










































































that keeps anything un-worldly away. It's even brushed off on me. I've known people 

who are not sensitive to other realms, but you are dense to them. Like a brick. 

Ian: Hey, that's good, right? No more weird, no more nightmares, no more ghosties, 

ghoulies, beasties ... 

Sommer: (Quietly) It is actually kind of sad. The last time I felt apart from seeing and 

sensing things was right before I left my parent's church. Three years attending that 

place really knocked something out of me. After that it kicked back in. 
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Ian: It can't be pleasant, that's all I'm saying. It just can't be in any way shape or form a 

pleasant experience. Why the hell you'd miss something like that is beyond me. 

Sommer: I never once felt personally threatened. Even as a little girl. It just was. 

Ian: Yeah, well I got enough of reality to deal with. I never opted in for any unworldly 

stuff. I like things that I can explain, like the here and now. 

The downstairs door buzzer goes off It sounds antiquated and out of code. 

Summer: Who the hell is it at this hour? 

Ian: Just Daryle and Randy. They were going to stop by for a bit. 

Summer: (Exasperated) Why? 

Ian: Because. Just because. Besides, they're being cool enough to help both ofus move 

tomorrow. Try and be gracious, okay? 

Summer: (Continues shuffling the cards) Fine. Whatever. But you are NOT going out 

with them tonight. We got way too much to do tonight. And tomorrow for that matter. 

Jan walks out the entrance door and brings back Daryle and Randy in the room with him. 

Daryle and Randy are holding long-neck beer bottles. 



Daryle: Man, I kid you not. It was real. God as my witness. It just stood there at first, 

and it suddenly moved closer to the gate, and then the goddamn thing made a howling 

noise. Like a fucking basset hound on the trail of whatever. But worse. Way worse. I 

don't want to hear that sound ever again. 
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Randy: It's like it could just jump from one part of the cemetery to another, like 

teleportation or some weird-ass sci-fi shit. Leo was along. He just turned white and ran. 

We caught up with him a half mile up the road. I think he even pissed himself. There 

was a dark stain on his crotch, but we never pointed it out. We were all scared shitless. 

We were wondering if we should've taken him to the hospital. I mean he was pale! And 

shaking like he had just dived into a lake in January. When he started talking we just 

drove him home and walked him to his door, sat him down on the steps and rang the 

doorbell. His old lady will know what to do with him. Maybe ... 

Summer: (Suddenly interested) What are you talking about? 

Ian: Oh Christ, don't tell her. She'll want to go and hold a seance. 

Daryle: Lilac Grove cemetery. Somebody stopped in at the Dapper Badger Saloon. 

Said that they were out there taking some pictures with one of those night vision cameras, 

and this thing appeared. It was shaped like a human, but it was pitch black, blacker than 

Nigeria at midnight. It had no neck. It was like a shadow without a body. 

Summer: A shadow person. 

Randy: A what? 

Sum.mer: A shadow person. It's an actual phenomenon. There has been a real increase 

in reports and sightings. 

Daryle: So what the hell is it exactly? A demon? 
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Summer: That's one theory. I think they are simply spirits that haven't crossed over, or 

a harbinger of negative energy. 

Randy: Well, whatever it is, we saw it. 

Ian: And how many drinks did you have before you checked it out? 

Randy: Dude, don't be a goddamn smart-ass. We both had two, and only two, gin and 

tonics. And no pot or 'shrooms whatsoever. C'mon ... wanna go check it out? 

Daryle: No, no, hell no. I'm not heading out there again unless it is daytime! Goddamn 

it, Randy, I told you I never want to hear the sound of that thing again! 

Randy: Fine, fine. Stay here. Ian and I will go. 

Ian: You know, that sounds great, but I really can't. We have to be out of here by 

tomorrow afternoon, as you should know. There's still packing to be done. 

Randy: Whatever. What's your new number going to be? 

Ian: I told you, I don't know yet. I'm getting the phone hooked-up Wednesday. I'm 

ditching my cell phone. It's all static lately. 

Randy: Give us a call when you get a legit number. I really want to talk more about the 

band. I've been checking out some clubs on-line. We could do like a mini mid-west tour 

this summer or fall. Y'k:now, hit Madison, Duluth, St. Paul, Milwaukee, maybe even 

head down to Chicago. I still got a bunch of CDs that never sold. It would be a good 

time. 

Ian: I'll think about it. Right now I don't have a lot of time for fun. And it would have· 

to be in the summer. I'm a high school music teacher now, remember? 



Randy: Ah yes, respectability and domesticity. Fine, fine. No use arguing with the 

man. Daryle, let's motor ... see the both of you tomorrow, okay? Have the coffee and 

doughnuts ready. 

Daryle and Randy exit the apartment. Randy winks at both Ian and Summer and leaves 

his empty beer bottle on the card table on the way out. 
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Ian: (Moves over to the floor and begins moving items around in a plastic tote) Are you 

going to be studying those cards aH night or are you going to heip pack? We still one hell 

of a way to go. My comic book collection in the bedroom alone ... Y'know, I don't even 

want to think about it. 

Summer: I thought you were going to sell your comic book collection. 

Ian: Yeah well .. .It's like Spenser's Fairies Queen. 

Summer: (Perplexed) What in the hell do you mean? Like Edmund Spenser? 

Ian: In college an English lit prof told us that C.S. Lewis once said about Spenser's 

Fairie Queen that is was like an instruction manual on our emotional and mental health. 

Something close to that. I don't remember. I could never stomach that medieval British 

poetry shit Anyways, my comic book collection is like that to me. 

Summer: So you base your mental and emotional life on ... Spiderman, Captain America, 

and Batman? 

Ian: Forget it. Look, just please help me out here. This is a two person job at the very 

least. 

Summer: Yeah, sure. Okay (She places the cards back in velvet pouch). I'm not getting 

a clear reading anyways. 

Ian: What were you trying to ask them? 



Summer: About us. Will we stay together. I think I already know the answer. 

Ian: And that would be? 
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Summer: I think this is a break-up but we are both to afraid to admit it. I feel something 

is ending here. People don't move apart after living together and remain a couple. It 

doesn't work that way, Ian. 

Ian: Sure it does. My cousin Al and his wife moved into separate apartments a year 

before they were married. 

Summer: They were also engaged. (She walks over to Ian and kneels on the floor next 

to him) I don't see any ring on my finger. 

Ian: Don't start with the deadlines, Summer. I'm serious. 

Summer: I'm not sure you are able to be serious about anything. I've already given you 

three years. Three years, Ian ... 

Ian: Now you are making it sound like being with me is a life sentence. 

Summer: (Shakes her head) No, no. It's not what I meant and you know it. I would just 

like some sort of commitment. I don't feel that there is one on your part. 

Ian: I kicked my habit for you. I got my teaching certificate. I quit the band for you. 

Summer: The band was adding to your habit. It was going nowhere. Just four guys 

trying to hold on to their adolescent fantasies, getting fall-down wasted on stage and 

playing sloppy garage rock. What you made on a weeks worth of touring wasn't even 

enough to keep that filthy, shitty, ancient Econoline van in running condition. As for 

heroin, maybe you should've quit it for yourself instead of me. 

A shadow appears at the corner of the room. It is small, almost unnoticeable at first. 

Summer is the first to notice it. 



Summer: That's funny. 

Ian: What's funny? 

Summer: That shadow. On the other side of the couch. 

Ian: (Tums his head and glances at it) It's just something from the window, that's all. 

Summer: No. The blinds are closed. 

Ian: The lamp then. Jesus, Summer! Don't start in with the creepiness. Daryle and 

Randy's little ghost story is playing with your head. We are not going to go there. I 

repeat, we are not going to go there. 

Summer walks over to the shadow and waves her hands in front of it. She looks out into 

the audience and back again. 
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Summer: No, Ian. This is weird. There is no reason for there to be a shadow here. It's 

not the lamp it's not a streetlight ... 

Ian: Look, there is a reason. Okay? Just don't worry about it. We got packing to do. 

You get freaked out over the most minor things and blow them well out of proportion. 

Remember seeing the northern lights driving back from my brother's wedding? You got 

all panicked thinking lt was some UFO radiation falling to earth or something. You got 

so scared I had to pull over and explain them to you. 

Ian continues to stuff boxes and totes with whatever items are lying about. He is clearly 

annoyed 

Summer: You never were able to explain what the northern lights were ... 

Ian: (Angry) Well who the hell knows off the cuff? It's a natural occurrence. It happens 

every once in a while. The northern lights just are! I find it difficult to believe you, a 

life-long Wisconsin resident, have never seen the goddamn northern lights! 
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Summer: Just because you are not open to---

lan: And I don't want to be open to any of that shit! None of it! No UFOs, no haunted 

apartments, no paranoid ideas about black cars parked outside, no tarot cards, no fucking 

death rays from the milky way, none of it! 

Ian's facial expression soften as he goes over to Summer and wraps his arms around her. 

Ian: Look, you said yourself that any strange visits or sightings have gone downhill 

since we've been together. We cured each other. I cured you of whatever the hell it was 

and you cured me of junk. That's good, right? 

Summer: Sometimes it makes me sad. I kind of felt ... 

Ian: Special? 

Summer: Yeah. Kind of. Like seeing what nobody else could see was a gift. 

Ian: That so-called gift made you lose sleep way too often. And I wouldn't call half of 

what you've seen, if you really seen it, a gift by any stretch of the imagination. 

Su111D1er: Like I said, I never really felt threatened. 

Ian: No? What about he time you came home from Value-Mart crying because you saw 

the check-out girl's face melt? And what about that troll-thing that you claimed visited 

you while you were in the hospital when you were little. A gift? No thanks. Some 

fucking gift. A gift like that I do not need. 

Su111D1er: She died, you know. 

Ian: Who? 

Summer: The check-out girl. Car crash the next night. Driving with her boyfriend from 

a homecoming dance. It was bad; alcohol involved. 

Ian: How do you know? 



Summer: I checked. I asked around. 

Ian: Great, Summer. Get people to talking and thinking you're morbid. (He stares at the 

shadow, which has slowly gotten larger in size) 

Summer: What? 

Ian: (Dismissively) Nah. Nothing. It's odd that there is a shadow here. There's nothing 

in this room to make a shadow, no :furniture, no boxes. 

Ian shujjles through some more boxes, almost trying too hard to keep busy. 

Summer: So you are not able to logically explain this one away, then. 

Ian: I said it was odd, not impossible. There has to be some explanation. (He starts 

moving the boxes around, shoves the couch away) Son of a bitch! 

Summer: (Excitedly) Its still there! 

Ian: Look, this is a simple distraction and not one that we can afford to deal with right 

now. Okay? Let's just get to work here. 

Summer: Because you can't explain it. 

Ian: There is nothing to explain. It's a shadow. A shadow! Shadows are like ... the 

northern lights! They just happen. 

Summer: No. Not like this. Not without reason. Look .. .it's gotten bigger. It almost 

looks like a shape, a profile. (She walks over to it as if approaching a strange dog) Look, 

it's like it's hunched over. There is the back and shoulders. The head is forward ... 

Ian: Summer, knock it off ... 

Summer: It's like its resting, or listening to us ... 

Ian: Summer! (He reaches for her arm and pulls her away) Oh yeah, it's a person all 

right! Just like you mistaking the hospital emergency helicopter for a UFO, like the 



apartment you lived in on West 18th Street that was supposedly haunted when it was 

probably just a bad case of squirrels in the walls. This is why I didn't want to live with 

you at first. This has got to stop. There are no spirits, there are no aliens, there are no 

lliuminati stalking you. I never wanted to believe you were crazy. I wanted to believe 

you, and part of me did. But that was then. This cannot start up again, do you 

understand me? 

Summer: But this is the first time I felt or saw a presence since ... 

Ian: It is not a presence! Don't you get it? It is not a presence! 
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Summer: But it is. I feel something coming off of it. It is the first time I felt anything 

as strong as this since I had the ... 

Ian: The operation? 

Summer: (Looks at him with a combination of pity and disgust) You mean the abortion? 

Ian: The operation ... 

Summer: Why can't you call it what it was? 

Ian: Look, you didn't have to go through with it. I can't force you to do anything you 

don't want to do. All I offered was my suggestion. And believe me, it was the right 

suggestion. But if you wanted to keep it, you could have done as you wished. 

Summer: Like bring someone unwanted into the world? Someone who would know it 

was not wanted? To feel each and every day that I ruined your life? 

Ian: You could've raised it yourself. 

Summer looks at Ian as if dumbfounded She slaps him. She slaps him again. Ian is the 

one who looks dumbfounded now. Summer lets loose a primal scream of rage and lets 

her fists flail him. He grabs her wrists and forces her on the couch. 
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Ian: I never wanted to be a parent and you know that! I made that clear from day one! I 

refuse to bring a child into this sick, sad, miserably fucked-up world. You can call me a 

coward, an asshole, a son of a bitch, or plenty of other things and accuse me of even 

worse, but I will not be called a father! I will NOT be called a father! I refuse that title! 

Summer: (Subdued slightly) Yet you and the kids at the high school get along so well! 

You're always telling me stories about them! Like when you were able to convince 

Timmy Evenson to stick with the saxophone, or how when you get one of your private 

guitar lesson students to reach to the next level you get that glow about you, and like ... 

Ian: And then I get to send them on their way, back to their parents, back to their normal 

safe, saniti7.ed, and secure little homes. They're out of my hair and once again I don't 

have to worry about them. They are their parent's special little puking worries. 

Summer: You're scared. That's really all it is, isn't it? 

Ian: What? 

Summer: Scared. 

Ian: Okay, yeah I am .. J'm scared of bringing another me into the world. What if I pass 

on my addict gene if there is such a thing? Plus, I'm a wreck. I'm depressed most of the 

time. I'm really not a good guy. I keep things, secrets ... (He shakes his head miserably) 

Summer: You have your moments. Actually you are really quite good to me most of the 

time. You just need to be better to yourself. 

Ian: And I don't know how. I don't have a fucking clue. 

Summer: (Quietly) I know. And that's why I feel we are over. I can't be with someone 

who doesn't know how to be good to themselves for no other reason than they know that 

they need to for their own sake. You make me want to cry sometimes, Ian. 



Ian: C'mon, Summer. I just need some distance, some time to straighten things out in 

my head. (Makes a clumsy effort to hold her) I don't want to lose ... us. 
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Summer: (Moving his arms off her) I think we're already lost. Maybe we've both been 

lost to each other for some time now. 

Summer walks over to the shadow, which has now gotten larger, adult height. Certain 

features are now more prominent. Ian sits down on the couch Summer touches her hand 

to the wall and shadow. 

Summer: Mr. Daddy Long Legs? 

Ian: (Tiredly) Mr. who? 

Summer: It looks like Mr. Daddy Long Legs only taller. You know, that little person 

that visited me when I was a little girl in the hospital. I told you about him before. 

Ian: Jesus, Summer ... 

Summer: He used to ask me questions. Ask me what I wanted most of all in life. What 

I wanted to.be when I grew up ... I named him Mr. Daddy Long Legs because he was so 

short and I thought it might make him feel good to be called that. I was little, you know. 

He said he liked the name. He used to visit all the time that year. Sometimes he was 

flesh and blood and sometimes he was just a black, moving shadow. The last time I saw 

him was when I was about nine or ten. I was in a sleeping bag. It was at a campground. 

My parents and their friends were still out around the fire, mixing pitchers of Cape Cods­

-- vodka and cranberry juice. They loved those. We were on vacation, my mom and dad 

and I. Some of their friends tagged along. It was a big drunk-fest. Anyways, Mr. Daddy 

Long Legs, he crept into the tent with me and loved to ask me questions. 

Ian: Summer ... 
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Summer: He asked me what I wished for. I told him I wanted a little sister. A year later 

Anna was born. I also told him I wanted my Grandmother to be alive again. That didn't 

happen. Then I told him what I wanted to be when I grew up. I told him what I wanted 

most of all ... 

Ian: (Suddenly scared, gets up off the couch and goes to her) Summer! Stop it. There is 

no one else here with us. Do you tmderstand that? I don't know how this shadow got 

here. It doesn't belong here. It shouldn't be here, but it is. But it is JUST A SHADOW! 

Listen! There is no Mr. Daddy Long Legs. There is just us and we are all there is. 

Honey, goddamn it, please listen to me! 

Summer: What I told him that what I wanted most of all. .. 

Ian: Stop it! 

Summer: ... was to be someone's mommy someday. 

Jan pulls her away from the wall and starts to punch the wall and kick at the shadow. He 

is nearly in tears of frustration and unease. He knocks over the coffee table, shifts one of 

the lamps around. He picks up his guitar off the floor begins smashing it against the 

shadow and the wall. He drops the guitar and falls to his knees sobbing. 

Ian: This is wrong. All wrong. This shouldn't be here. Why doesn't it go away? Why 

doesn't it ... go ... away. 

Summer: Maybe we brought it. Maybe we made it. 

Ian: Then why can't we make it go away? Why can't we tear it apart? Why can't we 

smash it? It feels like it is playing with us. Why now? I don't want it here. 

Summer: (Transfixed) It seems like it is moving across the wall now. Slowly. Like the 

minute hand on a clock. 



Ian: Summer. .. 

Summer: Hmm? 

Ian: I lied. 

Summer: About what? 

Ian: I'm using again. 
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Summer: I thought so, but I didn't want to find out I was scared myself. All we have 

had this last month was fear. Fear of ourselves, fear of things ending, fear of the truth. 

So you weren't at the Rack'n'Roll today? 

Ian: No, no. I was. But it wasn't long before I stopped over to Nicky's place. I still 

keep my kit over there. I never did throw it away like I told you. He got some very 

choice shit in. Very high quality. That was all she wrote for the rest of the afternoon. 

Ended up with my head in a toilet bowel puking my guts inside out like a newbie, a junk 

virgin. 

Summer: I don't get it. You were doing so well. It's like you were a new person. 

There was a change in the way you walked, there was a light in your eye. I should have 

noticed lately that it was beginning to fade again. Damn it, Ian. Why? 

Ian: I thought rehab was the big wake-up. I don't know ... I was doing so well, so 

fucking well. 

Summer: What happened? 

Ian: I just looked around. Saw that things were going so well, so easy. The teaching 

job, the kids. I felt content. 

Summer: Content? And that was so bad? Being content made you relapse? 



Ian: Honey ... (Laughs bitterly) only cows are content. Content right up until the 

slaughter, right until the hammer and blade, right until the metal rod gets shot in their 

skulls. 

Summer: When did you start in again? 

Ian: Right about the time I suggested that we get our own places. Makes sense, right? 

What decent self-respecting woman wants a junkie boyfriend living with her? Even a 

woman who sees ghosts? Maybe I am a ghost. (He jumps in front of Swruner 
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theatrically, flamboyantly, waving his arms) Do you even see me? I'm the only ghost 

here! I feel like one every once in a while. Maybe I'm a demon. Just like The Demon 

from DC comics. He wore a fucking cape and spoke in rhyme and teamed-up with 

Batman once or twice in the '70's and '90's, I think. Created by Jack Kirby, but why 

would you care. Not one of Jack's better ideas, in my opinion. It was one wrong-headed, 

stupid-ass idea for a superhero. A demon who spoke in iambic pentameter in a costume 

and cape passing as Batman's peer? Sweet Jesus. (Ian collapses on the couch) No. 

Never mind. I take that back. Jason Blood ... that was The Demon's true identity in case 

you care and I'm sure you don't. He was actually altogether cool, now that I consider it. 

He was damned to Hell but still snuck out to at least attempt to do good and maybe save a 

life or two in our world. I'm just a fraud, a fucking junkie, and I'm :finding it harder than 

ever and hell to give two shits about anything. 

Summer: But your arms, they're clean. No marks. 

Ian: No, that's true. My feet on the other hand ... 

Summer: Your feet? 



Ian: (Self-loathing in his voice) Yep, I am nothing if not cunning. I shoot up between 

my toes if you must know the truth. That's how I betrayed you and everyone else ... 

Summer: You're betraying yourself. What are you going to do? 

Ian: (Shrugs) I don't know. Rehab again? I'd probably lose my job. I teach at a 

Catholic school, mind you. I'm sure they would not care to have a junkie on the staff. 

Even if I was honestly trying to get clean again. 

Summer: Do you? 

Ian: Do I what? 

Summer: Honestly want to get clean? 
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Ian: Honestly, I don't know. God help me, I don't know. I know I'm going to die if I 

don't think of something. It just pulls at me. If I go back to rehab, what then? How long 

will it be before the next relapse? Or the next? And you wonder why I was less than 

cuddly-feeling about you getting pregnant. I am not daddy material. That's for damn 

sure. I don't know what I am. I'm empty, I suppose. Like one of your ghosts. I've got 

nothing to give to anyone. I've nothing to give you. I honestly think I wanted a place of 

my own to curl up and die in. Every time before I shoot up I feel a sick revulsion before I 

slip the needle in. When I push the plunger, it all goes away. It all just gets flushed 

down the toilet. All the bad shit. I feel real, and nothing scares me. Neither life nor 

death scares me. I feel alive; authentic and alive. Like a superhero. Not some demon, 

but the kind that can make everything right in the world and feel genuine love for it. It's 

like a shield, like protective armor. Maybe I'm dead already. 

Summer: Don't say that. It is not too late. We'll get you back into rehab. You'll do 

some meetings. Whatever it takes. 



Ian: And what then? Is it too late for us? Will you wait until I'm clean again to leave 

me? 

Summer: That's not fair. You were going to leave me first. 

Ian: I was just considering your little deadlines ... 
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Summer: Goddamn it. First off, I never gave you a deadline. I simply stated that I was 

not going to remain in a relationship with you if it wasn't going to lead to marriage. I 

never put up a time frame. I just get so tired of wondering and waiting. You might be 

able to drift around and eventually away but I can't. I need something, Ian. I don't need 

a diamond ring. I don't even know anything about a diamond, or the quality or cuts. I 

don't care about diamonds. Diamonds and rings are just something more to lose. All I 

need is ... (Looks at the shadow which now appears to be standing upright) It's moving. 

Why is it moving? 

Ian: (Getting more agitated) You said it was moving. Like a clock hand. The minute or 

hour hand ... 

Summer: Not like that. More like it's swaying. 

Ian: I'm scared, Summer. I'm really scared. 

Summer: I know you are. So am I. A little bit, anyways. 

Ian: What are we going to do? 

Summer: Finish packing. 

Ian: What then? 

Summer: Then maybe I'll make us some hot tea. We'll try to forget tonight. We won't, 

but we can at least try. Then we'll get ready for bed. Maybe we'll make love. It sounds 
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like a really bad idea right now. Probably the worst. But I think that's what will happen. 

Then we'll fall asleep and when we wake up it will be morning. 

Ian: And then? 

Summer: The beginning of the beginning. Whatever that might be. 

Ian: . I can't do any of that with this thing here with us. Why is it not moving except for 

across the wall? We need to get rid of it. We need to wish it away. Aren't there any 

spells or prayers you know of? Any incense we can burn and chant to? Anything? 

Summer: Maybe it is leaving. It's almost like its making its way towards the door. 

Ian: Shouldn't exist. It doesn't make sense. 

Summer: No. 

Ian: It just shouldn't be here. I hate it. I hate it! Why is it here?! Why? (He breaks 

down again. Summer moves towards him and holds him) 

Sommer: Shh. It's going to be okay. 

Ian: Will it? 

Summer: I don't know. 

Ian: Why won't it go away? 

Summer: I don't know. 

Ian: It shouldn't be there. No streetlights, glare, nothing ... 

Summer: Don't look at it. 

Ian: (Weary, defeated) Why won't it go? I want to tear down that wall. Maybe tear 

down this whole building. Whole goddamn structure and the rest of the rats in it. Set fire 

to it. Whatever. Daddy Long Legs? (Laughs without a trace of humor) Kill the fucking 



spider. Wait until morning. Bum him back to hell with a magnifying glass ... and the 

sun! Watch his ass twitch and burn ... 

Summer: Just don't look at it. 

Ian: Why ... ? 

Summer: Just don't. 

Ian: Summer ... 

Summer: Shh .. .it -vvill be morning before you know it. Just promise not to look at ii. 

Ian: Okay. 

Summer: Morning before you know it. (She cradles his head, and rocks him like an 

infant) 

20 

Lights dim, leaving the shadow figure prominent and bathed in a bluish glow. It has 

grown slowly throughout the play with arms raised as if embracing the entire stage. It is 

a distorted and perverse image of a human form, but not actually human at all. It looms 

over Summer and Ian as they remain on the couch holding each other. It is obvious that 

it is not going anywhere. Lights fade all together. Curtains close. 

THE END 
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Chapter One 

"Most of the time I'm half-ways content ... " 

-Bob Dylan 

I 

Shel McGrain stubbed his toe and tripped over his prosthetic arm on his way to the 

bathroom. He wasn't sure upon awakening, lying diagonal upon his frameless queen­

sized box spring, mattress, and balled up bedding, where he dropped it off, but now he 

painfully remembered as he did a clumsy one-armed push-up and got back to his feet. It 

was late morning and it lay in his bedroom doorway like a forensic clue. His big toe 

screamed electrified pain. He cursed the appendage for so many reasons so many times 

before, but this instance was a first. Given the intake of half-priced rail mixers at 

Merlin's Knighthouse last night, his hang-over wasn't half as bad as he expected, but it 

still left him in the murky haze of a semi-aware sleepwalker. He regarded his living 

room. Thick, dark green curtains kept the morning at bay. The unfortunately aqua­

colored carpet seemed full of holes with all the LPs, CDs, and a few scattered empty cans 

ofLeinenkugel's beer, a carry-out purchase before leaving the bar last night. Shel's 
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sound system was the one thing he owned that might be considered state of the art, or at 

least anything worthy of a lien should a small loan be needed. A few glowing specks 

peered back at him from the semi-dark. It was the turntable. Shel crept up as if 

approaching a trap containing a still living, suffering animal. The stylus was near the 

center, the needle swimming close to the label like a goldfish testing the glass of an 

aquarium. Shel lifted the stylus, cut the power to the turntable and picked up the piece of 

vinyl. Side t'.vo of Bob Dylan's Oh Mercy album. It wasn't the first time Shel fell into 

sweet obliteration listening to this particular disc with its foreboding lyrics about ringing 

bells, self-doubt, demonic men in long black coats, and a swampy sounding production 

courtesy of Daniel Lanois. He owned it on CD, but it was his well-used 1989 vinyl copy 

that proved a more effective lullaby after a night of joyless indulgence. Dylan's raspy 

croon .. . Seen a shooting star tonight, and I thought of you ... still echoed in the dense, 

throbbing, cottony chambers of his skull. He cast a murky eye at the circular oil slicks of 

vinyl and the mostly colorful sleeves cast around him and decided that to replace the rest 

would be a task to be approached much later with less of an after-buzz coursing through 

his blood. He replaced the record back on the turntable, kicked a few empty boxes out of 

his way, and swept a few items oflaundry out of his path with his bare feet. He knocked 

various memorabilia on the wall askew with his bicep/stump; some collectible baseball 

card plaques, a pennant, and a miniature Louisville slugger. One fixture he stopped to 

straighten. It was his wedding picture. He stopped, rubbed a film of dust off the top of 

the frame and centered it slowly. He concentrated on the portrait of his ex-wife Beth 

Anne and himself as if he was eyeing the photo for the very first time. His hair was so 

dark it was damn near black. He stood broad-shouldered straight and his eyes contained 
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magic. Beth Anne, in white holding lilies was a young, pretty redhead with perfect teeth, 

an adorable slightly crooked smile, a mole close to her lower lip and a killer figure. He 

took in her curves, her eyes, the unassuming kindness and old-soul wisdom of her face. 

They looked as if they had the secrets to the world and all ofit's riches unlocked and on 

display for the talcing. Shel's fixation on this artifact of yesterday gave way to the 

reflection of his over-grown mane of silver hair and dull pool eyes reflected upon the 

glass. Shel took his fingers away from the portrait, backed slowly away from the wall 

and plodded further down the hall through the bathroom doorway. 

Shel took a long and satisfying morning leak with piss the shade of cheap anti-freeze. 

His urine, reeking of ammonia and filtered alcohol, damn near burned his nostrils, and 

initiating a queasiness that he fought to keep at bay. He grabbed the Sonicare toothbrush 

he received last Christmas from his older brother Father Ian McGrain, layered it with gel 

toothpaste and proceeded to buzz away the brackish residue of vodka, tonic and pick-up 

lines off his teeth and tongue. While applying the pulsating bristles to the back of his 

tongue, he felt his stomach squirm with aftershocks that tingled and raised, swimming up 

to his throat and circulating his lower jaw like tadpoles. As soon as he could aim his face 

towards the toilet, a geyser of vomit from his mouth crashed into the porcelain and water. 

He coughed violently and gasped, suddenly shaking as if :freezing to death. He lifted 

himself shakily, staring at the odd hue of the liquid contents that took up former residence 

in his guts now mingling with toilet water. He lifted himself to his feet shakily, and 

flushed the toilet. Shel caught a look of shame on his own reflection in the mirror. It 

was the most pathetic kind of shame; the shame of knowing one had fucked-up but would 
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probably fuck-up the exact same way again and soon. He studied his features; silver hair, 

slight lines on his upper forehead and around his two currently bloodshot eyes but still 

surprisingly boyish for a man chasing 50. Shel was not vain, but he had to admit that 

even in a rumpled state he was still a somewhat attractive man. 'That would attest to his 

talent at bringing the occasional woman back to his place, or preferably hers, after a night 

of spreading thick the bottomless surplus of charm at Merlin's, though in the last few 

years it was more out ofloneliness than sexual conquest. Shel hated to think of it. Still, 

occasional sex with unfamiliar women was exciting, and no minor feat for a former 

professional ballplayer with one arm, clinical depression, and one wicked drinking habit. 

He spit and rinsed and spit again. He blew his nose, washed his face, considered shaving 

and thought to hell with it. He attempted to tame his wild silvery hair with a comb and 

some product, gave that up and went to his bedroom. When he returned to the mirror 

after dressing, he studied himself once again, wearing a charcoal gray suit he bought ten 

years ago and a yellow, blue and silver tie, another gift from his good reverend brother. 

Shel saw through the warped lenses of a generous hangover one hell of a handsome man, 

grey thick unruly hair, one arm and all. The comers of his mouth turned slightly upward, 

and spread into an honest-to-God smile. His face held something that was damn near 

close to serenity, and he enjoyed the look, taking it in like a cherished painting that had 

been stored and forgotten in an attic for too many years. 

For the tenth time in five weeks, he reached above the medicine cabinet for the snub-nose 

revolver and brought it to his temple. 
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It was then that his doorbell rang. His smile faded slightly. He held his breath and 

looked out the doorway, the coolness of the short barrel pressing harder against his head. 

It rang again. And again. Then it rang in a rapid succession, with beat pauses placed 

strategically as if someone was using the doorbell as a musical instrument. 

"McGrain! Open up! I know you're home. Your big, ugly truck is on the front lawn 

again." Shel heard the annoyed female voice yeU iouder than voices should rise outside 

before 9:00am. Leery of having neighbors awaken, Shel pulled the gun away from his 

head. 

It was Ariel. She was young, persistent, borderline annoying, and would not leave until 

he answered the door. Shel spotted Paul Westerberg, his brown and white female cat, 

watching him inquisitively from on top of the hamper. Shel sighed, slammed the gun 

back on top of the medicine cabinet and went to answer the door. Shel opened the door 

to find Ariel leaning against the chipped-white paint porch rail, dressed in a short black 

and red plaid skirt, fishnet stockings, black combat boots, and a white faux fur coat. Her 

dark chocolate brown eyes did an elevator gaze at him in the suit, with the right arm 

sleeve vacant, and suddenly became filled with concern and slight panic. 

"Oh my God, Shel! Who died? Your ex-wife? Anyone you told me about?" 
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Shel rubbed the back of his neck, squinting his eyes against the morning sun and gazed 

out on his overgrown front lawn at his 15 year-old jacked-up Ford F-150 parked 

diagonally, complete with tire tracks tom into the sod from the street's curb. Fire-colored 

fallen leaves settled on the windshield and hood from the maple tree. 

"Relax, relax. Nobody died. I was just trying this on to see if this still fit." Shel said as 

nonchalantly as he could, sticking his chest out, realizing the lame display it was before 

he even had a try at nonchalance. "And my truck is not ugly. It's a scarred yet proven 

warrior. It's got character" 

Ariel looked at him with one eyebrow cocked nearly halfway up her forehead, brushed 

past him and walked into the house. Shel was annoyed by the intrusion, but kept it 

undercover and followed her inside. Shel met Ariel when she began switching hang-outs 

atboth his sports card and memorabilia store, The Skybox, and The Rawk Vault, a used 

CD, LP and rock'n'roll store next door. The Rawk Vault was owned by Shel's friend and 

former softball league teammate Steve "Mental" Dalkinson. Shel and Mental were each 

others best customers, with Shel being a music fanatic and Mental with his addiction for 

Donruss baseball cards from the '70's. Ariel began spending time at both stores when 

she wasn't at class or working. Ariel was a student at the University of Wisconsin Center 

in Churches Vale. She was supposedly a newly 21 years of age, and played bass guitar in 

a few local goth and death metal bands. She roomed in a miniscule apartment above the 

Emerald Lantern Chinese restaurant on the eastside of Churches Vale, majored in 

political science, but longed to be a singer-songwriter. Ariel was willowy in a way that 
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her long limbs nearly seemed too long for the rest of her slim, yet nicely-proportioned 

body. She dyed her pixie cut hair jet black, and favored heavy eyeliner. Men her age 

both lusted for and were :frightened of her. They were scared because they sensed that 

while she may every once in a while be attracted to them, she would never, ever truly 

need them. She seemed to latch on to Shel. Goth make-up and heavy eyeliner aside, 

Ariel adored traditional country music and bluegrass. She took every opportunity she 

could to plunder Shel's music collection. Shel started off by merely putting up with her 

dropping by on occasion. There were days he welcomed her little intrusions to the point 

of making them something he looked forward to. Many days he endured a gut-clamp 

feeling of sorrow that made him want to roll up in a ball after her leaving. This disturbed 

him. The strange thing was that he never attempted to sleep with her. While he admired 

her unconventional beauty, style, and free-spirited soul, from day one Shei marked Ariel 

as off-limits. She still annoyed him, dear Lord she annoyed him, but he started to 

categorize Ariel's visits as something to live another day for. Shel took index cards and 

wrote these random things down as a last gasp argument against bis intention to kill 

himself at age 45, February 12th, if bis life did not finally have some sense of meaning. 

It was October 27th. 

It wasn't easy being suicidal. The planned ritual, the work of making sure your corpse 

was discovered in a timely fashion, deciding where to will your most beloved possessions 

to, a poignant (set of) letter(s) ... too much, too much. 



Ariel walked into the living room, looked at the discs on the floor, shook her head, and 

dropped herself on Shel's couch, fishing in her sequenced purse for a pack of Silk Cut 

imported cigarettes. Shel collapsed into his worn La-Z-Boy recliner. "Do you have an 

ashtray?" she asked, placing the cigarette between her lacquered lips. 

"Ariel, I seriously wish to hell you'd give up smoking. You're setting yourself up for 

emphysema and lung-cancer. Smoking will eventually make your face look haggard. 
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And besides, you'U smeU," Shel said with sudden elder smugness and a refreshing feel of 

concerned authority in his voice. 

Ariel gave him a sharp look that could wither a houseplant from across a room, took the 

cigarette from her lips; the filtered tip stained candy-apple red, and tossed it in her purse 

without putting it back in the pack. 

"Uh-huh. I see. Well, Sheldon ... I wished you'd give up poisoning your liver. It must 

look like a sea sponge by now. Y'know, vodka and tonic in bathtub quantities will give 

you cirrhosis ... tum your skin yellow. Real, real nasty. And as for smelling bad ... " she 

looked at Shel. There was a genuine look of hurt on his face. Ariel suddenly knew she 

went a bit too far, and felt her face burning. "Oh jeez, I'm sorry Shel. That came out a 

little bit harsh. It's just my period talking. I'm feeling witch-bitchy today. Forgive?" 

Shel nodded his head slowly, his eyes meeting hers. "So what brings you here so early?" 

"Oh God, that Patsy Cline album! Love it! Also was wondering if you got any Tom 

Waits. The early stuff. Before all the weird xylophones and accordions and 

shit ... y'know, the piano, heart-broken,jazzy beatnik stuff." Ariel sat forward looking 

like an excited little girl, a huge smile spread across her face. Shel felt his heart kick in 

and sputter, like a gas-drenched carburetor. "Look," he said, "You haven't returned what 



you already borrowed and you come here expecting to grab up more? We're talking 

vintage vinyl here, girl." He said with mock outrage in his voice and on his face. 

"Besides," he asked, "what do you play them on? Your ipod?" 
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Ariel looked at him with exaggerated pity. "What do you play them on? Your ipod?" 

she repeated imitating his deep voice and slow, laid-back speech pattern. "I will keep my 

very vocal period and the witch-bitchies at bay and I will not even lower myself to 

respond to that sad and asinine question, you silly, silly man." 

"Okay, okay ... so how do you play them, Little Miss Pain in the Ass?" 

"Your associate and comrade, one Mr. Mental Dalkinson of The Rawk Vault, scored 

about six assorted used turntables and full units. Some old dude unloaded them on him. 

He gave me a real sweet deal on this little all in one package; turn.table, am/fin, freaking 

8-track, and speakers. It works perfectly! It is so sexy! Really ancient, early 1980's 

maybe. Sounds so bottom-heavy and sweet!" Ariel sprung up off the couch, hop­

scotched across the Lps and CDs towards the shelves and began rifling through the Lps. 

"The 1980' s are not ancient, Ariel," Shel said in a deadpan voice. 

"So what are you listening too as oflate, Shel? Back to the Replacements, Neil Young or 

maybe on your yearly week-long jazz kick?" Ariel peered over at the top of his turntable 

and frowned immediately. "Oh goddamn it, no. Dylan. The Oh Mercy album. You're 

depressed in a bad, bad way, aren't you?" She turned and looked at him with slight 

panic. 

"I'm okay. Seriously. All is copasetic. Don't worry." 

"I don't believe you. You know that, right?" 
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They both became silent. Ariel's fingers brushed one last time against the spines of the 

album sleeves on the shelves, and her long arms fell to her sides. She turned and walked 

over to Shel with a wicked grin and began to muss up his already unruly hair with both 

hands. 

"Wanna hear my Shel McGrain impersonation?" 

"Do I have a choice?" 

"Hell no, bitch." 

"Didn't think so. Okay. Go for it." 

Ariel cleared her throat. In another mock deep-voiced impersonation of Shel, she sing­

song bellowed I'm a crabby crabby depressed old man, crabby crabby crabby, I think 

I'm dark, deep and edgy, but really I'm not I'm just crab-crab-craaabbiieeee ... " with her 

arms spread wide like a crazed Broadway actress doing serious jazz hand action as if 

playing the air around her body like a piano. Her voice collapsed into laughter as she 

covered her mouth, nearly embarrassed and regretful; recognizing the childish comedy 

she was offering up might be like soup bones tossed to a dying dog. Shel looked at her 

half amused. 

"Doesn't sound a bit like me. Impressive, though. Tbink:ine about making that into an 

actual song?" 

''No, no" she giggled. "That was a one-time command performance." She went back to 

the couch, sat down, crossed her legs like a golden age film legend and let out a sigh. 

Her eyes darted about the room, and the trace of a smirk still played on her mouth. Her 
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eyebrow suddenly began a climb back up her rather high forehead as if she suddenly 

figured out the secret to God, love, relativity, and the all-encompassing purpose of mortal 

life. 

"I'm gonna make you an ass-kicking breakfast!" Ariel proclaimed as she leapt once 

again up off the couch like a hyperactive four year-old. She rushed off to the kitchen. 

Shel heard cupboa._rd doors and drawers open and b~ng shut. He heard the slightly sticky 

opening of the 25 year-old refrigerator door. Ariel made a few disgusted snorts of 

disapproval, and slammed the door closed. 

"McGrain, do you ever go grocery shopping?" she asked dejectedly. 

"I tend to eat out a lot," he answered. 

"That explains it," she said. 

Ariel strolled back into the darkened living room, walked to the dark green curtains, 

grabbed one in each hand and swept the thick, dense, forest curtains away from the 

backyard bay window. The fresh, raw daylight washed and exposed the room like a 

symphony, played off the shelves and bounced off the wall mirror, silhouetting Ariel. 

Shel flinched and held his hand against his eyes to protect them from the sudden glare. 

He studied her figure highlighted by morning sun as she looked out into his cluttered, 

conventional fenced backyard, complete with birdbath, tarp-covered Coleman gas grill, 

his ice fishing shanty, the garish plastic vanilla/milk chocolate colored Home Depot 

bought storage shed, a freshly dormant vegetable garden patch, a few trees with dark 

colored leaves still dangling on nude branches and a yard full of leaves that needed 

mowing and raking. She turned to him and said "If I decide to stay in Churches Vale 
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next summer, we should attend a few baseball games. It doesn't have to be the Brewers, 

Cubs or Twins, either. Maybe just some farm league team games somewhere. Besides, 

they have the most fun and awesome promotions. They shoot t-shirt out of weird-ass 

cannons and promote sumo wrestling matches and other off the map shit. You could 

maybe relive some things and finally tell me some cool-ass stories about playing in the 

majors. It would be fun." 

Shel looked at the leaves clinging and the etchings of frost on ihe patio door window. 

Halloween was mere days away. After that, it was only a matter of time before winter 

arrived. The Farmer's Almanac predicted a bad one; all snow and arctic temps. Soon 

he'd have to ask Mental to come over and help him put the plow on the truck. The last 

thing Shel wanted was to relive his past life as a major league pitcher for the Seattle 

Mariners, especially his last game. It was two outs at the bottom of the fifth inning. Shel 

recalled that they were playing the now defunct Montreal Expos. Shel made a motion to 

pitch the ball, let it drop, stared long and hard at the ball rolling away from him. The 

Stadium became quieter than he ever experienced before or since. Shel looked up at the 

stands and the fans, uneasy at this break from pro-ball reality. Shel merely carefully sat 

down on the pitching mound with his face in his hands, and commenced to wailing like a 

newborn or banshee. Shel thanked God daily that the game was not televised, but the 

photos had made the rounds more than once, and even were unearthed on occasion when 

the major sports magazines ran a ''where are they now'' issue. It took four officials and 

two strong-armed umpires to take him off the field Next summer was way too far away 

to even seem like a reality even as the years seemed to race by like a cheap cartoon. 

Again he felt tempted to stay alive, despite the constant midnight that took up residence 
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in his head. He couldn't process why he felt no need to be in a romantic relationship with 

this girl that stood before him. His eyes did a slow crawl up and down--- from her cute 

short black bob-cut to the curve of her ass, and down to the calves of her thin, shapely 

legs. No dice. He was aware she was desirable, but still felt absolutely no desire to try to 

bed her. It was unsettling. What was she doing to him? Annoyance and regret crept into 

his head. 

"Ariel, Wnat are you doing hanging around an old man like me?" he asked with almost a 

pleading tone. 

"What are you saying?" 

"I mean there have got to be some guys closer to your age ... maybe one of your musician 

friends. I don't know ... " 

"I would NEVER date another musician, if that is what you are advocating." 

"I'm not advocating anything. I just. .. " 

"Oooh boy oh boy oh boy, is your little professor girlfriend jealous? 'Cause seriously, if 

she is, I could talk to her and explain that you and I are just ... " 

"Juniper is not my girlfriend, okay. At least she won't let herself be ... we are just friends 

sort of, all right?" Shel was becoming :flustered. He caught himself feeling foolish and 

embarrassed. He stood up. "Closing Time or The Heart of Saturday Night are the Tom 

Waits albums that I'd suggest." He walked over to his shelves and ran his fingers down 

the alphabetically filed sleeves until he found them and handed them to Ariel who took 

them and looked at Shel with that look she reserved for him when she knew she was on to 

some little motivation. "Listen," Shel said, "I don't mean to kick you out, but I got to get 

to the shop soon, okay?" 



"Point well-taken," Ariel said as she picked up her purse. Shel walked her to the door. 

As she stepped out onto his porch, she stopped and turned to him. She had a look of 

uneasiness on her face. It was an unfamiliar expression for her. 

'"Now what's wrong?" Shel asked. 

"Why do you do this to yourself?" she asked, her voice almost a whisper. 

Shel sighed. "Do what, exactly." 

"i was out last night, too. I stopped in at Medin's. You were pretty out of it. I don't 

think you even saw me there. We made eye contact from across the bar, but it was like 

you were looking straight through me, like I wasn't even there. Why do you drink like 

you do?" 
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Shel stared at her, speechless, feeling like he had just been sucker-punched in the solar 

plexus. He almost told her that it was more a "what'' and if there was a "who" involved, 

he himself would be the only one who could possibly be indicted. Instead, he ran his 

fingers through his hair, scratched his head and simply stared out on to the lawn and his 

truck again. Neither Shel nor Ariel could say anything. The minute between them 

seemed like two hours. Ariel made a sad attempt at humming an unrecognizable tune, 

and looked at her wrist for a watch that wasn't there. 

"I need to go," she said. 

"Yeah," He said, "I gotta change into something a little less formal." He tugged at his 

tie. 

Ariel was halfway to her bicycle when she turned suddenly, the albums held in front of 

her. "My band's playing at the Dapper Badger Saloon Halloween night. Can you make 

it? You could bring your fake girlfriend Juniper, or even your authentic girlfriend Mental 
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Dalkinson. I realize that Merlin's Knighthouse is your usual turf, but a bit of variety and 

change of scenery might make you a bit more personally dynamic." 

"Does your band still have that lead singer who sounds like a pissed-off Cookie 

Monster?" asked Shel, trying to think of a way of taking a rain check. 

''No, Jason quit. I'm filling in on lead vocals. We're trying to soften our sound, more old 

school new wave and punkish, less death metal." 

"I'll think about it," Shel said. He breathed in the cold, clean October air. With the sun 

on him he felt like the morning was warmer than it actually was. He was suddenly 

feeling good today. His hangover was reduced to a rumored ghost. He took a visual and 

sensory snap-shot of the moment, hoping to store it away in his mind to bring out 

someday or time when he might need it the most. She nodded, smiled as if already 

knowing his decision. Ariel put the records in the side baskets of her vintage granny-like 

bicycle and peddled off, her breath expelling from her lips and nostrils like the cigarette 

smoke that Shel warned her against. He watched her ride away until she turned the 

comer of his street and disappeared. He went back into the house. Paul Westerberg sat 

in the middle of the kitchen floor looking at her food dish and back up at Shel. 

"Why so anti-social? We have company and you disappear." Shel scolded the cat. He 

opened a cupboard and pulled out a bag and a can of cat food. He reached for the dish 

and mixed the dry and moist canned food together and put the dish down of the floor. He 

refreshed the water bowl as well, and watched as Paul Westerberg ate with closed-eyed, 

primal relish. Shel got down on his lone elbow and knees on the cheap kitchen tile. He 

listened to his cat chewing and consuming the food offered. Shel lay down on the 
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kitchen floor, propping his head up with his one hand. Paul Westerberg stopped abruptly 

and looked at him, with slight feline annoyance in her eyes, a dull questioning on the 

human level as if saying "Just what in the blue hell are you doing? I'm trying to eat 

here." 

"Hey, PW, "Shel said, "Promise me just this. If and when I do die, preferably by my own 

hand on my birthday, kindly do not eat my fuce before any concerned party arrives. I 

promise that your food and water dishes will be full, at least three days worth full. It's a 

creepy thing to ask, but I read about you and your kind. It would look so shitty if you 

started to eat away at my face." Paul Westerberg looked at Shel with what most people 

would mistake for blankness. Other cats, and a few select cat-folk, would recognize the 

look as "You are an asshole. I love you because you are so very good to me. But sadly, 

you are an asshole." 

Shel continued to lie on the cold kitchen floor tiles, listening to the hallway clock's subtle 

ticking. He rolled over on his stomach so he could run his hand over the cat's fur. It was 

yet another simple pleasure that momentarily took his mind off death. Before long, Shel 

McGrain was feeling okay, and began to give himself little inner pep talks, preparing 

himself into getting up, getting ready, and heading to the Skybox. 

***** 

Shel navigated the Ford pick-up through the side east streets of Churches Vale. The 

morning sun shined off of the scuffed dark metallic-blue hood, the stray leaves peeled 

themselves off the truck like pieces of molting skin, and the failing front shocks made for 
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a roller-coaster feel over the occasional pothole. Shel took the long, scenic way to work, 

admiring without hang-ups the historic, two-storied houses ofDearbourne Avenue that he 

most days envied and felt cheated out of. It was going to be an okay day after all. The 

air was brisk enough to still make breath visible as of8:45 a.m., but the sunlight felt 

toasty through the windshield soaking into the dark interior. It was a Wednesday, and 

automatic garage doors yawned up and down the block, spitting out cars and minivans 

like multi-colored pills on to the driveways and eventually the streets. Orange, red and 

yellow leaves from the ageless oaks and maples that lined the streets and avenues of 

Churches Vale danced along with the breeze and rush of passing vehicles. Shel took his 

traveling CD case with him in the house the other night, so he was resigned to scanning 

through the local stations on the radio. He settled on WCXT, an oldies station and one of 

Churches Vale's five radio stations including the college station. At this time of the 

morning during weekdays, Slim Philson and Future Ron, the morning on-air 

personalities, usually kept the format talk saturated with off-beat guests and the 

occasional lost and forgotten 45rpm single tossed in between the chatter and 

commercials. It was usually a psychic, local eccentric, phoned-in B-list celebrity, or the 

ordinary lonely hearts that exist to call in to these sorts of morning gabfests that took FM 

frequency spotlight. On this morning, Slim and Future Ron's in-studio guest was Chad 

Tremain, Midwest America's leading authority on the paranormal and the author of 

Heartland of Darkness and UP. Jumped the Devil: Satanic Possession and Hiking in 

Michigan. A fitting, somewhat predictable guest seeing as Halloween was two days 

away. Chad was in town doing a lecture tonight at the university as part of his book tour. 
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Slim and Future Ron, usually given to butting in on their guests with expertly-timed 

wisecracks or thinly veiled sarcasm, seemed engrossed by what Mr. Tremain had to say. 

"Of course as I'm sure you guys know, Churches Vale is home to one of the most 

paranormally active, haunted if you will, hot spot in all the Midwest except Bachelor's 

Grove outside of Chi-Town." said Tremain when asked by Slim about any local haunted 

sites. 

"Lilac Grove!!" Slim and Future Ron shouted/sung out in unison. 

Well, no shit Lilac Grove. Juniper's little pet project, Shel thought to himself. Juniper 

Leitner, assistant professor of history at the University of Wisconsin-Churches Vale and 

current object of Shel's rejected come-ons, had started a campaign to have Lilac Grove 

renovated and named as a historical site. Lilac Grove was a cloistered, abandoned 

cemetery as old as Churches Vale itself... It was once an impressive, tranquil place of 

elegance--- as far as a cemetery can be. However, years of vandalism and neglect 

meshing with whispered rumors of strange lights and shadows, weird anomalies 

appearing on camera film and headstone theft had reduced Lilac Grove as a destination 

for thrill-seekers and connoisseurs of the odd. in the early part of the new century it 

became a bacchanalian site and kicking grounds for teenage problem drinkers and 

amateur Satanists. In the last four years there had been a crack-down on nighttime 

visitors by the police, but daylight still brought the camera and tape recorder carrying 

types. The locals, bored with the folklore and annoyed by the thrill-seekers, tended to 

stay away altogether. The last burial in Lilac Grove took place in 1986. Slim and Future 

Ron took a caller. 

"Uhh ... hello?" a timid male voice said. 



"HEEEeeeeeey, you are on the air with Slim and Future Ron!" said Slim Philson with 

caffeinated enthusiasm, Slim being the more talkative and charismatic with Future Ron 

being a hometown boy, a professional wrestler of limited success and a sort of stoner 

comic relief. 

"Um, Mr. Tremain? How are you this morning?" 
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"Awesome, my man. Nothing less than awesome," said Chad Tremain without much 

awesomeness in his voice. Even the casual listener could tell he had been asked that very 

same question time and time again, in the radio studio, at university lectures, at 

paranormal conventions and anywhere people would raise a hand or ask a question. 

"Uh, yeah, that's ... um, good. Anyways, concerning Lilac Grove, I. .. wanted to ask your 

opinion about the legend of Old Ick. Y'see, I have a theory that Old Ick is actually a 

signal of the end of days. He has been around for years, but, um, you see in the Biblical 

scheme of events, that is less than a day. A heartbeat! Y'see, I was reading the Bible the 

other day. Revelations to exact, where .... " 

Shel turned off the radio. The caller began to get that over-excited fever pitch manic 

tone. Shel hated that over the edge tone; the late night cable T.V. evangelists hell-bent 

on nothing less than a wipe-out of the world and all it's occupants, repenting holy men 

getting their holy wands sexually serviced under their pulpit, crazy-ass loons who kept 

the world wrapped in fear, hate and ignorance. Shel hated all of it. He still loved his 

brother because Catholics seemed less loud, hysterical, or militant than some of the other 

faiths, at least in the 20th century. Shel had enough issues with them to drop out of ''the 

practice of Popery" as his Lutheran ex-father-in-law so diplomatically described Shel's 

belief and his daughter's adopted faith. As far as local legends, ghosties, beasties, and 



20 

things that bump inside your head in the night, Shel had seen some things. There were 

the "cloudy people" that paid unannounced visits when Shel was a little boy. Odd 

shadows that shouldn't have appeared when they did, voices following him, a colorless 

thing that leaned against the closet door when he first got to sleep in a "big boy bed." He 

had to have been too young to remember that far back, but he did. At one point, 

adolescence maybe, these feelings and visions ceased. He lost the ghosts and gained a 

talent for a killer curve ball at the same time. Oddly, the ghosts never truly bothered him 

and he never felt threatened so it wasn't a leftover reason for his current death wish. He 

could handle a haunting on his own turf. Unfamiliar surroundings saturated in the 

unknown, however, were not good places for him. That is why he did not look forward 

to his "date" with Juniper helping to rehabilitate Lilac's Grove tomorrow afternoon. 

He was as familiar as anyone in Churches Point about folldore icon Old Ick. Old Ick was 

supposedly prowling inside and on the outskirts of the cemetery perimeter long before 

Lilac Grove was reduced to a Mecca for ghost-enthusiasts, discount minions of Lucifer, 

and a urinal for vagrants and vandals. So-called eye witnesses have described Old Ick as 

a tall, gaunt, shadow person-a sort of featureless wraith. A more poetic elaboration on 

this hometown myth claimed that to look directly in Old Ick's face is to die from fright or 

heart failure. Shel wanted to know how that could be proven, if witnessing this 

boogeyman's mug rendered said eye witness dead. He also wanted to know why in the 

hell an oldies station would employ an on-air personality named Future Ron. Shel 

gripped the knob custom installed on his steering wheel ( called a "suicide handle" by 

greaser and hot-rod types, and illegal as all hell in the state of Wisconsin.. The irony of 



the name was not lost on Shel) and turned out on to Commerce Street. He parked the 

truck in the small lot in back of the Skybox, climbed out of the cab and took another 

whiff of the morning air, wishing that his fridge at home had been well-stocked. The 

offer of Ariel's "ass-kicking breakfast" would have been a welcome start to this day. 
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Shel could smell saliva-inducing aromas coming from the Lighthouse Cafe across the 

street. He would eventually have to head over there for an early lunch. He stood out at 

the storefront of the Skybox and observed Commerce Street as ifhe was the king and 

high emperor of it all. There was of course the Lighthouse Cafe and its banquet of 

smells, there was the Tanning Lagoon tanning salon, which owner Marlene Rikard (a 

form.er fling) spilled the sounds of Calypso, reggae, and Jimmy Buffet's odes to fun­

loving wino living through the outdoor speakers. There were numerous eateries 

including Marco's Pizza Lounge and The Globe Bistro, as well as other non-eating 

establishments such as Lou Sternitski's Music Shoppe, a handful of used and new 

bookstores, The Gaslight Coffee Shoppe and it's punkier, slumier, worn couch cousin 

The Nite Shift Grind, taverns that had been in existence since Shel was a child and 

storefronts that seemed to change hands every other season. Churches Vale Holistic 

Medicine and Acupuncture Clinic and Saffron's Massage and Meditation were two of the 

newer arrivals. Shel blocked out the scenery and subtracted sites one by one until he saw 

Churches Vale as he knew it when he was first aware of Commerce Street in Churches 

Vale. A busy central Avenue, yes, but Commerce was the only busy street. There was 

no university, and no more than one radio station. Shel remembered his Grandmama 

talcing him and his brother to one of the first fast food restaurants in Churches Vale as a 

child. It was called Robby's and was sort of a poor man's version of McDonalds at the 
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time. It must have been about 1967 or so, before the medical center took hold and the 

city blossomed into what it was today. The elderly counterwoman pronounced ketchup 

as "catsup." That cracked Shel up as a young kid. Shel remembered his Grandmama as 

slightly ahead of her time in dress, thought and attitude. Grandmama would have been a 

typical grandma now, but back then she rather stood apart from the breed of women over 

55. She wore bright colors, swore in front of Shel and Ian, hugged and kissed them 

openly in public places, laughed out loud, drank a Miller High Life every afternoon and 

kept boyfriends until she began to forget her first name, which was the appropriately 

regal name Alexandria. Her first name was Edith at birth. She changed it at age 30, 

already a mother and newly divorced. She was indeed ahead of the times. Shel loved her 

madly. Now she was gone, his Mom was gone by way oflung cancer, and his Dad lived 

in Georgia with his third wife. His brother Ian decided after a nasty ending to an 

engagement to become a priest. It seemed like a practical choice seeing as he was 

already a deacon and hopeless with women. The paths of life were often sad, always 

unpredictable, and most certainly weird. There was no debating that little fact. But for 

now business was calling. There were dollars to be taken from the sweaty mitts of 

customers both young and old in exchange for a perceived closeness to their athletic 

objects of idol worship. Keys to the kingdom were at the ready he walked to the back 

alley entrance and let himself in. He surveyed his minor kingdom: all sports posters, 

memorabilia, autographed photos, team oriented clocks took up most of the wall space. 

Officially licensed sports jerseys hung from racks, and table upon table as well as the 

long glass case were filled with boxes of sports cards. Unlike the mall sports and card 

shops, the Skybox had a welcoming, communal, organic feel. It was like a neighborhood 
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tavern without the happy hour specials, cigarette smoke and video poker machines. Shel 

strolled to his back office area after starting the brew process in the ancient Mr. Coffee. 

His office was as chaotic as the store part was orderly. An antique oak desk covered with 

receipts and paperwork, an old leather desk chair he scored for a mere $5 on a rwnmage 

sale, a computer and monitor, and old adding machine, a dorm-sized refrigerator, and a 

bulletin board sitting on the floor behind boxes with multi-color post-it sized notes 

thumb-tacked to it. This was Shel's "Reasons to Live" board. ·when a decent and serious 

reason to live popped into his often cloudy skull, he would immediately write it down and 

pin it to the board. When the countdown to his birthday in February was up, he would 

weigh the options---live or die. Shel didn't keep a "Reasons to Die" board. Those gray 

slips of paper were already posted inside his cloudy head and sometimes pinned inside 

his ribcage. He opened a drawer and shuffled through the rainbow of paper slips. He 

found one, bright orange like a sun at six in the morning. Taking a felt-tipped pen he 

wrote: 

Mornings when Ariel stops by 

He stared at what he wrote and felt embarrassed. "What the hell am I doing? Fuck all, 

she's just a girl, a little girl, goddamn it," he muttered. As he was about to crumple up 

the slip of paper, he realized again his honest lack of interest in her sexually. He 

remembered her standing like an actress and parting the curtains in his living room that 

morning. She was his little light-bringer, his little Morningstar. When he realized that 

light-bringer and Morningstar were also biblical names for the pre-fallen Devil, he 
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couldn't help but chuckle. Yes, she was as well. She tended to cheer him when he 

needed it. He decided not to analyze everything to death. His prosthetic arm began to 

throb slightly. Phantom pains. An aching from an arm that was not longer there. He had 

them ever since losing his arm three years ago. He imagined he would always have them. 

He needed to see about getting fitted for something else, something a bit more realistic 

than the clamp. If he decided to live, that is. The note got posted. Now it was time to 

open his living to the mass public. 

After Shel turned on the neon "open" sign, unlocked the front doors and helped himself 

to the first of his morning cups of fortitude, he decided to drop in on Mental Dalkinson 

next door. He eyed the front door. Nobody would probably even be in for the next 15 

minutes or so. If they did, he would see them from The Vault's storefront window next 

door and even be able to watch them from the camera monitor he insisted that Mental 

have installed. He whistled a tune and headed for the old over-painted side door that 

linked the two stores together and went the dimly lit narrow hallway furnished with tacky 

faux brick paneling that must have been the height of swank in the mid-1970's and burnt 

orange carpet with swirling designs that made one dizzy to look at while walking. He 

waJked through the door to find Mental sitting on top of the counter staring outside the 

storefront window through a section that wasn't plastered with concert and CD release 

posters. 

"Hey, Jarhead," Said Shel. 

"What's up, Skeletor," answered Mental without turning his head. 
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Mental Dalkinson was 29, a former Marine and veteran of the Middle East conflict. He 

was of medium height, ropey and sinewy in a way soldiers are and had yet to allow . 

himself to turn civilian soft. He kept the high and tight haircut as well. Mental was also 

probably the mellowest human being Shel had ever met. Shel was never in the military, 

but he always stereotyped a Marine to be a beer-swilling, wild-ass killing machine. Not 

only did Mental seem to be in a perpetual state of Zen and grace, but he also never swore 

and religiously stopped at t\.vo beers. To the best of his knowledge and recollection, Shel 

had never seen Mental get into a bar fight, but he had seen him break up several, even to 

the point of getting the combatants to shake hands, or in one surreal case, to hug. Using 

the terms of endearment that Marines call other Marines over the age of 28, Mental took 

to referring to Shel as Father Time, Grim Reaper, and his personal favorite, Skeletor. 

Shel hated any pokes at his perceived old age, but he figured it was his patriotic duty to 

allow Mental Dalkinson, The Serene Marine, to have some fun at his expense every now 

and then. Shel noticed the warm monotone yet urgent voice of Leonard Cohen coming 

over the sound system. Mental was wearing camouflage pants, Doc Martens, and a black 

t-shirt that had DEA TH TO FALSE METAL across the chest in red letters. Shel walked 

over to face Mental, who had yet to avert his eyes from the window. Shel was mystified 

as to how this man could have gotten the dubious nickname of Mental, a tag that 

screamed violent psychosis, rampant chaos, or slow wit. Three things that Mental surely 

was not. His military days? Mental never offered war stories and Shel didn't ask just as 

Mental, a baseball nut, never asked Shel about his brief stint in the majors. It was a solid 

friendship. 

"Jeezus, Mental! Settle down already! You're much too wired, son." 
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No response except for Mental's sharp shoulders lifting ever so slightly and dropping in a 

silent sigh. 

"Sheila left me," said Mental in the slow, Midwestern version of a drawl. 

"Sheila? The cute teller at your credit union with the sweet legs? Goddamn man, I'm 

sorry. How long were you seeing her? Two months?" Shel began to straighten the CD 

shelves for Mental. A lone customer came in. A short man with trendy eyeglass frames, 

iongish hair, biue jeans, white v-neck t-shirt and a rumpled charcoal colored sport coat. 

Doubtlessly, he was one of the university professors. 

"And three weeks," answered Mental, trying to keep an even tone to his voice. "She 

started moving her things out yesterday." 

"Moving her---whoa! Hold the phone! You let her move in so soon?" 

Mental tilted his head forward, his prominent chin touching his upper torso. "Yeah, she 

still has some clothes and photo albums. She's going back to her ex-husband in 

Michigan. She wants to make it work out. She wants to work things out two years after 

the fact. She says I don't communicate, that I don't let her in. That's what she told me. I 

don't let her in." 

"You think?!" Shel said turning from his task before realizing that it was not the most 

sensitive comment he could've offered. He noticed a slight glistening in Mental's right 

eye. The forming of a tear. Raw emotion surfacing from the Serene Marine! Shel was 

both fascinated yet panicked. He couldn't stand seeing others in emotional pain, but to 

witness Mental Dalkinson break down crying would seriously screw with his delicate 

balance of reality. He walked over to face him. 



'"Hey, hey, hey. Cancel that shit. You're a mad dog. The American bad-ass! The 

human heart is like Tupperware. You'll endure." 
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Mental shook his head slowly. "I dunno, Shel. Sheila was something special, something 

new to me. I think I loved her. I think she loved me." 

"Love!" said Shel. "It wasn't long enough to be love. Two months--.:." 

"And three weeks," Mental interjected. 

" ... does NOT add up to love. Lust, yes. Love no. The only love you two were in was 

the kind below the waist. Trust me. Better to find out now. A break-up is far cheaper 

than a divorce." Shel lingered over Mental's coffee maker sniffing. "And furthermore, 

there are far worse things than being alone. Holy crap, is this that Chocolat Royale 

blend?" 

"Yep. Help yourself: Shel." 

"Fucking A," Shel said as he reached for a cup beside the coffee maker. The man in the 

rumpled sport coat carried four CDs over to the register. Mental momentarily shook off 

whatever emotional anguish he was in and nimbly jumped over the counter and began to 

ring up the purchase. 

"Shel, the thing is, I can't just open up all of the time. I let Sheila in further than anyone, 

and I mean anyone else. I'm talking my mom, dad, sister, you ... anyone. It was only two 

months and three weeks and I let her in. But I can't force it. Not all of it and not all at 

once. I can't open whenever she asks me to. I'm not like this store. I can't ... " Mental 

searched for the right words, shook his head sadly and gave up. He looked at the last CD 

he was ringing up and gave the customer an appreciative eye contact and head nod. 

"Manowar. Vintage old school New York metal. Niiiiice." 
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Shel looked at them and stifled calling both of them on what he perceived as an utter and 

hopeless lack of musical taste. He felt the need to shake Metal out of this communal 

session of hack music fandom and bend his ear back to the fruits of his hard-earned 

wisdom. 

"Listen, kiddo. Women expect that. They thrive on that shit. They are not evil. Not 

mostly, anyways. They mean well for the most part. But they crave the feelings and the 

emotions and the tossing it all out on the ti:ible." Shel said with the conviction of an old­

time preacher. The man in the sports coat clutched his CDs and listened as well. Shel 

had an audience, and he was taking advantage of it. "Those of us with dicks? It's alien 

territory. So what you gotta do is a little improv. If you are not willing to toss it all on 

the table, you got to make shit up. Keep them happy and pacified. Shed a few tears if 

you are theatrically trained, too. Whatever. Thing is, they love talk and you got to know 

how to give them some." 

"So you are saying it's moral to lie to a woman who loves you?" asked Mental. 

"No, no, no, you dumb-ass. It's not lying per se. It's more like, uh ... " Shel quit talking 

and took a sip of coffee and looked up at the ceiling. "Look, you're a stoic kind of guy. 

You swallow your emotions, yes? Your grandparents on your mom's side, they're 

Russian, correct?" 

Mental nodded an affirmative. 

"Well no shit, Sherlock. There you go," Shel said as if on to an epiphany. 

Mental cocked his head in Shel's direction, waiting for a follow-up or explanation. When 

none was forthcoming, he sighed silently again as Leonard Cohen sang about taking up 

residence in the Tower of Song. The man in the v-neck t-shirt and sports coat grimaced 
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at Shel, shook his head, headed for the door and paused as if he suddenly had the perfect 

rejoinder. He turned back, cleared his throat. Shel looked at him with a hooded look he 

once reserved for uniformed men nervously twirling wooden regulation bats above 

batting helmets. The man opened his mouth, closed it and made for the exit. Normally 

Shel would've kept an open discussion arena, but for now he was convinced that what 

Mental needed were the facts. Anything less, such as theory or opinion would send the 

Serene Marine on an emotional tailspin that Shel might not have the experience or 

patience to rescue him from. Shel decided that at this moment he had the facts, and 

wasn't shy about offering them up as if they were courtroom evidence. 

"Tell you what, Halloween night you and I are going to go out and drink some beers and 

catch some live music. The Dapper Badger. Ariel's band is playing. They're loud, out 

of tune, and obnoxious. They'll be right up your alley. It'll be a good time. What do 

you say?" 

"What you doing tomorrow night?" Mental asked. 

"Tomorrow afternoon is dedicated to Juniper and Lilac's Grove. She's trying to 

rehabilitate the place. You can rehabilitate a drunk, a druggie, certain criminals, and an 

abused dog. But a cemetery? It's all too much. Too much, I tell you. She is one freaky­

ass broad." Shel gazed off into the distance in exasperation. He looked over at Mental 

who appeared disappointed. 

"But I don't, however, anticipate being out there all night. In fact, I could swing by your 

place around eight or nine or so. I could bring over a movie or maybe there is something 

decent on cable. Either way, you got to buck up. We'll get you back out there in 

circulation. Chicks dig a soldier. Just you wait and see. Your problem is that you are 



not choosy enough. Sheila wants her ex back. Screw her, then. It's time to drop the 

grief and adopt some rage. Get pissed-offl She messed with your mind. Forget the 

bitch." 
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"Don't - call -Sheila- a -bitch," Mental said slowly, methodically with a touch of anger 

under a thin ice surface. Shel took notice. Damn. He suddenly realized. The goofy 

bastard really did love her. Go figure. 

"She had her reasons, I suppose. I'm not bitter. Just sad and disappointed." 

"Okay, cancel the bitch reference. Add in princess, grace, muse, goddess, what the fuck 

ever, just get over it all. You are one suave bastard. You are the strong, silent type. You 

are the type that makes women loopy. We'll get you laid again in no time at all." Shel 

set down his coffee cup and backslapped Mental. 

"I appreciate you, Skeletor," Mental said as he slid off the counter and lifted his arms as 

if to hug Shel. 

"Mental, I realize that you probably have the training and ability to kill me in several 

different and interesting ways, but if you try to hug me in plain view from the sidewalk I 

swear to God and my mother's grave I will slug you with my clamp." 

Mental smirked, knowing Shel was bluffing, but dropped his arms anyways; Shel ran 

over to the used Lp bins and began rummaging through the letter "R." "Yes," he said. 

"Here. Take this home and play it. Both sides! Continuously or as long as necessary. 

This, my man, will get you through." It was the Ramone's debut album. ''Nobody can 

possibly be depressed listening to the Ramones. And don't pussy out and settle for any 

CD or mp3 bullshit, either. Do the vinyl --- hisses, pops and the works." Shel walked 

over and shoved the album at Mental. There were traces of a smile forming on the comer 
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ofMental's lips. Shel leaned with him against the counter and reached for his coffee cup. 

Outside a young mother pushed a stroller. The sun was brilliant. Leaves danced down 

and along the sidewalk. Shel felt a rare sense of peace. He had made himself useful and 

available. Between Ariel, Mental, and his pursuit of Juniper, the scales oflife and death 

felt like they were dipping towards life's favor. But today was an exception, a good day, 

aching phantom limb and all. There were many that were not. There were the 

nightmares of deep water and guilt that still ate away at what remained of him on most 

days. But not today. Today was ice cream. Today was that first kiss between awkward 

lovers. Today was the smell of a fresh box of Crayolas. Today was good enough, and 

well worth living. 

On the overhead monitor, six sports card fans milled about like sheep without a shepherd, 

like souls in a black and white purgatory, wearing trademark jerseys and caps, confused 

and looking for one Mr. Shel McGrain inside his minor kingdom he dubbed The Skybox . 

••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
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Seer of Angels and Demons 

My Great-Grandmother 
spoke of top hat men floating 
and disappearing through the fog and pines, 
earthbound fires lent by the sky 
waltzing through the barns in an age 
when Death strolled rural Wisconsin 
like a wounded suitor. 

My Father dreams of dogs he had to have put asleep, 
chastises lingering deceased former homeowners 
for creeping up on him while remodeling basements. 
He saw a denim-:jacketed, lantern-eyed demon 
drillking solo in a roadside north.em Illinois bar, 
set fire to a ouija board that got weird on him. 
Screams from a bodiless shadow 
Still ring in his ears. 

My Mother feels lives fleeting 
before the phone's verification 
or obituary ink drying on newsprint. 
Maybe this explains her in Wal-Mart after midnight, 
writing letters until sunrise. 

Grandma heard children giggling in her living room 
as she lie awake in bed. Grandpa was buried two days earlier. 
Normally fear would overtake her, 
but she fell back asleep untroubled. 
My Grandpa months before death 
patted the heads of children only he could see. 

I have wasted rolls of film in cemeteries after dark, 
confounded tarot readers with my white noise aura, 
Walked bored and empty through rooms 
that gave psychics the creeps. 
I stood drunk and defiant chanting a dead witch's name 
while facing blackened mirrors. 
When I opened my eyes I saw my own reflection, 
confused, heartsick, hungry to touch the unholy or divine, 

the same bloody set of eyes I stare down each morning, 
the only wraith following me through reflective glass. 



Wood Yards, Foundries, Heavy Snow ... 

There was no security to turn me 
away. Just a maze 
through timber walls 
and December's marshes, 
separating school from 
a roof I called Home. 
No clocks weighed my mind, 
Bible verses and math equations 
mentally emptied like daily garbage. 
A nurturing leak of pollution 
rose savior grin high from brick stacks, 
makingdarkskiesgrayerthan 
dreary manna in a false promise 
of future paychecks. 

The soot-caked foundry stood, 
a target of imagination, 
twisting into any dark 
comic book tribulation 
I lent it. Stray workhorse trucks, 
standing industrial bones, 
scattered my way, doors unlocked. 
I'd climb inside ifl was sure nobody 
was around, sit on cracked upholstered 
seats, wrenching the steering wheel 
away from the years others 
try to recapture, stewing in 
oiled musk of steady union employ, 
futures ensured or cheated, 
behind milky windshields. 
Imagining I had the guts 
to twist the ignition key, 
prodding rusted pistons with flame, 
hauling me across colorless fields. 

I was ten years-old 
and already longing. 



Tackling Shoplifters 

Pushing shopping carts in the snow, 
a thermos of schnapps hidden 
from the managers in the parcel pick-up area. 
It was thirty below, wind chill inclusion. 
This is how 
I celebrated the death of the 1980's, 
working part-time, tackling shoplifters 
no younger or poorer than I. 
Singing to myself in the backroom, 
feeling as lost as a chance 
with a drunken dream girl 
who had no chance 
to find me again 
once the cops closed the party down. 
We drank together, all us 24-hour lost souls, 
made mix tape soundtracks 
of the hours and days we' cl kill, 
those promises spilling off beer-heavy tongues, 
"You should move on college boy, 
wasting your life in frozen food aisles ... " 
With box cutter knives, hoping the '90's 
and our bad luck would finally 
pay off in some dim way. 
That night, a rented motel room, 
a bathtub of ice and bottles, 
captured and lost somewhere on video. 
We held on to our lives at that point 
like icicle-adorned handles of shopping carts 
outside during the last day of December 
or maybe the ankles of a panicked kid 
falling face first on hard tile 
broke and desperate for a pack ofMalboro Lights. 



How to Save the Dying In a 24 Hour Supermarket 

Those walking and shattered after dark,. 
skulls thick with spiders and smoke, 
green mouths and red carpet tongues, 
sticky with oblivion's welcoming committee. 

Faces white-washed under florescent lighting, 
cloistered of closed registers, 
of all the forgotten songs, "Love Will Tear Us Apart" 
spills from the overhead speakers like an after-thought. 

A single mother, second shift refugee, a cart 
of juice drink boxes and· lunch meat, draws his eyes, 
full and panicked as bloody summer moons, 
summoning the light of a heaven, 
or Christ, or a patron saint oflost causes, 
her chapped lips mouth the words 
"It will all be okay. Go home. Sleep." 
His hands pull away the bottles, allowing 
the laundry and dish soaps to pass, the oranges 
colliding like dancing suns across the black conveyer. 



For the Girls Whose Names Once Graced Toilet Stalls 

You walked between classes, your hair 
veiling your face with eyes 
cast down on swirling tiled floor. 
You were the talk of morning study hall, 
your name a magic marker headline 
on vendetta tiles. Your shade of eye shadow 
was your penalty, you held textbooks 
against your breasts like a shield 
against varsity team leers. "Slut." 
That word flowed effortlessly 
off adolescent tongues like shower water 
down a locker room drain 
until you yourself 
believed it to be true. 

May you have all made 
your grand escape, wherever you are. 
May you come to learn trust, 
streaming with the sun 
through venetian blinds to awaken you. 
Your walk straight and defiant. Your name 
not scrawled in jagged lines, but in calligraphy 
by a hand smoother than summer. A hand 
of the one who lights the doorway, 
waiting, says "I've missed you" 
before your shoes can leave your feet. 



Rings of Jupiter 

I became aware that I could take life 
at about age five, tossing and catching a guinea pig 
so he could feel the sun's warmth. 
I also somehow thought he might enjoy it. 
There have since been men I believed I could kill, 
but never another animal. 

My mother relinquished visitation 
of me at an early age. Strange I never questioned why. 
I played among fire trucks and squad cars, 
lolled myself towards sleep listening 
to my dad's Johnny Cash 8-tracks 
and eating alphabet soup. 
My dad's nurse girlfriend was the first woman 
I'd seen naked. Together we showered 
after a day at the beach. Again, I believe I was five, 
maybe six, hard to tell, 
but I believe I loved her more than he. 
She bought me books of horses, read to me 
from encyclopedias, taught me about rings of Saturn. 
I insisted Jupiter sounded like a planet 
that ought to contain rings. When she left 
I forced myself to forget her and my mother both. 

Insomniac nights, I long to be Batman. 

I've shaken the hand of a supervisor's wife 
minutes after jerking-off in a toilet stall out of boredom. 



(cont.) 
High school beat art and poetry out of me. 
I've waged holy war to reclaim both. 
The more poems I write the less it seems 
old friends continue to phone. 

The songs of Paul Westerberg have healed me 
more than Shakespeare, Chaucer, or the Bible. 

Some Sunday mornings I miss mass and holy communion. 
I fashion Hail Marys and Our Fathers 
out of solitude, self-inflicted gunshots, 
and circular prisms adorning planets 
named after forgotten gods. 



Milltown Tavern, Open at 7:00a.m. 
For James Wright 

It's a nice enough place, 
polished wood, brass. 
The glasses are spotless. 
It's the right kind of dark 
for after an after third shift morning, 
the neon and Venetian blinds 
keep the newborn sun at bay. 
The sounds are alright, 
ice cubes colliding and syrupy voices, 
the CD jukebox contains 
anything that was listenable 
from the last three decades. 

We sit and stare ourselves down, 
order another two for one rail mixer 
alone in instamatic dreams. 
We imagine gray primer jacked-up Olds Cutlass 
driven all through high school 
with low, greasy Cherry Bomb 
glass-pack exhaust thunder 
idling in the orange gravel lot out back. 

We secretly wait for the girl, 
hair the color of fenced horses at play, 
who left lipstick signatures in yearbooks 
to stand in the open door, 
sunlight seeping through her dress, 
silhouetting her painfully perfect 
18 year-old figure. 

We wait with fist-clenched guts 
for the best years of our lives 
to wake up already and arrive. 



The White Bobcat 
dream memoir 

When sleep taps lucid eyes, 
of fluorescent and falling snow, 

he blends with fog. 

Some north.em feline god 
has come slumming, clawing, 
scraping the bowl of my skull. 

I once figured him Death, 
but all I love stays alive during 
waking hours. Not everything pale 
drags a grave behind them. 

Why does he find me? I am hardly 
a native, far from mystic, and spiritually 
handicapped. We find ourselves 
in vacation cabins of forgotten home movies, 
staring each other down before he leaps, 
clawing the door latch and darting out 
to where the ruby eyes of the loon pin-pricks 
the night and fish shimmy and dodge 
barbed, feathered hooks under surface. 

Beyond the door, one last quandary---

The wolf waits among an orchard of meat, 
tail hung low, swaying orchestral. 



Moonroof 

Blame the sunrise, 
and the comfort 
of her walls. Vacant Sundays, 
we lay awake without leaving. 
the sheets that wrap us like gifts 
before noon. 

By afternoon, disappearance 
is her only true talent. A red plastic radio, 
a Formica table, an empty photo album. 
Doesn't the sky look like 
a balloon on fire? 

She's chasing a vague idea oflove, 
through a snake of rain, 
going east, following 
some pornographic Star of Bethlehem, 
the zodiac through the moonroof, 
a tom map, an outdated governor's signature, 
and two bloodshot eyes. 

Lanes expand and narrow, 
the double-line perpetual, 
Roadside scenes shift and leer 
like aged photographs flipped 
through the calloused hand 
of an unrepentant sinner, 
leaning against a player piano 
at a tourist trap in a dead end town. 



Beyond (Murdock & Harrison Street) 

Our neighborhood died all around us 
In building, blood and bone. Across the way 
A chimney rose above factory rubble, giving 
The finger to all the wrecking balls of the world. 
A partial wall and furnace standing, bricks jagged as bad dentistry 
Fall-out and failure christened in spray paint and shattered glass. 

The elderly drunk next door rolled his own cigs, 
Raised tomatoes and cucumbers through sawed-off plastic 
Bottles of cheap brandy and vodka,'. Cinderblocks suspended 
A crude flame-job hot-rod up the alley, a leaf-filled hot-tub surrounded 
By crabgrass and dog shit beyond backyard shrubs. 

Under streetlight I spoke with a man two houses down, 
As he kept his Jack Russell terrier barely contained at the end of a leash. 
The next morning his heart broke free of a leash of its own, 
Next of kin gathered for a yard sale, fire pit and half barrel. 
On the lawn, a lifetime of power tools, fishing tackle and folding tables. 

You left a ring with note attached from you under our steamed mirror. 
So I found another house prone to gravity in another dying neighborhood, 
With rain-water basement lakes and squirrels shifting in the attic. 
I drank homemade rail-mixers and watched the walls bloom 
With fresh coats of paint, mastering the discipline of amnesia. 

Some days there was sunlight left in my ribcage. 
Most nights I simply longed to burn. 



Eulogy for a Landlord 
For Louie Borden 

His last advisory gems were: 
1. Get yourself a "honey" to share 
the rent with, if nothing else. 
2. You are one hell 
of a good-looking guy, 
but lose about 25-30 pounds. 
3. Get a goddamn life. 

He died on my birthday. 
Few things more bracing 
than house-bound men 
hooked to oxygen telling you 
to get a life. 

But he was forgiven tenfold, 
last of a kind, 
choosing truth over plastic tact. 
Taldng pulls and drags 
offhand-rolled cigs and cases of Blatz, 
dealing cribbage cards 
until the sweetest end. 

As a kid he loved comic books 
and to steal free into movies. 
HemadeWW2 
sound like the time of his life; 
a heavy-artillery frat party in France 
with sweet women, 
unworldly wine and nightly dances. 
The plainest girl was always the one to pick. 
She would cradle your war-gutted heart, 
listen to your broken French, 
love you with an instinctive power 
pretty girls could never understand. 

He gambled with :friends, 
birthed carnations and tomatoes towards heavy bloom, 
ventured out for drinks at The Cheating Heart. 
I was glad to see him in a flannel shirt, 
sans make-up in his casket 
Garnished at the wake 
with tobacco pouches, 
packs of playing cards 
and 3 Musketeers bars. 

Louie, I'm still working on finding a woman 
who can understand me, cutting out carbohydrates, 
reading comic books, 
shuffling cards for you alone after sw1set, 
plotting the remains 
of all my future calendars. 



Mix Tapes 

She misses the age of Aqua Net, White Rain mousse, 
pastels, and Molly Ringwald's box office royalty. 
Child-free with two divorces in her rearview mirror, 
she drives her Toyota Corolla to the city's edge, tears up 
backroads, navigates blind across farm country 
on weekend nights and vacation days. The only destination 
is to get lost. She's made friends with ease, even been asked out a few times, 
but her need for solo road-trips, the perfume of oncoming storms, 
and the snare of gravel's percussion under the fenders 
::ire things the girls at the office could never understand. 
She keeps a travel mug full of Boone's Farm and ice 
and a fresh pack of menthols cigs at the ready. In a box 
that once contained photos, she pulls out one of many mix tapes 
recorded 20 or more years ago, no worse for wear. 
She pops it into a relic tape deck slouched 
on the passenger seat and presses play. 
B-52's Rock Lobster, The Cure's Close To Me, 

early U2, Soft Cell's Tainted Love; New Wave 
classics spilling from tom speakers 
mingle with the early spring air from the open windows. 

She, a time traveler, drives her dad's battered 
stick shift Ford F-150, roaring towards the lake 
to meet her scholarship boy with the nightfall eyes. He'd slide 
his hands under the elastic of her cotton panties, 
push the limits of her heart and live forever, 
slightly vampiric, in Instamatic photos. 
Lightning's wire splits the horizon. She presses 
the pedal with a pedicured, sandaled foot, 
still in that battered pick-up, 
chasing twilight into two decades removed, 
the blurred rows of com, her voice orchestral, 
sweetened with discount wine and Newport lights 
singing word for word 
every lyric to Pretty in Pink. 



Weld 

The face of the man 
whose daughter I lost my virginity to 
stared up at me 
from the obituary pages today. 
His car crossed centerline, 
head-on collisio~ 
three deaths, one day. 

He was a welding instructor 
and I never cared much for him. 
Quick tempered, sulle~ able and willing to 
humiliate his daughters to tears. 
The newsprint celebrated his career and love of family. 
Among others, he was preceded in death 
by a beloved dog. I don't recall any dogs either, 
but that was a couple of decades ago. 

What I remember is his 17 year-old daughter as she was. 
I remember my '79 AMC Concorde 
ith reclining seats and bonfire nights. 

I want to send her a sympathy card, 
but would she recognize the name 
and evolved signature? How to commiserate 
with someone the years sculpted into a stranger, 
how to console over the echoing scream 
of tires, the safety glass like dandelion, 
metal twisting as if by white-hot spark and flame, 
lifting into something new, something terrible. 



Talking to a Woman who feels 
Musical Vibrations, Uninhibited Joy 
and the Right to Suicide 

I spent part of morning 
In a superstore parking lot, not wanting to go inside. 
I needed hand soap, dental floss, fluoride rinse 
And body wash. I sat in my dying Chevy 
Watching December rain behind a cracked windshield 
Listening to Garrison Keillor on National Public radio 
Reading a Kenneth Rexroth poem 
About skiing at 3am in subzero temperatures. 

I spent the later part of the morning back in bed. 
I got only about 2 hours of sleep that night. 
I heard noises I cannot account for. I'm making 
Serious life changes. I talk to God when I can, 
But it is the devil who answers after two a.m. 
He calls me a motherfucker in a monotone voice that sounds 
As if it traveled beyond decades and frequencies. 

I went to a seasonal job late that afternoon, 
Jockeying phones, turning down credit to inner city 
Dwellers and social security recipients 
Wanting to send real Wisconsin cheese to people they loved. 
I strike up conversation with the woman 
In the cubical next to mine. She is a musician 
From Dallas, aged 50 and more driftless than I. 
She couldn't decided between moving to 
Marshfield, WI and NYC. Like me, she settled on family. 
We spoke of the mathematics of music, how sound 
Can supplement you like vitamins, how I am not odd in feeling 
A weird ecstasy in watching my middle niece's facial expressions 
At the baptismal ceremony of niece no.3, 
In the idea that sometimes when you can't give enough 
To an indifferent world you ought to be able 
To turn off the neon, set up a closed sign and take a walk. 
We both agree on Vincent Van Gogh's suicidal right, 
but choose to hang around. There are so many 
chords and vibrations, a gourmet buffet 
Of loved ones expressions, so goddamn many stars 
And sunflowers that have yet to fall upon us. 



The Mutilated Ones 
During WWI, surgeons and sculptors teamed up 
to construct partial life-like masks for French and British soldiers 
facially mutilated beyond repair because of machine gun fire. 

The bullet echoed in my skull 
With the sound of a glass bottle hitting inside 
A porcelain tub. They banned mirrors 
Where I awoke to protect us 
From what this war 
Crafted of our flesh. 
Nuns and nurses try 
To look me in the face without fainting. 
There are benches in the hospital courtyard 
Painted blue to warn young girls of the sight. 

She is making a cast for the half of my face 
They couldn't salvage through the miracle of the knife. 
I panic as the plaster engulfs me. 
I am back in the trenches, 
I hold back the pressure of a scream. 

Copper mask held on by a pair of spectacles, 
Galvanized, the weight of air, no thicker than paper. 
She paints on the enamel as I wear it 
For the first time, matching skin tone. She tells me 
That men without noses are beautiful, 
Like marble statues. 

My love, in the bedroom's dark with mask removed, 
And you trace this map of scar tissue, 
Will your hands cradle a monster, 
Or the chipped, weathered 
Chiseled image of a Greek warrior 
Once young, gorgeous, fierce. 



Her Cancer 

I suddenly see silver in my hair. These days 
Have carved worry around my eyes like dull lightning. 
There have been too many summers between me 
And a lack of care. The quickening of time 
Sucker punches me, mortality awakens upon 
The faces of all I love, creeping like brush fire. 

Poetry cannot harness, only recognize. Days spill off 
Like parade float tissue in a downpour, highways clogged 
In the afternoon pungent with asphalt and gasoline, zombies 
Lurching towards the factory gates, rummage sales, melting 
Ice caps, yearbooks and bridesmaid shoes 
Collecting dust and mildew underneath the basement stairs. 

I dare not write her into all this. To do so would feel 
Too close to eulogy. I will only speak of her in a telephone voice 
That prods her into keeping appointments, urges her 
To stay for another handful of decades, wishing I could 
Trade places. She has no talent for needles. 

Love unconditional is stronger than chemo or witchcraft, 
But is no fountain or grail. I stare down the edge of 40 
Like a gunfighter, no children, no marriage, no guarantees. 
Family, friends, memories, so much sweetness to be stolen. 
These blank photo album pages and vacant picture frames talk to me. 

"Lonely?" they ask. "Stick around a while." 

"You haven't even begun 
To learn the meaning of the word." 



Primavera 

I can't explain my sullen nature 
or its shadowy arrivals. I drink whiskey sours 
in this Italian restaurant and storm clouds descend. 
You speak of marriages, I know your needs. 
People change, all wear masks sideways. 
I say as much draping our table in silence. 
I reach for bread and olive oil, desperate 
for truce. The conversation around us 
unnerves me. Winter drifts through 
our table wi_.ndow, I would risk 
our lives together for an escape clause. 

My plate of gnocchi arrives in white sauce 
and peas. I confused primavera for a red sauce. 
Accept it or send it back? A drunken father, 
toothless, relief map face, slurs as his 
children laugh at him. Will this dish be wasted 
if returned? Murals and faux statues 
glare, burning through me. Capacity seating eyes 
seem in wait or judgment. 
You may love me all you wish, 
I will one day disappoint you. 



Bicyclists & Lightning at 4:00am 

Early riser, insomniac, third shift disciple, 
From my kitchen window, with all lights off, I survey the street. 
Above, the sky is an electric diorama, all ambitionless grey and plum hue 
With jagged wires of flame, paparazzi bulbs from all the world's comers 
Silhouetting phone lines and treetops. Suddenly I see them, 
A man and woman of undetermined age, dressed if off to a picnic 
Or party on a yacht, all white shorts and sweaters, and riding a bicycle built for two. 
Unrattled by the lightning above, the hollow lack of thunder and prornise of deluge, 
They peddle with a lazy ease and grace as if they just bought 
The world's o\vner' s manual. He turns his head to speak. She tilts 
Back her head back, parted lips laugh with eyes closed like a B-film actress. 
I watch them as the radio plays a forgotten song 
From easier days, early to mid-90's or so, 
Lyrics about some Gen-X townie being chased by the cops, 
Crashing some old lover's apartment after-hours because 
There is simply no place left to go. 



Single 

All rm trying to say 
is that I don't miss the gleaning knives 
that grew from our tongues. 
I do still miss your arms after dar~ 
but I traded our lives 
for a one bedroom apartment, 
no-lease, paid water, 
with appliances 
and self-cleaning oven, 

and tonight 
I'm far gone on this brandy. 

What I mean to tell you is 
the moon panicked last night, 
and my heart raised hell 
like a jailed drunk 
who even after the beatings 
refuses to go down. 



Forget About the Sound of Her Voice 
When It's 3a.m. and Snowing 

Instead, concentrate on how 
the house across the way 
resembles a wistful, rectangular skull, 
windows given eyes of intellect 
by way of electric holiday candles. 
Imagine the blizzard as falling purity, 
reflecting streetlight, a glowing gift, 
teaser of dawn. Enjoy the lack of headlights, 
a police or ambulance siren 
the sole whisper and proof of the living. 

Instead brace yourself for these colorless months 
and abbreviated days, 
relearning to sleep in the middle 
of a queen size bed, dreaming 
of lilacs, mosquitoes and rain. 



Lucid Dreams of Former Residence 

I pass structures, spray-painted, condemned, fallen, 
and they rise like the bored or the damned 
through rich, pungent asphalt. 

I walk their rooms again, 

my mind stepping across worn carpet, stealing glances 
at peeling plaster before slow-motion 
diving through milky window panes, 
all sunshine and Polaroid colors. 

The ripe green blades 
Rush forth to kiss me. 

There have been many empty nights spent 
alone, and emptier nights 
spent with others, vagrant squirrels 
squatting in the attic, dead voices asking 
"why?" from the crawlspace, furnaces 
wrenched loose and set to yawn a sweet little hell. 

There has been wall punctuation 
with fists and boots and rusty keys 
into the wrong locks, 
love full-blown and minimalized, 
shedding dogs, Sunday papers, 
coffee cups and handcuffs, 
lost jobs and God's little hand-outs, 
engagement rings and diabetic cats, 
lilacs and drunken phone calls, 
garage beams, nylon rope, and Christmas wreaths, 
cigarettes pushing against my forearms 
through photos of her and beyond. 

I reach, god-like through every room, 
not ready to abandon this dingy past 
from my waking life. A face I recognize 
from every ragged window resembles mine, 
a flood of dancing faces and eyes 
washing thick and gelatin 
down the streets and avenues 
I held as high and lonesome as any place 
I ever dared to call my home. 



To Die Alone 

"Marry at least before 
age 50. You shouldn't have 
to die alone." 

A weird request; 
the dying part, not the marrying part. 
As if dying was a team sport, a potluck dinner, 
the Great American Road Trip. 

Not that there is a lot of choice 
in the matter. Being sealed away 
in a private pyramid with a favorite donkey 
and a few faithful if unlucky servants 
is sadly no longer an option. 

Still, I understand what she means 
about not dying alone, and in some other ways 
it may be feasible. The lucky see 
deceased loved ones welcome them 
when the lights dim. 
Some see Christ, some angels 
in the form of an overhead wasp. 
There are usually two beds per hospital room, 
chemotherapy chairs standing side by side. 

Still others pull into driveways of homes 
lit like cathedrals with shadows against curtains, 
sole survivors of a subtle catastrophe, 
unable to kill the headlights and engine, 
unafraid of a solo exit, 
with a fear of drowning 
in the midst of an audience. 



The Night before the Morning 

Where will you be standing 
On the night before the morning the world puts up the closed sign? 
Will you be one of the few 
And feel the fabric of flesh and history 
Tom wide into continuous sleep and night? 
What will the soundtrack be? I'm thinking garage rock, do-wop, hip-hop 
And chamber music. What songs will spill tinny 
Out of ear phones of ipods and car stereos 
When sunset arrives at the hour of robins? 
Will you shoot and snort the drugs that consoled you? 
Will you make phone call confessions incognito? 
The web of a broken mirror held against your face, 
A license to feed every dark craving. 
Maybe in the closing of inevitability you will 
Become an enlightened one, fear erased, a Buddha serene, 
Feel God hugging you and you will hug in return. 
The wealthy and powerful will stand on their balconies, 
Screaming until their eyes leak like eggs over easy. 
The serial killer imitating Christ, 
Plunges a steak knife in his hand, pinning it against a card table, 
The faces that belonged to bones, 
Returning to chew away his rotten pieces. 
Fraud evangelists will screw like satyrs, 
Career politicians will finally understand 
What it means to be hopeless. 
The hopeless will smile at the aurora borealis tearing 
A rip in the fabric of all, 
Digging all the do-wop, garage rock'n'roll, hip-hop and chamber. 
They will feel the coming punctuation of humanity 
And they alone will know that we are all together. 



Squalor 

A paint-flaking, peach-colored two-story 
Nightmare, battered screen doors, sagging 
Stairwell, we needed pliers to start the gas stove. 
A jagged window pane held to frame 
With duct tape. Squirrels squatted in the attic as 
A young and single mother screamed at her daughter 
On the ground level. One morning I found 
A drunk sleeping in the entry way. One night 
My roommate risked his face by sticking his head 
In the attic, camera and flash in hand. The developed 
Portrait of the stunned and trapped squirrel 
Resembled Max Shreck in Nosferatu. 

I took a snapshot of the house a week 
Before they leveled it. The last tenants 
Spray painted the epitaph "So Long" in black 
On the front side, above a leaning spare tire 
And an empty case of Huber beer returnables. 

My roommate is now a lawyer somewhere 
In Minnesota, our elderly landlady 
Most likely deceased. I lost my snapshot 
Of both the squirrel and the house. 
So hard to imagine so few cares, 
Raw joy, mindless optimism, 
Layered in sweats, stocking caps, 
Cloudy breath in a living room, 
A freshly dead furnace 
On a Sunday morning, late January. 



Aftertaste of a Resurrection 

Streamers rocket overhead, bounce off mirrored walls, 
Land at her feet. She hides the scars under 
That turtleneck sweater, pulls her silver hair into a bun, 
Runs her hand-painted nails around the rim of her chocolate martini 
And watches the over-the-hill '80's glam band on TV 
Trying for a comeback during the latest annual pull towards the apocalypse 
There is enough darkness and smoke here for camouflage, enough dim light 
To know these faces as human. When the strangers suck face at midnight 
She watches them like merkats on the Discovery channel 
And smiles despite being elbow to elbow with kissing strangers. 
The confetti spills from the ceiling over her oasis 
The dance floor band rushes through 
The classic rock songbook for the thousandth time. 

She remembers the snowfall 
Half a decade or so ago tonight. 
Through where the windshield should have been 
How the ambulance ripped 
A tear into the backdrop of night. 
A car full, she flew 
Like a new-born angel 
From the forehead of God 
The only one to never wear her 
Seatbelts. Still, she, the only survivor 
Who walks and now mouths 
Every word to those classic rock songs 
Better than the dance floor band or the 
New Years host slurring like the devil ripped out his tongue. 
This is the stabbing loneliness of the reborn 
This is the profane magic 
And guilt of Vegas odds survival 
The lingering aftertaste of a resurrection. 



It's Time to Fall in Love All over Again 
For Alan Dugan 

It's time for that old swami trick 
Of sleeping on a razor bed, 
Time to keep your palm 
Open against the wood and await the nail. 

Keep it open like those pearly flowers 
On trees that line the avenue 
In May that last about a week 
Before diving towards open gutters. 
Time to jack up the prescription drugs 
That didn't quite make you see 
Yahweh, Buddha, or jackal-headed tour guides 
Of the afterlife. 
Time to up the dosage 
Until ambulances rip through 
syrupy rain, becoming your lover and escort. 

There is no blessed migration, 
No piss-marked territory. 
The heavier the St. Valentine haul, 
The sharper the stalactite underfoot. 

You goddamn fool. .. 
You are smiling. 
Have you heard a word I said? 

Yes, you; 
With your idiot heart 
Erupting like a lush carnation. 



Butterfly Cathedral 

A cloud of butterflies ascend 
from unclenched fists of holy men. 

A million aerial love tangos above high lines, 
a million flexed wings pulsing with blood, 
a million owl eyes and skulls unfolding. 

Headstone symbols and Jesus impersonators 
Tom free and flutter towards exodus, 
gorged on nightshade, awakened 
by fhe milky burn of chrysalis moons. 




