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LARRY D. THACKER

Poet or Lover of Poetry

And what if God is more

of a software writer

than some hand-sweeping,

galaxy forming gesturist

strolling leisurely

about the Present and Known
Universal Creation (PK.UC),

the all-seeing eye hunkered down,
fingers typing too fast for our minds
to comprehend on some

retro PC it recycled for fun

from some back-alley pawn shop,
pumping out code:

/1 this barley field turns green to brown

here along the north end of the barn

which appears lovely on a Tuesday in spring

in 2018, mid-May, as a golden bolt of sunlight
travels along the roof then over the waving heads
of grain, inspiring the balanced sentiments

of a poet driving by with a camera, stopping

for the shot, then writing a short piece later

that is eventually recognized by a low-circulated
but well-admired poetry journal //



BARBARA CROOKER

Today the River

Today, the brouillard, a wispy drape of muslin,

covers the Garonne. Thin, insubstantial, it won’t last,

will burn off under the hot lamp of the October sun.

Unlike the solid stones of Chapelle Sainte-Catherine du Port,
patron saint of river workers, boatmen and sailors. And I've sailed
out of my everyday life to live by the river in an old mill,

near this chapel from Carolingian times. Mine’s such a new country,
nothing in our history stretches back this far. So much to learn
from history’s long reach. When they tried to torture Catherine
by tying her to a wheel, she shattered it with a touch. Mist rises
from the past, stones on which this chapel lies. Frescoes

from the eighteenth century peel and flake, but we can still see:
ships plying the river. Sails. A stained glass anchor.

Models of boats given in thanksgiving for safe journeys.

Sainte Catherine, 'm traversing this life without a compass

or sextant, and the current is treacherous. Burn off

the fog of doubt and uncertainty. Steer me

on a course toward home.
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DAVID WRIGHT

Instructions for Using a Slide Rule

A 1961 University of Illinois ID shows a picture of a 20-something white man
with a crew cut: “Charles Wright, Department of Mathematics.” Next to the ID, his
slide rule nests in the cardboard box, there with a pile of old pens and postcards, a
few dozen foreign coins.

Take out the leather case, as long as your forearm. Finger the smooth cowhide
and flip open the holster. Hold the surprisingly heavy object in both palms. Weigh it.
You have no idea how to make it work.

Recall: your father used this every day for decades. He could make it sing. Make
it make meaning. Use it to be more powerful than he was. Did it feel heavy in his
hands? Did it lighten things for him?

Trace the tiny silver rivets that hold this thing together. Slide the center in and
out and back again. Feel it click into place. Put it back in the holster and secure it to
you own leather belt. Your waist, now, at fifty-one, is not as large as your father’s, but
you can wear his jackets, his sweaters.

Remember when you found this in the office drawer, pulled it out and pretended
it was a weapon. You were seven, maybe eight. He had brought you to work for the
day because you were sick. Or maybe bored and pretending to be sick. You made the
shooting noises with your mouth. Pew. Pew-pew.

Realistic sounds, you thought, though youd only seen guns on television
westerns and cop-shows. And that one Thanksgiving when your cousin shot a rabbit
in the snow at your Aunt’s farm. Blood stained the snow in the cornfield. He asked if
you wanted a shot. You wish you had said yes.

“You know what that is?” your father asked, looking up from a set up papers he
was marking. When he finished one, he always folded it in half, lengthwise. You have
seen him do this hundreds of times. “David, do you know?” You shook your head 7o.

“Slide rule. More powerful than a gun.” You knew it wasn't a pistol, or a little
rifle, but you had wanted it to be one, had made it one in your mind.

He takes it from you and shows you how to calculate a logarithm. He talks
about astronauts and computers. While he keeps talking, you lock on that one word,
logarithm, and think it is a musical term. You take piano lessons on Wednesday
nights. Like with many things, you are wrong. He tells you so.

You liked it better when it was like a complicated wooden gun. And now,
holding it in your fifty-one-year-old hands, you slide it from the holster again. You
aim it at nothing in particular. Pew. Pew. Louder than you mean to be.
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CARA HOWARD

Postmortem Theology

Twenty minutes after we met, she uncovered her wound, right there in the
church parking lot.

I'd never seen her before. The coordinator assigned the new volunteer
to shadow me as I assisted our food pantry shoppers. Dressed in a turquoise
t-shirt, cropped jeans, and running shoes, she blended in with the crew. The
barrette pulling back her chestnut brown shoulder-length hair revealed the
sharp angles of her tanned cheekbones. I assumed it was shyness that fueled her
nervous energy until my innocent question unlocked her tragic story. It was a
case of small talk gone awry.

“How old is your son?”

She'd mentioned him in passing, contributing an anecdote to a light-
hearted group discussion as we snaked through the aisles of groceries. I followed
up to be friendly. But when I spoke those words, the atmosphere sharpened.
The light disappeared from her eyes as if I'd tripped an invisible switch. Just
before she looked away, her face flickered and hardened. I got no answer.

Unsettled, I pushed through the awkwardness with a rambling monologue
of upbeat small talk. The two of us rolled the stocked cart outside to wait for
our shopper, who had gone to get her car so we could load the bags into her
trunk. After the guest drove away, she pulled me aside and told me the truth.

Her words exploded in flashes. Snapshots of memory fleshed out the story
in rapid-fire rhythm. The drunken game of Russian roulette in her kitchen. A
deafening blast that made her come running. The gunshot that took two lives,
one of them her only son. The hot, sticky blood pouring from his head into her
trembling hands.

Maternal guilt prevented her from dulling her pain with heroin,
complicating bereavement with withdrawal. The calendar kept count: so far,
she'd survived forty-one days clean, each one haunted with nightmares. She
confessed her anger toward God for allowing this to happen.

When she finished, aftershocks pulsed through my brain and heart. I
choked out pithy phrases in a clumsy attempt to comfort her. Blindsided by her
vulnerability, I stood dazed in the charged air, as if struck by a rogue lightning
bolt out of a cloudless blue sky.
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* * *

Images of the dead birds flew through my mind, discoveries made after a
recent hailstorm. Clumps of spring leaves ripped from healthy branches littered
the lawn. Icy quarter-sized bullets had claimed innocent victims. Plucked in
various stages of development from their nests, they rested where they fell: on
the sidewalk, under the pear tree, in the side yard. Translucent reptilian skin
stretched over tiny frames, the still-forming flesh painted in deep-bruise colors:
purples, pinks, and yellows. Bodies knocked out of cracked shells curled into
balls. Upturned beaks made no noise.

After the shock passed, I realized further indignities loomed. Better to bag
their bodies and throw them into the trash, I reasoned, than leave them to
suffer the curiosity of neighbor’s dog, the wheels of roller-skating children, or
the blade of the riding mower. I scooped them up with a garden trowel. Their
bodies hardly added any weight.

* * *

I couldn’t hide the fact that I was rattled. The violence of her story clashed
with the peaceful privilege of my own. We'd lived the same number of years
but in alternate realities. I didn't know what to say. We hugged. She wiped the
corners of her eyes and thanked me for listening, then stiffened back into her
shell. We pulled ourselves together and headed back to work.

Reentering the building, we were approached by an older woman, a regular
client at the pantry I'd met a few times before. My lips formed a greeting and
my cheeks slapped on a smile. We exchanged pleasantries while my untethered
thoughts floated overhead. The lady started in on a story before I knew what
was happening. We listened, helpless, as she unloaded into our ears.

Without warning, she fired out harrowing details. Her grown son in line to
buy a sandwich. A stranger with a gun. The cold metal barrel pressed against his
forehead. The empty click of a pulled trigger. The echoing silence and absence
of pain.

The man’s maniacal laughter left stunned witnesses and lingering terror.
Two weeks later, her family remained shaken. In the telling, she exuded
gratitude for God’s protection.

As soon as the gun was drawn, I longed to take cover and prevent whatever
followed from ramming into fresh grief, but the collision was unavoidable.
There was no time to delay the impact or swerve out of harm’s way. The woman
sensed she'd hit a nerve. I stared at her, speechless, afraid to turn my head and
assess the damage.
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“Have you had a gun-related incident too?” she whispered, looking at my
fellow volunteer.

“Yes,” my new friend admitted.

“Did it end...OK?” Her question hung suspended in the space between
them, a dissonant note, aching for resolution.

“No. No, it didn’t.” Her eyes pooled.

* * *

I thought of the other birds in my rising body count, fully-formed and
intact, lying along my path. Black and yellow feathers encircled one corpse like
a stray flower blown from its stalk. Layered wings blanketing another evoked
the folded paper of an oriental fan. Stiff, curled claws formed haunting sidewalk
shadows. Open eyes stared straight ahead, seeing nothing,.

I bent down to examine their intricate designs, awed and confused by this
opportunity for close inspection. I could only imagine how theyd landed there.
Had they, too, fallen in the storm? Been attacked by an animal? Shot out of the
sky? With no blood or teeth marks, there was no way to tell. It felt senseless.
Random. Wrong,.

Tiny beings, still and silent at my feet, arrested my attention, not with
their graceful freedom, but their paralysis. Like ghosts inhabiting the twilight
between worlds, their presence, marked by absence, lingered long after I walked
away.

* * *

The blessed and the cursed stood side by side in the aftermath. As the
two women grasped hands, grief surged through them. The stunned survivors
stumbled over words of apology and relief, attempting to make sense of what
had happened and what had almost happened. I held my tongue, chastened. In
the presence of pain, silence seemed best.
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RENEE EMERSON

Anne Hutchinson

You have stepped out of your place, have rather been a husband than a
wife, and a preacher than a hearer; and a magistrate rather than a subject.
—Reverend Hugh Peter of Salem

Not a wife—a Jezebel

Not a preacher—a witch

Not quiet—speaking

Not beneath you, not bending down,
I have stepped out

of my place, I have

removed my black frock

and petticoats and stamped

them in the mud.

Sometimes the preacher gives

us winterberries, growing

under packed snow

for the mittened hand to paw out.

Sometimes the preacher gives
us blueberries, growing

in thickets for the black-stained
hand and tin pail.

Sometimes the preacher gives
magnolia leaves, glinting
waxed and green, with

shocks of white flower between.

Sometimes the preacher gives
stones; and we throw

them into the rivers, into the fields,
at each other.
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I took the sermons, teased
them out, laid them flat,

for all the men and women,
gathering in my living room.

What charge can you bring against me?
I go into the world

bearing no arms, only God’s

truth.

I go into massacre,

with my bonnet hanging
down my back

the sun bleaching

my fine golden hair.
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NATHANIEL A. SCHMIDT

The Kiss of Peace

The patristic fathers would call this a love-feast:
rotisserie chicken fragrancing the deli

where a dozen of us meet to discuss scripture;
linoleum tiles and shelves of discounts
decorating our evening’s upper room.

Across the cheap table sits an athletic blonde,
dressed in sweats, her hair fashionably curled,
fingers tracing new prayers in a journal

as we bumble about the mysteries of faith,

and she wouldn't be anything remarkable,

just another attractive girl in the group,

had not twelve years prior, back in college,

her face hovered its grace before my own:
surprising by slipping her tongue between my lips
to be the first woman I'd ever kiss.

As the word First there denotes, she wasn’t my last,
my past a litany of lessons and mistakes

leading me out of Eden to Salem,

saving her from me, permitting her to promise

1 do to the man who reads Acts alongside her;
their beaming newborn bouncing on her knee.

She was supposed to be a memory, but Life
can be funny when crafting our stories:

her pale-blue eyes miles away from my mind
when I stepped into my car this evening,
but, as though some celestial order plots us,
she stares her pupils once more into mine

so her tongue can surprise one final time:

praying for me, and for my fiancée,
the lover she just learned will be my wife—
her fellow woman who'll kiss me at the altar.
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DEREK OTSUJI

Homeless Woman Reading a Bible on a Tree-Shaded Park
Bench at Dawn

The yellow light clings to leaves
in the shadow-latticed tree

in which a small wind moves,
like a thought rustling.

She’s stepped into her mind,

the Holy Book open in her lap

to a passage over which her finger
has found reason to pause—

A message traverses

the twilit space of centuries,
finding place in the acolyte
of the listening heart.

When a wind ruffles the edge
of the page she hushes it,
repositioning her hand

to keep the page still.

But what you hear

are wings of the dove lift
from the page, fly skyward
with the dawn’s white cry.
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