulky item.  

You know what I‘m saying?‖ 

―Yes,‖ Dale croaked, peeling his tongue off the roof of his mouth like Velcro. 

―It‘s very difficult to keep hid under a coat.  Would be even if you had a big parka.  Which 

you don‘t.‖  He turned from Dale to the TV beside him.  ―That is, according to the tape.‖  

Dale gripped the arms of his seat.  He sweated, he squirmed. 

The manager looked perplexed.  He rubbed at his hairline and pinched his eyes shut.  

―Where‘s the pickaxe, Dale?‖ he finally asked. 

―I can‘t say.‖ 

―Why not?‖ the manager demanded.  He folded his arms, watching Dale where he sat.  He 

waited, but Dale said nothing more.  ―This could mean the difference between keeping on with us 

or letting you go.  Just tell me where‘s the pickaxe.‖ 
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Dale watched himself on the screen.  He watched the black and white footage, as he passed 

toward the exit, leaving the pickaxe behind in the depths beneath Happy Stacks Bargain Center, 

where his discovery lay, waiting. 

Quietly, his manager asked that he leave. 

All the way home, with his knuckles white around the steering wheel, Dale replayed for 

himself again and again the vision of his discovery sinking in the treacherous mud.  It took 

around a dozen millennia or so, but Dale had freed him—only now to have abandoned him once 

more, swallowed up in the recesses beneath Happy Stacks Bargain Center. 

Under the cover of night, the following weekend, he returned one last time to Happy 

Stacks with nothing but an empty duffel bag.  He broke in the back door to the employee area 

with a swift and forceful kick, and proceeded below. As he descended down the chasm‘s 

corkscrewed path, he realized he was embarking on this journey for the last time.  He had made 

no effort to conceal himself from the cameras, but it hardly mattered now.  In so many months of 

digging—how much had he learned?  Enough to know that not only was escape possible, but that 

the time to escape had finally come.  With great tenderness, he lifted what bones he could 

unearth into his duffel bag and turned to leave. 

There was no hiding what he’d done.  There was no way to turn around.  He passed 

by his earlier footprints on his way back to his truck, wiped the windshield clean of the snow that 

had accumulated while he was retrieving the fossils, and turned onto the highway, due north, into 

the coming storm. 

With the discovery of the break-in, a search for Dale was underway.  His footprints from 

his wet boots led the authorities down to the basement, where they discovered his excavation.  A 

warrant was issued for Dale‘s arrest on suspicion of criminal trespassing and multiple counts of 
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aggravated property damage.  The manager of Happy Stacks nearly suffered a heart attack with 

the discovery of Dale‘s dig.  He was still bed-ridden when the news came that the police and 

river rescue teams had found Dale‘s vehicle overturned at the bottom of the Opechancanough 

River. 

The authorities did not find the car until the weather had warmed, but there it was, several 

meters below the river‘s icy surface, where Dale had lost control.  The car had filled with water 

before freezing over, and the story of the thief discovered in the block of ice made front-page 

news in the local papers.  Investigations continued concerning the mysterious contents of the 

duffel bag he had clung to as he froze, and it would be years later until the rest of the world took 

note, when a leading team of anthropologists estimated the human bones to be more than 12,000 

years old. 
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Francis McCarthy 

 

Glam! 

 

 

 The stagnant air that filled my lungs with the smell of stale beer felt heavy as I took a seat 

near the front of the dimly lit bar. Four empty tables filled the front of the room while three asses 

filled stools at the bar behind me. Alone, again, the empty seats around me were filled with the 

ghosts of friends I never had. I pulled my dress back over my knees stretching it past the point of 

comfortable; my little black dress was a little too little. My lipstick felt heavy, my eyeliner 

smeared, but I feared to look in my pocket mirror. I feared the reflection. I saw the obvious 

regulars sitting at the bar when I walked in and tried to avoid their glares. I could hear them 

whispering but I was in no hurry to see if they were still staring at me. All I cared about was her. 

 Lady Lux was due up at 8:00, but it was only 7:30. This would be her last stop on her 

tour, Birmingham, Alabama. This would also be her smallest and only solo show. The wind blew 

cold that night in the overcast and emotionally distant town of Birmingham. The drive here was 

long and lonely, but worth it. I've been to every one of her previous shows, each one more 

powerful than the last. Fear has driven the rest of her followers away, even Lux's manager 

warned her not to show up this night, but she said she wanted to prove something. With nothing 

to lose, what's left to fear? Promotions for this show were even banned by the manager. Signs 

around the bar told tale tales about ―Lady Lux, Country Extraordinaire!‖ This was the best way 

for her to get the gig. Lie. The only way I knew about it was by word of mouth from avid fans. I 

wanted to be here tonight, I wanted to be here for her. I even wore the same cherry red thigh high 

strapped high heels she wears  at every show in hopes she would notice me. 

 At 7:45, Mick, the roadie, stepped onto the raised platform and checked the mic and 

guitar levels. His dark features surrounded him with a sense of mystery, but I felt as though I 
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have known him my whole life. After every show he was the only one who would talk to me. His 

kindness resonated through Lady Lux's solitude during those nights she left me alone after her 

shows. After the stage she was nothing but a memory, but Mick gave us a glimpse of her. 

 "Check one, two. Check one two," Mick blew into the mic. As he peered into the crowd 

he caught my eyes and winked at me. The face of familiarity twisted into the face of worry as he 

spotted the three men seated behind me. As his eyes released from theirs he quickly stumbled off 

the stage leaving the amps on so their tubes would warm up. 

 Even just the sight of Mick stirred my heart to excitement, so I decided to brave it up and 

buy myself a drink. The walk to the bar was like the walk across the gym to the dodge ball team 

you get picked last on. I could feel the men's eyes glaring through my blush to who I really was. 

As I took my last shaky step up to the bar, the men remained motionless and the ancient 

bartender stepped in front of me. 

 "What do you want?" the old man asked. 

 "Sex on the Beach," I replied 

Nothing. Just stares. 

 "How about a dirty martini?" 

Again, nothing. 

 "Fine, a beer." Without ever taking his eyes off of me, the bartender grabbed a glass and 

filled it with beer. The foam dripped over the side as he handed it to me and I slapped a wrinkled 

five on the table. "Keep the change" I murmured as I slowly turned around trying not lose my 

balance in my heels.  

 ―Hey sugar, you new around here?‖ one of the regulars asked. I would have known which 

one if I actually looked at them. I didn‘t reply. I could still feel their stares. The heat in their 
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pockets could burn holes into their legs. Just a couple of dogs in heat. As I turned one of the men 

slapped my ass and I could sense the grin grow on his face. 

 I slapped his hand away and screamed ―stop it‖. But my voice cracked. I could still feel 

their cold eyes on me as I walked away. They were looking for something they knew had to be 

there. 

 Immediately after I sat down, the lights dimmed and I knew it was time. I wanted to use 

the restroom before the show, but I did not dare guess which room would not lead to a beating or 

an arrest. Sometimes both. The excitement that overwhelmed my body made me forget about my 

bathroom problem anyways. This was it. Lady Lux stepped onto the stage in all her gorgeous 

glory. Black corset. Black short shorts. Torn fishnets. Thigh high red high heels. Cherry blush. 

Ruby lipstick. Blue eye shadow. Eyeliner for days. Lady Lux. No one existed but her and I as she 

walked onto that stage. Her acoustic guitar rested on her lap like a newborn in her mother‘s arms. 

She cradled the guitar close to her body but she still resonated an immense amount of power as 

she sat there all alone. Walk on the Wild Side was her first song, which ended to my own 

standing ovation. Lady Lux ignored the lack of audience appreciation and broke into her next 

song running. This one was an original named "Life Without Love". Her voice was vocal butter. 

 Lou Reed. The New York Dolls. The Cramps. Her set was strewn with popular covers 

from the past few years. Originals such as: "Lovely," "Surrounded," "Attention Calling," and 

"Beautiful Waste" leaked through her vocal cords. 

Their hate rang through their lead bars, 

As rose red liquid filled my taste. 

My eyes watered but shone like stars. 

I will never be a beautiful waste. 
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Lady Lux saved the best for last. David Bowie. "Heroes" was released this year on the album of 

the same name, it was a masterpiece; Lady Lux executed it with subtle perfection. 

I, I would be king. 

And you, 

She pointed at me. 

You would be queen. 

My heart stopped. I blushed so hard I thought my makeup melted. 

We could be heroes, just for one day. 

As those words escaped her ruby red lips, she winked at me. I almost fell out of my chair. This 

could not be real I kept thinking to myself and I did my best to keep from exploding with 

excitement. But reality is always a cold hard slap to the face. 

 As I was bathing in my happiness, a bottle flew over my head and broke right in front of 

Lady Lux. The rustling behind me began to grow after the very first song. But this never made 

her flinch, her voice grew in power. 

And we kissed 

As though nothing could fall 

And the shame 

Was on the other side 

Oh we can beat them 

Forever and ever 

More bottles were being hurled from behind me and they began screaming for Lady Lux to get 

off the stage. 

 "Freak." 
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 "Fag." 

 "Cock sucker." 

Her voice only grew louder. 

We can be heroes, just for one day. 

As the song came to a climactic close, Lady Lux thanked the crowd crassly and walked behind 

stage. Before she disappeared into the blackness she drew her fingers into her palm. She waved 

me back. 

 I've never been more nervous or excited in my entire life. Just don't fuck up I kept telling 

myself. As the screaming continued behind me, I scurried behind stage without ever looking 

back. Freedom. Sanctuary. The backstage was more like a hallway for bathrooms in which one 

of the storage closets was turned into a dressing room. The red painted door that looked like it 

could have used a repainting over a decade ago was closed tightly shut. 

 She wasn't waving me in. She had to have been, who else would she have been waving 

to? Why would she wave to me? Why would she wave to anyone else? Maybe I misread her, I 

whispered to myself as I tried to justify reality against my imagination. As I stood in the bleak 

hallway surrounded by only darkness talking to myself the door creaked open and a familiar 

voice grazed my ears. 

 "Come on in baby, hurry up." Without even thinking I bolted into the door which was 

immediately shut and locked behind me. "I wish they'd give us deadbolts on these doors and not 

on the windows," Lady Lux stated as she whipped past me. The door's only lock consisted of a 

latch held shut by a safety pin while the window was latched with a combination lock.  

 Wigs of every color, heels of colors I never even knew were actual colors, black bras and 

an assortment of dresses were strewn about the tiny room, but most of them were stuffed into a 
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sequined bag. Without even looking at me Lady Lux kept stuffing her belongings (and some 

stuff I was pretty sure didn't belong to her such as the light bulbs) into her bag. 

 She looked at me and said, ―Fuck these assholes‖ after she caught me watching her steal. 

Darkness washed over us, but she left one bulb to light the room just enough. All she left out of 

the bag was a pair of dark blue jeans and a white button down blouse. As she began to wipe the 

makeup off her face with a napkin the silence was finally broken. 

 "What's your name honey?" Lady Lux queried. 

 "Jef...uh, I mean Sophie," I stuttered. 

 "Oh, sweetie, that's a beautiful name." 

 Some of the makeup stained the napkin, but it would have been impossible for Lady Lux 

to get all the makeup off without any kind of remover. 

 "I'm so glad you came tonight, I've seen you at every show." 

She saw me was stuck on a loop in my brain. 

 "No one else wanted to come out tonight, they were all afraid of what was going to 

happen. Tonight was a night for me" she paused, "I mean for us, to make a stand against all the 

hate we face." 

 "I would never miss one of your shows Lady Lux." 

 "Call me Brittany, sweetie." 

 At that moment, Mick knocked on the dirtied window. From his muffled screams I could 

hear his frantic and shaky tone, "We need to get out of here Brittany." 

 "Alright, Mick, I'll be right there. Start the van," she turned towards me, "my work here 

isn't done, I need to keep moving, keep performing. I want to get past this whole bar thing. We 

all have to start somewhere though," she laughs. 
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 Brittany finished filling her bag and zipped it up. She gave up on removing her makeup 

but still stared in the cracked mirror in the corner of the room. My eyes followed her as she 

zipped up her pants and began buttoning her blouse. Before she reached the top button her eyes 

caught mine and she smiled. 

 "You know you're a very beautiful girl," Brittany divulged as her eyes locked with mine. 

Her green eyes shimmered with tears as she stepped closer and grabbed both of my hands. "You 

and I both know things have changed for the better in the past few years. I mean Stonewall was 

less than a decade ago, but do you think that was about us? No, it wasn't. We always have to 

remember that we're beautiful." I could hear some rustling outside the door. My heart was racing 

and my palms were sweaty but I was unmistakably calm. Feeling her skin against mine was 

ecstasy. The rustling outside grew louder. A loud knock at the door ripped both of us from each 

others eyes and fear shot through my entire body. Brittany looked calm as ever.  

 She leaned in close to my right ear and whispered "Today is your one day..." and I knew 

exactly what she meant. Without giving me a chance to respond she locked her lips with mine. I 

could feel her remaining lipstick rub off on my lips. The kiss heard around the world. Silence 

filled the room, nothing could ruin this moment for me.  

 As she pulled away I realized the pounding outside had grown to very rhythmic thrusts 

and the molding began to chip off. I could see in her eyes she knew how much that kiss meant to 

me. An eternity past before her eyes broke mine. This was the first time in my entire life that I 

felt like myself. That I felt like a woman. Thank you, Lady Lux. 

 A loud crash startled me from across the room. It was Mick as he broke open the locked 

window. 
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 "C'mon, we have to get the fuck out of here" Mick screamed. 

 Before following Mick's orders, Brittany turned around and locked eyes with me one last 

time. "You're song will be called 'Sophie's Stand'." As her red high heel disappeared into the 

darkness the door caved in. 

 "Oh hey sugar," they screamed. 

 "Where's the other one?" 

 "Fuck it, one‘s enough for the three of us." 

 None of their faces were distinguishable, they were all yelling. My bathroom problem 

came back. 

 "Look, the bitch pissed herself," they all laughed. 

 Of the three men, one of them was obviously the leader of this raid; the tallest one 

ordered around the two shorter ones. 

 "Go take off her panties so we can help her change herself," ordered the taller man. 

 The two shorter men grabbed my arms and threw me to the ground. I flailed and kicked 

around like I never have before. No use. As they brought me to the ground the man on my right 

side sat on my chest and weighed me down. The man on my left side moved down to my legs 

and began to rip my dress and pull down my underwear. As hard as I could I lifted my right leg 

and landed my red high heel right in between his legs. With a bellowing yell the man fell over in 

pain and immediately vomited. 

 "For fuck's sake Jerry, pull yourself together and get her panties off," screamed the tall 

man. "Never send a woman to do a man's job I guess," he said as he walked over and finished the 

job that the other man started. As he ripped at me his eyes widened when he realized what he had 
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stumbled upon. "Well look-ee what we've got here boys, our little girl has a little dick." All the 

men laughed. 

 ―Hey man, didn‘t you grab her, I mean it‘s, ass earlier?‖ one of them squealed. 

 ―Shut the fuck up‖ another responded. 

 Being exposed was my worst fear. For most of my life I've been trying to hide who I was 

and these three savages ruined it for me. All I wanted to do was let go, but I knew death was not 

going to come quickly or painlessly. 

 "Let's let the freak be what it really wants to be, a lady," the tall man answered. As these 

words escaped his cracked lips the man I kicked over pulled out a red swiss army knife. 

 "This should be just sharp enough for the job," the man with the knife laughed. 

 Everything seemed to cave in around me. I wished for everything to go black but with my 

immense amount of fear everything seemed to be illuminated. I smelled the alcohol on their 

breaths. I tasted their sweat that dripped on me. I heard their panting. I felt their rough hands all 

over my body. I saw the hate in their eyes. 

 "Do it Jerry," the tall man ordered. 

 "I ain't going near those feet spikes again." 

 "Oh don't be a pussy, I'll hold it down." 

 The tall man grabbed my flailing feet and pinned them to the ground. Wearily the man 

with the knife kneeled down in front of me and lowered his knife. Sweat dripped on the floor at 

an alarming rate. I could see the vein popping out of the top of his head as he was trying to 

concentrate on the task at hand. 

 "Do it Jimmy," the tall man ordered again. 

 "I'm gonna, hold yer horses." 
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 I could feel the cold steel blade against my warm skin. The first cut was shallow but 

painful. As the blade slowly crept along my skin the door creaked and broke the silence. Without 

even looking up I knew it had to have been someone to save me. Everyone froze and stared at 

Mick who just stood in the doorway; he obviously was not expecting to see what he was seeing. 

He slowly crept into the room keeping his distance from everyone while the man with the knife 

raised his knife and pointed it at Mick. 

 "You best be getting out of here boy, or you'll be next." 

 Mick did not respond but just shook his head and leaned over. He reached for something 

I could not see and everyone tensed up. I could feel the man on my chest perk up a little bit in 

anticipation of Mick's next move. Slowly Mick lifted a red real-hair wig from off the ground and 

put his hands in the air. 

 "This is all I want," he murmured as he crept back out of the room. Before he disappeared 

through the door I could see a tear welling up in his eye as he looked down at me. "I'm sorry" he 

mouthed before he bolted to the backdoor. Tension in the room was still high until I could hear 

tires squealing off in the distance. My knight in shining armor took off in a van. 

 "Well get on with it," the tall man barked. 

 "With pleasure," the man with the knife continued. 

 As he lowered his hand I braced myself the best I could for the pain I was about to 

encounter. Nothing could have prepared me for what I felt. I could feel the warm rose liquid 

running down my legs as he continued his butchery. Every slight movement I felt, his hand was 

very shaky. Each man looked on with a smile that was contradicted with the disgust that filled 

their eyes. Seconds felt like an eternity. The blackness finally began to take over and I felt 

myself slipping into an abyss of pain, but something quickly brought me back to reality. The man 
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with the knife's hand stopped moving and they all just stared in wonderment of what he had 

created. Before the realization of my situation struck me, something else did; what I was missing. 

 Laughter rose out of the three men as I screamed in terror and disgust as a puzzle piece of 

myself rested on my eyes distorting my vision. I was able to flail my neck enough to release my 

temporary blinder from my eyes. Vomit spilled out of my mouth and tears streamed down my 

cheeks. This is not how I wanted this to happen. 

 "Flip our lovely lady over, we wouldn't want her to choke," demanded one of the men. 

The vomit that filled my mouth now rested on the floor in a puddle below my face. The distinct 

metallic taste of blood overwhelmed my taste buds as I struggled to see what was happening. 

The man who was on my chest was now on my back still pinning me to the ground but tears and 

blood blurred my vision which forced me to rely on my hearing. 

 Footsteps dimmed in the distance as one of the men left the dressing room while the other 

two whispered and laughed to themselves. I couldn't distinguish anything they were saying as my 

focus kept drifting to the pain. I slipped in and out of consciousness until the man came back into 

the room. I could hear his boots stomping against the cold ground as he drew closer to my face. 

In an attempt to view my perpetrators, the only image I was able to pick out was the distinct 

shadow of a pool cue in the man's hand above me. 

 Laughter arose from the group again and fear swept over my whole body. Tears mixed 

with my blood and became indistinguishable. My whole face felt covered in blood and vomit. 

 "Now that we have a pretty lady here, let's make her a woman," the man above me 

proclaimed. 

 I heard the cracking of wood above my head and the thin part of the pool cue bounced in 

front of my face. The sound echoed through my skull and shook my bones. All I could think 
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about was Brittany's performance tonight. The thin click of the dropped pool cue was replaced 

with beautiful melodies and a soft voice. The pain washed over me like a downpour but all I 

could focus on was her face. Her eyes. Her lips.  

 "Pop her cherry!" I heard one of them scream in the background, but I never lost my 

focus on Brittany. She was the reason I was here that night. She was the reason I was less of a 

human than I was before. She was the reason I laid in my own blood in vomit. She was the 

reason I became a woman that night. She made me a woman. Nothing else mattered. 

 "Deeper! Deeper!" 

 Brittany made me a woman that night and I will love her forever. She taught me that I 

was always a woman, no matter what others said. She taught me that despite what I had in 

between my legs I was a woman. She taught me compassion and love. She taught me I was a 

beautiful woman. I was there for her, but I was also there for more than her. 

Sophie's Stand. 

 Her final words replayed over and over again in my head. The final image of her sorrow 

stricken face. The tears in her eyes. She loved me. 

 Just as these realizations took control of me a ruby red pool cue dropped in front of my 

eyes. 

 "Was it as good for you as it was for me?" one of the men laughed as he asked. I could 

feel my body being lifted off the filthy ground and brought out of the dressing room. Everything 

moved around me like a whirlwind, I couldn't concentrate on any passing object. Out of the 

corner of my eye I spotted the relic of a bartender guarding the door with a gun in his hand, but 

we did not go that way. I was already lost within the few feet that we moved, I had no idea where 

we were. I heard a door being kicked open and the cool night air rushed against my face. This 
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sudden temperature drop brought back the pain and invited some new pain I had yet to 

experience from the men's most recent attacks against my body. 

 "Put her down by the curb," the man holding my legs said. 

 With a thud I dropped against the frigid pavement. The scent of burnt rubber filled my 

nostrils as I hugged the ground. Breathing heavily I tried to lift myself off the ground to no avail. 

Gravel stuck in my hands as I tried again. No one needed to sit on my back anymore, exhaustion 

was the enemy pinning me down now. Without another word one of the men grasped my throat 

and pulled my mouth open. 

 "Let's see that pretty mouth" he stated. "Now put those plump lips on the curb." 

 Even if I was going to listen to their demands, I couldn't move. But my inability to move 

appeared to be a rebellion to them which lead to a swift kick to the ribs. I moaned as one of the 

men in front of me grabbed my hands and pulled me across the pavement. In one quick motion 

he let go of my hands and pushed my face into the edge of the curb. The cement was cold and 

lifeless but I could still taste Brittany's lipstick on my lips as I felt it peel off on the curb. Blood 

stains formed a puddle around me and the blackness began to overwhelm me again. As I drifted 

in and out I could hear footsteps of one of the men behind me. The steps became spread less far 

apart and louder. Each step seemed to hit the ground faster than the last one and became 

thunderous. Then the footsteps stopped all together. 

She winked at me. 
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Andrea Pelose  

 

Excerpt from Wrestling with Elephants  

 

 

Chapter One: The Night Terrors 

 

I scratched the dried blood surrounding the nape of my neck. Crusty red flakes buried 

themselves underneath my short fingernails. The fluorescent lights stung my swollen black-and-

blue eyes. Dusty drafts of air swept through my torn clothing. I clenched my arms, rubbing my 

bruised hands against my thighs, to stay warm.   

One thought distracted me—Shelby. 

The small crowd around me displayed a similar tortured appearance in our undersized, 

bland meeting room. Two guys in football jerseys stood close by—the sides of their faces melted 

away like wax dripping down a glowing candle. A plain-looking girl leaned against the shoulder 

of a pale-faced student, his hand stroking the remains of her mutilated, knee-sock-clad leg. In the 

distance, the faint sound of deep piano notes, intermixed with creaking floors, hooting owls, and 

human screams played on repeat.  

Each year we wasted two months of our lives in this degrading state of greasy make-up, 

repetitive pounces, and piss-poor acting. But being a sixteen-year-old guy and car-less was a 

demoralizing existence in itself, and there weren‘t many other job options in our small town.  So 

here I was, taking advantage of the extra cash flow, surrounded by a bunch of misfits and 

perverts, and hoping that the $9.95 entrance fee and a bag of stale candy corn was enough 

entertainment to keep us open until the third of November.   

 Mr. Sampson was pacing about in his usual theatrical tirade—arms flailing, legs pointing 

toward his audience, voice screeching. He was in his mid-forties, overweight, and wore a 

bleached toupee that shifted conspicuously with his overstated expressions. After eight years of 
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constant Broadway rejections, he decided to settle somewhere he was ―appreciated.‖ After a 

warehouse building migrated his way, courtesy of his dead uncle, he became the owner, director, 

and of course, murderous principal of the Benbrook Haunted Schoolhouse.  

 ―Last night‘s performance was a ten at best. I want a twelve! Let‘s exceed their wildest 

expectations and send a chill down their spines that remains even as our faces haunt them in their 

dreams!‖ said Mr. Sampson.   

 See what I deal with? His speeches barely changed. Two girls, dressed as disfigured 

cheerleaders, sat in front of me, texting each other and giggling. 

―To compete with our neighboring rival,‖ Mr. Sampson continued, his nostrils flaring 

with disgust for the new Haunted Asylum that had just opened, ―We‘re re-implementing our 

touch policy.‖  

 ―Sweet!‖ Geoff exulted, high-fiving the guy to his right. Geoff had a car—a Mustang, 

actually—so from what I could see, his only interest in being here was an opportunity to 

―accidentally‖ cop a feel at our more well-developed patrons and start his seasonal fling with 

whomever was playing the decapitated nurse this year. I often fantasized about telling him that 

he was, no doubt, destined for a starring role on How to Catch a Predator.  But then again, he 

was 6‘3‖ and had open access to a chainsaw. It was artificial, but I still decided to keep my 

mouth shut. After all, I couldn‘t even pass the ping-pong section of gym class. 

 ―I want you all in your proper places during the first two hours. Remember, no breaks 

until eleven,‖ lectured Mr. Sampson. He had memorized exactly how far he could stretch the 

child labor laws. ―And for God‘s sake, keep your cell phones off. You never know if you‘ll be 

the favorite part of their tour. There are no small parts, only—― 
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His speech was abruptly cut short by the slamming of the door. Even in tights and an 

oversized hoodie, Shelby could make just about anyone self-conscious. I felt the lump in my 

throat expand. 

My parents had been asking me if I had talked to her about it lately. ―Clay, you‘re her 

best friend. She needs you right now.‖ I‘d shrug and roll my eyes like I had the situation under 

wraps and was just too cool to tell them. Truth be told, I had no idea what she was going through 

and I was too scared to find out. Something told me she knew it too, because we made excuses to 

talk about anything and everything else. 

 Shelby was my next-door neighbor. For most of my life, I had walked next to her in 

amusement as everyone gossiped about what she was really like. The girls at school spread 

rumors about her, claiming she was an anorexic uber-bitch with fake tits.  Since I had witnessed 

her whole puberty stage, I knew that Shelby‘s tits were definitely real. She also ate way more 

food than any girl I had ever met, so I didn‘t buy the whole anorexia claim either.  As far as 

being a bitch—yeah, sometimes I could see that. She often blew people off, but that was just 

because she saw through the girls‘ fake attempts to befriend her and the guys‘ pathetic endeavors 

to get into her pants.  

To most, she remained this intricate puzzle. On the outside, her house looked the same as 

most of the ones on the block—a modest two-story colonial house with dark green shutters and a 

small front porch—but on the inside it was filled with outlandish European artifacts, a library, 

and closets filled with designer clothes most of us hadn‘t even heard of. She was allowed to 

drink wine with her parents and called them by their first names. Shelby was the older of two 

daughters. Her parents were divorced, but her father frequented family dinners and maintained a 

friendly relationship with her mother that befuddled most bitter single moms on the block.  
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 I knew her flaws. She cussed quite frequently in her beatific voice. Shelby never thought 

things out and tended to act on impulse. She also chewed really loudly and snorted when 

something made her laugh hard. Then there was that really irritating habit of complaining about 

her period to me.  

 

 ―I‘ve got cramps,‖ Shelby moaned dramatically.  

 ―Eww,‖ I said, dropping my spork, no longer having an appetite for my taco salad.  ―I 

don‘t want to hear about that.‖ 

 ―Oh grow up! You men have it so easy.‖ 

 ―Oh whatever. Women just need something to complain about. I‘m sure they aren‘t that 

bad.  You‘re acting like my mom.‖ 

 ―And you‘re acting like a prick!‖ Shelby huffed and then stormed out of the lunchroom.  

I asked my dad about the altercation later that afternoon when we were on one of our 

more embarrassing runs to Kroger‘s for tampons and Hostess cupcakes. It was my mom‘s time 

of the month too. Did you ever notice how girls seem to have them at the same time? I swear it‘s 

some type of conspiracy. All of us guys should band together and fill them in on what happens to 

us in the morning. Then we‘ll see how eager they are to share personal details.  

―When it‘s that time of the month, women need chocolate,‖ my dad informed me.   

―Why?‖ 

―I don‘t know,‖ he shrugged. ―But give it to them and get out of their way. Your life will 

be a lot easier.‖  

I still didn‘t completely understand this phenomenon, but I had been shoving Twix bars 

in Shelby‘s locker ever since.  
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Despite my insider status, I, like most of the town, pictured Shelby and her family as 

somewhat immune to the troubles of us mere peasants. It wasn‘t until this past summer that I 

realized she was real—or capable of being broken—like the rest of us.  

             Various actors whispered to themselves as she walked in. Others just looked at her with 

dismal, sympathetic eyes. I knew that bugged her more.  She despised pity. She took her usual 

seat next to me, pretending to toss away their glances with a flip of her long honey-colored hair.   

When she got close and I was really able to look at her, I realized the dark 

circles and red-rimmed eyes weren‘t make-up. On her wrist was her little sister‘s beaded Barbie 

bracelet. I opened my mouth to speak, but Mr. Sampson had already started rushing us to finish 

changing and get ready for our first tour.  

 Shelby used to be a greeter, but her current lack of enthusiasm better fit her as a victim in 

one of the doomed classrooms. Everyone wondered why she came back to work this season, but 

I guessed it was because she was trying to cling to some type of normalcy. Naturally, she was 

cast as the Prom Queen whose throat had been slit. I was a nerd bitten by a zombie. I fell to the 

ground and was supposed to have a seizure as she lunged toward the audience.  There was also 

Sam, the freshman with too much body hair, who played a deranged Biology teacher and would 

pounce just as the crowd was leaving the room. He had fake animal guts covering his lab coat 

and got to fling rubber frogs at people and grunt.  

Most of us guys wanted his job.  

Our room had desks and a chalkboard reading ―Today‘s Dissection: You‖ in scribbled 

handwriting. It also had various fake robotic spiders and snakes that slinked in circles around 

their broken dry aquariums. The lights were set to focus on the center, so that when the show 

started we could creep to our various corners to conceal ourselves.  
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 The lights dimmed and the first group of five entered about ten minutes later. It was three 

middle school girls and two guys in their twenties, one most likely a brother to one of the girls. I 

shook myself spastically on the floor and groaned, which, due to my lack of cinematic skills, 

more or less sounded like I was constipated. The girls screamed harmoniously, clinging to each 

other.  The two guys snickered and shook their heads. Anyone their age wasn‘t going to have the 

shit scared out of them by a high-schooler failing geometry. Unless they were drunk,  

which about half our customers typically were.   

The groups continued as they always do. A little boy started crying, yelling at his brother 

for taking him here instead of laser tag.  A younger girl hyperventilated and Shelby—since it was 

her turn—had to help her to the nearest exit. Sam‘s mom came through and clapped 

enthusiastically as he jumped out at her. Shelby and I exchanged looks of mutual embarrassment 

with him and promised not to tell any of our coworkers. 

On break, we all went out back to catch our breath. The air ventilation system in the 

building was old, and the mass of people that paraded through the place left the rooms 

sweltering. That, coupled with the fog machine, was enough to give anyone a headache.  

A few of the zombies started smoking, showing off who could inhale the longest. Geoff 

was around the corner of the building, sticking out just far enough so we could see. He had one 

hand up Jill‘s nurse uniform and used the other to give a thumbs up to anyone he caught looking 

at them. Jill pretended she didn‘t know he did this, but we all knew she saw. The rest of us 

dispersed into little groups and, for the most part, talked about how much we hated working here. 

 ―You can still walk me home tonight, right?‖ Shelby asked, leaning next to me against 

the middle of the building.  

 ―Yeah,‖ I said. This was the first real opportunity I had to talk to her all night.  
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―So how are—― 

 ―Ahh!‖ Brandon screamed, popping out of the nearby door. He was basically the 

equivalent of Geoff, except he had more acne and fewer girls willing to hook-up with him. 

Neither of us flinched, even when he sprayed us with goopy, red silly string. People tried pranks 

all too often to scare each other around here. It rarely worked. We were all too mature. 

 ―Will you cut it out?‖ I snapped, shaking the string off me.  

 ―Dude, chill out,‖ Brandon said, punching me in the chest harder than I would have liked.  

―So Shelby, you‘re looking tasty.‖ He snarled his fake vampire teeth at her for dramatic effect. 

 ―Gee, thanks,‖ Shelby replied, rolling her eyes. ―I‘ll remember to cover myself in fake 

blood more often.‖  

 Brandon, like most people, didn‘t get her sarcasm and continued hitting on her. It was a 

relief, for once, to hear Mr. Sampson‘s voice hustling us all back to our places.  

 We must have been busy because the crowds were pretty frequent. One of the local 

stoners tried to pet me.  A girl I had a crush on walked through holding hands with a kid from the 

soccer team. An older man tried to hand us Bibles.   

 Then there was a little girl, not much older than five, who toddled in clinging to her 

mother‘s hand and staring in wild amusement. I did a double take at her short, bouncy curls, but 

it wasn‘t who I was hoping for. I felt the pit of my stomach swell. When she reached the Prom 

Queen section, Shelby let out her first and only blood-curdling scream of the night. The agony in 

it gave me goose bumps. Sam looked at me knowingly.  Shelby avoided making eye contact with 

either of us, but I knew from the clench in her jaw that she was holding back tears.  

 That was it. I needed to talk to her. And I was going to do it tonight. 
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Chapter Two: It 

 

We walked home together around midnight, the chill of a late fall evening wind blowing 

against us. It was now rare for the two of us to be left alone. Well actually, for Shelby to be left 

unsupervised. Sometimes her father would ―happen to be in the neighborhood‖ and pick us both 

up.  Or her mother would call and talk to her for the majority of the eight-and-a-half-minute-

walk home. Tonight, though, her phone was dead, and her father‘s Mercedes Coupe wasn‘t 

lingering in the perspective distance.  

Shelby had washed away her gory makeup and changed into normal clothing, 

transforming back to her idolized looks. I was still in my zombie gear, a rather noticeable 

remainder of makeup smudged across my face despite my attempts to get rid of it with hand 

soap. It was too girly to bring eye make-up remover or cleanser to work with me, and even worse 

to ask a girl to borrow it. Instead, I always just snuck into my mom‘s bathroom when I got home. 

I‘m sure if there were actual people passing by I would have appeared rather peculiar walking 

next to her, our arms linked, while she made fun of the people‘s reactions from tonight.  

 ―You seem distracted,‖ she said.  

―Yeah,‖ I muttered, unable to elaborate. 

―So give,‖ Shelby said, looking at me with scrunched eyebrows. 

―I don‘t really know what‘s right to say,‖ I said, averting her stare.  

The sudden twist in conversation knocked her into a state of immobility and I cursed 

myself for bringing it up in the first place.  

―You…don‘t you want to talk about it? I mean, we can keep avoiding it,  

but…I…um…don‘t want you to think I‘m not…I mean, I‘ll listen,‖ I stuttered.  
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Shelby laughed in spite of herself.  Then, hugging her arms across her chest as if she was 

trying to protect herself from her own thoughts, she spoke.  

―It‘s funny. Since it happened, all these people at school and in town say the same thing. 

Like they give a shit. Like if I spill my guts to them for five minutes, they‘ll be a candidate for 

the six o‘clock news. But they don‘t know a damn thing about me or have any idea how it feels.‖ 

―So how does it feel?‖ I dug my hands into my pockets, wanting to have a place for them.  

―I don‘t know really,‖ She sighed, looking at me with frustrated concentration. ―I‘m kind 

of in this safe spot. My dad‘s angry all the time. My mom cries to herself throughout the day. 

Then there‘s me. I‘ve got this weird feeling of nothingness that I‘ve just kind of been 

maintaining. Sometimes I still scream or cry, mostly I don‘t sleep, but I just keep waiting, hoping 

I can get through this part until we get some answers.‖ 

―And the cops still don‘t have a clue?‖  

She shook her head no. Her moonlit eyes were wet with moisture. ―It‘s weird. I spend 

ninety percent of my time thinking about it—about all the things that could be happening—and 

still, every time I hear the front door open, I expect it to be her—laughing and twirling around in 

one of her goofy costumes.‖ She smiled sadly, ―Like she just got back from an extended play 

date. But it‘s never her.‖ The inner corner of her left eye battled a single strand of tears, colored 

black from lingering mascara. 

―The cops will find her,‖ I said, wanting even more desperately to end the conversation 

than I had been to start it. It made me uncomfortable when girls cried. 

―They might not,‖ she said, her voice flat.  

―They will.‖ 
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―But really, what if they don‘t?‖ She searched me for an enlightened solution. I longed to 

give one to her, but my insight on the realities of coping mechanisms for tragedy was limited.  In 

fact, it pretty much started and stopped with smuggling a six-pack of Heineken from my old 

man‘s secret stash after a date rejection. The girl, I might add, was only marginally more 

attractive than I was. I puked and was grounded for a month. Not exactly a mature solution.  

―If you don‘t, we‘ll get through it together. Like always.‖  

She looked at me and smiled. ―Thanks.‖ 

―For what?‖ 

―For being the one person I know who means it.‖  

I felt myself blush, which made her smile. We walked the rest of the way home in a calm 

silence, taking in the multi-colored piles of fallen leaves, brick sidewalks, and illuminating 

streetlamps in our cookie-cutter town. 

As we entered our subdivision, a rush of police cars with their sirens blaring, passed us. 

Shelby burst into a sprint and I followed, trying to keep up as best I could. Then, five houses 

down, we could see they were stopped at Shelby‘s.  

She walked up to the police officer, one she had explained was close to her father and 

who I had seen frequent her house the past few months. ―What the hell is going on?‖ she 

demanded, her voice hopeful and terrified at the same time.  

He escorted her inside wordlessly.  I attempted to follow, but another officer stopped me. 

―Sorry, son, but unless you‘re family I‘m going to have to ask you to leave.‖ 

―Did they find her?‖ I asked, trying to look past him through the closed blinds.  



   

 

131 

 

 We were interrupted by the burst of a news vans approaching the curb next to the house. 

Breaking news was in short supply in our sleepy town, but it travelled fast. The officer ignored 

me, walking back over to help another officer ward off the hazy voices of antsy reporters.  

I turned away too, hurtled over my mother‘s perennials, landed on our small sidewalk and 

threw open my front door.  The inside walls of my house were aglow with red streaks from the 

police cars.  Entering the living room, I clicked on the television, not wasting time to locate a 

remote.  A few channel changes later and I found my answer. The screen flashed between 

pictures of Delilah in kindergarten, the Gafter Woods with trees marked with the same caution 

tape we used at work, and a plump Channel 7 News reporter centered in front of Shelby‘s 

mother‘s wilted roses. 

―We‘re live at the scene of the Robinson home with this breaking story. The body of six-

year-old Delilah Robinson was discovered this evening near the creek in the Gafter Woods by a 

local hunter. Her body was heavily disfigured, though police are speculating the ultimate cause 

of death to be suffocation.  Robinson was first reported missing on July fourth, during a family 

outing to the Benbrook Annual Firework Display.  At this time, there are no reported suspects to 

the murder—‖ 

 I didn‘t wait for the story to finish. Without thought or full realization, I was  

on my feet and out the rear door; running across the backyard to Shelby‘s, trembling with the 

reality of her nightmare. 
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Greg M. Schumaker 

 

Paperman 

 

 

In order to overcome my financial dependence on my mother and my father‘s child 

support checks, I decided to become a paperboy. Mom called the number advertised in The 

Grand Rapids Press and they sent out the boss man to interview me. He was tall and had spiked 

white hair and his face reminded me of an eagle‘s. 

 He said, ―You‘re a couple years younger than what we normally have for carriers‖—

that‘s what they would officially call me, a paper carrier—―but I‘m fine with it as long as your 

mother says it‘s okay and is able to help you out.‖ 

 Mom nodded and smiled at me. She said Colt might be able to help me too. It was spring 

and sunny, so neither one of us were aware then of how hard the work would become, especially 

on cold winter Sundays when the papers came in three different bundles and had to be put 

together by rubber bands or shoved in plastic bags right there on the curb. 

 The paper route, or should I say my paper route, was about a half mile away in a real 

neighborhood with real houses and really big trees that got really full and green in the summer, 

giving me optimum shade when I‘d be walking around with my bag of papers. 

 I had the entire route memorized; knew every house‘s specifications on where their 

inhabitants wanted their paper placed. In the press box with the paper‘s logo on it, in their old-

fashioned box on their front or side door, tossed on the porch, or tucked in the screen door. I 

knew which houses wouldn‘t pay their bills on time, so I‘d have to collect from them during my 

route. I didn‘t like this, because I was the help, and I knew from TV that people don‘t generally 

like talking to the help. But I needed to get paid so I could afford to buy myself some refined 

goods, and establish to the kids at school that I wasn‘t, quote on quote, trailer trash. 
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 And, if I didn‘t collect the payments, I‘d surely get fired. 

 One of the houses that I was always collecting from was right on the corner of Kenmore 

and Walton, and it stood out because its dark, dark purple siding and its driveway full of cars 

either being torn apart or put together. The guy who lived there had a couple of sons a few years 

older than me who were always lingering, wearing Insane Clown Posse t-shirts and looking like 

gothic rocker groupies who watch a lot of Marilyn Manson videos. The dad was strangely nice, 

with a soft voice and a face that looked like Barney‘s on The Andy Griffiths Show. He called me 

sweetie and always promised to leave the check in the box tomorrow. Sometimes he did, 

sometimes he didn‘t, and when he didn‘t I had to be what mom calls a nagging bastard and 

knock on his door again. He‘d eventually come out of the garage in his plain black t-shirt and 

dirty jeans, wiping his oily hands on a rag, and promise to leave the check tomorrow. 

 The other customers weren‘t quite so eccentric. 

 There was the old white guy who had a—Mom said she was ―quite convinced‖—mail-

order bride, a lovely Chinese woman who didn‘t speak to me, only said, ―Come back later.‖ I 

told Mom that we‘re white and if we wanted to marry Chinese people, or any people for that 

matter, we wouldn‘t have to order them over the phone. Mom said, ―Then maybe he was getting 

his nails done one day and fell in love.‖ I didn‘t know what that meant, so I dropped it. 

 The other customers I had to collect from were all nice and usually had just forgotten to 

pay their measly Press bill. My favorite thing was when they let me in while they wrote their 

check. I got to step into a strange house and see what different styles people lived in. One 

customer even let me use her bathroom once because I had an emergency and no bike was going 

to get me back to my house or to the nearby Burger King fast enough. Her house was like my 

grandma‘s: all flowers and Jesus and pink. 
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 After we‘d collected every check, Mom sat down at the kitchen table with a big loud 

calculator that prints off a receipt. She added them all up, took out the percent I was supposed to 

get, and then I had money. My very own money. There‘s nothing more satisfying than to have a 

few twenties in your wallet. At first, I didn‘t even have a wallet. Then Mom brought me to 

Target and I got a fantastic neon blue billfold that has a picture holder and Velcro to keep it shut. 

It was some little-known brand, nothing like a leather Calvin Klein wallet or anything, but it 

would do for a while. Also, I was saving a portion of my money in a pig under my bed. I wanted 

an iMac to replace our five year-old Packard Bell. 

 

Obviously, we weren‘t rich, and we still aren‘t. We live in what my mother calls a ―trailer 

park,‖ as if we just were driving by one day and decided to park our trailer. I tell my classmates 

that I live in a manufactured housing community—as it‘s billed on the entrance‘s sign, which is 

surrounded by tall, dark evergreens I might add—and that, of all the manufactured housing 

communities in the area, Riverfront is the best. I mean, we shop at Old Navy and sometimes 

Abercrombie. We go to the really big supermarkets, where you can get toys and ham and new 

tires and real live lizards. 

My mom drives a new car, she wears this sweet sunflower perfume, and she‘s pretty 

when she leaves for work in the morning. She does something special at this car parts maker 

across town. I think she just sells herself short. 

My dad collects antique furniture and reads literature. He smokes cigars and drinks fancy 

beers made at little breweries. The woman he‘s dating works at a bank and doesn‘t ever yell at 

the TV, unless the news is on. You can understand my shock upon first meeting Colt. 
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Mom had started dating this guy a while before I got my job. He was tough and played softball 

and he was bald (on purpose) and he shouted at the TV when he was watching football. He drank 

beer and called Tommy my ―butt buddy.‖ He said, ―You going over to your butt buddy‘s 

house?‖ 

 But he was okay. He wasn‘t living with us, ―By any stretch of the imagination,‖ Mom 

said. He stayed over sometimes and made cheesy scrambled eggs and bacon. Mom said he was a 

little young for her and that he‘d still hadn‘t cut his umbilical cord, but I wasn‘t sure what that 

meant so I dropped it. 

 One day in June, because he and Mom were concerned about a big Michigan 

thunderstorm in the forecast, Colt took me to do the paper route in his new Turtle-waxed red 

Grand Prix. He blared Aerosmith and turned the A/C up and it was really fun. I tried to imagine 

my dad driving me around in his Land Rover, helping me with my job. I didn‘t see that 

happening. Mostly because he lives a state away, and also because he‘s too serious. He‘d listen 

to the Stones or the Beatles, but never Aerosmith, and only at a reasonable volume. I told Colt 

this and he laughed. 

 

After we finished the route, the sky started to cloud up, and Mom told Colt he was staying for 

dinner because she didn‘t like him driving those skinny tires on wet roads. I set the table, and 

decided we were going to take our milk in champagne flutes. It‘s more elegant, and it helps with 

portion control. Colt questioned the stemware with a weird face, and Mom simply said, ―Oh, 

Bud.‖ 

 She calls me Bud, a name that‘s one notch of sentiment away from Scooter or Chief—

dog names. We have a dog, a fat blond cocker spaniel named Sandy. She‘s got a thyroid 
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problem, so we have to give her a little green pill wrapped in cheese every day. Sometimes we‘ll 

find a little pill with dried flecks of cheese on the floor, but most of the time she‘s fooled by 

Kraft American. 

 I am not a dog. I am a twelve year-old man. I prefer sharp cheddar, shredded. 

 Enough about dairy products and dogs, though. 

 I was trying to help her and Colt see the nicer side of life. I brought out the candelabra 

from the laundry room and set it in the middle of the table. We were having pizza, so I‘ve 

decided to call our meal ―A Night in Paris.‖ 

Mom, lighting the three half-gone candles for me, said, ―Charlie, you don‘t know 

anything about France.‖ 

 ―Of course I know something. Paris is the capital, and that‘s where the Eiffel Tower is. 

And everyone there is smart and fancy, and they smoke and drink a lot because they can‘t help it 

and they need to subdue their existential crisises,‖ I said. 

 ―Crises,‖ Colt said, ―That‘s the plural of crisis.‖ 

 ―How‘d he get so smart?‖ I asked her. He shook his head and chugged his milk. 

 ―Reading,‖ she said. ―Now I‘m going to look for a book that explains the difference 

between French and Italian‖—here she waved her long fingers over the greasy pizza—―fancy 

cuisine.‖ 

 ―Ah, ‗A Night in Italy‘ it is then!‖ 

 She shrugged. ―We can keep it in France. I need some wine anyway.‖ 

 Mom always drinks red wine in a big glass. The wine comes in a fancy bottle and it‘s 

about the classiest thing she does. (She used to have roses of all colors growing out back around 

the shed, and I thought that was classy too.) She says it helps erase the memory of her bad day. 
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I‘ve never seen her go through more bottles than when she kicked my dad out—that was a few 

years ago. 

 ―Bad day, Maureen?‖ Colt asked as he pulled the bottle from the fridge and poured her a 

glass. 

 ―Yeah—bad day Maureen?‖ I said, trying to echo his concern. I like using her real name. 

 ―Well, sort of, Charles,‖ she said, ―That bastard-retarded-son, pardon my French, passed 

his tax cuts. And all the guys at work were celebrating, as if one of their football buddies in the 

White House was going to make all their beer free.‖ 

―For millionaires, maybe,‖ Colt said with his mouth full. (I know that‘s not proper, but I 

let it slide.) And, I just had to put my foot down to her disdain for our new president-elect. 

 ―I like him. And I think he has a good vision for the country. He‘s a man of the Lord who 

believes in the American dream of hard work and sacrifice,‖ I said. 

 ―Where‘d you come up with those lines?‖ she said. 

 ―The news!‖ 

 She grabbed my cheeks with one hand and looked me in the eyes. ―Sit down and eat,‖ she 

said, taking the cloth napkins I‘d begun to unfold and tossing them back into the cupboard, ―And 

you‘re grounded from the TV.‖ 

 

My most important purchases over the summer were for the Nintendo 64. Starfox 64 and The 

Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time—which Colt helped me beat one night, ―Even after three 

beers,‖ he said. These kept me stuck inside the house when, as Mom said, ―I should be out 

running around.‖ But I ran around at work, and these games were amazing. They were like 

movies you control. 
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 On the more practical side of life, I‘d purchased a pair of sunglasses and a reusable water 

bottle that fit perfectly in my bike‘s holder. I usually filled it with Diet Coke for when I was out 

at work—the air was hot and I got thirsty and adults need caffeine to get through the workday. 

Mom drinks a lot of Diet Coke at work too, but she just brings in cases of it because she‘s got a 

fridge there. 

 I left every day at 2 p.m., and was usually home by 4:30 p.m., unless I was stuck having 

to collect. Mom drove me on Sunday because the papers were too heavy. Sandy usually rode 

along, just hanging out in the passenger seat, passed out and bored. Afterwards we‘d go out to 

Bob Evans for breakfast—I‘d offer to pay, but Mom insisted she pick up the tab. When she 

wasn‘t looking, I‘d add an extra dollar to her tip. 

 Since there was usually an extra paper in my bundle, I‘d started to like The Press and I‘d 

read it after work. There‘s a lot more going on in this city than all the babies being born and 

people getting divorced in Riverfront. One front-page story about an asteroid alarmed me, 

because NASA said it could obliterate Earth in 2015, but a few days later they changed their 

tune, and said it would probably miss us. I was scared because I was sure I wouldn‘t be able to 

accomplish much by then. I preferred mostly to read about the movies and TV and look at all the 

ads, especially on Sunday. There are so many things to buy and so many stores to look at. 

 Mom said I should worry less about making money and more about making friends. I 

have Tommy across the street, I told her, and the rest of the kids are all obsessed with football 

and basketball. I‘m scrawny and I can‘t dribble a ball to save my life. I told her I might join track 

this fall, and middle school will bring ample opportunity for new friends. Tommy and I both like 

video games. He got a Sega Dreamcast, which is simply groundbreaking, so we‘d play that at his 
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house a lot. He and I decided to start collecting comic books as well, so we‘d bike down Division 

to the comic store a couple times a week.  

He‘s taller and smarter, and his parents spoil him much more than my mom spoils me, 

but he‘s got both his mom and his dad and they own their own cleaning business. Plus, I could 

spoil myself now.  

 

In the last few days of August I took stock of all the money I‘d saved. Nowhere near 

enough for an iMac, but it was still something. I swore I‘d keep working the route until I was old 

enough to work at a store. The paper route had freed me from having to bug my mom for five 

dollars here and there. I could even buy the name-brand face wash I needed, instead of the 

generic that Mom always grabbed, so I wouldn‘t break out like Tommy. Gross. 

 I talked to my dad on the phone in July. He asked my why in the hell I needed a job and I 

said, ―Dad, the president says it‘s patriotic and American to work up to three jobs, so I think I 

should at least have one.‖ He started to go on about some child labor laws or something, but I 

stopped listening. I won‘t see him until Christmas. 

 Mom and Colt started fighting all the time. I‘d be in the living room playing Starfox and 

they‘d interrupt my game with all their shouting. I‘d take Sandy into my room and she‘d snore 

next to me while I read comics. The Press had an article a about how hard it is for divorced 

women to start dating again. I guess that should‘ve prepared me for all the shouting and door 

slamming. 

 The second-to-last day of vacation my mom and Colt had their final fight. I got home 

from seeing X-Men with Tommy and his dad, and Mom was on the back porch smoking. It was 
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weed, something she does every now and then to relax. It smelled good—even Sandy perked up 

and stood at attention next to her while she was letting out puffs. 

 Mom said, ―I broke up with Colt today. It‘s definitely over.‖ 

 I took a second to think and said, ―Mom, there‘s plenty of guys and Colt was balding and 

too young.‖ I hugged her and she messed up my hair, which I‘d been gelling lately to style like 

the models on the walls at Supercuts. 

 ―You‘re right Bud,‖ she said, but I could tell she‘d cried a little. She‘d cried more when 

she kicked my dad out. So I figure you cry less and less each time you break up with someone. 

 Then we went to the grocery store, and the bright lights and cool air inside seemed to 

make her feel better. I thought about never seeing Colt again, which made my stomach feel like 

it does when I look down from high up. 

 

The next day—the last day of summer vacation—I took out a bunch of money from my 

pig and took it with me in my wallet for my paper route. It was really stuffed because I‘d saved 

mostly ones and fives. 

 I rode my bike to down past the comic store to the flower shop, and though it took a 

chunk out of my iMac fund, I bought a huge bouquet of roses. It was so big I had to ride with the 

bunch of stems in one hand all the way home, and when I hit a bump one prick scratched me on 

the nose. I was also sweating extra, because it was kind of embarrassing to be riding down the 

Division sidewalk holding a giant thing of flowers. 

 I‘d meant to give them to Mom right when I got home, but she wasn‘t home from work 

yet. But in the driveway was Colt‘s car, and he sat on the side porch with Sandy laying her head 

on his thigh. 
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 ―You have a key?‖ I said. 

 He said, ―No, you left the door unlocked kid. And your dog wouldn‘t stop barking at me. 

What‘s up with the flowers?‖ 

 ―What‘re you doing here?‖ 

 He looked sad and not at all like the softball-playing, beer can-crushing jock I‘d 

originally taken him for. The sun was low in the sky behind him, and the trees were whishing 

back and forth in the breeze. He was one big frown. 

 ―Shit,‖ I said, in my best drawn out way, in my continuing attempt to push the rules and 

use more adult language. I handed him the bouquet. I said, ―Give these to her. Roses are her 

favorite.‖ 

 So he took them, and I took Sandy inside. I turned on our old computer and sat down at 

Mom‘s little desk, waiting for AOL to dial-up. I heard Mom‘s car pull up, that slow crunching 

sound. And I waited. 

 Colt helped me with my route the rest of the week, even Sunday. A few weeks later, 

Mom made me quit, because I couldn‘t get my homework done. But my pig is still under my 

bed, half-full from my measly savings, hungry for next summer.  
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Shane Zimmer 

 

Baby Needs a Monitor  

 

Jeremy‘s mom was constantly nagging him to lose weight. So was Natalie, his wife, 

though not so often since she was struggling to work off her own extra cushion after their little 

Karli was born. But Jeremy kept his mouth shut, knowing their criticisms wouldn‘t last long; the 

women were too entranced with the baby. Such a tiny thing, their squirming darling, she almost 

disappeared among the folds of her pink blankets inside her new crib. Jeremy bought a large crib 

so Karli could grow into it. And, at the insistence of his mother and wife, he was forced to 

purchase a baby monitor, the kind with a video display. 

His mom brought up the idea one Tuesday evening after Jeremy had taken them both to 

dinner. She had been spending a lot of time at their condo lately. So much so that while they 

were putting the baby to bed, she was comfortable enough to straighten up the kitchen, slip off 

her shoes and search Amazon.com on the computer in their living room. 

The living room was small, but the new sofa and recliner, corner desk and entertainment 

center had been neatly arranged. They had recently bought a barely affordable condo in Roscoe 

Village. It was a step up for them, hardwood floors and granite countertops, in a neighborhood 

gentrifying with young families. They settled for a two-bedroom unit on the first floor of a 

converted warehouse. 

Jeremy shuffled directly to the recliner when the baby finally fell asleep. Natalie brought 

in iced tea from the kitchen. She was a sturdy, blonde girl of Polish stock. Recently, while lying 

in bed one night, she had told Jeremy her patience was waning. He joked that they could find his 

mom a boyfriend to keep her occupied. 
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Natalie asked, ―What are you looking at, Maryanne?‖  

 ―A baby needs a monitor,‖ she answered. She was a tiny, frail woman, almost sixty-seven 

and given to nervous flutters. ―Poor Karli is already four months. Why don‘t you have one 

already? It should have been one of the first things on your list.‖ 

―We forgot to put it on the registry,‖ she said to her mother-in-law. ―We were talking 

about it the other day, but your son doesn‘t think it‘s necessary.‖  

Natalie stuck her tongue out and winked at her husband. He had stretched himself out on 

the recliner in front of the flashing TV. It seemed to Jeremy the summer evenings were 

becoming oppressive. 

 ―We need a security camera in our own home?‖ he said. He was nearly as large as the 

recliner and feeling very full from a steak dinner. ―Who steals a baby? You two have been 

watching too much news.‖ 

          ―No—‖ his mother said. That tone, like a teacher dumbing it down for a slow child. ―So 

many things can happen to a newborn. We have to look out for signs.‖ 

Natalie echoed the warning, but by then Jeremy had tuned out. The humidity was giving 

him a headache. It took some effort to lean over and slide the glass door open even wider. 

Natalie didn‘t believe in air conditioning. Natural air was better for the baby, she said. 

These days, it was better to give in to whatever his mother asked, as long as it wasn‘t 

completely unreasonable. He couldn‘t help but think his dad would have backed him up, if he 

hadn‘t passed away a year ago. One year next Monday. A heart attack at sixty-eight. Since then 

Jeremy had been treating his mother with special care. 

Getting himself off the recliner, Jeremy had some trouble maneuvering himself. It 

occurred to him that he had been slowing down fast, and he was only thirty-four. In the mornings 
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when he got ready for work and couldn‘t avoid the mirror, he saw a shocking likeness to his dad. 

The same bear-like figure—hairy and fleshy—with small eyes and a thick nose. His dad loved to 

eat and drink. He had worked construction all his life and was loving retirement. He was a social 

man—barbecues, luncheons, going out with the guys after a softball game or a union meeting. It 

wasn‘t until after the funeral that Jeremy heard his voice take on his dad‘s causal, soft-edged 

tones. Yet, his dad had been talkative and expressive, and Jeremy found himself mumbling more, 

using his shoulders to answer questions. 

 ―Here,‖ his mother said. ―This is the right one to buy.‖ 

 ―That‘s the most expensive one,‖ he said, hunching over her shoulder. ―I‘m sure other 

models do just a well. Can I look?‖ 

When he sat in the desk chair, it creaked loudly. 

―Oh, please,‖ his mother said. ―You have to start exercising.‖ 

Natalie muted the commercials and sat on the love seat knitting a baby blanket. She 

added sweetly, ―I told him he can come to my yoga class anytime.‖ 

Jeremy shrugged. ―You‘re right. I know. Will you get my tea, please, mom? It‘s on the 

side table.‖ 

―Really, I mean it,‖ she said, offering him his glass. ―The doctor said at least twenty-five 

pounds.‖ 

Jeremy sipped the iced tea very slowly. He reminded himself to be thankful for a cool 

drink on a hot night. He glanced at Natalie. ―Maybe you can turn on a fan, honey?‖ 

Natalie laughed. ―All these women in your life telling you what to do! Just wait until 

Karli becomes a teenager.‖ 
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Jeremy carefully set his drink on a coaster and directed his full attention on the computer 

screen. 

 ―This one,‖ he said finally. ―Good price, good model, it‘ll work fine.‖ 

His mother made him click through the reviews. Her hawkish face perched next to his. 

She groaned. The monitor wasn‘t reliable, some reviewers complained. Sometimes the camera 

went in and out, the resolution might distort, its signals could get crossed. He was quick to point 

out that a few bad reviews out of dozens of good ones was not proof enough.  

Natalie asked, ―May I see, Maryanne? Oh, that looks familiar. Isn‘t that the kind Anna 

has?‖ Natalie turned to her mother-in-law and pointed up. ―Our friends upstairs, Anna and Tim. 

They have an adorable little boy, almost twelve months now.‖ 

―See,‖ he said. ―Works fine for them.‖ 

His mother clucked. ―It won‘t work if the lights are off.‖ 

―Sure it does. See here? Night vision technology.‖ 

His mother ran her fingers through her puff of gray hair, once salt-and-pepper but 

recently turned silver all over. She said the digital monitors were the best and only thirty bucks 

more. She offered to pay the extra cost. But Jeremy had to put his foot down. It was hot and a 

moodiness overcame him. An analog model would work fine, he said, but if she wanted, he 

would splurge for next-day shipping. 

In the truck, as they drove to her new apartment, his mother said, ―Your father could be 

stubborn like that.‖ The days were getting shorter. Sunset colors began to color the sky.   

―You two are so much alike,‖ she said, and her voice cracked. She sniffed away her tears. 

―You know, Jeremy, why don‘t you do something other than watch television? It‘s like when 

you were a boy playing video games.‖ He escorted her out of the truck and walked her into her 
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apartment. ―Sixty-eight,‖ she said as she watched him bundle up the kitchen trash to take it out. 

―He was too young. If he had only cared for his health more, Jeremy. It‘s something to think 

about.‖ 

―I know, mom. I‘ve been trying. I can‘t seem to do anything but bare minimum right 

now.‖ 

He bent over to embrace her. He wanted to tell her how his dad used to say that running 

around in circles to extend your life was for idiots. But he didn‘t think she would find that funny. 

Instead he said, ―Let‘s focus on you right now. This weekend we can go to that art center 

and see if you want to take a watercolor class like we talked about. And next week, let‘s check 

out the group therapy thing at the hospice.‖ 

―What about you?‖ 

―I‘ll be all right,‖ he said. 

―I can‘t believe it‘s been a year. Feels like a month.‖  

As he was leaving, she said, ―Maybe think about joining a gym?‖ 

He waved and blew her a kiss. 

Driving home, Jeremy was too tired to think about it. He was too tired to think at all. He 

worked hard hours fixing potholes and repaving Chicago‘s streets, and these last few days the 

humidity had been unbearable. Then there was Natalie pressuring him to go back to school and 

get a business degree. ―You‘re too smart for manual labor,‖ she said. Imagine being thirty-four in 

a classroom of college kids just out of their teens. It was too much. The wife with her needs, the 

mother and her grieving, and his friends still wanting to hop bars. The new mortgage constantly 

loomed. How much sleep had he gotten in the last four months? Every night the baby, the baby, 

the baby. Can‘t a man just come home and lay around? Can‘t a man just watch the tube until he 
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falls asleep? It is his house, isn‘t it? And his money, and only his money, that‘s been paying the 

mortgage for the last eight months? 

He told himself that was why he was always so sleepy, though he didn‘t sleep much at 

night, even when Karli was not crying. And his waistline did expand. Things just seemed to be 

getting tougher, he explained to Natalie. He was getting older, that‘s all. 

He found a parking space a block from home, switched off the engine and sat in his truck. 

People were strolling in the evening warmth. The city came alive in the summer. When he saw a 

father and son walk past Jeremy thought about how his dad would have understood without a lot 

of talk. But Dad was gone now, and that was the thing he couldn‘t get over, the finality. No more 

jokes between innings. No more easy conversation with things being said without having to say 

them. When he was a teenager they fought often, but as time passed, their conversations 

matured. They fell into the habit of spending time together, one on one, just doing things. It 

didn‘t matter what. 

During the first few months after the funeral, Jeremy‘s friends said he seemed to be 

handling himself well. He wasn‘t one to overreact anyway. Just be calm and take things slowly. 

He had cried only once, soon after he heard the news. His mother was too distraught to talk. 

Instead Auntie Meghann called from the hospital. ―My brother,‖ she said. ―I‘m sorry. Your 

father. He was helping us build the deck … it was so hot today … it was too hot … I told him to 

take a break but he said he wanted to finish the railings …‖ 

Maybe if he had a brother or sister it would be different. 

On Friday night when Natalie called from the kitchen, he didn‘t answer. With his shirt 

off, he was stretched out on the recliner again. The TV relaxed him with its hypnotic flashes. 
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Though they were on the first floor, Jeremy felt safe enough in the neighborhood to crack 

the sliding glass door for some air. He shut the curtains and didn‘t worry about the strangers 

walking past on the sidewalk. It was so humid this summer. The wet air smelled like everything 

had been steamed in a pot. 

The overhead fan was spinning. He held a cold beer in his right hand and the remote in 

his left. He didn‘t think of how the weekend would be filled with errands. Then Monday would 

be a long day with work and then visiting the cemetery. But on this Friday night—it was blissful 

to do absolutely nothing. 

 ―Did you hear me?‖ Natalie hurried into the room wearing spandex pants and a loose 

shirt. She was already losing weight, looking trimmer, more athletic. 

―Karli is sleeping,‖ she said. ―Turn down the volume.‖ She kissed him on the cheek. 

―This yoga class is really great. Next time maybe you want to come along ...‖  

―I can‘t go,‖ Jeremy said, taking a swig. ―Who would watch the baby? Of course, we do 

have the monitor.‖ He flopped his arm over to the side table and picked up what looked like a 

combination walkie-talkie and mini-television. It was white and made of heavy plastic. 

Following the directions, he had installed the camera directly over the crib, so that when he 

turned the monitor on, its screen showed an aerial view of Karli sleeping in tranquility.  

―Must be what angels see,‖ he said. He accidently dropped the monitor on the floor. 

Natalie picked it up, fidgeted with its dial and set it back on the table. ―They see a lot of 

other less lovely sights too,‖ she laughed, patting his belly.   

Natalie shook her head. ―I swear you‘ve lost your sense of humor. What happened to that 

clown I used to know?‖ 

He grunted and changed the channel to the first round of a boxing match. 



   

 

149 

 

Before she left, she said, ―I hope you‘ll cheer up for dinner tomorrow. By the way, maybe 

instead of that ribs place, we could go somewhere healthier? Think about it, okay?‖ 

He‘d forgotten. Dinner with the Siebels, their friendly upstairs neighbors. They had a 

baby too, older than Karli. That was reason enough to start a friendly rapport, according to 

Natalie. But just thinking about mustering the energy to be sociable exhausted him. 

Now that he was finally alone, he muted the volume —ah, such lovely quiet! He felt a 

little guilty hoping Karli would sleep through the night. He didn‘t see much of his baby during 

the week. At first when she was born, it was a miracle. He understood then what new parents 

meant when they said life changed in ways you couldn‘t imagine. But after months without 

sleep, and back to the usual work routine, the miracle began to fade. Things were back to normal, 

except with one more responsibility, a big one. 

He began to drift off, but was interrupted by his cell phone. 

―Hi, mom,‖ he said. 

She asked him what he was up to, and how his week went. What about Natalie‘s week? 

How was Karli? Was he going to bring Karli to the cemetery on Monday? Why not? He should 

consider bringing her. It would do no harm. Jeremy answered patiently, slowly diverting the 

conversation to an agreeable end. 

Soon after, he began to drift again, while the TV showed the silent images of two men 

pummeling each other. 

He dreamt of his father. It had been happening more as the anniversary approached. It 

was a fuzzy dream, no words exchanged, no actions, only the sense of his dad, a presence. And 

the awful feeling. He woke up wanting to cry but no tears came. 
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The boxing match was over. NASCAR cars spun in a circle on the screen. He was still 

lethargic when he reached over, without looking, and felt for the baby monitor. He set it on his 

slick belly. The heat was too much. It gave him a headache. With a click, he turned on the 

monitor but he did not see his daughter as he expected. Instead, on the black and white screen, 

there was a man. His back was to the camera as he leaned over the crib, his arms stretched wide, 

resting on either end. He was balding, and his broad shoulders were clothed in a blood red 

Blackhawks jersey with white lettering, Kane 88. As Jeremy watched, the man reached inside the 

crib. 

Jeremy could not move. His body betrayed him. He was paralyzed by a fear he had never 

imagined, immobilized by a kind of waking coma. He couldn‘t breathe. His thoughts raced so 

quickly, his mind became blank as white light. 

A second passed, and he came back to himself. With a heave, he bowed forward to spring 

off the recliner but his body responded clumsily. In his panic, he lost his coordination. The best 

he could do was cast his bulk off the side, like tossing dead weight off a boat. Jeremy fell onto 

the hardwood floor and the monitor clattered beside him. As he pushed himself up he noticed 

something else on the screen.  

The blankets were the first clue. Karli‘s were pink and simple, but in the monitor, the 

blankets had patterns. The balding man turned slightly, giving a new perspective. He was 

holding a baby, but the child in his arms was bigger than an infant, wearing an unfamiliar 

jumper. Its legs were long and chubby. 

  Adrenaline prevented Jeremy from understanding. He was focused on getting to his feet 

and rushing down hall. He took a breath, and in one motion, swung the door open, switched on 

the light and burst in, ready to attack.  But there was no man to be seen. The room was empty 
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except for Karli, who rustled in her crib because of the noise. Still panicked, he looked under the 

crib and checked the closet. He raised the blinds and saw the window was closed and locked.  

Karli started to wake up. She made tiny sucking sounds. Jeremy swaddled her in his arms 

and bounced her tenderly. Her soft, plain blankets smelled like baby powder. As he stood in the 

middle of the room, holding his daughter, it dawned on him what had happened.   

She fell back to sleep almost immediately. He tucked her in, switched off the light and 

closed the door halfway. To be safe, he searched the master bedroom and bath, the hall closet 

and kitchen. On his cell phone he scanned his contacts and dialed. 

 ―Tim, do you have one of those baby things? Are you wearing a jersey?‖ 

 ―What?‖ 

 ―Tim, it‘s me Jeremy from downstairs. Do you have a jersey on right now?‖ 

 Tim‘s voice rose defensively. ―Yeah, I‘m wearing a jersey—wait, what the fu—‖ 

 ―Do you have one of those baby things, with the camera, you know, the—‖ 

 ―Yes, I got one. What the hell are you doing, Jeremy?‖ 

 ―Okay okay sorry to bother you. Thank you. Phew. Nevermind. I‘ll tell you at dinner 

tomorrow.‖ 

 Jeremy hung up and tried to laugh it off. He sat on the floor in the hall to catch his breath, 

thinking that he should have bought the digital model like his mother suggested. Digital signals 

were encoded and their signals never crossed. 

He got up and methodically tested every window once more. He checked the locks on the 

front door for the second time. Quietly, he checked Karli‘s window too and examined the video 

camera. He wondered, What if it hadn‘t been a crossed signal? What would I have done? 
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He realized he had no weapons. Kitchen knives maybe, but then he would have to run to 

the kitchen. He would have to get a baseball bat or golf club. A gun? Would he need a gun? 

Natalie wouldn‘t allow a gun. But pepper spray. Maybe a tazer. Something.  

A NASCAR race was still showing on the television. Jeremy laid back on the recliner to 

watch. He was thinking that each room would need a weapon. That would be most efficient. But 

then what would he do with it? He was barely able to roll himself off the recliner when he 

needed to. He was too young to be old. He needed to be fitter, more flexible and nimble. 

He got himself off the recliner and picked the monitor off the floor. The display showed 

an empty crib, but it was completely different then Karli‘s. After the device was reset, his 

daughter appeared on the screen and he propped the contraption on the side table. 

Flipping channels, he moved to the loveseat and sat in an upright position. Nothing 

seemed to capture his attention. He switched the television off, stood up and sat down, stood up 

again and sat down, testing his reflexes. For several moments, he sat quietly, listening to his 

breath and feeling his heart beat. It felt like his breaths were too shallow and his heart beat too 

fast.  

In the bedroom closet he found his workout clothes stuffed in a bag on an upper shelf. He 

changed in the bathroom, scrutinizing his body. He even put on a headband. 

 The desk chair in the living room had to be moved aside to make space on the floor to 

stretch. His body was much stiffer than he expected. He would have to work it a little at a time. It 

might be several months before he got back in shape. As he reached for his feet, being cautious 

of his back, his mind wandered.  
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Maybe after work on Monday he would do as his mother asked. He would take Karli to 

see her grandfather‘s gravesite. She wouldn‘t know what it was, of course, but maybe Dad would 

appreciate it. 

After forty sit ups, he took a break and tried to calculate how long it would take to lose 

twenty-five pounds. If he watched his cholesterol and did all that healthy stuff, he would be 

around longer for Karli. He and Natalie might even have another kid. Was it realistic to think he 

might one day see his grandchildren graduate from college? That‘s another forty or fifty years. 

Could he really work a street crew until retirement?  

He stood, stretched his neck and circled his arms rapidly. He felt very hot. He took off his 

track pants. Beads of sweat dripped from his temples in rivulets. 

Maybe going back to school was the next step. Natalie could have been right all along. It 

would be tough. There would be night classes and loan applications. What would a business 

degree do? It was a step at least. The math might kill him. 

Out of the blue, it occurred to him that he might attend one of the group therapy meetings 

with his mother.  

He lowered his arms, shook his head and took some deep breaths. Too much at once, he 

told himself. One nail at a time, like his dad used to say. Hit it one nail at a time. 

When he heard Natalie at the front door, he began to bounce around the room on the balls 

of his feet. He wanted to show her that he was fitter than she thought. 

She appeared, saying, ―Sorry I‘m late. I went with some of the girls for a snack. I brought 

you dessert. I shouldn‘t have—‖ 
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She stopped at the sight of him. Jeremy‘s face was shining. Patches of sweat discolored 

his red tank top. A clump of chest hairs burst from the neckline. He wore striped boxers and old 

sneakers. His white socks were pulled over his shins. 

―Oh, honey,‖ Natalie laughed, incredulous. In one hand she held her gym bag, and in the 

other a plastic container with a slice of chocolate cake. 

Jeremy wiped his face with his tank top. ―I‘m ready,‖ he said breathlessly. His headband 

pushed his hair upwards into a tribal headdress. ―No dessert for me,‖ he wheezed. ―I‘m ready.‖ 

She took a step backward. ―Ready for what, honey?‖ 

He was bobbing and weaving with the dexterity of an ox, punching the air like a one-time 

boxer. 

―I‘m ready to take it on,‖ he smiled. ―Oh yeah, I am reh-dee.‖  

The condo shook with the pounding of his weight. The jarring woke up Karli in the baby 

room. She began to whimper loudly. Natalie whispered for her husband to stop jumping, but it 

was too late. Karli‘s fussing intensified in demand and volume. And for just a brief moment, 

before Jeremy hurried down the hall to the baby room, he stood motionless, his head cocked. He 

was amazed his little darling could produce such a forceful and piercing cry. 
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Steve Bogdaniec 

 
Thursday’s Gone 

 

Last night 

old cassettes and records came to me in a dream 

they all ganged up on me 

spinning me around 

asking me how I liked it for a change 

 

Then the CDs and the DVDs came by 

all shinny and proud 

they scoffed at me too  

while the records and cassettes were menacing me 

talking about me like I was no better 

than inferior compression technology 

 

The cassettes and the records pushed stop on me 

and asked the CDs and DVDs who the hell they thought they were 

the CD pulled knives  

the records had chains 

and they started dancing about 

in a tightly choreographed fight scene 

which is weird, since I‘ve never actually seen West Side Story  

and yet I knew enough to reference it in my dream 

 

In the confusion I got free 

and for some reason God winked at me 

I‘m pretty sure he started out as a big screen tv 

but as he spoke he morphed into the written word  

in general 

I don‘t know how I understood him 

but I remember he told me I was right for standing up to those bullies 

and that I was a good kid 

by this time I was a kid, maybe 10 

he typed he was proud of me 

and that I could be whatever I wanted to be 

 

I woke up crying  

to Lynyrd Skynyrd whining about Tuesday being gone 

even though it was a Thursday morning 

I clicked off the alarm 

gave my media collection a sneer 

and got ready for work 
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I Didn’t Get Your Poem 

 

What was it about exactly? 

I don‘t always understand imagery. 

Why is the color of the paint in the kitchen important? 

I know that squirrel has something to do it 

 

Was it about loneliness? 

I write poems when I feel blue. 

Is that why the kitchen was blue? 

Oh. 

 

I have a few poems on my laptop. 

Here‘s one I wrote after my girlfriend left me 

and started dating some big fat guy from North Dakota 

I was like, leave me if you want, 

but you‘re going out with that sloppy piece of shit? 

I changed North Dakota to Nicaragua to make it sound more desperate, 

like ―oh wow I‘m such an ugly bitch I can only get obese guys from South America.‖ 

Poetic license, right? 

 

Last year I heard she married some Italian dude from Rhode Island. 

Trash! 

 

I made our relationship sound like a game of tennis. 

I mean a really fucked-up game of tennis. 

And the referee was a Nicaraguan general who Lara flirted with during the game. 

It was sunny at first but then the rain came and the asshole made us keep playing. 

Of course Lara followed him back to his locker room afterwards  

like the cheating whore she is 

 

Was your poem about getting old? 

Death? 

Help me out a little. 

 

Shit, really? 

I did not get that at all. 

Huh. 

Let me see it again. 

 

You ever write one of those cool poems where the first letter of each line spells something? 

I wrote one of those for Lara when I was trying to get her back. 

It spelled out ―please take me back‖ 

I printed it out and sent it to her along with a dozen roses and a few Snickers bars. 

God, I don‘t know what I was thinking. 

Oh no, not that part. 
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Trust me, that works. 

The bigger the whore, the more she likes chocolate. 

I probably should have thrown in a few more. 

 

Ok. 

I see what you‘re getting at. 

It‘s good. 

Some nice word play, cool metaphors. 

They really work, I mean, once you explained them. 

I wrote a poem about looking in the mirror the other day. 

I look in the mirror and I see someone else, you know? 

Like, who is this dude and how did he get in my bathroom? 

That one‘s mostly about society. 
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Amanda Fowler  

 

Country Nocturne 

 

This is the song I would choose if I could: 

an orchestra not jarring but soothing, 

every seat the best, cushioned by wild grass 

that understands breaking through rocky dirt. 

You don’t have to worry about that now; 

leave behind the chaos of the city— 

you’re here in a place of tranquility. 

We proudly welcome you to tonight’s show, 

the tall stalks whisper gently in my ear. 

Listen to the sound of eternity. 

 

When humans quiet long enough to hear, 

crickets chirp in a symphony of wings, 

a love song that enchants all who listen. 

Stars as numerable as blades of grass 

twinkle, glimmer alluringly in time. 

A ripe, round moon sits in the velvet sky, 

illuminating the scene all around. 

 

Whimsical wind blows goosebumps on your arms, 

then glides, twirls, dances across fresh-turned earth. 

In the meadow, graceful Queen Anne‘s Lace sways, 

ballerinas on a stage of green waves. 

Fireflies flicker spotlights on these dancers, 

too capricious to linger for too long. 

 

I wish I could turn the hourglass of night 

onto its side; stop the sand from flowing. 

I‘d drink the sky, the stars, the fields, the winds— 

drink until I‘m full, and then drink some more. 

I would carry the splendor inside me, 

sing the nocturne even in the middle 

of a city day‘s pandemonium. 
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City Symphony 

The pitch of a wailing siren warbles 

as it whizzes by deftly, A to B; 

heavy steady trains clatter and rumble, 

creating nachtmusik of the city. 

The confidence of youth lends crescendo 

to the announcements of their endeavors: 

shouts of midnight love and conquest echo 

in amphitheater of skyscrapers. 

Though their stadium seems empty, I‘m here 

bearing silent witness to all the sounds 

terrible and wonderful to my ear, 

and all through the nighttime, the music pounds. 

Though spectating here would not be my choice, 

Involuntary rapture mutes my voice. 
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Sam Piccone 

“Jones-ing” for the Drug Store Sea 

Bold faced words as jungle vines,  

and air heavy with second-hand coffee musk. 

Across a footbridge of Lucite,  

a bottle of the clearest water  

has been dyed orange with cold and flu gel-caps. 

The liquid seeps from the seams,  

and flaps of plastic coating roll at the bottom, 

like a Mescal bottle worm.  

Puffs of cough are poison darts.  

 

Paring knives double as extending jaws. 

Gutting fish and fruit. Like plums. 

The scales are the sweetest  

part of the meat. 

In el mar 

 El mar. 

Been in el mar for so long years that 

the fat brown 

mud brawn is a  

permanent rub-on  

tattoo.  
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Sprinting 

 
Five minutes to desert 

the city. Travel by map 

from point to point 

on impulse 

alone. 

Cross the great big states 

of the Midwest 

    (Treading water through drying cornfields) 

into winter November. 

A sky-line of stalks and chaff 

is a gentle rumble in a place 

that is so far 

away from the city. 

 

 

More friends, 

making friends with the brawn of the soil, 

          the mud coffee and syrup sweet 

          sausage finger truck-driver handshakes. 

          Lone lights 

          on a two-lane highway; making 

          friends with 

          yellow center line reflections. 

             They are like 

          elementary school dandelion stains.  
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Angel C. Woods 

 

Listen Closely 

He‘s speaking history. 

Dinner has ended, 

ears are eager, 

lusting after crumbs 

scraps of story, falling 

from his food-fragrant lips.  

 

The setting is always Chicago, 

foreign and antique to younger ears. 

Full of Blackstone Rangers, altar boys,  

and poker-playing priests drinking bourbon.  

And his voice is honey: thick, translucent, 

spreading itself, dense, over decades,  

offering memory like a sweet, sticky thing.  

 

He belches softly here, a natural pause. 

Takes a sip of wine through fluted glass and straw  

clears his throat with an easy growl. 

Sated and empty of words, 

he coaxes food from his teeth with a small pick.  
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Signature 

My father‘s handwriting is poetry, 

his signature, a sonnet. 

Let him teach me line breaks 

from receipts. 

Assonance, on bank slips.  

For when he writes, he wrings 

Eliot from crossed t‘s, 

Cummings from dotted i‘s. 

Fills the page,  

with the strokes of blank verse, caesura, elevating 

Bic pens to plumed nib and India ink.  

His hands, 

 (rough, calloused, blunt) 

bear burdens like softness, 

show scars like sacred relics, 

grip pens like spun sugar. 

And he does not complain, 

but sets pen to paper 

and wrings a bit more, 

giving some of that softness  

to me.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

165 

 

 

 

NONFICTION  
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Angela Ames  

When Tomato Sauce Tastes Bitter Sweet 

 

 The aroma of tomatoes, garlic, and freshly baked bread hits my nose and I inhale, opening 

my nostrils wide, then stop my breath, holding it all in. I close my eyes, letting the July air wrap 

itself around my shoulders, hugging its warmth into my skin. The smell awakens my stomach, 

and it starts to rumble, though I can‘t possibly be hungry after another full day of eating. I‘m 

starting to feel, on the eve of our flight home, that I could stay in Italy forever. I‘m surrounded 

by no less than sixteen Calabrese relatives I met only days before, all crammed together at two 

picnic tables aligned end-to-end under a yellow checkered tablecloth. They‘re speaking lightning 

fast Italian and I don‘t understand a word. So I just listen to their voices blend, crescendoing and 

intermingling with laughter until the volume at the table has reached a true forte. My cousin 

Mariarita emerges from the house and joins us on the patio, holding the largest pizza I have ever 

seen.  

 Everyone falls silent, taking in a deep breath of melted mozzarella, basil, and brown-

crusted dough. I glance over at my mom, sandwiched between my dad and our cousin Lina, the 

only other fluent English speaker at the table. Sitting so close together, it‘s clear Mom and Lina 

have the same sturdy Calabrese nose. Mom looks happier than I have ever seen her, with a smile 

wide enough to make the corners of her eyes crinkle. Dad takes hold of her hand on the table, his 

pale Irish skin stands out against the olive tone of hers. A wave of calm washes over me until I 

feel a familiar tug. The calm isn‘t real. This big family dinner scene may be picturesque, but it‘s 

incomplete. Bryan, my only brother--three years older and severely autistic--is back in Ohio. 

 Italy has been our first family trip without him. We waited two years after moving him to a 

group home, giving him time to adjust to the new arrangement. Still, we saw him so much that 
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some days, it didn‘t feel like he‘d ever moved out. The past two weeks were the longest we‘d 

ever been away from him. Mom mastered using Italian pay-phones in the process of working 

through her anxiety about leaving him behind. Now, surrounded by family, it almost feels wrong 

without him. But if he were here, no part of this night would be relaxing. He‘d be yelling, 

squealing, or repeating nonsense phrases in our faces. He wouldn‘t sit still, pacing around the 

confines of the rectangular yard, flapping his arms and humming to himself, and Mom would 

constantly be rising up in her seat to make sure she knew where he was. And he would, as he 

always does, inhale his food. One of us would have to sit with him, making him put the pizza 

down between bites, reminding him to use a napkin, refilling his water glass every time he used 

it to slurp down a mouthful of food. Thinking all this, I feel like the worst sister in the world. So 

I shut out the images, focusing instead on the giant pan of pizza in my cousin‘s hands. 

 Mariarita, our hostess, looks the part of the doting Italian mother, her thick, chocolate 

brown hair pulled into a bun. Her olive brow, shining with just a hint of sweat, reveals the hours 

she spent in her kitchen, pulling pizzas in and out of the red-brick oven, preparing for this meal. 

She sets the pan down in front of me on the table; it‘s easily the size of two cookie sheets side-

by-side. Her twelve-year-old daughter, Martina, appears from the side door carrying two more 

trays. She has Mariarita‘s round eyes and face, though her hair is much darker and braces line 

her bright smile. In one hand, she holds a cluster of dinner rolls shaped like rose blossoms, in the 

other, a large rectangular pizza topped with anchovies, olives, and thick pieces of tomato. 

Mariarita disappears into the house for one last pizza, returning with a thick round pan. Its 

golden brown top resembles a calzone, though it‘s as big as a whole pie.  

 Now that all her dishes are arranged at the table, displayed to maximum aesthetic and 

aromatic beauty, Mariarita pulls out a pair of scissors. She cuts into the first pizza like you would 
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cut a piece of construction paper, quickly, deftly, and I can hardly believe the dough so easily 

yields. The chatter swells up again as we load paper plates with slices of pizza and pass them 

around the table. Moving in the opposite direction, a line of styrofoam cups and assortment of 

beverages: beer, wine, water, coffee-flavored-soda make their way around the rectangle. I choose 

the latter, another of Mariarita‘s homemade creations I sampled at the beach that afternoon. Lina 

hands me a plate stacked high with a slice of pizza margarita, a rosebud roll, and on top, a square 

piece topped with anchovies and olives. I scrunch my nose; it smells more inviting than it looks. 

 ―Whatta you make that face for, Angela?‖ Lina asks, giving me a nudge with her elbow. 

Despite living in Massachusetts for thirty years now, Lina still speaks with a thick Italian accent, 

adding an extra syllable to my name between the g and the e. The result is something like 

Angiela, which makes me smile, even though she‘s sort of reprimanding me right now. 

 ―She won‘t eat the anchovies or olives, Lina.‖ Mom says, taking a bite of the pizza herself. 

She‘s had sixteen years of practice explaining my picky eating habits to just about everyone. As 

soon as I could hold my own spoon, she lost the ability to control what went in my mouth and, 

exhausted from chasing my brother around, never pushed the issue. My stilted palate was why I 

hadn‘t been excited to go to Italy in the first place. I knew I wouldn‘t be able to hide behind any 

of my usual staples, or eat spaghetti with butter on it, like at home. I had survived tomato sauce 

on pasta during the touristy part of our trip, always picking around any big offending pieces of 

tomato. But looking at the pizza in front of me, I‘m not sure I‘m ready to eat something with 

distinctively fish-looking fragments on it. I imagine crunching into a piece of scaly skin, nearly 

gagging. 

 ―You gotta try it, Angiela,‖ Lina says, waving Mom‘s comment away. ―It‘s the Calabrese 

pizza. And you‘re Calabrese.‖ 
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 She takes a bite of her own, smacking her lips for emphasis. Mom, who usually has to 

devour her food while monitoring Bryan, takes small bites, basking in each one. I look around 

the table to see that everyone is holding a slice of the Calabrese, nibbling at it, tearing it into 

pieces, or simply chomping down. For a moment, I feel a part of something bigger. I feel 

connected to these people I‘ve just met, with whom I don‘t even share a language. But I do share 

some blood ties and a slice of this particular pizza. I‘m struck by a desire to bite into it, even the 

anchovies and thick tomato pieces I would certainly pick off if I were home. I want to take in 

everything about this night--the sounds, the smells, the tastes--and keep them under my skin so 

they‘ll stay with me even after the sun rises and we get on an airplane to leave. I want to bring 

this sense of peace back with me so I can hold onto it even when all the stress of daily life comes 

rushing back in: When Mom stops smiling like she is right now, laughing at something Lina said 

and dabbing her eyes with a sauce-stained napkin. When the house is a different kind of loud, the 

TV and radio blaring and Bryan jumping and yelling along, making the picture frames on the 

mantel quiver. When the only time I can read, or write, or even hear myself think is after Dad 

takes him back to the group home, and I feel guilty at my relief that the house is quiet again. I 

want to remember this feeling of wanting to let something in, instead of needing to shut 

something out. 

 I pick up the square piece of pizza by its crust, taking a small corner up to my mouth. I sink 

my teeth into it, effortlessly slicing through a layer of tomato, warm cheese, and more sauce 

before I get to the sturdy crust. The combination explodes in my mouth with a satisfying crunch. 

The sauce is mostly sweet with a kick of something spicy, and as the fresh tomato slice melts 

away, I swallow. Its warmth slides down into my stomach, and I feel content. I reach for the cup 

in front of me and take a fizzy swig of the coffee-flavored soda, a welcome complement to the 
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pizza‘s spicy aftertaste. I go for my second bite, bravely taking in a slice of olive and small piece 

of anchovy this time. I expect the new toppings to stand out conspicuously, adding unwelcome 

texture to the pie, but I‘m delighted to find my anxieties unfounded. The anchovy seems to 

disappear into the rest of the pizza, but adds a salty tang to the mouthful; the olive, I notice, adds 

a mild crunch to its chewy top layer. As I wash this second bite down with another sip of bubbly, 

I catch Lina smiling at me from the corner of her eye.  

 I lean back into my chair, enjoying the backdrop of an incomprehensible language all 

around me as I eat myself into a food coma. It seems liberating and unreal that, in Calabria, this 

is what family dinner is. This is another version of our life, where the family table clamors with 

everyone laughing and talking--not with the screams of one nineteen-year-old boy. From beside 

me, Lina starts singing to Mom in Italian, who bobs her head back and forth. As Martina joins in, 

her full cheeks rosy pink, the song grows louder. Down at the other end of the table, Martina‘s 

aunt, Francesca, stands up, adding her voice to the mix. Lina kicks her chair back, reaching 

behind me to grab Martina‘s hand to pull her to her feet. They follow Francesca, lining up on the 

stairs that lead to the side door of the house, Martina a full head shorter than the two older 

women. The chatter dies down again as the singing grows louder. Martina and Francesca link 

arms behind Lina, and as they sway side to side, three pairs of hips move as one.  

 As they serenade us, Martina‘s five-year-old brother, Antonio, pops up as if from 

underneath the table. He‘s holding a bowl of water in one hand and a spoon in the other. I‘ve 

barely registered where either of these came from before he begins flicking spoonfuls at his sister 

to boo them off the stage. Undaunted, our three tenors carry on, even more robustly. Antonio 

gets in a few more water filled spoons before his father intervenes, taking it from his hand. 

Antonio, momentarily repentant, looks up at his dad, waiting to be reprimanded. Instead, dad tilts 
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his head toward singing trio, with a quick but unmistakable flick of his eyebrows. Antonio grins, 

unleashing the entire bowl of water in their direction. It makes a perfect arch in the air before 

crashing down on their feet. The singing abruptly stops. Martina‘s nostrils flair, and she takes off 

in Antonio‘s direction like a bullet, chasing him around the patio and into the house. Lina and 

Francesca are laughing, shaking off the water from their feet as we all applaud. A moment later, 

Martina returns, hugging Antonio to her side. All four take a bow before returning to the table.  

 We toast them with another slice of pizza, residual laughter reverberating in the night air. 

I‘m so full I‘m not sure I can take another bite, but the scent still lingers seductively, pulling at 

my heartstrings more than my stomach. I know that tomorrow we‘ll leave, and everything will 

go back to the way it always is. When we‘re sitting down to dinner at my grandma‘s house two 

weeks later, my Uncle Dave will hold a ladle over my plate, ask if I want sauce on my pasta, and 

I‘ll hesitate. I‘ll want to say no at first, to revert to my old habits, to retreat into the place I‘ve 

always hidden from it, from everything. But the scent will catch me off guard somehow, 

grandma‘s sauce mixing with garlic bread, and it will smell like Mariarita‘s backyard. Then I‘ll 

hear Bryan, jumping up and down, hitting the ground with repeated thuds, emitting high-pitched 

squeals as he watches TV two rooms away. Mom will yell for him to stop bouncing, rubbing her 

temples before turning back to her own plate, and Dad, noting her frustration, will get up from 

the table to check on him. I‘ll look at my uncle, and say yes to the sauce, and it will bring back 

memories of that July evening, of feeling warm and calm, surrounded by distant family. Later, 

I‘ll sit with Bryan and draw his usual series of numbers and pictures, and he‘ll count them on 

both hands and make me repeat the litany. I‘ll do this in part to give Mom a few minutes to talk 

to her parents and my aunts, to show them pictures from our trip, in part so Dad can talk to his 

brothers-in-law about all the different Italian cars we saw, in part because it‘s the only way I can 
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get Bryan to sit down with me for more than a few minutes at a time, the closest thing to that 

picturesque family dinner scene he and I will ever get.  
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Jennifer Finstrom  

 

Bird Girl 

 

 

 When I was in eighth grade, I wanted to be a hermit. I had seen the picture of one on a 

Tarot card, an aged man holding a lantern, but didn‘t understand that this wasn‘t a viable option. 

Nonetheless, I could clearly picture my solitary life. I wanted a high place with a cave where I 

could look out and see vast distances, view the world as if from an airplane. The cave would 

need to be dry to house my many books, and it would have to be the right size, not too large and 

not too small. I gave no thought to practical concerns like food or water or what I would tell my 

parents, but could summon at will my view of the sky and a single cloud-wreathed mountain. 

Not Mount Olympus, but a place where lesser gods might dwell: gods of things like dictionaries 

or fountain pens. At fourteen, I didn‘t want the real world; I wanted to live inside a story.  

 What is it about solitude that exerts, on some, a seductive draw? I remember, vaguely, the 

story of St. Paul of Thebes, the first Christian hermit, and his desert seclusion. Ravens stole 

loaves of bread for him to eat—the only part of his tale that I recall. But my interest in the 

solitary did not stem, like his, from religious vocation. I believed, once, that there was something 

romantic about being set apart from the world, and thought more of Tennyson‘s Lady of Shallot 

than saints and monks. I liked the image of the cursed woman in the lonely tower, weaving at her 

loom, watching the movements of the world in her mirror instead of through the window. Not 

until years later did it strike me as sad that although the Lady of Shallot wanted to interact with 

the world, with the knights and shepherds, she could only safely view it though the mirror‘s 

reflective filter.  
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 And while I no longer equate solitude with romance, I have learned something of it in 

eight years spent writing—and not finishing—a novel and looking out my window at the lake 

and street beyond. The one wall that I face each day as I sit at the computer is painted a pale blue 

that changes with the light. The other walls are white and plain. The window is to my right, 

overlooking a small park, Sheridan Road, and then Lake Michigan. Cars and cabs and buses flow 

steadily past, and there is an assisted living facility on the opposite corner. On pleasant days, a 

small group of elderly men and women, some with walkers and oxygen tanks, gather on the 

benches in the park. This park is circular and reminds me of a Grecian temple. Benches and 

flower beds form a ring, and above them is a wooden canopy supported by bare white columns. 

At night, when I come home from work and walk past it from the bus stop, the park has the 

feeling of an abandoned holy place. In late fall and winter especially, when the flower beds are 

gone, it seems that whatever gods this temple was constructed for have left it long ago.   

 It was from this window—looking out in the middle of a page or a chapter or a line of 

dialogue—that I first saw the Bird Girl. Even at a distance, her awkward and halting movements 

as she flung bread to the gathering birds (a heaving grayness of pigeons, dark clouds of starlings 

and sparrows) set her apart from the people hurrying down Sheridan or waiting for the bus. After 

summoning such a storm of wings, I wondered if she could as easily disperse them. Her jeans 

and purple down coat bagged loosely and her long brown hair hung flat and lank beneath a red 

knit cap. When I later saw her up close, she had a myopic, peering look, like a nocturnal animal 

surprised by the light, a sharp-faced Fennec fox emerging from its den. After feeding the birds, 

she would move away down the street, steps hesitant, head drooping on her neck. The birds, like 

harpies, stayed behind and scavenged what remained.  
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She came to the park often, sometimes twice a day, and was frequently there when I 

waited for my bus, close enough that I could speak or reach out my hand. No one else seemed to 

notice her; it was as if she didn‘t exist. I wondered where she lived, what other parks she visited 

with her crumbs. Seeing her up close, she was younger than I had supposed, with no gray in her 

limp hair and no lines on her face. One afternoon I saw her buying her bread at Dominick‘s a few 

blocks away. I was leaving the store, but turned back, following an impulse to trail her and see if 

anything other than bread went into her cart. And I had questions that I knew I would never ask. 

I wanted to know why it seemed that she had to step sideways around invisible obstacles when 

she walked, and if the streets I saw looked the same to her. But as I drew near, her head lifted 

and she met my gaze across her grocery cart. I retreated with a sense of guilt for interfering in a 

life not my own.  

 But still she resisted banishment and entered my dreams with halting steps. I wrote a 

poem depicting her as the goddess of sparrows, where her hands were long and graceful, and the 

torn bread leaving them became blessings and unending benevolence. Birds often symbolize the 

human soul. To the ancient world, they were messengers of the gods—or even the gods 

themselves—linking the earthly with the numinous.  But in my poem, the sparrows provided no 

answers.  

 Something changed after I wrote the poem. I felt her watching me, as if I had formed a 

bridge from words. One day as we were passing on opposite sides of the street, I looked across 

through the passing traffic and it appeared that she returned my gaze with recognition. But what 

was it that she recognized? What life choices stood between my safe room and her invisibility in 

the cold park? How close was I to being her?  
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 But I was never to learn the answers because the Bird Girl disappeared and I did not see 

her again. Some time passed, of course, before I realized that she was gone, for the world outside 

my window seemed, at first, no different. The same elderly men and women on the benches, the 

same sense of nightly abandonment. But once I realized that the Bird Girl had vanished from the 

neighborhood, I began to look for her. I would turn from the computer to peer out the window. I 

sought her on sidewalks and in grocery store aisles. I looked for her whenever birds veered their 

collective shadow across the sky.  

 In eighth grade I wanted to experience the world in solitude, to observe it from a cave in 

a high place. But now I see that caves are everywhere, that they might take any form, that there is 

a difference between being alone and being isolated.  The Bird Girl carries her cave wherever 

she goes, from her mysterious home to some new park and back again. It looks out over an airy 

cliff, an endless fall to nothing, but the birds can reach her there, even if no one else can. At first 

I didn‘t know why I wanted the one wall of my room blue. The other walls at my back are dry 

enough to house my books. Sometimes the blue expanse in front of me is only a wall, forbidding 

further passage, but on other days it opens up to a limitless sky and I can just make out a distant 

mountain that no one else can see.  
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Bunker, and one of his nonfiction pieces will appear in DePaul Magazine in 2011. 

 

Natalie Cawley  

Natalie Cawley is an undergraduate student of DePaul University in Chicago, Illinois graduating 

in June of 2011. Natalie is pursuing a major in English concentrating in Literary Studies as well 

as a minor in Marketing. Her favorite authors include but are not limited to; William Blake, 

William Faulkner, and Virginia Woolf. She currently teaches swim lessons and lifeguards at the 

Ray Meyer Fitness Center. This is her first published work.  

 

Katelyn Cunningham  

I'm a second-year MAE student working full-time at DePaul's Loop campus. My concentration is 

in Post-WWII American literature, with particular interests in the Beats and literature from the 

1940s-60s. I'm drawn to anything J.D. Salinger or Tennessee Williams and am currently 

fascinated with female Beat memoirs. I'm originally from the St. Louis area (Go Cards!) and 

often experience late-night cravings for toasted ravioli and Provel cheese. I love yoga and 

painting and one of my life goals is to learn to surf (and I mean surf waves, not the aisles of CTA 

trains... although I'm getting pretty great at that). 
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Jennifer Finstrom  

Jennifer Finstrom is a first-year graduate student in the Master of Arts in Writing and Publishing 

at DePaul. She is also a peer tutor and writing fellow for DePaul's University Center for Writing-

based Learning. Her poetry has appeared in several publications, among them Atlanta Review, 

Rhino, and Tar River Poetry, and is forthcoming in Threshold. This is her first publication of 

literary nonfiction. 

 

Amanda Fowler 

I‘ve always known I wanted to write, ever since I was old enough to hold a pen. I like to think 

both my penmanship and authorial skill have improved since then, as my passion for the craft 

has grown. I have written poetry all my life as I found it was the best way to express myself. I 

have returned to writing fiction after I was brave enough to record the make-believe I was 

brought up to believe in; I believe sometimes our deepest truths can be found embedded in 

fiction, just waiting to be discovered. 

I graduated with a BA in English from the University of Illinois—Urbana-Champaign in 2010 

and am currently pursuing an MA in Writing & Publishing at DePaul. This would be my first 

online literary publication, although I have also written for the U of I‘s newspaper and magazine. 

I have also published some other poetry in local newsletters. 

 

Nicholas Guenther 

I am an undergraduate English student at Depaul University.  I grew up in San Francisco, Costa 

Rica, Chicago and Indiana.  I am interested in contemporary art and literature; computer 

programming; the effect of new media on the boundaries between nostalgia, irony, the cliché and 

reality; and nature.  In the future I hope to attend graduate school somewhere warm and cozy.      

 

Damaris Hatch  

My name is Damaris Hatch and I am currently a senior at DePaul. I have written a few short 

stories but this will be my first time submitting to get published. I live in Clarendon Hills, Illinois 

and I am looking forward to going to graduate school at DePaul in the writing/editing program. 

 

Enan Heneghan  

Enan Heneghan teaches at Phoenix Military Academy in Chicago and earned his M.A.E. from 

DePaul Spring of 2011. He grew up in Downers Grove, outside of Chicago, but has spent 
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considerable time living in the Los Angeles and Denver areas. Now hunkered down in Chicago, 

Enan writes both analytically and creatively, having finished five full-length screenplays and a 

twelve episode television series called The Insight Company. Atop his scribbling, Enan is a 

musician, actor, and artist with unwieldy aspirations to conquer the world.  

 

Mark Jacobs 

Mark received his BA in International Studies from DePaul University in June 2011.  In 

September he will continue his studies in the Master‘s in English as a graduate assistant in the 

Department of English.  He came to Chicago from South Bend, IN and has taken to fiction-

writing after several years muddling through international relations and cultural theory.  The 

2011 EGSA Conference was Mark‘s first chance to read his fiction publicly. 

 

Elizabeth Kerper 

Elizabeth Kerper is a sophomore at DePaul University studying English and sociology. She 

writes for the DePaul Honors Newsletter and can usually be found with her nose in a book. 

 

Mary Kitamura  

Mary Kitamura is currently a graduate student in the MAE Program at DePaul. After a career in 

nursing, she returned to school in 2005 to pursue a B.A in English. Mary graduated from DePaul 

in 2008 with a B.A. in English Magna Cum Laude. She then wanted to continue her study of 

literature, and began work on an M.A. in English.  

Mary‘s areas of interest are 18
th

 and 19
th

 Century British literature. Her favorite authors are Lord 

Byron and Charles Dickens, and she is interested in studying their works in relation to the history 

of their times.  

 

Adam Kivel  

Adam is currently undertaking his Master‘s degree at DePaul University‘s Department of 

English. His main research interest is in twentieth century American literature, particularly ―soft 

science fiction‖, genre theory, and the works of David Foster Wallace, Kurt Vonnegut, Thomas 

Pynchon, and Philip K. Dick. Originally from Chicago, he completed his undergraduate degree 

at DePaul, and also works as a writer/editor for the prominent music website, Consequence of 

Sound.  
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Sabrina Martin  

Sabrina Martin is an MAE candidate, with an anticipated graduation date of June 2011. An 

alumna of Southern Illinois University Carbondale, she was a member of Sigma Kappa Sorority, 

as well as the first sweetheart to Kappa Alpha Fraternity. She currently lives in Chicago's 

Humboldt Park neighborhood with her boyfriend Stanley and her dog Lucy. After graduation, 

she hopes to move to New York City to pursue teaching at the community college level. 

 

Andrea Pelose 

Andrea Pelose is a first-year graduate student in DePaul's Writing and Publishing program. She 

received her B.A. from Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, where her undergraduate focuses 

were fiction, screenwriting, and journalism. Her experience includes column-writing, fashion 

blogging, social media, as well as publicity, marketing, and events for Joseph-Beth Booksellers. 

She also had the privilege of serving as this year's Graduate Editor-in-Chief for Threshold, 

DePaul's Literary and Arts Magazine. Her future plans include a career exploring with the 

written word--be it screenwriting or publishing--and eventually training her dog not to steal her 

side of the bed.  

 

Sam Piccone  

Sam is currently a student in the Masters of Writing and Publishing program at DePaul 

University. He has a B.A. in English from the University of Northern Colorado. His work has 

appeared in the Fort Collins Rabbit, Eudaimonia Review, Floorboard Review, Thick with 

Conviction, Haggard and Halloo, and Earthborne Review. Most recently, his chapbook, From 

Behind the Smoke Inside was selected as a finalist in the Eudaimonia Review’s 2011 chapbook 

contest.  

 

Jessica Saltiel  

Jessica Saltiel is from Chicago and is currently a student in the MAE program.  She received her 

BS in Performance Studies and English Literature at Northwestern University. 

 

Greg M. Schumaker  

Greg M. Schumaker will be graduating with his Master's in Writing and Publishing this June. He 

lives in Lakeview, where he's currently drinking plenty of cocktails and trying to teach his dog to 

"stay." 
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Angel C. Woods 

Angel is a first-year student in the Master of Arts in Writing and Publishing program. In 2008, 

she received her BA in English with a Political Science minor from Benedictine University in 

Lisle, Illinois. She originally intended to be a lawyer, but ultimately decided it would slowly kill 

her soul. Now she‘s a graduate assistant with the undergraduate English department, creator and 

editor of The Underground, the undergraduate newsletter on WordPress, and her non-fiction 

work will appear in the upcoming issue of Threshold. More to come.  

 

Shane Zimmer 

Shane Zimmer is a writer, painter and musician. His work has been published in the Garland 

Court Review and his novel is available at Amazon.com 


