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In the Morning,
They Disappear

The passing of my grandpar-
ents was my first experience with
death. When they died, I wondered
what the last things on their minds
were. [ was told that grandpa’s last
words were “I'm tired” What was
on his mind then, while his fam-
ily stood around the bed, tears in
their eyes as he said that? No words
passed grandma’s lips before she
departed; they must have stayed
inside, lost forever. I wondered
if sometimes death happened so
quickly that a person’s last thoughts
were what they would have for
lunch.

The same thing struck me
as I recalled the loud bang of metal
crashing into metal. I swerved the
steering wheel to the right but it was
too late. My thoughts at the time
were “oh no, oh no, oh no!” but be-
fore that, it would have been about
buying a cabinet. That was six years
ago. At twenty-eight, it became one
of my passing memories. The only
feeling that lingered around me
was fear. Fear of death. Fear that I
almost died alone that day.

Those worries took a de-
tour, as there were more important
things I focused my mind to. I lay
in bed next to someone I wanted

to have a future with. Getting past
my teen years, [ had evolved into a
solitary individual. I spoke to my
family a few times each month. My
parents always told me to be careful,
as the world wasn’t often nice to a
girl like me. Rarely, a person came
into my life who would pull me out
of these rings of silence. Dani was
one of those few people, and she
was here, sleeping next to me. How
I looked at her with adoring eyes;
her long, ash brown hair cascading
over the sheets, the subtle freckles
on her cheeks fading in the winter
light. The gentle smell of jasmine
that perfumed her golden skin
reminded me of the home of my
childhood. Around us, in that small
space we now shared, were antiques
and other secondhand items I had
collected over the years. They stood
out against the bright, minimalistic
furniture wed picked out, purchased
not for style but practicality. There
was no pattern to the items in my
collection, just as long as it caught
my eye.

At night, those old items
would come to life. Their souls
came to me in my sleep, the ghosts
of their previous owners offering me
some of their memories. These pass-
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ing memories, sometimes pleasant,
at times heartbreaking, rarely were
nightmares. Some were hesitant to
share their stories. Days or even
weeks would pass until they entered
my dreams. When I told Dani the
first time this happened, she hesitat-
ed to believe me. Understandable, as
ghosts couldn’t be real.

“The coffee place was a
butcher shop?” Dani was already
dressed in her white and blue scrubs
while brushing her hair. “Howd you
know that?”

In my hand was a small
wooden box with geometrical carv-
ings on the lid. “It was like in the
sixties or something. Anyways, this
was the money box the owner kept
his extra earnings in!” I pointed at
the box. “I saw it in my dream!”

“Dream?” She finally looked
at me. “Jess...”

“Youd never guess the place
was a butcher shop before, but the
owner was there. He opened this ex-
act box” I pointed to the box again.
“His ghost showed me!”

“Ghost?” She put her hand
on my shoulder then brushed my
short black hair. “Get ready for
work. Let’s talk about it later”

We lived together for two
years near a college neighborhood
outside of downtown Seattle. In that
time, Dani became accustomed to
these dreams of mine. On the nights
I was visited by an item’s owner, I
told her the very next day. It be-
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came part of our morning routine.
The dreams ranged from wealthy
old ladies who had no children to
inherit their collections, to couples
who found the item during a trip to
Berlin. I don't think she believed the
stories, but she liked hearing them.
We talked about them even as we
headed off to our commutes—hers
to the university hospital, and mine
into the mess of downtown.

My interest in collecting
antiques grew even more after that.
I didn’t think the antique shops I
despised most in my childhood
would be the places I couldn’t do
without. The first time my parents
took me to one, I was ten years old
and found the place uninteresting.
No toys in sight, and it smelled like
a closet full of old clothes. Knick-
knacks on shelves that reached the
ceiling. I was told to keep my hands
in my pockets, but the sheer diffi-
culty of going to an antique shop
during the winter was navigating
the narrow aisles while wearing a
pufly coat. There were figures, tea
cups, empty jars, all of which looked
like junk to me. These days, nearly
everything appealed to me. It was
a matter of deciding which item
would tell a better story.

ok

Things began to change
when I came across a vintage tennis
racket. At the shop I frequented, it
hung on the wall behind the count-
er. It hadn’t been there the last time



I visited, and it caught my atten-
tion. I didn’t buy it, seeing that my
collections had no space for sports
memorabilia. Yet, I kept thinking
that someone else would get their
hands on it first. The next day, I re-
turned and purchased the racket. It
was in surprisingly good condition,
with a few scratches and dents on
its lacquered surface, and the details
of the wood still visible. The strings
were tight, but the grip had some
stains that I assumed was mold
damage and regular wear and tear.

Dani furled her eyebrows
when I came home with a tennis
racket in my hands. She knew where
I had been but expected an item on
the fragile side.

“Whyd you buy a tennis
racket?” she asked, expertly cutting
green onions like the chefs did on
TV.

It was mid-January and the
sky said 8 pm, but the clocks read
5. She was cooking dinner. Tofu
and vermicelli noodle soup, like the
kind my mom taught me; in turn, I
also taught it to Dani. The hot chili
singed the air and the sesame oil
warmed me up. I almost forgot that
shed asked me a question.

“It told me to buy it,” I final-
ly answered.

“Told you?”

“Not really, but I couldn’t
take my eyes oft it” I spun it by the
handle. It slipped from my hands
and fell to the floor. “Anyways, if
this tells me anything in a dream,

itd probably be a fun memory”

Unfortunately, nothing came
to me in my dreams. I was stuck
with a relic of a sport I didn’t play. It
wasn't the worst eight dollars spent.
The racket sat in a box by the bed-
room door, and I eventually forgot
about it.

A few weeks later, the si-
lence broke. There in my dream was
a young woman, running through
a dark, narrow hallway. Out of
breath, she hid around a corner. The
moonlight flowed in from the small
windows. In the corners of her eyes,
every shadow struck her with fear.
Someone could be hiding there.
Heavy footsteps trudged up the
stairs. She ran. The footsteps sped
up. A door up ahead brought her re-
lief, but on the other side was a clos-
et. She was blocked in. All she could
do was wait. Hiding in a corner,
she grasped onto anything within
arm’s distance. In her hands was a
wooden tennis racket. The footsteps
slowed and then stopped. Silence.
Her whole body trembling, she
couldn’t keep her breathing steady.
The door opened. She hushed her
sobs. The figure loomed before her.
A hand reached out and grabbed
her neck. Dropping the racket, she
screamed.

My head and chest were hot.
I thought my heart was going to
burst like a volcano. The room was
dark and all I could hear was the
blood pumping through my ears. I
shot out of bed. In the box, I rum-
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maged around for the tennis racket.
Carrying it out to the living room,

I shoved it into the back of the coat
closet.

“Tess?” Dani stood behind
me. A robe draped over her shoul-
ders. “What's going on?”

“I... I thought I heard some-
one outside.” I lied. “Did you hear
anything?”

She shook her head. “I
thought you had another of those
dreams,” she said. “Sometimes they
keep you up at night”

Dani took my hand into
hers. My cold fingers melted into
the warmth of her palm. We re-
turned to bed. She ran her fingers
through my messy hair then kissed
me on the cheek. The clock read 3.
Dani went back to sleep. I lay awake
until the sun came up. While getting
ready for work, I didn’t bring up
the dream to her. Not all of them
would carry happy memories, but
I didn’t expect a murder. Even I
grew skeptical of the dreams I'd had,
since I didn’t want to believe that
in my possession was the last item
someone touched before they died.
Yet I wanted to keep it. The dream it
brought to me—no, it felt more like
a nightmare, was unheard of. I still
wish I knew what my grandparents’
last thoughts were before passing.
There were no items of theirs to
remember them by. At least in this
other way, I could see the truth of
one death as it happened. I wanted
to see and understand what they

].B. Santillan

saw and thought about in their final
moments. Maybe I could come to
terms with this inevitability instead
of fearing it.

%

A few weeks later, I entered
the apartment carrying a maroon
box. I straightened my plastic
framed glasses, reading the words
written in French on the faded label.
Dani looked up from her laptop.
The dream with the young wom-
an was out of my system. Instead
of forgetting about it, I continued
to feed my insatiable curiosity in
the search of more dreams like it.
Opening the box, Dani saw the
contents and was ready to leave. A
porcelain doll with a cherubim face
and red-brown hair wore a black
and brown dress with a pair of Mary
Janes on its feet.

“Sometimes I think you’re
stuck in traffic” Dani was already
dressed in sweats and a t-shirt. She
cleared the blanket off the couch.
“But you went and bought a creepy
doll instead”

I sat down then set the doll
on my lap. “At least it’s in good
condition,” I replied, fixing the frills
on its dress. “And the face isn't scary
like other dolls”

“Whatever scary means to
you.” She leaned in and examined
its face. “Don’t the eyes freak you
out a little bit? So realistic in a bad
way.’

Inside the box was a key
with a label attached to it. The



label read that the doll was one

of two hundred made, and the
song it played was “Parlez-Moi
D’Amour” That wasn't something
to be alarmed about. I put the key
into the doll's back and wound it
up. Dani inched away, saying that
it might start moving or talking.
When the music started playing,
she curled up on the couch. Her
eyes never left it. I let the music play
until it stopped, then placed it back
in the box.

Dani shuddered. “If that
thing starts playing music on its
own, I'm throwing it out” She
gathered her things then went to the
bedroom.

Understood.

Contrary to horror movies,
a doll was simply a doll. It carried
with it no feelings of revenge, but
only the markings of affection
when it was so loved by the child
who owned it. My mind was set on
thinking along the horror route that
I was disappointed when the doll
had no dreams to share. It could
have belonged to a child traveling
with her family across the Atlantic,
or it was an expensive gift, maybe
it was stolen. Nobody visited me in
my dreams to tell me. I tookitto a
shop and never saw it again.

%

The following months, I
found boxes full of things I had no
use for. From wind up “killer robot
from outer space” toys to shadow

boxes with stiff lace, ceramic jew-
elry boxes shaped like eggs, brass
candelabras, a glass paperweight
globe, and things I didn’t remember
buying. Our apartment now smelled
like an antique shop. Dani kept the
windows open and spent more of
her time in the bedroom. The boxes
piled up as I spent more time ob-
sessing over the stories these items
might hold. We were running out
of space in the living room, and she
told me to sort through the boxes
and take the uninteresting ones
back to another antique or second-
hand shop.

Sometimes the dreams
offered small snippets of a memory,
but not their final hours. My sleep
often went interrupted as I woke up
in the early morning. Like an auto-
mated sorting machine, I got out of
bed, took the item in question, and
dropped it into a reject box. This
went on for some time.

I once fell asleep on the bus
and missed my stop. Sometimes I
nodded oft at work, my forehead
nearly knocking over the computer
monitor. If I snapped at a cowork-
er, or one of those poor interns, I
apologized immediately. Exhausted,
I came home feeling revitalized after
seeing Dani. Her beaming face lit
up my dreary afternoons. And the
fragrance of jasmine lingered around
me like a tropical garden. If this lack
of sleep made me cranky, I couldn’t
feel that way when she was around.

].B. Santillan



When I had dreams of robot
toys and jewelry boxes, I contin-
ued to share them with her. It was
disappointing, however, that these
weren't witnesses to any last mo-
ments. Then she would tell me again
to take those back to a shop. But
those brass candelabras, dull and
grayish-green, looked promising.
They had yet to offer me a glimpse
into their past. My dream instead
told of a couple that owned a small
restaurant. There was a war and the
husband enlisted. The candelabras
were soon locked away in a base-
ment. But I didn’t care. That wasn't
what I wanted to know. Before the
memory could tell me the impor-
tance of rationing, I woke up. The
candelabras sat on the floor by
the couch. I picked them up, went
outside, and threw them onto the
pavement below. A couple of dogs
barked as the brass clanged and
echoed across the street.

ok

Coming home from work,

I noticed three familiar looking
boxes by the trash bin. Inside were
the items I'd bought weeks ago.
Why would Dani dare throw these
out without telling me? I trudged
upstairs with one of the boxes in my
arms. When she saw what I brought
in, she sighed.

“How could you just throw
these out?” I dropped the box onto
the floor. “You should’ve asked me
first”
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“The place is full of boxes!”
She motioned to the rest sitting
behind the couch. “You don’t do
anything with them anyways.”

“I'll get rid of it myself when
I need to” I told her.

“You've been saying that for
months.” She opened the closet and
pulled out more boxes. “I left you
this even though I don't care about
antiques.”

The boxes scattered around
the room looked as though we just
moved in.

“But this is just too much.”
Her arms were crossed as she
looked around the room. She bent
down to open a box.

“Don’t touch them!” I pulled
the box away from her. “I know
what’s valuable in these. You’'ll just
throw them all away again.”

Dani pulled her hands away
then locked herself in the bedroom.
We didn’t speak to one another the
rest of the day. I sat in the living
room until night, sorting through
all the boxes while she slept alone in
bed.

I couldn’t smell the jasmine
in the air. It smelled like an old
empty closet and felt a little less like
home.

ok

Some days, I took the tennis
racket out of the closet and exam-
ined it. Was it the memories of the
original owner or the one who last
possessed it that I saw in my



dreams? Maybe it didn't make any
difference. I looked closely at the
grip; the mold damage on it might
have been blood. I dared not tell
Dani. She still didn’t know about the
dream. Even if I wanted to, I spent
more of my time sorting through
boxes of old stuff than speaking to
her. Our morning routine became
sparse with words. She didn't ask
about my dreams, and I stopped
telling her. How could I get rid

of these items when they never
changed? Dani was different—this
place had become unfamiliar.

After some dreams didn’t
give me a glimpse of what I wanted,
I became aggressive. Vases shattered
on the floor, pages in old leather
bound books torn out, Pierrot mar-
ionettes ripped from their strings.
Nobody questioned the candelabras
I threw out weeks ago. Somebody
took them without a word.

“What happened here?”
Dani stood over a shattered jar. She
then grabbed the wind up tin car
from my hands and placed it in a
box.

“You don't understand.” I got
to my feet. “None of these tell me
anything”

“About what? Where these
things came from?”

“No! How the person died!”

Dani stopped. She didn't
understand. How could she? It’s not
like she had those dreams I had. I
showed her the tennis racket from
the closet.

“Remember this?” I told her.
“The person who last owned this
was murdered.”

She inched back. “How do
you know that?”

“It was in my dream. That’s
why there’s all this stuft” I contin-
ued picking through one of the
boxes. “Any one of these items could
let me see what dying is like”

“What will that bring you?”
she asked. “Why are you so ob-
sessed with death? Those dreams
don’t mean anything, Jess. They’re
all just coincidental —”

“There’s something in those
dreams.” I grabbed Dani’s shoulder
and pulled her closer. “You want to
get rid of these when some of them
haven't told me anything yet?”

She slapped my hand away
and took the racket I held in the
other. She placed everything that was
laid about into the boxes. “I was fine
with it when it was just a harmless
hobby;” she said. “It wasn’t hurting
anyone, not even you. And now...
now you just buy things and break
them when they mean nothing.
What's next?”

I took the tennis racket out of
the box and clutched onto it. There
was a hopelessness I remember see-
ing in Dani’s eyes. She closed the box
and asked for the racket. I refused.

“If you want to get rid of
these, fine,” I said. “But just let me
keep this. It’s the only one that
showed me the owner’s last mo-
ments.”
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Dani shook her head. “I
would be okay with it, if that wasn’t
the thing that started this mess.”

I held onto it like a child
keeping his toy safe. When she tried
to pull it from my hands, I kept my
grip firm and felt the strings dig
into my fingers. She insisted I let
go but I wasn’t going to give up. In
the struggle, I lost sight of every-
thing and pushed her into the wall.
She wailed out as I pinned her. The
racket dug into her chest as I held
her there. She gasped as her stom-
ach inflated then deflated. No, I
didn’t want her to die. I let go of the
racket and it dropped to the floor. I
wanted to help her, but I suddenly
didn’t dare lay a hand on her. She
pushed me away and told me she
didn’t know who I was anymore.
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I didn’t know who I was
either. None of this was familiar to
me, and in my fears and fascination,
I had filled this place with useless
items that changed everything. I
had killed this home.

These possessions had taken
possession of me.

%

Surrounded by secondhand
items I will never use, the ghosts of
their original owners visit me in my
dreams. They offer me a glimpse
into their lives; I see their happiness,
their regrets, sometimes their final
moments. My own regrets are tem-
porarily forgotten. I am overjoyed
by their company if only in my
mind. In the morning, they disap-
pear. At night, I sleep alone.






Climbing the Wind

Bill Wolak



Meditations on The Creation

God came into this world, naked and crying.
“Ma, ma”

“Ma, what do I do?”

But God ain’t have a ma.

God was alone.

God wept the universe into existence.
II

God made up the world

Having seen lots of other universes

And having become bored of consuming,

He decided to take a shot at something people would remember him by.

Whatever people ended up being.
I1I

God had an accident.

God kicked over a can of Campbell’s primordial soup.
Spilling the hydrogen gravy all over the cosmic countertop
Dropping the can onto spacetime with a knackered bang!
“Oops”

“It’s your mess now, child.”

Nathan Dennis



IV

God needed a soundtrack

To accompany creation.

To welcome people to Heaven.
To herald Revelation.

So God made Enya.

And she was Good.

God loves Enya.

\%

God passed the Devil, minding his own business.
“Ain’t I seen you before?” God said.

“You must've” The Devil replied.

“You made me.”

“I ain’t remember that” Said God.

“That seems pretty dumb of me”

“I'm grateful you did either way.” Said the Devil.

“I don’t want to die”

Winner of The Magnolia Review Ink Award

Nathan Dennis



VI

God got lazy. Making life was exhausting.

All the little molecules of DNA and RNA were always snapping apart.
And his phospholipids never made a perfect bilayer.

So he decided to optimize, streamline, increase efficiency.

His action item was evolution.

“I call it organic intelligence.”

“The important thing is I started it

“No one will forget that. Right?”

VII

God was very anxious the whole week.

He had worked very hard on Earth.

And didn’t want to disappoint.

Disappointment gives God very bad anxiety.

“Is it good?” “Is it good” Hed cry out past the Angels,
Past the vault above the heavens,

“Is it good?”

“Is it good?”

He went to bed, shaking with panic.

“Is it good?” “Is it good?”

When sleeﬁ finally took him, a voice carefully peered from past where God
could reach.

A voice that curled open on the petals of a small Daisy.

“It is good?”

Nathan Dennis



VIII

“Am I good?” “Am I good?”

I went to bed shaking with panic.
“Am I good?”

I cried as sleep finally took

“Am I good?”

A muted siren moaned out on 145™ street,

“Daisies don't grow very well in Manhattan”

Nathan Dennis
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Number One Pork Chop Man

“I tell him you Number
One Pork Chop Man!” Su said in
her charming, and I think inten-
tional, broken accent. Everything
she said sounded angry, even when
she was joking. She then looked at
me and cackled. Su was short and
round and held the arm of a slightly
hunched, lean man with dark, lined
skin who wore a white apron and
white hat, pointed at me and rattled
off something in Chinese. With a
serious look on his face, he nodded
at me and grunted. He then spun on
his heels and went back to kitchen.

Su came over and put her
arm around me, and squeezed. “He
like you,” she said, and laughed
again. A good foot taller, I pulled
her close while balancing my plate
that was piled high with steaming
noodles, vegetables, and her hus-
band’s signature dish, Garlic Pork.
“That man is a genius,” I said, “and
you’re not too bad either”

Su was my Chinese god-
mother. At least that’s what I called
her. She fed me, tried to teach me
a little Cantonese, and how to use
chopsticks, although I only got the
hang of one.

China Inn was in a low-traf-
fic shopping center in Rocky Mount,
wedged between Raleigh and the
Outer Banks of North Carolina. The

restaurant was next door to a pet
store, which of course invited plenty
of stereotypical jokes. In the 1980s,
before the proliferation of buffet
style and takeout Asian restaurants
On every corner, China Inn was a
high-end restaurant. Everything
was cliché red: murals, the cushions
in the high back chairs, the vinyl
booths, the doors, the cloth napkins,
leaving only white linen tablecloths
and dark woodwork for contrast. At
least a half hour wait on Friday and
Saturday nights was required for a
table. In our area, it was about as
exotic as an eatery got, and drew an
interesting mix of business people,
professionals, farmers, retirees, and
laborers.

Common dishes on Chinese
menus everywhere such as Beef
Szechuan and Sweet and Sour Pork,
were prepared in uncommon ways.
The beef was sliced piecrust thin,
lightly spiced and tossed with green
onions. The pork was deep fried un-
til it puffed up like a cotton ball and
was served with vegetables, fresh
pineapple, and an extra-sweet sauce.
Their food was a treat, not anything
like the offerings of the “fast food”
takeout places that have sprouted
up in shopping centers everywhere
like mushrooms after a spring rain.
As times changed, buffets became

Michael K. Brantley



the standard in the Chinese food
business. China Inn eventually fol-
lowed this path, first adding lunch,
then later, weekend dinner buffets,
but the food was never greasy or
engulfed in MSG.

%%

Chinese food made its way
into America via San Francisco and
the great influx of railroad work-
ers in the 19" century. Dishes had
to be adapted to American tastes
and available ingredients. It is a
well-known legend that the very
Chinese-sounding dish “chop suey”
was created from leftovers thrown
together. Anything with a tomato
sauce or even with broccoli has
been Americanized, since tomatoes
are a product of Native Americans
and American broccoli is quite dif-
ferent than that in China. Fortune
cookies were invented in California.

Ironically, in an era of
dining that places a premium on
heritage and authentic ethnic foods,
American palates might be grateful.
I have a nephew who works all over
Asia, and he told me that most of
the time when he orders Chinese
food, it is swimming in grease. He
often sees cats and dogs in cag-
es tucked away in alleys and side
streets next to eateries.

%%

The food was always hot and
fresh, and the family who owned
it only made going there more
interesting. It was more than that,
though. They would laugh and joke,

Michael K. Brantley

and even sometimes bicker, but for
that they would switch from English
to Chinese. Su was a character. She
always seemed to be skeptical of
new customers, even to the point
of being curt, turning her face into
a scowl of mistrust when she dealt
with the unfamiliar. But that all
changed after a couple of visits —
loyalty earned conversation. If she
saw you coming from the parking
lot, shed have a table ready and
your drinks on the way. If she saw
you in Target or the grocery store,
she would call you by whatever
your regular order was, and put her
hands on her hips, laughing.

For my wife and I, China
Inn became our “go to” place. We
went to China Inn to celebrate job
promotions, the day we went into
business for ourselves, birthdays,
and eventually, we just headed there
every Friday night. Friends and
family often tagged along, and some
nights there might be 20 of us. Su or
her sister gave us the private back
room. We always had a great time,
and like a typical godmother, Su
would chide us to eat more.

China Inn had signature
dishes, with the same names you see
everywhere, but something was al-
ways a little different, a little better.
There was a variation of Kung Pao
(no peanuts, ahead of the curve in
food allergy service), General Tso's
Chicken, and Hot and Sour Soup
(which I swear cured winter head
colds better than any prescription).



The best was Garlic Pork — very
thinly sliced, marinated, bite-sized
pieces of lightly fried tenderloin,
tossed in a dark, sweet, garlic and
red pepper glaze with onions. It
wasn’t even on the menu, but a
special order for “insiders” only. On
nights they didn’t have the delica-
cy on the buffet, Su appeared out
of nowhere, laughing, with a huge
plate she delivered to our table,
usually with a word about us not
being disappointed. Sometimes, she
slipped us a container to take home.
“Don't let Alan see the bag,
Su would lean over and tell me, as
if we slipping me contraband to
sneak past her brother-in-law, who

worked the register. “You know how
he is”

%

There are plenty of theories
about the dish General Tso’s chick-
en. I've never been in a Chinese
restaurant that didn’t list it on the
menu, and it tastes about the same
everywhere.

It is believed the dish orig-
inated in Taiwan, and was intro-
duced in New York in the 1970s.
There were many General Tso’s in
Chinese military history, but it is
believed the dish was named to
honor Tso Tsung-tang, who crushed
Muslim rebels and defeated the
Russians in the late 1800s.

%

“Su,” I asked one night, “Are
all these recipes from your family?
Do you ever miss China?”

“Not really;” she said. “Just
Hong Kong. Glad to be out of Chi-
na. Garlic Pork recipe come from
New York, not China. My husband
make up.”

One night, when our daugh-
ter Holly was about three, Su an-
nounced that it was time for Holly
to get a tour of the kitchen. We
thought Holly would protest, as she
was still shy, but went right along
with Su, long brown curls bouncing
along. After what seemed like an
eternity, the two emerged from the
double doors, Holly clinging to bags
of goodies stuffed with rice, for-
tune cookies, chopsticks, chocolate
pirouettes and candies. “She’s the
perfect baby,” Su said, beaming as a
proud grandmother might.

%%

We never thought about
China Inn not being there. That
is, until one night when Su looked
distraught.

“My brother-in-law is selling
this place, moving back to Mary-
land,” Su said, barely masking her
resentment. It was obvious she was
not happy about the decision, even
though she said she and her hus-
band would stay and work for the
new owners.

We went back once or twice
after the transition. It just wasn't the
same. The waitresses argued about
who had to wait which tables. The
restaurant was not crowded. Su was
turious. “Nobody wants to work.
This not going to last,” she told us.

Michael K. Brantley
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There is a scene in the
cult classic, “A Christmas Story;’
which runs on a cable network
for 24-straight hours at Christmas
every year that I can’t watch without
thinking of China Inn. Ralphie and
the rest of the Parkers have their
traditional Christmas turkey ruined
when the neighbors” dogs ransack
the kitchen and decimate the bird.
The family heads out to find some-
place open on Christmas — it turns
out to be The Chop Suey Palace.

The family orders the closest
thing they can find to turkey on the
menu, which is Peking Duck, with
the head still intact. Everyone at the
table stares at the somewhat un-
nerving scene. Then the proprietor
whips the cleaver down and decap-
itates the bird, relieving the tension
that quickly converts into giggles
and laughter and allows the Parkers
to finally let loose of all that Christ-
mas tension and stress.

We never ordered Peking
Duck, and I don’t know if it was
even on the menu. China Inn was
less about the food as time passed
and more about being an event to
look forward to all week, a time
for family and friends, and mostly
laughter. Su was often the cleaver,
the catalyst for all that, always with
a gruff staccato followed by a warm
embrace.

%

Shortly after it was sold,

China Inn was no more. Shuttered

Michael K. Brantley

behind those red doors were a lot of
good memories — college decisions,
engagements, pregnancy announce-
ments, promotions, teasing, plans
and dreams were passed across
those tables, right along with the
SOy sauce.

There was my best friend’s
knack for running a serving spoon
into a stainless steel tray and man-
aging to get nothing but meat, no
vegetables, as he constructed his
“fried plate,” a second serving with a
purpose. We relished how the other
waitresses thought my nephew was
my brother, which meant they also
thought my oldest sister was my
mom. We laughed at my three stick-
thin nephews, who were told by Su
they needed to “put some meat on
‘dose bones!” We debated whether
fried rice and lo mein were merely
a distraction from the finer things
on the buffet. We talked about plans
for the future, some realized, some
failed. We talked about loves lost,
starting families, and never once did
I consider that our time together
and the place would ever cease to
exist.

I'm glad we couldn’t see the
future, because it would not have
made us savor the moment more,
it would have made us feel we were
on the clock, and consider that time
was slipping from us, that lives were
being lived faster than we knew, and
that wed never gather as that special
group again. Those dinners were a
rare time in life when taking some



thing for granted made the
world right.

We've not had truly perfect
Chinese food since. We've been to
Raleigh, Wilson, other eateries in
Rocky Mount, and Greenville, and
had friends in other cities stay on
vigil. We tried Thai and Korean and
Japanese, much of it quite good, but
nothing just right. And never any
Garlic Pork.

The space is now occupied
by a barbecue joint and I've found
myself asking was the food really
that much better than anywhere
else? Was the 1980s chic atmo-
sphere that key? Am I simply imag-
ining something to be better than
it was, as our brains often do when
an experience slowly morphs into a
memory?

Or, was it being part of
something, something about my
family and those who took us into
their world and became extended
family, even though we had abso-
lutely nothing in common? There
are places to get good food and
decent service, but there is no Su to
make it just right, to look out for the
Number One Pork Chop Man.

Michael K. Brantley
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The Magnolia Review Ink
Award

b

The Magnolia Review Ink Award Winner is “Meditations on the Creation’
by Nathan Dennis. The imagery created a relatable experience to modern
readers, and the repetition of dialogue is a wonderful view into the self-
doubt yet continued persistence that plagues all artists and creators.

Honorable mentions are “In the Morning, They Disappear” by J. B. Santil-
lan and “Recovery” by Wade McCullough. /Santillan’s prose about death,
dreams, and collection is a fascinating take on how obsession can either
connect one to the world or shut it out entirely, and McCullough's poetry
and collage growing into color show a wonderful sequence of the creation
of something beautiful from nothing.

Aretha Lemon is a graduate of the Bowling Green State University Creative
Writing program with poems published in the Prairie Margins literary
magazine and the Silver Birch Press.

Aretha Lemon



Letter from the Editor

Welcome to the ninth issue of The Magnolia Review. Great news is
still on its way! In November 2018 I launched a Kickstarter project to get
Volume 4, Issue 1, and Volume 4, Issue 2 in print. Even though the project
did not reach its goal and therefore did not receive any funding, I do appre-
ciate and want to thank every person who backed the project. I especially
want to thank those who have donated since then to help with the mailing
costs, since I used my savings to print copies of Volume 4, Issue 1. Copies
are available for $15 each, through PayPal on the site, or just send a check
to Suzanna Anderson at PO Box 1332, Reynoldsburg, OH 43068. Shipping
is $4. The goal is still to hand each contributor two free copies of his or
her work, and ship them for every issue of The Magnolia Review. So I am
working on translating the archived issues into InDesign and into print
form. That is the goal for 2019. The ideal goal is for the past issues to fund
the upcoming issue’s contributor copies and mailing costs.

This is the first issue where there is a paywall from the start for the
entire magazine. There will always be a free sample available, to help those
who just want a glimpse to see if his or her work is compatible with the
magazine. I do not want to prevent people from submitting just because
they do not have the money to pay $15 per issue. The literary magazine
world and publishing world has been changing with the advent of digital
publishing. People are still reading books. People are still writing words.
People are still creating art.

This issue’s theme was Lost and Found. Volume 5, Issue 2, out in
July, the theme is questions.

Let’s do our part, by writing our words, creating our artwork, and
sharing our words and artwork with the world. 2019 is going to be great.
Thank you for reading, and check out the next issue in July 2019.

Suzanna Anderson

Editor-in-Chief and Founder of The Magnolia Review

Suzanna Anderson
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Blunt Force by Gary Beck. United King-
dom: Wordcatcher Publishing, 2018.
110 pages. $5.99, electronic, $10.99
paperback.

It is always a pleasure to read Gary
Beck’s words. Blunt Force is no differ-
ent. This poetry collection explores the
military, homelessness, and other crises
that people deal with on a regular basis.

The poem “Combat Zone” is a per-
fect example of what it means to be a
soldier and return to home, only to be
reminded of the battlefield: “Bursts of
fire, / bodies duck for cover, / hug the
earth / hope they don’t get hit, / time
seems to stop / until the gunshots end
/ and they resume play / in a Bronx
park” The turn of the final two lines
draws the reader and the speaker into
the present environment, and how
quickly PTSD can flash back.

In “Rain Delay;” the two stanzas mirror
each other, as one waits for the rain

to stop so “...I can go to the park / for
a concert” and in the second stanza,
“Someone else / sits indoors, / tense, /
frustrated, / hoping / for / the / rain /
to start, / so he can save his crop / from
drought”

Protest is a common theme with the
original “Protest” and eight more num-
bered poems throughout the collection.
In “Protest IX,” the speaker is part of
the group that sets up tents; however,
“but the wealthy mayor / ordered tents

Reviews

taken down / so wed melt away / with
the first snow, / stop annoying / the
servants of privilege, / yet some of us
stayed / despite the coming freeze /
hoping Americans / might remember
Valley Forge”

—Suzanna Anderson

The Remission of Order by Gary Beck.
Amazon Digital Services LLC, 2018.
139 pages. $5.99, electronic, $11.99,
paperback.

Gary BecK’s poetry explores the prob-
lems of homelessness, starvation, and
other crises that Americans face in
living paycheck to paycheck or losing
their homes, as well as their actions in
fighting overseas or at home. In “Purple
Heart Revisited” “Our children shed /
invisible blood. / The scars are real, /
ongoing agonies / with slow recovery,
urging us to heal / unseen wounds /
with medals of appreciation / for haz-
ardous service” (16)

Beck’s language is strong and on point
throughout. “Voices of the Dead II”
the speaker looks to a grandmother for
advice, but the speaker did not listen
to her advice when she was alive, and
“Now I'm at a crossroads / between
criminal acts / and the need for some-
thing else, / a better, safer future /
where I don’t hurt anyone.” (23).



In “Disregard” the repetition of dreams
and then the speaker falls into uncon-
scious activity: “Dreams of falling /
from perilous heights / snap us awake /
just before impact. / Dreams of pursuit
/ by malevolent hordes / snap us awake
/ just before capture. / Unconscious
activity / denies nature’s mandate / for
refreshing rest, / designed to prepare us
/ for demanding tomorrows” (36).

The “demanding tomorrows” come in
“Hallowed Be Thy Gun” where the fam-
ily’s musket is handed down through
the generations to fight in America’s
wars and conflicts (44).

Yet at home the problems of food and
hunger linger, especially in “A La Carte
“The manager lurks in the doorway /
puffing on a cigarette. / No custom-
ers move past him. / The stove grows
cold, / the food grows old, / the waiters
hulk near tables, / captives of unused
menus” (40). The theme of hunger con-
tinues in “Motivation” where “hungry
elephants stampede, and “..people
forgot / that the big beasts / couldn’t go
shopping for food / at the local super-
market” (99).

£

Even with the pain of the past, present,
and the bleak future at first glance,
there is still hope. In “Seasonal Yearn-
ing,” the speaker says, “When winter
gifts its killing cold / and distant hopes
of spring grow old, / I know that I will
surely miss / the blossoms of the clem-
atis” (112). America has had problems
in the past and will continue to have
problems in the future, but there is
hope that life will improve for everyone

—Suzanna Anderson

Overhead from Longing by Judith Al-
exander Brice. Cincinnati, OH: David
Robert Books, 2018. 130 pages. $20.00,
paperback.

Brice opens the collection with a quote
from Barbara Crooker, Radiance, with
“Sometimes, I am startled out of myself
/ like this morning, when the wild
geese came squawking.... [and yet] /
They stitch up the sky, and it is whole
again”” The first poem is “The geese
stitch up the sky;” and the first stanza
asks, “Or is it each and every one of the
birds— / not just the flying geese— /
but our warbler, oriole and kite / who
in our dimmest, darkest hours, / can
frisk our pockets of despair?” (15).

Brice has brilliant choices of words,
too many to list here. But one of my
favorites from “Migraine” is “Heaving
shadows blacken my mind, / mist all
grass underfoot, and drench / me in
fields with desolate dark— // though
quickly a Towhee trill / might quaver
me awake, / rustle my blighted brain,
/ even grab its bilious gaze // to catch
silken embers of sun / as they topaz
the sky” (27). And in “These three
years—” the pain of waiting rooms
and doctors suggesting a walker,
“More anguish / than a soul could
know / more struggle / than a poem
can own” (106-107).

The title poem “Overhead from Long-
ing,” is dedicated to Charlie, April

19, 2017, where “Sometimes, your
voice catches me / from beyond and
overhead, from your longing / love—I
think of your timbre, / the tremolo
and cords it strikes, reminiscent /
always of starlings, their cantabile

Reviews



speech, / as they learned to sing—no,
talk, to Mozart” (37).

In “Vespers of Fireflies,” the indenta-
tions of the line are like the flash of
fireflies in the image of “a four year old
/ had just been given / a brand new /
flashlight / (a tiny one for sure) / and all
the while delighted / in jumping / from
creaking log / up to rock / then down /
to swampy bog, / each second switch-
ing / his winking wand / on, / then off,
/ then on / once more” (85).

Brice’s poems explore memory, birds,
pain, and more. This is a beautiful
collection that is a must-have on the

bookshelf, shared with friends, and
reread often.

—Suzanna Anderson

Bombing the Thinker by Darren C. De-
maree. Gardena, CA: Backlash Press,
2018. 152 pages. $, paperback.

Demaree opens with “A Letter to Au-
guste Rodin about Useless Wine,” and
“We’'ve been mud / & bird // & dealt
with / terrible loneliness” and “again
was left / wanting // more bronze, /
more marble” (9-10).

In “A Letter to Auguste Rodin, Explain-
ing the Bombing of the Thinker,” the
speaker says, “We know there can be /
no comfort for a dead man // about a
cloned son / that never actually lived, /
but this felt like the right // thing to do
under such / circumstances. We've / de-
cided not to heal him. // He will remain
un-alive. / He will be placed back on /
his pedestal, without repair” (37-38).

Reviews

Because the Thinker was “Originally
Named the Poet” it is interesting how
Demaree uses that name in poetry to
see that “If he had stayed / simply The
Poet // that fire would / have ruined
him. // He stayed scarred. / He stayed
here” (66).

There are moments of imagination, like
in “A Damaged Thinker #20” where
“...I'heard none // of the explosion,
because I was / too taken by a neck
that won’t / move. I fell face-first. I felt
/I cheated by the placement / of the
dynamite. If I fell back, / I could have
had the sky” (47-48).

There are moments of humor, like
when the speaker whispers a dirty joke
in The Thinker’s ear, or in “Poem #164
about the Thinker Bombing Makes Me
Laugh” that the crash from the pedes-
tal was instead from a moment where
The Thinker “just tried // to stand up

/ after a hundred years / of weight // &
thought / he fell, splayed / against the
concrete, // his legs bronzed / & asleep
from effort, / his embarrassment // too
much to explain” (116).

It was joy to read Demaree’s collection
about The Thinker and art, exploring
art and poetry together, and playing
with language and line breaks.

—Suzanna Anderson



Lady, You Shot Me by Darren C. De-
maree. Montreal, Canada: 8" House
Publishing, 2018. 78 pages. $14.88,
paperback.

Demaree studied the music and nar-
ratives of Sam Cooke. In “Decorating
the Phrase,” the tercet stanzas begin
with “Every word / shares two skins /
with the tongue // that releases it / into
the world / & Sam Cooke // could lift

| & separate / the same word // fifteen
times / in a row / & you would // still
believe / there was a soul / in the repe-
tition” (5).

Because Sam Cooke was a singer and
composer, the musical elements wove
into the poems like “Crop” and “A
Harmony So Tight You Could See It
In the Air” In “Crop,” “Some songs /
begin with a tether, / but they never
end // that way / & if they try to / they
become hymn // for a God / that might
allow / such harness // to be attached

/ to the rockets / of one man //open-
ing / the back of his throat / to charge
the heavens” (6). Music is more than

a sound, it touches other senses in “A
Harmony So Tight You Could See It In
the Air” “’If there is a music to save /
us, we must rub it // all over our bod-
ies, / until the scent overwhelms / the
rest of the empty air” (20).

“Lady, You Shot Me #16” with the
repeating line “Don’t fight it” at the
beginning of the stanzas is well placed,
and the repetition is striking when read
aloud.

Don't fight it,
the feeling always

burns at first.

Don't fight it,
the feeling always

confuses the witness.

Don't fight it,
the feeling always

ends with a shutter.

Don't fight it,
the feeling is always

a story we tell.

(23)

Demaree’s collection about Sam Cooke
is a fantastic read, especially while
listening to Sam Cooke sing.

—Suzanna Anderson
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Never One for Promises by Sarah A.
Etlinger. American Fork, Utah: Kelsay
Books, 2018. 49 pages. $14.00, paper-
back.

I studied music for years. All of those
years learning to read the notes and
play in rhythm was an education in
itself and paved the way for poetry.

But Sarah Etlinger’s poetry is music,

an education in the rhythm and space
of silence within those musical mel-
odies. I first read her work when she
submitted to The Magnolia Review, and
I was immediately captivated. I rarely
accept entire packets, but Etlinger’s was
one of the few. Etlinger’s poetry is a
beautiful collection of images of lovers
and how they connect and disconnect.
From Noah to Zeus to Kant readers to
God on the subway, Etlinger carries
the reader through a narrative of love,
hope, and loss.

In “Summer Aubade,” the speaker be-
gins “Sometimes we feel more than we
ever are: // hammocked in your arms /
we fade into summer’s / constellations
/ ... until dawn erases the stars.” Such a
beautiful way to end a poem! The depth
of Etlinger’s word choice is striking in
every line, a word never out of place,

a line break just so pretty perfect that

I can’t imagine this poem existing in

a different way. Her word choices are
precise and open the world into possi-
bilities that I couldn’t imagine without
her voicing them. Images I've seen but
haven't described in such gorgeous de-
tail. I can’t even choose a favorite poem
because I love them all.

I hope the reader enjoys every word in
this collection as much as I have. Defi-
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nitely on the list of poetry that I will
come back repeatedly. Etlinger’s work is
a presence you need in your life. I look
forward to reading her next poetry
collection.

—Suzanna Anderson

An Absolutely Remarkable Thing by
Hank Green. New York: Dutton, 2018.
352 pages. $26.00, hardcover.

I reread Patrick Rothfuss’s words on the
back cover several times: “Fun and full
of truth. To be honest, 'm a little irri-
tated at how good the book is. I don’t
need this kind of competition.” Because
I agree that this book is good, and it

is Hank Green’s first novel. The reader
goes on a journey with April May as
she finds a giant sculpture and makes

a video with her friend Andy that goes
viral. She deals with the fame and
makes discoveries about the sculpture.

Overall I loved the use of emails and
Tweets in the novel. Since April May
won fame from social media and the
Internet, it is only appropriate to share
them in the story. The subject line is
included, like NO! THIS ONE! READ
THIS ONE FIRST! and READ THIS
ONE FIRST and You said it was
warm? followed by the email itself (20-
23). And the tweets, for example,

March 17

@PrimPatrlot: Sometimes [ wonder
how much people like April May are
being paid to shill for the government.



@AprilMaybeNot: They pay me in
PopTarts. So. Many. PopTarts. Why did
I sign this deal? I have a problematic
number of PopTarts. (169)

But perhaps my favorite part of the
novel is not only watching April May
deal with the sudden rise to fame, but
her theory of tiered fame. I will only
share a portion of it here.

Tier 1: Popularity

You are a big deal in your high school
or neighborhood. You have a pecu-
liar vehicle that people around town
recognize, you are a pastor at a medi-
um-to-large church, you were once the
star of the high school football team.

Tier 2: Notoriety

You are recognized and/or well-known
within certain circles.

Tier 3: Working-Class Fame

A lot of people know who you are and
they are distributed around the world.

Tier 4: True Fame

You get recognized by fans enough that
it is a legitimate burden.

Tier 5: Divinity

You are known by every person in your
world, and you are such a big deal that
they no longer consider you a person.
...You are not currently alive.” (121-
122).

An exciting read that I could not put
down until I finished it. I hope you en-
joy it as much as I do, and recommend
it highly to others.

—Suzanna Anderson

Mark the Dwarf by Jack D. Harvey.
Amazon Digital Services LLC, 2015.
328 pages. $2.99, electronic.

Mark is an elderly dwarf living in Phoe-
nix, Arizona. He receives two myste-
rious letters and embarks on a quest
filled with interesting characters in
novel situations. I laughed throughout
the story, and even though I did not
understand every allusion to history
and literature, I was still able to enjoy
the story.

Harvey’s language is top notch, and
there are too many examples to quote
them all. Mark goes bowling and finds
himself in a new adventure: “He held a
hand up in front of his face, but could
see nothing. After a short period of
time, Mark had a sensation of descend-
ing at a tremendous rate of speed—
like being in an elevator free-falling
through space. Mark remembered
something he read about Einstein’s
Special Theory of Relativity and an
elevator—the concept of no frame of
reference; a simple analogy for the
common reader and this analogy had
always frightened him....Mark wait-
ed motionless for what was coming
next. Slowly, the pitch-black dark gave
way to grayness and then to a kind

of pearl gray that seemed to emanate
from every direction. Mark began to
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make out some features far below him,
emerging from the mist. As the air
cleared and visibility was restored, he
realized immediately that he was high
up in the air, maybe a thousand feet

or more from the ground or whatever
the surface was below and that he was
sitting on the edge of a dilapidated
cement sill that stretched on as far as
he could see. The flat green surface
below was so far away that he might as
well have been in an airplane for all the
detail he could make out—was this a
shallow green sea or a green landscape?
The only thing that he could be sure of
was that the color of the surface below
was green; a green that was indescrib-
able and almost unendurable to look at;
the greenness of green, the color green,
stripped of its disguises.”

This is one of the most original books
that I have read in a long while. Whim-
sical and full of truth, Harvey explores
the elements of time, clowns, and what
it means to be living in this modern
world of ours.

—Suzanna Anderson

The Frayed Edge of Memory by James
Croal Jackson. Cleveland, OH: Writing
Knights Press, 2017. 44 pages. $10.00,
paperback.

I have been reading James Croal Jack-
son’s work since he submitted poetry to
the Volume 1, Issue 2 of The Magnolia
Review. I'm thrilled that his work is
also in Volume 3, Issue 2 and Volume
4, Issue 2. It is exciting to read his
collection The Frayed Edge of Memory
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and share with you a selection of my
favorite lines, though really I would
share the entire collection.

In “All the Bulbs are Burning Out,” the
speaker begins, “I am scared to death

/ of death. // Not just the big death /
but tiny deaths, too. // All the bulbs are
burning out / in my house one by one.
// In living, we accrue small darknesses.
/] Mirror to mirror: void / where my
eyes should be” (6). Jackson’s language
is strong as he builds his images. The
build up to the line “we accrue small
darknesses” is just one of those hooks
of truth that you immediately recog-
nize when you read it. Small darkness-
es! Yes, that is what that is!

His short poems are as powerful as the
longer poems. One of the short poems
in the collection, “Freckles,” connects
counting sheep in order to sleep with
music: “Your freckles / count more eas-
ily / than make-believe sheep // I count
in / quarter-note trills // remnants //
between loneliness / and / sleep” (8).

Fog recurs throughout the collection.
In “Foggy Mornings,” the speaker

says, “When mirrors were our only
reflections, / our pasts—behind / doors
rusted, opened only to / reveal slow de-
cisions— / lovers like mud / in shallow
potholes” (9).

Jackson’s language in “Utah Sandstone”
propels forward through the lines, “I
run from exceptional red. / Distance.
Majestic arches. Loop- / de-loop of
common want. Canyons, / or peace
of mind. Say Zen. Say / Zion. Watch
as wind-up forests / spiral from sand.

Leaves whisper” (15).



The collectionss title comes from “Skele-
tons of New Year’s Eve” where “...hope
is like a kaleidoscope, a conjecture. /
Each dying wave returns, even at the
frayed edge // of memory, how the
dead are lavish with flowers / and sto-
ries. Still, we press on to uncork // our
champagne future: drafts of breath in
each / new year, dead waves haunting
the mortal tide // with no specific be-
ginning, no obvious end” (16). A poem
often shares a title with the collection.
However, the title of this collection
comes from a line in “Skeletons of
New Year’s Eve,” and that is refreshing,
especially since the strength of “frayed
edge // of memory” with the line break
is powerful in the poem.

I hope you enjoy this collection, and I
look forward to reading more of Jack-
son’s work in the future.

—Suzanna Anderson

Mishigamaa by Robert Krantz. Am-
azon Digital Services LLC, 2017. 22
pages. $5.38, paperback.

Krantz submitted to the first issue of
The Magnolia Review. His poems are
magnetic and show poetic mastery.
His language builds strong and lasting
images. His chosen language sounds

a melodious music to read aloud, a
rhythm that you have to play to com-
pletion.

In “Pearl,” the speaker begins with, “I
remember the wheat fields / of ITowa
and the photograph / of you I took
with me, / and how neither ever really
ended” The speaker continues, “We

ate and loved / much in that decade, /
collided with stars, / authored myths

/ and stuffed our age-spotted hands

/ into denim pockets.” The image

and sound carries through the lines,
building to the final image of “The half
shells we find on beaches / were once a
thing joined together, / breathing, and
grinding / new pearls into place” The
poem builds like a pearl, with the im-
ages stringing together into a cohesive
piece.

Laundry can be boring. The speaker
reflects on his fellow laundry-doers
in “Load,” where “The bachelors in
the laundromat / spill their words /
like bleach / on black clothes, / speak
of condos / and alimonies— / thick
humidities turning.” The clothes
transform into more, they are “damp
thoughts” as they wash, and they ..
breathe([s] / restless poems / into my
blues and grays. / Soon this summer
rain / will end, volume of water / strik-
ing pavement / will knob itself silent.”
Krantz ends the poem with a moment
that draws the reader back to the
reality of the laundromat, “The cash
machine, / against the flecked wall, /
reminds me to change”

The collection ends with “Pathfinder,’
about a hatchet and its story. It shares
the story of two boys cutting down a
tree and of a sibling wrestling game
gone awry.

Overall, Krantz’s poems are musical
and full of images that inspire looking
at mundane events in a new and inter-
esting way. I look forward to reading
more of Krantz’s work.

—Suzanna Anderson
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Firefly: Big Damn Hero by James Lo-
vegrove. London: Titan Books, 2018.
336 pages. $20.66, hardcover.

With fourteen episodes, a movie, a
graphic novel, and a board game, Fire-
fly has hooked the hearts of many. And
with this novel of the crew on another
adventure, it is a rip-roaring fun time.
There are summaries throughout to
ground the reader where the book
takes place in the episode timeline.

For example, the crew takes a job from
Badger, and when River mimics his
accent, “Oij, bint, none of your lip,
Badger retorted, but truth was, he had
a soft spot for River, cultivated last time
theyd met, when hed held the crew
hostage. ‘T washed before I come ‘ere
today. Clean as a whistle” (18).

Simon is still trying to undo the Alli-
ance’s damage to River, and “After he
had decoded the letters River sent from
the Academy—the Alliance-run exper-
imental center that had methodically
driven her mad—Simon had spent
countless sleepless nights wondering

if she was dead. In a way, she was. The
fantasy of her future had turned to
dust” (124).

The reader learns more about Mal’s
past and his coming of age on the plan-
et Shadow with flashbacks. The reader
meets the Four Amigos, Mal’s friends
and cohorts on Shadow.
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The Chinese is still present, Ta ma

de and Gou shi and méi méi. It was
pleasing to see the Chinese woven into
the text and the story. Overall it was
fun read to spend time with the crew as
they delivered cargo and encountered
conflicts along the way.

Titan Books has two more upcoming
titles in the Firefly universe, The Mag-
nificent Nine by James Lovegrove, avail-
able March 2019, and Generations by
Tim Lebbon, available October 2019.

—Suzanna Anderson

I Exist. Therefore I Am by Shirani
Rajapakse. Amazon Digital Services
LLC, 2018. 179 pages. $7.99, electronic.
$15.99, paperback.

Rajapakse has traveled to India often,
and these stories “...were written at
two stages of my life and represents the
eight years I spent in India, working
and travelling to cities and also some of
the remote places where I encountered
many instances of negativity towards
women and girls. Some of the incidents
I came across or heard about are too
painful to recount or fictionalize. The
tales I have included here are a mere
fraction of the lives touched during my
stay”

In “Drink Your Milk and Go to Sleep,
a married woman continues to carry
girls while her husband and mother-in-
law want a boy child. Her family takes
her to a midwife who “..was famed

for helping women with problems. She
must be good because women from all
over the land visited her to find



solutions to their sorrows. She didn’t
talk much. There was no time for any
words as it was obvious why we were
all there. She had lots of customers like
me waiting to be served every day. She
gave me something to drink when I
got home”

As a widow, Gayathri Devi was ..
waiting to die” in the story “On Death
Row.” In the beginning of the story,
Gayathri Devi “...had been sitting here
in the same place for a while, not car-
ing about what happened around her.
Shed seen the colors change in the sky
a thousand and one times and more
and was no longer interested. Was no
longer overjoyed. She no longer an-
ticipated the fading beauty of the end
of the day as she did the first time she
arrived.” The widows “...were a burden
on the young, an unnecessary life that
needed to be cared for, fed, clothed
and helped along the way. There was
no time, no money or room left in
houses for the likes of these women
that passed their expiration date and
were still sitting on the shelf, when
whatever little money the families had
were needed for the hungry mouths to
feed, the demands of school and the
dowries to be collected throughout
their lives. Women like Gayathri Devi
were put aside and left to themselves
and what better way to get rid of the
unwanted than to send them to God.”

The collection’s title comes from the
story “I Exist. There I Am.” Those
words are the opening line and the
refrain carried throughout the story. “I
rest deep inside you, wrapped up tight
like an old woman swathed in quilts in
the desert during winter when it’s too

cold to do anything but sit by the fire
and wish it was summer once again.”
“You see me through the folds of fat
projected onto the screen and can only
discern a small shape with a centre
that beats like a drum. The sound and
rhythm unlike the drums they played
at your union, but a drum just the
same. Thudak, thudak, thudak, it beats
softly. You place your hand on your
stomach but you can't feel me, nor can
you hear the drum beats of my heart
pounding inside me. Only the machine
can tell you that”

» <

And in “Secrets” “Rules kept the family
together, rules made things work the
way it was supposed to.”

Each story is heart breaking in its own
way. I can't even begin to imagine the
stories that were too painful to recount
or fictionalize. Rajapakse’s prose is as
strong as her poetry. The characters’
pain is real and their circumstances
resonate. I hope for a brighter future.

—Suzanna Anderson

Final Inventory by David Anthony
Sam. Johnston, PA: Prolific Press Inc.,
2018. 22 pages. $8.95, paperback.

Every time I read a poem by David
Anthony Sam, I am filled with his im-
ages and strong language, people I can
connect to, and a voice that propels
me to the end (and often back to the
beginning to read the poem again.)
His collection Final Inventory is no
different, except it is about his dying
mother and the years without her.
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In “Anticipation,” a young speaker is
coming home as his mother watches
him. The mother waits as the speaker
“...studied the ground for / shallow
holes where / rain had gathered sun-
light / into clear reflection. // Behind
sun-mirrored glass, / she waited her
elation, / knowing I must leap / every
heaven to splash / any puddle I could
find” (3).

The collection’s title comes from

the poem “Final Inventory (On Her
Dying)” and the repetition of “wait”
throughout is a strong pull as it moves
the pace forward and slows down. The
“wait” changes, from “I think it needs
thinning / or it will not bloom / an-
other spring. Wait..” to “Wait...wait. /
Open the door to my / dining room...
Do I still have that furniture? / Do I
still...Wait...” (10-11).

Green beans were part of childhood
dinners with pudding for dessert in
“The Independence of Green Beans.”
Sam explores the experience and
memory of picking green beans in the
garden and preparing them for supper
as a child. As an adult in the second
stanza, the speaker makes green beans
and pudding for supper, and says,
“Here, in this distance from child-
hood, / I must mother myself a new
life” (20).

The collection ends with “Reverber-
ant” where “All this world / depends
on echoes: / canyons walking con-
crete— / waves breaking the ocean....
/] While I break my pieces into their
fragments, / my ears attune / to that
vacant place / where your voice was /
when last we spoke” (21).
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Death is truly not the end for the ones
we love. Sam’s mother may be gone,
but the poems here remember her
memory. Her presence will pen more
words about her life and the love a son
has for his mother.

—Suzanna Anderson

Depression Hates a Moving Target:
How Running With My Dog Brought
Me Back From the Brink by Nita Swee-
ney. Miami, Florida: Mango, 2019. 288
pages. $18.99, paperback.

Personally, I hate running unless I

am chasing down a tennis ball on

the court. So Nita’s goal of running a
marathon is not a goal for me. How-
ever, I loved reading about how Nita
returned to her love of running and
started small with a kitchen timer in
her neighborhood before she was able
to run a full marathon.

The prologue begins as Nita is run-
ning the marathon. Nita’s mind says
negative things like “Who do you
think you are?” and “You're old and
fat. People will make fun of you and
you’ll die of heart failure” But Nita
keeps running. Her niece Jamey died,
and she was a runner. Nita’s friend
Kim said running was fun, and Fiona
bought shoes to start running. Small
moments add up to convince Nita to
start running again. She runs with her
dog Morgan, aka Mr. Dawg, slowly
building the momentum to complete
her first 5K.



You can return to something you used
to enjoy. Start small. Your goal may
not be running, but Nita’s story is
inspiring as I return to my past loves
of art, reading, spending time in the
snow, and so on. Enjoy your journey,
even the steps that seem like you will
never reach the finish line.

—Suzanna Anderson
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