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Editor’s Note

THIS IS THE FINAL ISSUE OF GLOBAL CITY REVIEW. I FOUNDED

it, along with Global City Press, in 1993— not a bad run. 
Edited and produced by a cooperative of writers, which soon 
became a women’s collective, its members grew and changed 
over the years, as both graduate students and colleagues 
worked on it to create a literary forum and community that 
reflected our artistic and human values.

Great thanks is due to The Simon H. Rifkind Center at 
The City College of New York for their early support of our 
publishing enterprise, and later, The Titus Foundation for 
generous funding. Several individuals kept us going in lean 
times, and we thank them, too. We thank our subscribers for 
their support, our contributors for their writing. And most 
of all I thank the writers, too numerous to mention, who 
joined me in creating and sustaining Global City Review for 
almost twenty years. I owe them gratitude, though I think 
for each of us the collective itself and the published work 
were our own rewards.

This issue is dedicated to Edith Chevat, a woman of liter
ary talent, wisdom, generosity and impeccable, undogmatic 
politics. A  founding member, she has been with me since 
1993. I thank her for her faith, vision and friendship.

LINSEY ABRAMS





Introduction

It’s never to late to be who you might have been. 
—  George Eliot

hive the life you have imagined.
—  Henry David Thoreau

THIS FINAL ISSUE IS UNIQUE FOR MANY REASONS: ASIDE FROM 

being the final print issue for Global City Review, it has a very 
different make-up than most previous issues.

We are presenting excerpts from four novels. Their stories 
are diverse; from betrayals of family, of friends, of countries, 
to reinventing one’s self in another country or re-imagining 
one’s self with different people and even ourselves. They 
all speak from the heart of the matter. Who are we? W hat 
defines us? How do we realize ourselves? How do we over
come our deeper disturbances?

Also, ten poets are highlighted in this issue. Courageous 
characters present their personal worlds of adversity. We, as 
readers, hope for their triumph.

And finally, there is only one short story in this issue. Frank 
Soley was a dear friend of mine. It is haunting that he depicts 
an accident where the narrator survives and his friend does not. 
His sudden death, resulting from being struck by a car while 
riding his bicycle in January 2011, has left a hole in many 
hearts. He was looking forward to seeing his story in this issue. 
I am so glad I could make good on that promise.

[ vii ]



GLOBAL CITY REVIEW

When one door closes, another opens.
—  Alexander Graham Bell

I have enjoyed working on Global City Review since 2004 . It 
has been a true labor of love and a pleasure to work with such 
talented and thoughtful individuals. Working with Linsey 
Abrams has been a privilege and an honor.

ROBIN BLAIR

[ viii ]







I came out of the blackness and saw 
the glittering glass like stars

by Frank Soley

I CAME OUT OF THE BLACKNESS AN D  SAW THE GLITTERING  

glass like stars spread out over the highway. Groggy and 
looking through a dark mist, I could make out lights— red, 
blue, white— sparkling in all the broken glass, leaving slow 
trails behind like fireworks.

3- $

It was cold the morning I left and the train was without 
heat. I pressed my palm against the window glass of the 
early morning train out of Amsterdam and spread my fin
gers. Seattle lifted a hand but did not wave goodbye. Her 
hand spread wide its fingers to match mine. Her other hand 
has raised to her mouth and she bit the thumb of her glove. 
As the cars started heavily out of the station, 1 looked at the 
condensation around my fingers. When I pulled my hand 
away, it left a foggy outline on the glass.

3* $

There were people around me, fussing with me. I felt 
myself being lifted up and set on my back on something firm, 
like maybe a cot? They pushed me through two truck-like 
doors with big windows and I went back into the darkness.

-> 3- ->
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I met her on a train coming up the Rhine. She was standing 
in the corridor across from an open compartment door with 
her chin on her hands, her elbows propped on the upper por
tion of an open window, her blond hair blowing back in the 
wind. I spoke to her in German and she said, “Sorry, I don’t 
speak German.” I hadn’t spoken English for three months. 
We talked together for the rest of the ride north. She was 
from Seattle.

After we got off the train in Amsterdam, we found a group 
of fellow travelers standing around outside the main railroad 
station considering their options. We chatted about where 
we’d been and where we were going and got the latest info 
on Amsterdam. Several travelers told us of a cheap hostel on 
Vossiusstraat near the Van Gogh museum and Seattle and 
I went off to see about staying there. When we arrived a 
young man, very official, assigned Seattle a bunk on the wom
an’s side and me one on the men’s. The young man smiled 
brightly at Seattle, gave us two towels, told us about breakfast, 
explained the rules— no men on the women’s side— all the 
while discretely probing our relationship. Seattle and I moved 
away from the front desk. We agreed to settle in and I gave 
her my room number so she could come knock on my door 
when she was ready to see a bit of the town.

The room I was assigned wasn’t locked and when I opened 
the door I saw four wooden bunks, one on each wall, with a 
small wood table with two wood chairs in the center. There 
was a window and radiator below it on the wall farthest from 
the door but a bunk sat right in front of them.

I threw a jacket up claiming the top bunk nearest the door 
and eased my pack down against the wall beside the bunk.

Three of my roommates were in the room, two Germans
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and an American. The two Germans were sitting up in the 
bunks on the wall farthest from the door, the one in front of 
the window. The American sat on one of the chairs with all 
his goods spread out on the table, repacking the backpack 
leaning up against his leg. He and I exchanged origins and 
travel histories. He was from Los Angeles and pulled out a 
tin from his belongings, opened it, withdrew a pipe, broke a 
large chunk off a brick of hash, and prepared to light it. The 
Germans became very nervous and moved off by themselves 
in the farthest corner and began a rapid conversation. When 
Seattle knocked on the door they panicked. I opened the door 
and when they saw who it was, they composed themselves, 
breathing heavy and looking back and forth between each 
other and us.

The more adventurous German, eventually came over and 
stood by the table. I took a hit off the short pipe and said, 

"Whoa, that’s hot.”
"Hat?" the German said, “I don’t understand. Hat, like you 

put on your head?” He took the pipe.
“No,” I said. "Hot, hot, not cold— like high in temperature.”
“Oh, you mean bought" he said. He took a hit, coughed out 

a cloud of smoke, and said, “The pipe is bought"
We all laughed. The other German came over. We passed 

the pipe and joked, laughed, conversed as best you can with 
two Germans who have horrible British accents and under
stand about one-fourth of what is said. Seattle pulled on my 
arm. “Let’s go see some of Amsterdam,” she said.

ir i-r

There were people again fussing about me, I was pulled 
back through the two truck doors with big windows and I
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began rolling head first up an incline. When I leveled out I 
looked back at a bright, solid glass wall with two large glass 
sliding doors that I had passed through. Lights were shining 
and spinning about, reflecting and bouncing throughout the 
metal paneled entryway. I thought how very strange, it was 
so bright even though it seemed to be evening.

3- ^ 3-

Seattle and I walked along the canals and waterways, 
through the old cobblestone streets, around the squares and 
quaint neighborhoods. We suddenly realized how hungry we 
were and stopped in a tiny narrow cafe to split a sandwich and 
order two beers. The beer was cold and tasted good. The sand
wich tasted wonderful but was small. We asked the waiter for 
another. The waiter practiced his English with us even though 
the cafe was busy and asked if we were going to Anne Frank’s 
house. It had recently opened as a museum, just around the 
corner and down the street. Seattle said, “Oh yes, let’s go see 
Ann Frank’s house. We can do the museums tomorrow. Van 
Gogh can wait.”

After we finished at the cafe, we thanked the waiter, and 
followed his directions to Anne Frank’s. We had trouble find
ing the place. It felt a bit like we were looking for something 
no one wanted us to find. We finally found the entrance. 
Paying the minor entrance fee, we went behind the famous 
bookcase and up the famous staircase. Seattle held my hand 
and my arm tightly as we walked through.

In one of the rooms, I looked out a small, old window into 
the backyard next door. The glass was distorted and loose in 
the frame. I wished we hadn’t found the place.

3- ^

[ 4  3
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Out of the black again, I realized I was in a hospital but 
didn’t know why. I so utterly believed a woman's voice that 
said, “Everything will be alright,” that I let go of this earth, 
reassured and relieved, as she pricked my arm.

1* £>

We came out of Anne Frank’s and were faced with a gaunt
let of tables and booths set up to collect money for every 
imaginable human rights charity. Seattle and I walked past 
the booths and out into the late afternoon sunshine that was 
so bright it hurt our eyes. We walked on and on for blocks 
in the old city holding hands in silence. I bought her a long
stemmed red rose from a bucket in front of a flower shop we 
passed.

As we walked along, I wondered if Anne Frank had ever 
ridden on the back of a motorcycle. I wondered if a police 
car took her away at night with its siren blaring and its light 
rotating and reflecting throughout the street. I wondered 
what her train rides were like. I wondered about the bunks 
in the camps. I wondered about her father. I wondered what 
she looked like dead. I wondered if she had felt much pain 
before she died.

It had grown dark with the night. Seattle and I stopped 
in a street full of neon lights flashing in shop windows. The 
lights of the traffic glared in the street. We got drinks and 
something to eat at an outside cafe. When we were finished 
paying the bill, she asked if we could get our own room in 
the hostel. I said, “Yes, yes, of course we will.”

I'? z'r

I woke up tired and sore and knew it was bad. The hospital
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room was lit through the open doorway. As a shadow blocked 
the light coming in through the door, I fell back into the 
darkness once again. For days I felt heavy, tired, confused, and 
not in myself. I kept remembering someone saying, “This one 
isn’t going to make it,” and I thought they were talking about 
me. When I finally did wake up, I realized they weren’t. They 
were talking about her.

Seattle and I moved our stuff into a single room at the 
hostel and climbed between the coarse, white sheets on the 
bed. We didn’t have sex that night; I just held her in my 
arms and wrapped my leg over her. She looked at my scars 
but didn’t say anything. I loved her deeply, thoroughly for 
that. I didn’t want to think about any of it any more. I just 
wanted to sleep.



Keys to M y Mother s House
(excerpt from the novel) 

by Robin B la ir

THROUGHOUT THE LAST FEW  MONTHS OF M Y FATHERS 
life. I called daily. I visually talked "with icy  mother, bur my 
lather seemed delighted to cake the phone from her. Quite a 
switch from so many years o f secret phone conversations that 
newer included him W  henever he walked in on one o f those 
com eisaricns. he screamed about the cost o f the call, and the 
complete puzzlement over what we had to discuss. Things 
had really changed between us. I thought. The tegular, 
lengthy comersetions on the phone had had a healing effect.

Although I tardy spoke with my sister. Kate, it was she. 
and not my mother, who called me at 4 A J 4 . informing me 
that Daddy had suffered a heart attack. I took the 7 A M . 
flight from New York City to Detroit and went directly to 
the hospital.

In his hospital room, I saw my mother in a chair on the for 
side o f the bed, doubled oner with her face resting sideways 
on her hand that held my fathers hand. I sat an the edge 
o f the bed, took his other hand, and so as not to wake my 
mother, whispered, "H ew are you doing. Daddy?'’ "Daddy'' 
was whar he’d always told us to call him. He preferred it to 
Dad or Father or Papa. His father, whom I never met, dead 
before I was bom . had favored "Papa.'’ To them both, "Dad" 
sounded like "dead.'’

My father wore a hospital gown, oxygen tubes in his
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nostrils. He spoke of himself in the third person, “Your daddy 
is dying.”

My mother, who’d been there all night, suddenly sat up 
in the chair, startled. “Oh, Harry! No, you’re not,” she said.

“Don’t say things like that.”
“Mamie, I ’m talking to Alice,” he said flatly.
I saw my mother fold her head into her chest, heartbroken 

by his disregard. I wanted my mother to look at me. I wanted 
to signal her in a way to be reassuring and loving, but she 
kept her head down.

I turned back to my father. “Are you sure?” I asked him, 
wanting to let him talk about dying.

My father was a surgeon, retired three months from his 
medical practice at the age of eighty-five. He had stopped per
forming surgery ten years earlier, but he was still razor-sharp. 
The superstition among doctors was that once a doctor retires, 
he dies. My father believed this, too. He looked old and pale, 
his blue eyes watery. His full head of white hair, usually so 
deliberate with every strand in place, was now in disarray.

“I think so. I ’m very tired.”
“How are you emotionally?” I asked.
“I ’m very far away,” he said.
“Well,” I said, “you’ve given it a hell of a fight.”
“I have,” he said quietly.
“What are you saying?” my mother said, wiping her fresh 

tears away, panic in her voice. My father had closed his eyes 
and appeared to be napping.

Just then my sister, Kate, walked into the room. “Alice, 
when did you get in?” Kate asked me. She worked at the 
hospital as a radiology technician and wore her white lab 
coat over a visible colorful teddy bear shirt.
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“A few minutes ago,” I said to Kate. Then to my mother, 
“W hy don’t you take a break and go home, freshen up? Get 
some sleep?” I went to her side and hugged her. “I ’ll stay 
with him tonight,” I offered. I wanted to be helpful, useful, 
necessary.

“Yes, Mother,” Kate chimed in. “You should get some rest. 
I have to get back to work. I ’ll check in when my shift ends.”

Reluctantly, my mother got up, kissed my father, then went 
home to let the dog out. I was left alone with my father. I 
watched him drift in and out of consciousness. My father is 
dying. My father is dying.

As my father slept, I read in the chair beside him, looking 
at him every few minutes. Watching. Checking. I was no 
longer afraid of him.

My father, Dr. Harry Stern, was fifty-five when I was born. 
He was always well-dressed in a perfectly fitted business suit. 
He was the son of a tailor, and was taught to dress well in 
every instance. Grandpa Sol believed that if you were suit
ably dressed, you could get a foot in the door, even if you 
were poor. Although not a tall man, my father walked with 
a stride that announced success and self-confidence, dignity 
and professionalism. With his full head of white hair he was 
the most distinguished looking gentleman I ever saw. The 
only problem with that image was that Daddy was also a 
screamer. At home, he yelled about everything. No one could 
do anything correctly enough or well enough to please him.

When my father awakened, I could see him straining to 
move. He had trouble lifting his arms.

“What do you need, Daddy?”
“I have to urinate,” he said.
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“Where’s the buzzer? I ’ll call the nurse.”
“No time. You can do it. Get the bed pan over there and 

you do it.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Hold my penis over the bedpan. It will do the rest. When 

I ’m done, just tap it and the remaining drops will fall. That’s 
all you have to do.”

I began to perspire and tremble. A  rush of heat went to my 
head. My stomach went into spasm. An old feeling of shame, 
confusion and anger, all at once.

He’s a doctor, I tried to rationalize.
“Daddy, I ’ll get the nurse. She’ll be here in a second.”
“No time. It’s all right. Just do it.”
Unlike the times he caught me in the back hallway by my 

bathroom when I was a teenager just developing. I smacked 
his hands away then. Called him pervert to his face. How was 
I to say that to a dying eighty-five year-old man?

When it was over he smiled at me and said, “That wasn’t 
so bad now, was it?”

“I have to get something to drink,” I said and pulled away 
to leave.

“Give me a kiss first,” he said.
Memories again flooded my eyes as I thought of the times 

he demanded a kiss, always after yelling at me, scolding me, 
diminishing me.

I gave him a quick peck on the cheek and left the room to 
get away from him. I was shaking. Again. Still.

I fought my father over everything, and yet, he always 
made me feel compromised and judged. The gentle, strong 
hands of a violinist could pull at your heart with his music. 
The steady, secure and gentle touch of a surgeon as he held

[ io ]
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the scalpel gracefully when he made his precise incision. His 
important hands that couldn’t do dishes or household chores. 
And yet, those same hands, while tickling me, poking me, 
grabbing me, were not gentle at all. W ith the violin and the 
scalpel, he controlled his instruments. I was not an instru
ment he could hold and control. And I felt his wrath.

Later that night, my father went into a coma. By morning 
his breathing was labored and he began to rasp. The death 
rattle, as his lungs filled with fluid and his heart began to fail. 
Outside I saw the rain coming down, streaking the window. 
I called my mother and sister. My father’s instructions on his 
chart were “Do Not Resuscitate.”

As my father took his last breath, my mother and I each 
held one of his hands, and Kate sat at the foot of the bed with 
her hand resting on his ankle. He slipped away like a sunset. 
I felt a sensation forcing my gaze upward toward the ceiling. I 
looked across the bed and saw my mother looking upward too. 
How odd. “I think we just felt his spirit leave his body,” I said.

“I never would’ve believed it had I not just felt it myself,” my 
mother said through her tears.

Despite her grief, Kate managed to look at us like we were 
crazy.

The rain had subsided, and through the window, the shin
ing sun revealed a rainbow that my mother said was a good 
sign.

That night at the house, Mother’s Aunt Rose brought 
dinner for us. Great Aunt Rose ate with us and then cleaned 
the kitchen before she left. Mother wouldn’t go up to bed. 
She slept on the couch in the living room. Kate went to her 
bedroom and I went up the back stairs off the kitchen to stay 
in the guestroom above the garage. After high school, I ’d

[ ii 1
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never slept another night in my old room.
The following week my mother cried constantly. Mother, 

Kate and I divvied up the calls. The obituary was published 
in the major papers in the area.

My father’s sister and brother-in-law met the three of us at 
the funeral home. The Rabbi who would officiate spoke to us 
about the rules and our choices. Mother said it reminded her 
of when she, a Christian, and Daddy, a Jew, were trying to get 
married. In 1944, that had been a daunting task. Not much 
had changed, it seemed. If  Daddy was to be buried next to 
his parents in the Orthodox cemetery, then Mother couldn’t 
be buried next to him.

“Mamie, why don’t you convert, and we can all be buried 
together?” my aunt said.

“Harry never asked that of me when he was alive,” my 
mother said. “W hy would I do it now that he’s dead?” She 
went on to inform her sister- and brother-in-law, “Harry left 
specific instructions for us to be buried together. So we’re 
burying him in the reform cemetery across the street.”

At the funeral, the first person I saw was Esther, our former 
housekeeper and babysitter. She hadn’t changed much over 
the years. She wore a cotton dress with heals. Her straight
ened black hair was pulled back in a bun. I felt she was there 
to hold me and comfort me again. I fell into her arms and 
sobbed.

Esther held me, saying, “Hush now, baby doll. Everything 
is going to be all right. Come on now. You can do this.”

Esther had been hired to work for my family just a few 
months before I was born. She had a wide smile and the 
brightest, happiest eyes that made me believe her when she 
told me everything would be all right. I promised to visit

[ 12 ]
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Esther before I went back to New York.

On the way home after the funeral, we drove across Alter 
Road, where Detroit ends and Grosse Pointe begins, crossing 
a line of demarcation, as if  you had traveled a million miles 
in seconds. Instantly and staggeringly, you left a world of 
poverty and burned-out buildings and entered a world of 
manicured lawns, affluence and privilege, good schools and 
private parks, Republican views and bigoted ignorance that 
were only thinly disguised by arrogance. I imagined the 
South Bronx one block over from Manhattan’s Park Avenue 
with its islands of tulips reaching to touch the sun.

We had moved to Grosse Pointe from the little two-bed- 
room house in Detroit when I was ten. It was not a happy 
move for me. Actually, it hadn’t been as simple as that, my 
father being Jewish and Grosse Pointe being famously anti- 
Semitic. The “Point System” didn’t give my mother many 
points for being Christian. It was only after this illegal prac
tice was abolished that my father was able to buy a house in 
beautiful Grosse Pointe.

My parents, being of mixed religions, resolved to let my 
sister and me decide for ourselves what we believed. When 
I was twelve I visited various churches with my mother, a 
couple of churches with friends, and read a great deal about 
what each of the religions professed. We all had accompanied 
my father to Temple on the occasional high holy days and 
spent Passover with his relatives.

Choosing the Unitarian Church was easy. In the other 
churches I had observed, the Bible was quoted, Bible stories 
were told, everything revolved around some interpretation of

t 13 I
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that one book. At the Unitarian Church, the minister spoke 
about the Vietnam War, things that were happening in our 
world at that moment and how to figure out how we all felt 
about it. He also talked about being kind to one another, and 
being of service to our fellow man. It was the only place that 
didn’t make me feel like a misfit. They seemed to speak the 
same language as me, literally and spiritually. It was inspira
tional. It was also a place that I shared only with my mother. 
Kate had no interest in religion, and Daddy had no interest in 
attending church or temple.

Back at the house, Mother, Kate and I prepared for people 
to arrive. A friend had stayed behind to let the caterers in. I 
ran the water in the kitchen sink, washing my hands, and at 
the house across the street, as I had so many times. My best 
friend, Mary Ellen had lived there. She was the first girl in 
the area to befriend me. And because of her introduction, I 
became friends with other girls on our block. We raced all 
the time; on bikes, running, swimming. We also played ball, 
played piano for each other and read books together. Our 
fathers were friends at the hospital. Our mothers were friends.

During my junior year of high school, on a bright, chilly 
Halloween morning before school, I looked out the kitchen 
window, as I was doing now, and saw Mary Ellen kneeling 
down on our cement driveway with a pail of water and a scrub 
brush. Dressed for school, I ran outside to see what she was 
doing.

In the Detroit area, Devil’s Night, the night before 
Halloween, was a holiday all its own, when the barbarians 
wreaked havoc on their neighbors. Toilet paper hung on the 
bushes and eggs smeared on the downstairs windows. A  huge

[ 14 ]
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swastika in soap covered half our driveway, with more soap 
on the sidewalk with huge lettering, as big as the high school 
marching band on the football field during half-time, spelling 

“JE W S LIVE H ER E,” with arrows pointing to my house. I fig
ured it was the kids at school who hassled me on a daily basis.

Mary Ellen and I just looked at each other.
“I wanted to get this off before you saw this,” she said.
Thinking back on this, I could still feel the rush of heat 

to my face. In retrospect it was shame and confusion I had 
felt. And Mary Ellen’s kindness at that moment had been my 
only relief. She was my only witness to what would now be 
called a hate crime.

I saw Mary Ellen at my father’s funeral. We had been in and 
out of touch. Our lives had changed over the years. Or at least 
my perception of them had. Everyone else was still married. 
I was divorced. It was one of the smartest things I had done 
for myself. Most people never knew about my first marriage. 
But Mary Ellen did.

We hugged. As warm as I always felt toward Mary Ellen, 
she was not demonstrative in any way. She held back, a tense, 
nervous hug.

“I ’m so sorry about your dad,” she said, and added, “Tom 
couldn’t come.”

I hadn’t expected her husband. He and I had never really 
gotten along. I was never sure if  he was jealous of my friend
ship with Mary Ellen, or whether he just didn’t like me.

“My parents send their sympathies, too.”
“How are they?” I asked. They had moved to Arizona a 

decade ago but kept in touch with my parents.
At first glance, Mary Ellen and I grew up in similar

t 15 1
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households. Our fathers were doctors and colleagues at the 
hospital. Mary Ellen married her first boyfriend at college, 
a pre-med Catholic boy of whom her father approved. After 
graduation, they married and promptly had two children, 
living in a house not three miles away. Her husband became 
a doctor like her father, and she went to night school after 
the children were born and became a lawyer. I was impressed 
by how hard she worked. She followed all her father’s rules.

I hadn’t done anything by the book. Even as a little girl, 
I had wanted to be a boy because I saw that girls were not 
taken seriously. As a young woman in the late seventies 
and early eighties, I wanted the same rights as men, the 
same freedoms, the same choices, the same pay. At every 
turn, I learned that wasn’t so easy. I had dated numerous 
guys — to the hysterics of my father. For years I railed against 
being subtle. Moving to New York City wasn’t subtle. Nor 
was marrying and quickly divorcing. I wanted to be taken 
seriously—on my own, and so I yelled like my father, think
ing volume was the key. I had traveled all over the country 
with a fellow I wasn’t married to, to my father’s disgrace. 
My mother seemed not to mind until Mary Ellen’s mother 
wrote my parents advising them that I needed to learn that 
it was a man’s world. My mother told me it was shameful 
to receive such a letter. My father had made it clear to me 
that my life continued to disappoint him. At the time of his 
death, I already had one failed marriage, no children, and 
lived on my own, hundreds of miles away.

Following the funeral, there was a reception at the house. 
It was a mixture of pleasure and pain. It was good to see old 
friends and cousins, yet Mother, Kate and I were just going

1 16 ]



BLAIR • KEYS TO MY MOTHER’S HOUSE

through the motions, in some form of numbed state of con
sciousness. The week following my father’s funeral, cousins 
and friends, including Mary Ellen, brought casseroles so we 
wouldn’t have to think about cooking. This was clearly the 
best way to help us during that time. My schedule was up in 
the air at that point. I cancelled my return flight and rented 
a car. I needed to have more freedom than the airlines could 
provide.

After my father’s death, Mom and Kate continued to live 
there, just blocks from Lake Saint Clair in the six-bedroom 
Tudor. It was built in the 1920’s on a corner lot with a huge 
copper beach tree at the side of the house. Mother said she 
had planted it for me because the leaves matched the red of 
my hair.

A  few nights later while I packed to return to New York, 
not knowing when I would make my next visit, I thought we 
should go over the way things had been left. Finally, I asked 
Mother about the will.

“Now?” my mother asked.
“I ’m going back to New York tomorrow, Mom. Aren’t we 

required to do certain things? File various papers? I thought 
it would be easier to deal with this while I ’m here.”

“It’s in the cabinet under the Xerox machine, i f  you want to 
read it.” The copier and several file cabinets had been brought 
to the house after my father sold his medical practice when 
he retired.

As my mother and sister watched television in the den, I 
spent an hour sitting on the dining room floor in front of 
the copy machine. I found multiple wills in a box under the 
copier. Following their dates, I discovered the most recent 
one. As I read it, I remembered what Daddy had said many
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years earlier, that he was leaving everything to Mother, and 
then what was left was to be split evenly between my sister 
and me. So when I came upon the part that said that other 
than the piano, I was disinherited, I gasped. When did he 
make these changes? W hy didn’t I know? A ll this past year 
of talking and laughing on the phone together, I believed we 
had healed our old wounds. His and mine. He had always 
claimed that I had rejected him, that I was the one who had 
hurt him. And of course, that he had done nothing wrong. 
After numerous attempts to communicate on a different 
plain, I had thought we had left our disturbances in the 
past. Was that all fake? Obviously nothing had been healed. 
How could I not have known?

There was another sentence about me that revealed some 
explanation, “that because Alice abandoned the family, and 
chose not to make this her home, she therefore relinquished 
all rights to the property and its contents.” What?

When had he changed it? Lawyers advise their clients to 
destroy all former wills and codicils, but my parents, particu
larly my mother, kept everything. There was a stack to read 
through.

Finally, I found the earlier version that said fifty-fifty, and 
then the first draft of the will that changed it forever. In a 
living trust, it was to be under his control from the grave. The 
year he disinherited me was the year I graduated from college, 
found my first real job and stayed in a room over their garage 
for a month until I found my own apartment and moved 
about a mile away. The date of the will was after I ’d moved 
out of their house. Shortly after that I moved to New York to 
take the job I had searched for.

Holding onto the pages that cut me out, waving them in
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the air, I stormed into the den and asked, “Mother, did you 
know about this?” As many times as my father had threat
ened to cut me out of his will, I never believed he would do 
it. I had thought it was merely a tactic to control my behavior, 
to control my love. It never occurred to me that this was what 
parents actually did.

“Your father was very upset when he wrote that. He told me 
in the hospital that he wanted to change it.”

“I don’t believe you,” I said. “The will is dated seven years 
ago, when I moved to New York. He had plenty of time to 
change it.” Then to my sister, “Did you know about this?”

“Well, you do get the piano,” she said.
I was stung by my sister’s reaction. I always had expected 

to have her support. “And this is okay with you?” My voice 
screeched in disbelief and undisguised fury. A ll I could think 
of was my father’s abuse. Since being at the hospital with 
my father, having to touch him, all the memories had been 
forced back into my consciousness. For years at a time, I had 
blocked these memories. Now I couldn’t shake them. They 
were back for good.

“Kate, did you know that Daddy tried to touch me?”
Mother and Kate’s heads swung in my direction.

“No,” Kate said.
“Well, he did. And you should know it! Did he ever try to 

touch you?” I didn’t think I was yelling but my voice was 
definitely loud in my head.

“No,” Kate said, emotionless.
“Please, Alice. Don’t do this,” Mother cried. “You’re going 

to have to understand...” she said in that attempt-to-calm 
voice. Had she taken her Valium? She was always telling me 
to understand someone else. Kate stared at the television set.

1 19 1



GLOBAL CITY REVIEW

My mother’s voice trailed off as I charged out of the den. The 
dog jumped when I passed him in the hallway.

I needed some air and went outside to the backyard. Looking 
at the pool with the water glistening by the moonlight made 
me pause. Breathe, I told myself. Just keep breathing.

There were other betrayals to come. Perhaps I should have 
seen those coming, too.

[ 20 ]



Chaos

by M ichelle Yasmine Valladares

momentarily ordered
on top of the radiator
Almost Paradise, The Other Side
of the Mountain, The Posthumous Memoirs
of Bras Cubas, Little Saint, and Daughters
of the Goddess, stacked in piles, buoys
in a bay of uncertainty.

My feet on an argyle blanket 
facing the window in April.
It is the coldest spring on record.

Death w ill come when we least expect it, is a ll I 
know for certain.

I call my mother.
I remember the swing in the park,
Mark in his pram, my ribbons
falling from plaits, your push
against my back and the breeze on my legs.

I knew then, we would live forever.
And the blue sky, sea, 
birds and lamp posts
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on Baghdad Street 
and the small flat 
filled once a year 
with a crate 
of Alphonso mangos 
mailed from Bandra 
waited for us to suck 
the sweet juice 
of a time vanished.
Is it pram or the mango I rewrite for this poem?

At the moment of my death,
I will remember your love, 
how it filled the world 
like air shaping every wish 
saving me for years 
from a certain fate, 
as only love can.
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Desert

by M ichelle Yasmine Valladares

On the drive from LA to Phoenix, 
stopping in the desert, 
to watch the sun set, I park 
on the side of the road, 
stand in the red dirt.

I was fired or maybe I quit 
my first film job. I was 24 
or 25 ... I can’t remember.

The sun is enormous, 
filling the whole sky.
Her last words read like a bad Hollywood script, 

“ You don’t have what it takes to make it in 
this business.’’
I have my boots on and my typewriter 
in the trunk, I head 
to New York City 
to start again.
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It is one of those times 
when the sun setting 
is much greater 
than problems.
The sky turns pink, red, fuchsia 
and everything catches fire, 
the Saguaro, Cholla, 
and green Peugot.
I disappear into sky, 
desert and the winter 
breeze blowing dust 
across the road.
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Monster

by J.T. Ledbetter

My daughter stands behind me, 
watching the monster turn the corner, 
wearing newspapers like a trashy skirt. 
She watches it swallow the cans, 
belching back a broken doll.
My neighbor trundles his cans away, 
his jaws tight. He says it’s time to tell her 
about the hereafter and the wages of sin. 
That night she clutches her doll, and asks 
if  it will carry her away, 
and what sin is. My neighbor points to 
our trashcans still on the parkway, 
as he scoots around on a pillow, digging 
my crabgrass out of his dichondra 
where our two yards meet.
My daughter watches him
come closer on his cushion, tearing at
the grass, his eyes wide, singing.

t 25 1



Weather and News

by J.T. Ledbetter

THE DAY OF THE CRUCIFIXION WILL BE OVERCAST, W ITH  

maybe showers late in the day. The newspapers were never 
wrong, so a crowd gathered along the street where the man 
would walk, carrying and dragging a heavy cross. Some 
mothers found a piece of a wall where they could hold their 
children up to see the man as he lumbered slowly up the stone 
street. A  few men, just from the pub, laughed and gambled 
on who it might be. One said it was probably the basket 
weaver, drunk again. Another said it was an actor and that 
they were all playing bit parts just by being there. The crowd 
drew back for a camel herder bringing his two prize camels to 
the sale. One nuzzled something off the dirty street and the 
herder hit it across the neck with a long stick. Finally, some 
Roman soldiers came stomping in unison, and behind them 
the man who had just been condemned by Pilate. “I think I 
know him,” a man shouted to be heard above the noise. “You 
don’t know him! You always think you know people. This 
man is not from around here, so you don’t know him.” The 
other looked long and hard at Jesus. “Well, he looks like he 
could be anybody.” A  soldier grabbed him and tried to make 
him help with the heavy cross, but the man slipped under his 
grasp and disappeared into the crowd, so the soldier nabbed 
another man and told him to pick up the cross. After the 
procession had gone, the crowd moved up or down the street
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into shops and some to home. Some followed the cross to the 
place where they would crucify this man. They had seen it 
all before, so the crowd was sparse. Even the soldiers took it 
lightly, gambling over the man’s robe and laughing. A couple 
of women stood at the foot of the cross and cried, but the 
man on the cross said very little. Then he died. The evening 
news said he was a false king of something or other and that 
the sudden lightning and heavy winds were over and that the 
morning commute would be fine on the Via Dolorosa.
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Auschwitz
(excerpt from the novel The Book o f Esther) 

by Edith Chevat

PROMPTED BY HER FRIEND JOAN’S EXPERIENCE ON A SIMILAR 

trip, Esther had signed up for a personalized trip by car 
to Poland— Warsaw, Cracow, historic sites, Auschwitz and 
Treblinka optional.

Warsaw was not what she had expected, the Old Town 
Square, restored, sprouted contemporary shops and cafes. The 
restaurants and theaters in the underground section, atmo
spheric, like parts of Atlanta back home, left her unmoved. 
There was nothing left of the Warsaw Ghetto except a small 
wall at the rear of an apartment house. She walked the marked 
path to the Mila 18 manhole where there had been a bunker 
of Jewish resistance during the Ghetto uprising. When the 
Nazis threw tear gas inside, many of the occupants includ
ing women and children chose to commit suicide rather than 
surrender. She wondered what she would have done, how she 
would have behaved if  she was a Jew  in Warsaw then.

The trolley still ran on Chlodna Street with a pedestrian 
bridge over it which at one time connected the ghetto to the 
rest of the city. This was not the real Poland, at least not the 
Poland she had come to see.

Cracow was different. Maybe because it was older. Maybe 
because there was such a clear Jewish presence especially in 
the cemeteries, the stones going back hundreds of years some 
of them reclaimed after having been taken from the graves
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and used as paving stones for roads. She walked among these 
graves and unlike the other tourists, Jewish or not, she did not 
leave a message at the grave of Isserles, a sainted Rabbi from 
the sixteenth century. He had not been able to help anyone 
then. W hy would she think he could do anything now.

Then, as she was leaving the cemetery, she thought why 
not? She turned back and placed a note at the grave of Isserles. 
Just in case. She wished her children would be happy and 
well, that Jessica and the new baby would live in a world of 
peace and love.

Treblinka was a field of stones in the middle of a forest. 
The stones lay on the ground, inscribed with the names of 
towns, villages, and cities that were destroyed. Wildflowers 
grew along the side even among the stones. A  cuckoo called 
over and over, “Cuckoo, cuckoo.”

Her guide confessed that his father was Jewish. He had not 
been told until he was twenty. Only his wife knew, not his 
children or his wife’s parents.

“W hy?” Esther asked.
“Because Jews are looked down on,” the guide said. “It is 

not good to be a Jew  in Poland.”
As they got back into the car, a man approached. He car

ried something wrapped in a blanket. He unwrapped a violin.
“Two hundred dollars,” he said. “I saved it for one of them.” 

He gestured toward the stones. “He didn’t come back.”
Before she could even think what to do, her guide yelled 

something in Polish and the man scurried away.
“It’s fake,” her guide said. Later she thought she should 

have bought it.

On the way to Auschwitz, the guide gave a short history of
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the area, its relation to the Pale of Settlement, the role of the 
Swedes in the history of Poland, the controversy surrounding 
the convent built next to the camp, named for Edith Stein, a 
Catholic nun who was born a Jew.

She remembered how her mother used to say, “No matter 
what you do, you were born a Jew, and you’ll die a Jew.”

At Auschwitz, Esther was invited into the museum for a 
movie. She went off by herself. The idea of a concentration 
camp as museum was somehow typical of what the world 
had become. She wanted the camps preserved but as a burial 
ground, a sacred space where one came to pay respects to the 
dead, the way she visited her mother’s grave.

She walked down the broad avenue in the sunlight. The 
smell of newly-cut grass was the same everywhere. Passing 
the wooden barracks on the left, some of them converted to 
exhibit halls, she saw the man in the grey cap among the 
rows of chimneys on her right, the barracks there having 
crumbled or been dismantled by scavengers. She had spoken 
to him fifteen minutes earlier while they were both looking 
at the Auschwitz bulletin board. He had been looking for 
Block C.

“There isn’t any Block C,” Esther had said, aware of how 
American she must look, with her jeans, sun glasses, a camera 
around her neck. “Maybe it’s been changed to B 1.”

“It’s C, C,” the man said clearly angry.
“W hy don’t you ask in the office, there,” she had pointed, 

“where the museum is.”
She walked on, listening to the morning doves and the 

cuckoos, trying to imagine what it might have been like, 
to walk down this avenue, to have been in this place forty, 
forty-five years ago.
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She stopped at the monument. The setting was right, 
between the partially destroyed crematoria, but the monu
ment itself was a jumble of iron bars, an abstract bas relief 
she didn’t understand. A  blank space would be better, she 
thought, or some human figures, something with a family. 
Humans would make it more real. The idea had been vetoed 
by the Poles. They did not want to show children being 
killed. They wanted the world to believe only political pris
oners had been killed at Auschwitz.

“This, this is what’s left.” It was the man in the grey cap. He 
gestured to the rubble, the old barracks. Short, stooped, he 
looked like one of the old time “Yiddles” who hung around 
cemeteries hoping to make a few dollars saying prayers for 
the dead.

She asked if  she could ask him a question. W hy was he 
looking for Block C?

“I was there,” he said. “I ’m Jewish.” He spoke as if  that word 
explained everything.

He told her his family had been brought to Auschwitz from 
Hungary, his mother and father, a sister, two brothers and he. 

“I was lucky,” he said. “I was not brought here until June 1944.” 
He stared into space, through the monument as if it were an 
entrance to the past.

“My mother and sister were killed the first day. My younger 
brother, fifteen years old, died a few weeks later. My father 
died a few days before liberation.” He recited the words as 
if  he were reading an inventory, as i f  he were talking about 
things, not people. “My next younger brother, he was small 
and energetic. He saved me. He’d steal an extra piece of bread 
from the kitchen where he worked. That’s all you needed to 
live, an extra piece of bread.”
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The man— she never learned his name— said he wanted to 
say Kaddish in the place where his father and brother died. 
His pain was so deep, it had become a kind of numbness 
oozing out, spreading, covering everyone who came near.

They stepped gingerly over the rubble of the partly 
destroyed crematoria, blown up as the Russians approached, 
careful where they stepped, afraid of falling. Here the grass 
had not been cut, but grew high, swaying in the breeze like 
wheat. At one side, there was a depression in the ground, the 
grass there different in color, more yellow than green, not as 
tall, sparse. They stopped, stared.

It was the place where the Germ ans, hurrying to 
escape, had burned the last victim s, torching them in a 
pit piled high with bodies. There were ashes there, and, 
i f  you searched, bits o f bones. They stood, the Hungarian 
man and the Am erican woman, staring, as i f  they had 
been turned into pillars o f salt.

Then the man in the gray cap opened his prayer book and 
began to recite the prayer for the dead. She listened, remem
bering what she used to believe: In the beginning was the 
Word and the Word was God.

Now she thought: The Germans also used words.

Outside in the Auschwitz parking lot, she met the younger 
brother of the man in the gray cap. He looked frail, gentle, 
the kind of man, as they used to say, who would not hurt 
a fly. He would not go into the place where he had been a 
prisoner.

“Sometimes I wonder why I am still alive,” he said. “We ate 
human flesh and made soup out of human bones.”

“What about God?” Esther blurted. “How do you feel
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about a God who let this happen?”
He looked away, away from her, away from the camp, out 

across the cars, a shy man, gnome-like, his smile tender.
“Suppose there is someone who is giving you wonderful gifts,” 
he said. “You are happy with the gifts. Then they stop. What 
should you do? How should you feel? Should you be angry?”

She did not know what to say.

When she was a teenager, she proclaimed there was no 
God. She waited to be struck down, and when nothing hap
pened, she was sure she was right. God existed only because 
people couldn’t deal with the idea of death, of passing into 
dust as i f  they had never been.

She was not afraid of death; it was natural, part of the 
life cycle, she told herself. There was a beginning and an 
end. It was easy to believe there was no God, that it was all 
a myth, promulgated by a nomadic desert tribe who called 
themselves the Chosen People.

Then when she was newly married, religion, with its ritu
als, trappings and prohibitions, became the focus of dissent, 
not God. But she could not forget the God of her childhood. 
The Judge. It was too frightening to think He existed only 
in people’s heads, in her head. I f  there was no God, who were 
the Jews? Who was she?

She thought she had put the question to rest years ago 
when she became a secular Jew. Being Jewish was being part 
of a historic people, part of an ancient culture. It was an ethi
cal way people could live together, respect the earth, respect 
life. It was a belief in the future with its concepts of genera
tion upon generation, of joys and pleasures in simple things.

Now, at Auschwitz, where she found she could not believe
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in anything, certainly not God, here was a man who had 
survived the most inhuman tortures human beings could 
devise, and still he believed.

He reminded her of her son, Davey, who also believed, who 
also proclaimed his Jewishness.

Her mother would be proud of Davey; her mother had not 
been proud of her. Her mother thought Esther was so busy 
saving the world, that she had forgotten she was Jewish.

In the Warsaw train station, on her way to the airport, 
Esther saw the swastika, scribbled over an advertisement for 
a book with a Star of David on its cover. Under the swastika 
were the words, “Juden raus.”
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Love & War

by Kirsty Logan

I miss the bitterness
the dragging of my crucifix
for a mouth of shared spit

the thrust of my feet
into the acreage of cold sheets
and her lip-rings
and her bones;
black cats and smoke
games of numbers
dropping my phone into the river.

I miss waiting.

I miss the tease
the baiting, the weight
of her fingers on the pool cue
the sound of dust rolling out of the corners;

strange names in my veins
and the ease of lust
and blood on my tongue
the merge of skin
careening through schemes
to make her words form in my mouth.
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I miss the using,
the soft undoing, the bruising.

now that we’ve lost our flags 
I paint this tree black 
for a cannon.
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South Bronx

by Angela Johnson

between the grime and litter 
over burned buildings 
and through smoked filled highways 
i can make out beauty

in the barrio of the Bronx where 
Boriqua and Negro meant we all got along 
spoke spanglish
and spiced our food with Adobo’ 
my best friend was Karen 
and we spoke bongegeta all day long 
listened to Hip Hop
and one-two-three kick’d our way to the store 
purchased guava flavored Now-and-Laters 
sweet plantanoes from the Chinese restaurant 
fried chicken from the Arab-owned Kennedy’s 
and washed it down with 25 cents juices 
these blocks became our playgrounds 
it was here that
mattresses became our leaping pad to dreams
tires our hiding places for hope
and alleys our hide-and-seek cueva
where we played double dutch while
watching stick ball until the street lights came on
aqui we are home
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hugged by graffiti splattered walls 
fast moving subways

in the barrio of the Bronx 
Nuyoricans are born 
and despite your accent or shade 
you were familia
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The Lovesong of Chico Lotario
(excerpt from the novel Outside the Bones) 

by Lyn D i lorio

CHICO LOTARIO WAS SUCH A GOOD LOOKING GUAPO, SUCH 

a nice-talking, sweet-walking fine puto of a Puerto Rican that, 
ay virgin santa, even his own daughter couldn’t resist him. 
What a thing! A medallion to Saint Barbara and a baby shoe 
charm sparkled on his brown angel pecs, but no matter his 
good intentions the work of the Devil flowered all around 
him, bright and unstoppable like the sunflowers and knee high 
grass in the lawns of the Frederick Douglass Projects right 
across the street from our walkup. It’s tragic, really, because 
he had the makings of a good man. Maybe not so good to the 
women he shed like a chameleon’s colors, but he was good 
to his fam ilia, sent money and plane tickets to the kid from 
his first marriage, and all relatives claiming the Lotario sur
name, passed down in family lore from wannabe conquistadors. 
That munificence flowed in stops and starts because Chico, you 
know, was a trumpet player. He had his good times, which 
didn’t come as often as they did for other musicians, and then 
his bad times, which go hand in hand with the good ones, like 
the Devil and God.

Music comes from bodies and the bodies that make it can 
drive normal people crazy with passion. That’s what caused 
Chico’s near collapse after the burning of his picture and that’s 
also why the thing happened with the Senator’s wife, and why 
he had to leave the island. That’s why things turned out the
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way they did with his daughter Hilesca showing up years 
later in New York all grown up and a complete stranger with 
strange ideas.

But if  he hadn’t left the island he wouldn’t have found 
the fame he thought he wanted. It was in New York that he 
finally found a singer who could sing the best song he ever 
wrote, called “Love Migrates,” a jazz ballad that started out 
as a tender lovesong, with the singer’s husky voice claiming 
that she no longer had to love her lover back. Chico’s trum
pet broke in hurting and taunting: never, don’t ever have to 
love me back. The alto sax came in, lamenting that love was 
moving away, and a base sax argued that it wasn’t about to let 
love go. The trumpet, then, got fixated on the idea that Love 
migrates, it’s just not meant to stay. Would it come back? 
Maybe. Some day. But now, love migrates so a new love can 
move your way. It was with that song that Chico climbed 
quickly to the high point of the arc of the rainbow, the pin
nacle of that fame that didn’t last long.

But women like me; we loved him before he was famous. 
He was such an elegant man, so fine with muscles like the 
ripples in tree branches and such a firm delicious boricua ass. 
Dios me lo bendiga! I remember one night my husband Carmelo 
was out driving his bus, and I escaped to the Copa. Chico was 
standing in pink lights in front of the band and next to the 
singer, a bald guy whose voz de vieja couldn’t compete with 
Chico’s trumpet, which trilled like crystal breaking, and then 
broke into a jazzier web trembling over the beating of the 
congas.

A  man spun me into the sea of dancers and the music las
soed me out of my fat girl avatar and into sweaty Jlo  turns 
against my faceless partner’s jeans. I danced to a solo sharp
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as the blue of the skies over El Combate beach, and then 
one where I was falling, falling, falling into the black water 
of the Puerto Rico trench. And then I finally noticed that 
the guy was slapping my butt after every turn, and trying 
to lick the tattooed lovebirds on my halter topped breasts. 
Worse: he had a pizza face, so I skipped to the ladies room. 
On my way back, I stopped by the bandstand. I knew the 
music was taking Chico to a place I ’d never go. He was like 
a cherub with a piccolo, a child starting or ending the world 
with melody. I can barely stand remembering the way his 
plump, tender bembas kissed the trumpet and his fingers like 
pieces of sticky caramel caressed the stops as he leaned back, 
almost overcome. And that made the women come over to 
the bandstand panting.

There were all kinds of women, almond-eyed Latinas, reedy 
blondes, Amazon girls from blue-black to pink, Chinese 
girls revved up like mosquitoes chanting in perfect accents: 
te quierol There was even one tipa who looked like a grand
mother from a village in Spain, all wrapped up in black, with 
claws like the Reaper’s, but shouting: “Chico sign my skirt,” 
along with the rest who stopped dancing to press up against 
the bandstand after the music was over.

Now a lot of men I know have rear ends as hard as a chayote, 
but Chico Lotario had real manners to boot. Not only did he 
sign fifty autographs, he chatted up most of the fanaticada 
that night, even the cheapest most cafre looking matrons with 
their clanking gold chains, even the old village woman from 
Spain, with no seeming preference for the younger groupies 
flashing promises with raccoon eyes and winking cleavage.

I did this myself, I admit. When he hugged me, I let my 
lovebirds peck at him.
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He pulled back, and quickly introduced me to a red-haired 
groupie with flowered press-ons shooting to Guinness fame. 

“Hey, this is my neighbor, Dona Fina. She’s a musician of 
magic, like I ’m a magician of music.”

That was the way he talked, for the music of it not the 
sense, as he squeezed your hand or pulled the hair back from 
your face. It worked on me: warmth flooded me from chest to 
booty. I pulled out my new Canon that Carmelo bought me 
for my birthday and waved it at him, muttering something 
about how my cousin Jahaira liked his playing.

Chico’s warm fingers curled around mine. “Don’t you put 
no fufus on me, Doha Fina, not for anybody, I don’t care how 
much they beg you. I ’ve had enough of people taking pieces 
off my shirt and spitting on them. I ain’t got the time to 
make that shit bounce back.”

“I won’t do no harm,” I said. “I ’ll guard it with my life.” 
Then I took his picture like I was taking his soul.
I printed out the picture, and I swear I never meant to use 

it for any fufus. But my husband Carmelo, who was jealous of 
me— following the unwritten rule that the more a man cheats 
the more he suspects his woman does it too— found it one day 
in the dresser and burnt it. Ay, it still hurts me to think that 
I was somehow responsible for what happened to poor Chico. 
That was the day of the night he went off to play, with a high 
color in his cheeks, which I mistakenly ascribed to rum and 
the fact that The Tito Puente Orchestra was featuring him, 
and he collapsed on the stage that night right after his solo. 
Malanga the ancient Havana conguero came downstairs the 
next day and told us what happened. Chico tried to get up 
after his last solo, but fell back into a sitting position. The 
women went wild and swarmed the stage and the musicians
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practically had to yank the feverish Chico out of his linen 
jacket and pants, which the women were frantically tearing off 
his body. A  girl in one of them spiked Goth collars bit hard 
into his hand and kept sucking at the wound. One house
sized Latina shouted “Gonna save you, Papi,” and jumped on 
both him and the Goth chick. Then Chico disappeared under 
the pullulating hill of fat and thin, fly and fugly, besequinned 
and bejeanned. Chico went into the hospital with a serious 
case of pneumonia and a stomach obstruction that the doc
tors couldn’t cure for a long time, probably because with so 
many scraps of his clothing sitting beneath candles, in honey, 
under water, and inside coconuts, or tied up with yarn, hair, 
and money, or sprinkled with blood, gunpowder, sugar, spit, 
and God knows what else, poor Chico’s body didn’t know if 
it was being cursed or blessed.

Chico got back from the hospital on a Saturday afternoon. 
Carmelo had just left for his shift. I ran upstairs with a 
Tupperware filled with a restorative sancocho. He opened the 
door wearing a black silk robe over striped pajamas, his eyes 
puffy, his skin as pale as brown skin can get. He didn’t accept 
the Tupperware, probably scared of more fufus, but finally 
my Great Dane enthusiasms made him let me in. We sat at 
his spindly table and he rambled on about not being able to 
remember that night with the Tito Puente orchestra, even 
though the musicians were telling stories about it.

I muttered something about how he should go easy on the 
rum.

“The rum is my friend. It makes the music come to me, 
Dona Fina, like a demon, a beautiful demon that I have to 
wrestle with, take it over and let it take me over, and then 
just, I don’t know, let it go.”
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Que bonito his image, verdad? “The pericoT I ventured, 
remembering how on some nights his eyes were devil red.

He passed a hand over the silvery stubble on his chin. There 
used to be a time, he mused, when he didn’t drink or do lines 
but that was twenty years back... on the island. He worked 
part time as a gardener. And then his wife gave birth to his 
daughter Hilesca, and they both came down with some sort 
of bacterial fever. A  woman could die of that in those cement 
block dispensarios that passed for hospitals out on the island, 
so he rented a carro publico, and the driver took mother and 
baby to a private San Juan clinic. To pay the money, Chico 
took up gardening full-time in the rich suburbs of Santa 
Maria and Garden Hills.

In San Juan, he wasn’t making money from the music. He 
kept full time at the gardening, which he liked, because of 
the exercise and the time to think. Not that he was such a 
great thinker. Musicians aren’t famous for the clarity of their 
thoughts. He said something about the wind and the trees 
and tried to tie that to some idea of how jazz sounds are born 
from the breeze— it was musician’s nonsense, and I didn’t 
bother hiding my yawn.

“Okay, Dona Fina, how’s this?” he said. “I was bending over 
a hibiscus bush in this big garden in Santa Maria, and then 
outta nowhere I feel a hand grab me. This woman, she goosed 
me real hard.”

“She” was the mistress of the house, and his future 
as it turned out. W hat a thing! A  Senator’s wife, and a 
former Miss Universe, one with a degree from a college in 
Massachusetts, and she was too tongue-tied to just make the 
usual innuendos! A ll you need to do to let a man know that 
you favor him is stare him in the eye until he’s mesmerized,
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and then invite him in for a big plate of rice and beans and 
steak. When’s he’s stuffed, give him an India beer and a flan; 
a good sweet coconut flan is the best for awakening love. I f  
he can stand up from the meal, you don’t need a 200 pound 
ghetto bitch queen like me to steer his grogginess to the 
bed where he’ll just collapse, I guarantee it. The rest is easy.

Maybe the Senator’s wife didn’t have the time to ask her 
maid to cook some rice and beans. She had seen Chico play 
and for her that was foreplay. The way he closed his eyes when 
his lips caressed the trumpet made her think he could take a 
woman with him to the same place he went when he wrestled 
with demons. And when she saw him trimming each little 
leaf so carefully, she imagined him fingering his horn. She 
was seeing how careful a lover of the music he was, how he 
could alchemize air and saliva into heaven and earth by just 
lightly feathering mouth and fingers against surfaces: metals, 
flowers, a woman.

Or maybe she was just a repressed blanquita type, a nasty 
bellaca, tired of the Senator’s overused, misfiring hose and 
looking for a real man. I haven’t decided yet.

Chico spun around, and stared as she unzipped his pants 
and his instrument floated high into the air. The woman 
tongued the bulge at the base until it tightened flat and the 
whole length of him plunged into her mouth. Chico said that 
she looked as if she was keeping time as she moved her head 
from side to side.

And all that week, she dismissed her staff, and she and 
Chico played inspired rhythms in different parts of the man
sion and its grounds.

One day, she had just finished blowing a long sweet tune, 
almost bolero-like, with a sudden finish. Chico told me,
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“Dona Fina, afterward I was just standing there with my pants 
down. She told me to pull them up and went into the house.”

He shook his head. “But I just stood there. Dona Fina, 
every time Miss Universe went down on me, all I could think 
was ‘Wow!’”

And it was because Chico was so much like a little boy 
jumping into puddles in the sunlight that things got bad. 
Out of nowhere, Miss Universe’s husband walked into the 
patio, home for a late lunch before going back to the Capitolio, 
and what did he see but some jerk hosing off his pinga in the 
garden. Well, the Senator was a known mujeriego, and suspi
cious like all mujeriegos, what does he think but “My wife is 
a whore.”

And that’s why Chico left a few weeks later with a bad repu
tation he didn’t deserve and the chisme running up and down 
San Juan from the closed world of the Senate to the equally 
closed world of the Llorens caserto that Senator Ferrera’s Santa 
Maria gardener planted seeds like no other.

Initially, I had my own theory about why Hilesca was doing 
what she was doing: practically trying to seduce her own Papi, 
setting him up for the deep fall of a rape charge. I thought 
at first that it was the mother behind it all. I imagined that 
the mother never stopped hating Chico after he got mixed 
up with the Senator’s wife. Time and distance allowed his 
ex-wife to assume, along with all the other women who had 
ever chased him, that he had always been a mujeriego. She also 
began to feel that she never really liked his musician’s lifestyle. 
Few women do; it’s better to let a musician play an inspired 
solo on your keyboard than lock you away between gigs in a 
beat-up old case.
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Actually, Chico, the gentlest, most soft-spoken man in the 
world, had a sad love life. Women always assumed that a 
man who lived such late nights and couldn’t tell them until 
the last minute whether he’d see them or not, had plenty of 
available substitutes. In fact, Chico spent more time than 
any woman ever wanted to believe with his fellow musi
cians at the after job and weekend tertulias. I f  it’s true that 
he was often high, it was usually with the guys and the 
music. The musicians talked and sang all about mounting 
and riding, about starting fires and putting them out, about 
the widening of a woman’s feelings and the hardening of a 
man’s resolve, but the truth is that there was more talk than 
action and more music than talk. The women liked to think 
of him as a player. More often than not he told me, they’d 
be puzzled and hurt because his interests were far from Don 
Juanesque. On a week off, he was happy to sleep twelve hours 
a night or cook long meals with his friend Malanga, the 
ancient Havana conguero, the color of an aged penny and the 
size of a tall little boy.

After eighteen years, Chico told me that Hilesca had sent 
email saying she was still at home with no prospects for col
lege. I imagined that the mother was getting tired. God 
knows she probably needed a rest after so many years out in 
that dead zone in Orocovis. Una vida tranquila, they always 
say. The country life! It’s no surprise so many of those plan
tation wives went crazy. I f  the uninterrupted monotony of 
the days didn’t kill me, the insomniac coquis would have me 
climbing the walls. My theory is that the mother was fed up 
with both slum conditions and country living; finally after 
the kid was grown she could do a little playing herself. When 
Hilesca showed up in New York, my theory seemed to be
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borne out by the facts: the kid told us that the old cow was 
grazing on some new Miami grass.

Hilesca’s name was a combination of the first syllables of the 
names of Chico’s mother, father, and brother: Hilda, Esteban, 
and Carlos, all dead. Maybe she was a problem because she 
combined the worst traits of all of them. Who knows? The first 
time I saw her, I got a real bad feeling. I had come upstairs on 
the day she arrived in New York, fresh from the island. For the 
previous three weeks Chico had been saying, “Dona Fina, I ’m 
meeting my daughter after eighteen years. Doha Fina, she’s a 
young lady now. I ’ve seen her picture and I ’m starting to think 
she looks a lot like me, Doha Fina. I think she’s good at school, 
when she can actually concentrate. I ’m going to help her apply 
for college.” Doha Fina this, Doha Fina that...

I knocked on the door and Chico said, “Hey,” and I said, 
“It’s just me, Fina,” and I heard a shrieky laugh, and then he 
shouted, “Come in,” and I walked into the kitchen and what 
did I see but this teenager planted on his lap. Maybe that’s 
not so bad, but she was real developed for her age, with a 
chest to be proud of. She was wearing one of those leotard 
things, a white one so that her dark nipples showed clearly 
and her big ass was spread out like the Pillsbury Doughboy’s 
in tight white shorts, and I don’t know what he could have 
been thinking because she didn’t look like him at all. She 
was so pale. And she was sitting there wide and shameless in 
those shiny white shorts with a face like the kind you’d see 
riding a merry go round.

Chico shifted a little in the chair under her weight.
“Dona Fina, this is Hilesca. Hilesca, this is Dona Fina, she’s 

a good friend.”
“And a spirit worker,” I said, swinging my long beaded
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extensions over my shoulders, liking the rich sound they 
made, like change in my pocket. “So don’t be bad.” I shook 
my finger at the girl like I was joking.

“Ay,” she said, “don’t you put a fufu  on me.”
I didn’t answer that, just whumped my ass down on Chico’s 

scraggly sofa, letting her fret all she wanted about fufus and 
whatnot.

“Don’t worry, nena" said her dad. “Fina only does the good 
work.” I nodded all innocent-like, repeating the habitual 
response in my mind: you can’t do the good work, after all 
unless there’s a bad spirit to work with.

Well, I could barely stand to see Chico suffer under the 
heft of so much dough for pan sobao, so I left. From then on, 
whenever I saw the girl near Chico she was always being, well, 
so physical. Always accidentally bumping her little melons 
up against him, taking the slightest opportunity to reach 
across him for the salt, sitting right up next to him on the bus 
stop bench. And she couldn’t tell a story without putting her 
hands on his thigh, his neck, his face. Pobre Chico, trying to 
flick off those caresses as if  they were harmless little insects!

The Friday of the first week after she arrived, I felt called 
upon to do just a little fufu: I put Hilesca’s name on paper 
in a dish, smeared it with a potent mixture of gunpowder, 
monkey shit, and that stinky grease brujos call “hate oil.” I 
put the dish outside the back door downstairs where I had 
seen the little minx copping smokes unbeknownst to Chico, 
or so I thought.

It might seem natural to assume that if  anyone did any 
seducing it was Hilesca, but the strange thing is that noth
ing happened besides all that rubbing and touching. Or so 
Chico said.
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So this is the nothing that happened. Chico had a lot of 
late night work that summer, sets at the Copacabana and the 
Latin Bistro. They all started late and ended late, and he came 
home bone tired. He would stumble into his bedroom, pull 
off his clothes and throw himself naked on the bed and fall 
asleep like that.

He didn’t know how long the girl who called herself 
Hilesca had been watching him, but one night he woke, his 
eyes still half-closed, and saw her. She stood there for such 
a long time that he fell into a dream he had forgotten. He 
saw the zinc-roofed house in Puerto Rico where he had lived 
with his wife. His wife turned her back on him, went into 
the house, and closed the door behind her. He kept knock
ing on the door. Then the silence was such that he realized 
his wife wasn’t in the house anymore. The silence penetrated 
him. He opened his eyes, and saw the girl staring at him, 
her eyes shadowy sockets, her own silence like the silence 
in his dream.

From then on, he knew she was coming in almost every 
night because he lay awake until she did. Sometimes he 
had an erection, especially i f  he’d done a few lines of perico. 
Sometimes he got it while she was there. And sometimes 
he was so tired, he fell asleep right away. O f course, there 
was a progression. One night she walked in, watched him 
for a while and just as he was falling asleep she lay down on 
the bed next to him. He could smell the cheap drugstore 
perfume on her, and worse, he could feel the heat of those 
parts of her body that rose like bread through her shorts 
and tight T-shirt. That silence from so long ago ballooned 
inside of him, so that he felt he had left his real self behind 
at the club. His body was on its own, his pinga standing up
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like a toy soldier so that he had to pretend to flip over in his 
sleep. His attempt to control his body must have annoyed 
her because she leapt off the bed and stood there for what 
seemed like half an hour. He didn’t turn his head or widen 
his eyes because that would have given away the game. He 
was afraid and thrilled that she would touch him, his brown 
hide about to leap off his bones.

Sure enough, the next time she came to watch him she 
wasn’t wearing any clothes. Through his half-closed eyes he 
saw her naked for the first time. The realization sunk in that 
in no universe could she ever be his daughter. Not even the 
daughter he had made up, abandoned for eighteen years on 
the island with his volcanic ex-wife. It wasn’t so much that in 
the nude she didn’t look like him at all, but she was nothing 
like the ex-wife either, for the ex-wife at least had been real.

The mother they were lying about to each other was a 
shade or two darker than Chico himself, the color of wet sand 
in the setting sun, a woman with no hair anywhere on her 
body except the soft gold kinked storm cloud on her head. 
Hilesca’s pubic hair hung from under her arms and over her 
sex, tangled and long like Spanish moss, dark against the 
skin of a body that glowed like those starry ceilings parents 
put up in kids’s rooms.

Who was this girl who’d named herself after all his dead 
family members? Not just his mother, father, and brother, but 
the real Hilesca, the baby who had died just a few weeks after 
he’d taken mother and child to the private hospital in San 
Juan. The hospital had booted the sick mother and the dying 
baby over a bounced check. That bounced check reflected 
another check that Senator Ferrera canceled after he caught 
Chico playing duets with Miss Universe.
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When Chico went back to Orocovis, his wife had already 
buried the baby.

She stood next to the almond tree in front of their zinc- 
roofed wooden house. The fuzzy velvet husks lay rotting on 
the clayey dirt near the door. The bitter roses smell of crushed 
almond fruit filled the air. She barred his entrance, her hand 
closed in a fist over her heart, her eyes staring past him. She 
was dressed in a black cotton peasant’s blouse, and jeans. She 
had shorn her hair into a brown helmet with a slight gold 
sheen. Or maybe the doctors at the private hospital cut it off. 
She didn’t say nothing. Instead, she opened her hand and held 
it out. The little gold baby shoe charm sparkled on her palm. 
Chico had bought it when Hilesca was born, and put it on a 
gold chain around the baby’s neck.

He took the charm, and she turned her back to him, 
opened the door of the shack, and closed it softly behind her. 
He breathed in the bitter roses smell.

His clothes were at a boarding house in San Juan, and now 
he realized there wasn’t much in the shack that he still had 
any claim to. Except her.

He knocked. “Mi amor— ”
The silence was such that it was as if  there was nobody 

inside the shack. The silence inside the shack enveloped, then 
penetrated him, a sensation like a dim light had turned on in 
the normally comfy dark recesses of his mind.

The last time this grown Hilesca came into Chico’s room, 
he became completely still and quiet feeling his pinga salute 
her as i f  it belonged to someone else. He watched her watch 
him. Casually she poked a finger into her luxuriant bush. 
He’d kept his eyes narrowed all those times, only open 
enough to catch important movements but not enough for
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it to be obvious he was awake. His eyes opened wide now.
One of them couldn’t stand the charade any longer.
She stalked over to the bed and batted his pinga.
Chico, brain fuzzy with pain and surprise, rocked back and 

forth, holding himself there until the stinging ebbed. Then 
he sat up straight against the wall and yelled at her. “What 
are you doing?” He hadn’t expected such an artless betrayal 
of the little ritual they’d set up.

The girl stood there with eyes like onyx. There was a thick 
silence. They just stared at each other, his pinga ticking harder 
by the second and her nipples like lighthouses on the dunes 
of her chest.

“I have a question,” she said.
“Naked? You ask me a question naked?”
“I didn’t want you to say no.”
Then like an afterthought, she said: “Papi.” The long 

straight hair, so much not the hair of anyone that could have 
been his daughter, slid over her face like a gauze curtain in 
a room that now filled with shadows and the salt and iron 
smells of their bodies.

“I want to sing. I can sing, Papi. I want to be your lead 
singer.”

He got up from the bed, grabbed her by the shoulders and 
shook that pale hairy Betty Boop until she pushed him away, 
her breasts brushing against his arm, as soft as rain.

She pulled the moss at her crotch, “I ’ll call the cops on you, 
Papi. I’ll go to the door naked and let them come to their own 
conclusions. They’ll take you away for bothering me.”

’’You mean you’re going to say I molested you?”
“You bothering me now, yeah.”
My theory is he really didn’t want to tell her he knew she
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wasn’t his daughter. He had fantasized about simply watching 
her play him, letting her take it as far as she could, to see if 
at some point something changed between them.

He said through his teeth, “I ’d have to tell them I ’m not 
your Papi. My only daughter died when she was just a baby.”

Likewise this girl kept her body still. “So why’dja go along 
with it then? You let me call you ‘Papi.’ You told the bruja 
downstairs I was your daughter. W hat’s up with that?”

What made him feel guilty wasn’t the stirrings in his loins, 
the suicidal devotions of the blind deaf and dumb head. The 
worst of it was that he wanted it to go on, to see how far they 
could both take it, the pretense that she was his daughter, 
the future trips to look at colleges, the introduction of his 
long lost child to the musicians and all his other acquain
tances, for Chico trusted few people enough to count them 
as friends. The girl, first with her use of the name ‘Hilesca,’ 
then with her night visits, seemed to him like the shadow of 
his grown-up girl. He wanted to see if  a girl who claimed to 
be his daughter could be the woman he needed. The child 
Hilesca and the mother whose body would lock in fits of 
rage and love. The girl child with the breasts as nurturing 
as bread, and a wife who would look him in the eyes and tell 
him that what he had done was bad, but she saw the love 
and forgave the sin.

In the daytime the girl talked trash, ate flan and plan
tain chips, scared the neighbors with her shriek laugh. But 
at night she was quiet, as she hefted the breasts he never 
touched; she was patient as a monk as she watched him rise, 
and then fall. Watching until he slept, and then the dream 
came, and then the silence.

The last night of his dream, after he called out “Mi Amor,”
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the door of the zinc-roofed house opened. He went inside. 
Nobody was there. Rawboarded floors, no bed, no chairs or 
table, and no crib. He went to the tiny closet and knocked 
wire hangers down. But in the dream they made no noise. He 
went back to the open door and stared out at clay dirt and 
flowering almond trees, cigarette littered sidewalks, monkey 
bars and jungle gyms, sunflowers and knee high grass. He 
didn’t have what he needed, but the world was waiting for 
him.

A ll the women over the years were wrong about him. He 
wasn’t a man who needed many women, or even more than 
one. He needed a woman who could recognize the silence in 
him, inside them both, and help him make it real like his 
music, and bring it into the world.

So he would have gone on waiting, through the twilight 
hour when the girl came round like the six o’clock news to 
stare at him naked in her own nakedness, watching her watch 
him.

But the girl wanted something different. Once decked out 
in the proper stippled sequin barebacked lounge singer attire, 
Hilesca, whose name was really Alba Sanchez, courtesy of 
Co-op City, the Bronx, could belt out songs that traveled from 
squeaky refrains in “el perrito” type merengues to the best 
voz de vieja classic salsa songs. But what she would sing most 
soulfully for Chico were jazz ballads, especially the composi
tion that came to be known as “Love Migrates,” about the 
love that one day decides it can’t love you back, the migrat
ing love that doesn’t stay the same, the love that might come 
back some day. But now love migrates so that new love can 
come your way.

And that was how he got his lead singer, and his best song,
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and climbed quickly to the high point of the arc of the rain
bow, the pinnacle of that fame that didn’t last long.
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Never Too Late

by Ann Lauinger

1.

Shovel-by-shovelful, knee-deep in snow,
Miss Ann is learning what other folks know.
She feels (for an hour, till her arms go slack)
How whiteness weighs on a weary back.

2.

Next time I ’m cut off by an SUV,
Maybe some god (drawn by utility
Or sport) will descend and do sweet earth the grace
O f squashing its giant cockroach carapace.

3.

Brass pots from Karachi, the silk of Seljuk kings, 
Cute puppy rugs, and a thingamajig to brew tea.
If  you missed the Bulgarian mugs and napkin rings, 
Come back tomorrow. As Keats said, Truth is Booty.
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A Turncoat

by Ann Lauinger

I made my song a coat...

I made my song a turncoat,
Re-versing line on line 
Till it molted, serpentine,
And I turned it inside out.

Writing plows a field 
Where intention shouts haw,
While the mule, through snaffled jaws, 
Snorts gee. When the Sibyl spelled

On leaves what she— raving— sang, 
Ten thousand answers flew 
In her dreaming cave: all true,
But the questions always wrong.

I made my coat a dress rehearsal 
For a sail on a tacking boat,
But still the art of rehearsed reversal

Re-charted water and skies.
It takes so many turns of the coat 
To learn to go serpent-wise.
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Cortes

by Cynthia Cruz

On the ravishment of the New World,
Cortes and his cohorts: five hundred or so
Gun totting, germ carrying
Boys, their eighteen or so war
Horses, gorgeous, in silver
Chest plates. And the savage
Mastiffs and wolfhounds. At the shore,
The natives offered the men food and 
Masks. Malinalli, Tenepal, Malintzin, 
Baptized, Dona Marina. The Mexican 
Eve, or Pocohantas. La 
Chingada, slut, and mother of all 
Mixed bloods. Exotic, wild, and sold 
By her mother. Lovely 
Malinche, translating ambassador,
Loving the Master. Until, he, of course,
Left her. Sailed back to Spain 
In his pretty procession of 
Warrior boats. After shiploads of jewels and 
Hillsides of bodies, then there was 
Measles and mumps, yellow fever, 
Gonorrhea, and pox. Contagion’s ghost 
Shadowing the men as they 
Made their merry way.
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California

by Cynthia Cruz

My friend Billy dressed as a boy.
She cut her long blonde hair off

So that her father would stop 
Always touching her.

Night is when death and his daughters arrive.

She stood in the dark 
On the side of the Imperial

Highway waiting for anyone 
Who would take her.

We lived in the Blue House 
In an abandoned car wash.

A ll of us, orphans and fucked 
Feral children.

Most of us are dead now and 
Cannot speak.

Nights, we inebriated and melted 
Into the concrete floor of the Blue House.

Heaven was a sexless
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Slumber party.

In the mornings we’d lose Germ,
The beautiful fifteen year old.

Outside the makeshift hospital,
He sold himself

For H. Do whatever it takes 
To kill the breathing

Memory animals. We stayed 
At the Blue House

Listening to Bowie’s Heroes
In German. And watched the same movie

Over and over. The one about the thirteen-year old 
Junkie turned prostitute

In platforms and electrifying glamour 
On Kurfiirstenstrasse. And how we loved the White

Duke, living on warm milk and cocaine. Help me, 
Billy said,

Her face a fixed mask 
O f secret terror.

What her father did to her 
In the night—

Help me, she said.
And we never did.



Symposia

by Cynthia Cruz

Stuffed birds in glass cages. And wild,
The white Sheltie pony, dappled
In black spots. Siberian tigers, and the sorrow
O f songbirds: of European starlings,
The Old World, fixed in cotton, kept in cages. 
Melancholic, a menagerie of blotted 
Memory. And the underwater, subterranea:
T V  flicker of F16 fighter jets,
And American caterpillar tanks.
Repeated T V  footage of one unknown war zone 
After another. I keep thinking the darkness 
Is from the anesthesia.
But there was none.
In the dark, we’re building bombs 
From the broke cartilage of poems.
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To a Catholic Girl

by Daniela Costarelo

She clasps wet, holy palms and 
Bends knees,
Bends knees,
Bends bruised, swollen knees, 
on cold marble floors.

While, Jesus hangs on a golden cross. 
His face lined with agony, 
with empathy,
with an eternity as a symbol, 
instead of a man.

“Does God exist?”
“What is religion?”
“Is the bible real?”
“Is being gay a sin?” 
runs through her head.

And questions go 
Unanswered.
She looks to 
stained glass windows.
Images move 
making gestures to 

“come forth.”
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She walks over, 
and bends bruised, 
swollen knees, before 
Saint Agnes,
Saint Frances,
Saint Mary,
Saint Theresa,

Saint Anthony 
and asks for answers.

Questions go 
Unanswered.
Her head drops 
to her chest,

Jesus dangling from 
her neck.

She imagines 
caressing breasts 
that don’t belong to her, 
and looking up 
sees Saint Jude * 
smile.

*(Saint Jude: Patron Saint of desperate situations.)
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Moment

by Igwe J. W illiam s

I had ridden down 
the Hudson Greenway 
to Hue-man bookstore 
through
a Michael Jackson 
frenzy on 
125th Street—  
a practice in the end 
of the world, 
bought cherries 
and stopped 
to eat them at a warm 
spot on the river, 
ridden back up the 
Greenway toward home 
when the storm 
began to push 
its way through.

I had stopped at 
the grocery store 
for beer and fish 
then lugged the bike 
and myself 
up the stairs into
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the lightless quiet 
of my apartment.

The television
was on and I
was putting away
the groceries when
I heard the first crack
of thunder and,
never wanting to waste
a good storm,
turned off the fan,
the TV, the kitchen radio,
the computer.

That thick gray smell 
filled the place.
I opened a St. Pauli Girl, 
leaned back 
in an office chair 
and put my feet 
up on the windowsill, 
packed a corncob pipe, 
lit and stoked it as 
the rain came down, 
heavier and heavier still.

Sometimes I took 
the cup
of the pipe and 
held it to the place 
between my chest, 
touching the warmth.

GLOBAL CITY REVIEW
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I wanted to think 
only of the storm’s stray 
droplets splashing onto 
the bare 
soles of my feet, 
then my toes and 
further up my legs.

I wanted to hear
and inhale the storm
but I could
not turn my head
off and I thought
about my friends
who are poets. I thought
about writing and the fear
of being forgotten
by the world. I thought
about Michael and the specter
of Michael: Being one
hundred and twelve
pounds, bald, needled
like pock marks —
Joe Jackson over him 
like an alpha wolf over 
an omega, held with 
a starved man’s 
determination, 
an encompassing Joe, 
a Joe who could 
blot out the sun, 
a Jermaine spider
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with cinder block 
head, crouching 
in a shadowy corner, 
watching.

I thought
about death someday 
coming for me like 
a girlfriend o f youth 
finding you again 
each night, 
species after species 
o f yourself, body 
as a canoe run 
aground on lush 
garden edens.

And 1 thought about you 
as I sat there and 
the rain had finished and 
windows were 
beginning to open 
back up and 
my smoke was dying 
and some woman 
was ringing the text 
on my phone and 
a kitten with a big voice 
was meowing like 
a villain somewhere 
in the alley and 
the drug rhythm

GLOBAL C IT T  REVIEW
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of Inwood 
was rising slowly 
out of the moisture. 
I thought about 
you, there 
in the dark room, 
reading this poem, 
thinking about me.
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Siena
(excerpt from the novel Florence in Ecstasy) 

by Jessie Chaffee

AS W E PULL OUT OF THE STATION THE TRAIN DOORS INHALE  

and then exhale a small Italian man with wire-rimmed glasses. 
He grips a cigarette, looking down the aisle for the smoking 
car. Across from me are two girls, German or Austrian; I ’m 
not sure which. One with large eyes and feet, short legs, and 
tiny doll lips— a sort of delicate dwarf— reads aloud self- 
assured ly from a novel to her companion whose feet rest on 
the large backpack on the floor between us. I try not to stare 
as she re-enacts the story with great hand and facial move
ments. With each gesture, she is a new painting. In a few 
minutes, we are in the suburbs of Florence. We are in the hills 
by the time she snaps the old hardcover shut and stretches her 
arm comfortably across the seat behind her friend, glancing 
at me wisely out of the corner of her eye as if  she knows that 
I am searching for a crack or a defect. Finding none, I close 
my eyes and feel good knowing these girls exist, confident 
and comfortable.

It is Sunday and I am leaving Florence for the first time 
since my arrival. The city is closed. It is not the soft closed 
of American cities. It is not the change in hours or the far
ther walk for groceries. It is an imperative rest, a command 
that shutters all the shops. This command drove me to my 
guidebook to find a place open, a place to be besides church 
on this Sunday, drove me to the train station where I bought
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a second class ticket to Siena. It is Florence’s medieval rival. 
More importantly, its famous central square and multitude of 
.hurches will be open, open, open.

The sun is not quite up and the hills are swallowing us 
now, one side green, the other black, like a shadow puppet 
theater. We are going south. Nothing sounds better and 
it feels good to know, as the train stops and starts at each 
city along the way and the sun comes up hazy behind the 
clouds, that I am going somewhere new on this gray day. So 
this is what south of Florence looks like, I think, and that 
is Empoli as we pull into another station and then away. 
And that is Castefiorentino at the next. How many of these 
first impressions w ill unravel and come undone? W ith each 
curve, we are burrowing deeper in, more remote, until the 
homes disappear and there is only land for long stretches, 
broken by blocked letters on train platforms.

Across the way the companion of the delicate dwarf slides 
out from under her friend’s arm and extracts from her bag 
an enormous cucumber and pocketknife. I try to imagine 
her stopping to pack the knife in her kitchen in the early 
morning, sighing with relief that she had remembered this 
essential tool in spite of her grogginess. She passes it to the 
first girl who flips open the blade with ease and begins to 
peel away the skin in strips without looking at the blade, no 
energy lost or wasted, and again she is a painting. She knows, 
I think, where she is going just as she knows exactly how to 
peel that fruit, tracing easily the skin and losing none of the 
meat. Something in the gesture is my own tradition, but one 
I have forgotten. Somewhere I had the confidence of that girl 
who is a painting. I had the history.

I remember familiar places, distant now but known to
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me. Back home in Boston, leaning out my window with my 
stomach resting against the radiator, I looked out at rooftops 
and knew that landscape, knew its edges and extensions and 
how they all connected. I could stand at any point in the city 
and know how it expanded, where it went, how it ended. I 
held that periphery always in my mind and could see myself 
moving through streets from above along the quickest route 
from here to there.

Now I am a single point and what I see ahead of me, I 
think, and that is all. A  single point and the distance of my 
gaze: these two girls before me, that field to the left, the edge 
of trees to the right. The boundaries are created by my line 
of sight, and all that rests beyond is unknown.

The companion reaches back into her bag and finds a little 
package of dried soup mix I recognize and a tin of crackers. 
The girl who is a painting slices the cucumber thin onto a 
napkin on the seat between them. Then I watch them both, 
concentrated and silent, place the cucumber on the crackers 
and sprinkle the secret mix on top. It is a meal, I think, they 
have stolen from their mothers. Their task complete, they 
glance up at me and I turn back to the window, embarrassed.

“I am known somewhere!” I want to shout.
But I do not know the names of these places, or what they 

are called beneath and beyond their names. This is the upper 
road and that the lower. This is where the old school used 
to be and that is the quickest way out of town. There are 
no connected paths, no quickest routes to home or work, no 
familiar house to stop at, no ends. Even in Florence my senses 
are vague. How to get from here to there has become the 
one route I know from A to B and when I stray from it, I 
am lost. The place that I know, I left. I did not think then,
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but now I know, how much I held. I did not think then, but 
now I know, that every time I spoke the name of a street, a 
neighborhood, a friend, I was saying too this is mine, this is 
mine, this is mine.

We pull up to another station, Poggibonsi. And that is 
Poggibonsi, I think looking out at the narrow platform and 
the two modern buildings beyond it surrounded by low 
shrubs. The girls get up, speaking quickly. They know some
thing I don’t. There must be something special in this town, 
in spite of the narrow platform and modern buildings, some
thing these girls know about that happens only on Sunday, 
only on this Sunday, an event that makes Poggibonsi the 
magical place that it is. The delicate dwarf glances at me 
mid-smile as her friend helps to hoist her backpack up, before 
turning to go. I have the urge to get up and follow but I stay 
seated and watch as the door inhales and exhales these girls. 
In a moment, they are on the platform walking with purpose 
as the train pulls away and I feel regret. Poggibonsi. I shape 
the letters silently, liking the way the word feels in my mouth. 
Poggibonsi. It bounces twice, lightly up and then down.

Even Siena is quiet. I see almost no one as I make my way 
to the center, following signs that lead me away from the 
modern buildings that circle the city and into the walls of 
the old section. It is early afternoon. The church services are 
over, people are at home eating, and the shop windows are 
dark. Only the occasional coffee bar is open, the inside a cool 
rectangle broken by no more than one or two bodies gripping 
espressos or newspapers and glancing up at a small television. 
Soccer.

The city is built on a hill and the streets are tighter than
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Florence, maze-like. I follow the main road up and then down 
and then up again. It is claustrophobic, and the buildings on 
either side are too close to me, slicing the sky into narrow 
strips. I feel trapped with nowhere to look but out to the 
walls on either side, up at the church towers, or down at my 
feet. I understand this feeling to be medieval. This makes 
sense. According to my guidebook, the city reached its peak 
in the Middle Ages when work began on its main cathedral, 
intended to be the largest in the world. But in 1347, it lost 
its workforce to the plague and construction stopped. The 
city never recovered. The plague was followed by internal 
conflicts and battles with neighboring states and, in the race 
for regional dominance, Florence won. Florence completed 
its cathedral, topping it off with Brunelleschi’s ingenious 
dome, and ushered in the Renaissance. People stepped out of 
the walls of feudalism, out of the church. Life was no longer 
the dark tunnel to heaven, filled with tricks and traps. Life 
was. And humans became the center of it; the center of art, 
economy, meaning, possi-bility. Artists painted real people 
and designed buildings based on the human proportion. The 
world opened up. This I feel in Florence. But I do not feel 
it here in Siena. Siena is an older generation, cloistered and 
closed, and its unfinished cathedral, an almost identical copy 
of Florence’s with its white and green candy-striped walls, 
stands as a permanent marble reminder of its defeat.

I am searching for the central square, the Piazza del Campo, 
thought to be one of the most beautiful in the world. The 
street twists again and I see an archway ahead. I pass through 
it, tunneling between buildings, and find myself, finally, in a 
larger space. Even this space, though, is cramped for a piazza. 
It is buried in the city’s center, framed by the tight repeated
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circles of buildings that radiate out like stone ripples on water. 
The central square is in reality an ellipsis, a cobbled tilt-a- 
whirl edged in cafes that pitches down to the church at its 
base. This is what I know of it: twice a year there is a horse 
race here, a tradition dating back to the Middle Ages when 
seventeen horsemen representing the city’s seventeen districts 
competed. The piazza fills for it with up to 30,000 people. 
The rules of the race are medieval and the jockeys ride bare- 
back. The design of the piazza begs excitement: the small 
field and sharp corners result in chaos. Horses often collide 
rounding the corner, or throw their riders while making the 
descent towards the church. Three laps. Ninety seconds of 
utter madness.

There is more, but that is what I know. And now the square 
is almost empty except for a young boy and his father who 
enter through one of the arcades and cross the square towards 
the church. The boy marches, his arms swinging at his sides, 
his sandals slapping at the stones. I wait until they’ve disap
peared through the church doors to follow the same path 
down and then out an arcade at the base of the piazza.

I visit the unfinished Duomo, then make my way to the 
edge of town, to the Basilica of San Domenico. The church 
is in an ideal spot, balanced high on one of Siena’s hills. 
Cypresses stand at attention along its walls, and a thick clus
ter of stouter trees circle the area like a wreath, isolating 
the church from the rest of the city. The basilica is part of a 
larger structure, expansive but plain, that includes the origi
nal monastery. The entire complex is constructed of brick 
and wood. It is massive but unassuming and a worn wooden 
door on the side is almost unnoticeable. The door is open a 
crack and I enter to find a similarly sparse interior, cool and
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hushed and surprisingly light. It is good to suddenly feel so 
much open space, and refreshing after the tight streets of 
the center and the overly ornate Duomo. The walls are light 
stone, the ceiling wooden beams. The only vibrant color is 
the panel of stained glass windows at the far end— six bright 
figures framed by a pointed gothic arch. I like the simplicity 
of this space, and for the first time all day I feel comfort
able. I would like to stay here to read and write and think. I 
would like to stay here and wait for answers. My shoulders, 
which I had not realized were tense, relax as I breathe out 
and then in and I catch the scent of incense. Halfway up the 
nave a woman kneels by a side chapel, but otherwise the 
basilica is empty. As soon as I take a few steps, however, a 
priest appears. He is small and old with tufts of white hair 
around his ears. He squints at me, smiling, his lips folding 
into his face.

“Buona sera,” he says, “Inglese?”
“Americana,” I reply, trying to match his smile.
He nods. “Vuole vedere la basilica?”
He is offering me a tour and seems thrilled at the prospect. 

“Si, grazie,” I say, and then realize my error as he mistakes my 
response for fluency and begins speaking rapidly in Italian, 
but with such excitement and earnestness that I do not stop 
him. After a minute, he takes the edge of my sleeve, a gesture 
odd but gentle, and leads me up the left hand side of the nave, 
stopping at a raised chapel to point at a painting.

“Caterina,” he says. “Conosce?”
I nod. Catherine of Siena. She was mentioned in my guide

book. She was a mystic in the Middle Ages and experienced 
visions and ecstasies like St. Teresa. She claimed to have mar
ried Jesus in a dream. She was involved in the politics of the
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church. In this portrait she is in a black and white habit, a 
stalk of lilies in her left hand. It is a pre-Renaissance portrait; 
her features are flat, the almond eyes lowered without expres
sion, the proportions slightly off. On each of her hands is a 
drop of blood, the stigmata. A  woman with long blond hair 
kneels before her, kissing the fingers of her right hand.

We stand for a moment longer, he gazing up at the portrait 
and shaking his head. He looks close to tears. Then he takes 
the edge of my sleeve again and we are off— he speaking 
and I not understanding, his feet shuffling along the marble 
floor with a shhh shhh shhh that is calming, and I try to 
step more lightly to stop my shoes from clicking. He stops at 
several paintings along the way, gestures to the ceilings and 
side chapels, and I catch a series of dates. When we get to the 
head of the cathedral, he points to each of the stained glass 
windows, naming them. Then he takes my sleeve again and 
pulls me to a chapel to the right of the main alter, which is 
full of sunlight and frescoed on three sides. There he stops 
before a small ornate shrine, a mini-cathedral.

“La sua testa,” he says gravely.
“Her head?” I ask.
“Si, ‘er ead,” he confirms. Indeed, in the center of the shrine 

is St. Catherine’s mummified head shrinking into a crisp 
white habit. The cheeks are sunken, the nose almost gone, 
the upper teeth still visible, the eyes closed. It is not much 
different than the first flat painting and seems, in fact, more 
animated as the eyebrows are raised. Putting aside that it is 
not attached to a body, putting aside that it is a mummified 
head, it is actually quite beautiful.

“E anche la sua barretta.” The priest gestures to a glass case 
beside it. A  single finger, crooked, points heavenward.
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The small man’s smile returns and I realize that this is 
the end of the tour. He shakes his head side to side when 
I offer him money but points to the decorated walls with 
great enthusiasm and bows slightly before disappearing into 
the basilica. I stare at the head for a moment longer, and 
then examine each of the frescoes. Each image is of Catherine, 
identifiable by her stiff habit and stigmata. They are more 
lifelike, painted over a hundred years after her death. They 
have perspective, they have expression, and instead of a 
blank background Catherine is out in the city, architecture 
and landscape behind her. In the first fresco she is collapsed, 
receiving the stigmata. She looks upwards in ecstasy, her body 
not her own. On another wall, she prays for a man’s soul as he 
is executed. His head, like hers, has been torn from its body.

The third fresco is the most striking. St. Catherine, lilies 
resting in her left arm, right hand raised, stands over a young 
woman believed to be possessed by a demon. The possessed 
woman is on the ground, her arms straining up at unnatural 
angles, her head thrown back. Her face is delicate like the 
girl on the train. A  crowd has formed but the people peer at 
her from behind pillars or hide their faces, shrinking back 
from the scene. Only St. Catherine is calm, her eyes down, 
her cheeks a bit sunken, her habit stiff. I wonder which of 
these women I am, the one straining madly toward some
thing unseen, or the calm one looking on. I have been both, 
I think. In this past year, I have been both. I have been the 
madwoman screaming, straining, digging ditches around the 
bone. Sculpting.

W hy are you so difficult?— my lover’s voice— and still I 
could not stop digging, could not stop sculpting. I would 
be well sculpted. Until a crowd gathered as witnesses to my

[ 78 ]



CHAFFEE • SIENA

humiliation. They could not see that I was not only digging. 
I was reaching for... reaching for... something more.

When did this begin?— my sister’s voice, a flat note, as she 
watched me disappear, carving away the outside, carving away 
the inside. Until all that remained were valleys. But I was not 
mad. I was calm. I was closer to something they couldn’t see. 
Until I saw. One afternoon on my way home from work, in 
a shop window, in a sliver of glass for a sliver of time, I saw. 
Everything was written across me in spaces and hollows. I was 
transparent. I tried to hide then, all of the time.

I stand for what must be a long while in the little chapel in 
San Domenico in front of this fresco. Catherine’s face belies 
nothing as she gazes at the possessed woman, but even the 
saint, I decide, was more than her patient reserve. I look at 
the first painting of Catherine in ecstasy and then back to 
the image of this writhing woman. They seem the same and 
I wonder if, in looking at this madwoman, St. Catherine rec
ognized herself, frozen in one of her ecstasies, envisioning. O f 
course, she had been told the woman was inhabited by an evil 
being, not God. Still, it seems to me that Catherine is looking 
in a mirror, and I wonder if  she realized this and if  it struck 
her as odd that she had been asked to heal her own reflection.

On the way to the station I stop in a gift shop, the only 
place open following Sunday’s siesta, and buy a book on the 
saint’s life. But as the train pulls out of the city at dusk, I find 
I cannot focus on the words. I put the book on the seat beside 
me and close my eyes. I see myself already back in Florence. 
For a moment I am in two places at once. It is always this way, 
I think, when you travel. You exist in two places at once, as 
two people at once. There is the place where you are and the
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place you are going, where you are already wandering streets, 
having dinner, strolling home. There is the you that is here 
and the future you already there, smiling and confident. And 
the future place is not a busy intersection in Florence at night, 
a darkened alley where words chase me. It is not the place 
I feel I am perched, always precariously perched, these days. 
This future place is better and in it is the better me. Not the 
me riding lonely on a train, running from everything I knew 
and everything I was— but the me that is knowing, flirtatious, 
unfettered, savvy, healed. The thought is reassuring, but then 
it turns and is terrifying. This future woman is not me and I 
know how she will look at me, the past her. I know how she 
will pity, patronize, want to expunge, destroy. She will say I 
remember what I was, before I learned. She will want to erase 
what is mine. But this is me and this is mine, this is mine, this 
is mine. This lonely ride home is mine, too.

Out the train window is a parade of shadows, and I am a 
single point in the dark, one lit window passing by. Am I 
going in the wrong direction? Am  I traveling madly into a 
nightmare from which I will wake in years and say— that was 
the time I took the wrong path, that is when all the troubles 
began? I feel sick. I had a life in Boston. I built it. I can’t start 
over. I can’t start over. Even if  I leave now, get off this train, 
go back, I will be swimming upstream towards the past. I 
had a life: my stomach warm against the radiator when I 
looked out my window, the city stretching out on every side, 
known. I had a life.

This is the first day, I think looking out at the passing 
darkness, and seeing suddenly my own face in the window. 
This is the first day of the rest of your. The rest of your. The 
rest. This is the first day. This is the first. The rest. Your life.
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Then, with horror, The rest of your life. W hat if  this is the 
rest of your life?

But this is the place that you are, I think. On a train in the 
dark. And, in truth, the place I am going doesn’t exist. She 
does not yet exist.
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Jamal

by M aureen Daniels

This is how I was broken:

Draped on your back,
folded in berries, breathing earth.
The mound of your eye was so foreign.

Hazard of a girl,
I planned to tame you
and leaned into the hoof of your spirit,
the jaw of your gentleness,
the crouch of foraging grief.

You forced me into the corral, 
spun difficult ground, 
but you were not responsible.
I was delicate, blistering 
in the place I loved you.

The scent of grass 
on your breath was a comfort 
and how you stood, shaking 
your striped face, my stallion.
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Self-Portrait of Myself at Eleven

by M aureen Daniels

She just shrugged and walked into the kitchen.
I put up with my grandfather 
every day
when he lived with us.

I put up with my grandfather 
after he listened in on my phone calls 
when he lived with us.
I thought he hated me.

After he listened in on my phone calls,
he grabbed me by the throat or the back of my hair.
I thought he hated me
and I wondered if he might accidentally kill me in a rage.

He grabbed me by the throat or the back of my hair,
I hadn’t yet learned how to feel fear
and I wondered if he might accidentally kill me in a rage.
I imagined him having to explain that to my mother.

I hadn’t yet learned how to feel fear.
He thought he was raising a girl to learn her place.
I imagined him having to explain that to my mother. 
When the welts from his belt buckles purpled my skin,

he thought he was raising a girl to learn her place,
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so I started to fight back in order to protect myself.
When the welts from his belt buckles purpled my skin,
He used to beat me too, my mother said when I showed her,

so I started to fight back in order to protect myself 
every day.
He used to beat me too, my mother said when I showed her. 
She just shrugged and walked into the kitchen.
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Matrix

by Sudeep Sen

for PSC

Birds fly across the pale blue sky 
cross-stitching a matrix in Pali—

a tongue now beautifully classical 
like temple-toned Bharatanatyam.

Dialogues in the other garden 
happen not just in springtime. Yet

you stare askance talking poetry 
in silence, an angularity of stance

like a shot in a film-noir narrative 
yet to be edited down to a whole.

What is a whole? Is it not a sum 
of distilled parts, parts one chooses

to expose carefully like raw stock—  
controlling patterns in the red light

of dark, a dark that dutifully dissolves. 
There emerges at the end,

nests for imaginative flights to rest,
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to weave our own stories braving

winds, currents, and the elements 
of disguise. Fireflies in the grove

do not belong to numbered generation—  
they only light up because line-breaks

like varnam keep purity alive—  
enigmatic, disciplined, spontaneous.

Let the birds fly tracing angular paths, 
let the dancer dance unbridled,

let the poet write unrestrained—  
natural as breathing itself.

Matrix woven can be unwoven—  
enjambments like invisible pauses

weave us back into algebraic patterns 
that only heart and imagination can.

She walks porcupines— as you do— and 
listens to the sound of the sea in a conch.
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