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In the Margins and in the Archives
Just before I sat down to write this, I spent the better part of the preceding week running around
seeking permission to publish a couple of artworks that appear in this issue of Dreamstreets. In
the process I'd been reminded that however long we've been around, whether it's on the printed
page, on display, or in the media, I had got no response that declared, "Oh yes, I've heard about
you." It also disappoints me how sometimes when someone we've published will, when the
opportunity presents its self to acknowledge previous publications, that they "forget" they'd been
previously published in Dreamstreets. I believe that the lack of respect contributes to our
marginalization. After nearly forty years, trying every which way to make some impact, and trying
to make some sort of meaningful contribution upon our social environment, we're still deeply
imbedded in the margins. And now, when the cost of publication and the dwindling means of
resource has compelled us to publish online only and to depend on our friends and contributors
to distribute our issues, we're still nearly invisible out here on the margin.
I've been finding myself thinking an awful lot lately about my own failure as an author,
as well as about the marginalized impact Dreamstreets has made. I've come away with the realization
that I'm not making this effort on behalf of myself and others for the here and now, but for the future.
I get some sense of that when I write about our local literary past. I enjoy the company I keep among
the long dead and forgotten, and that I'm the only one who is making an effort to remember them.
I hope they are the grateful dead. I would be grateful if someone in the future would remember
my work. And so I continue in this effort to make some sort of cultural difference. Perhaps someone
in the distant future will remember the effort we've made and find it worthy of serious consideration.
How's that for faith from someone who gave up any hope twenty-five years ago?
It was about twenty-five years ago, when I gave up all hope for a better world, that I realized
that the Dreamstreets effort, as well as all that pertains to my own effort to be a meaningful literary
artist, was at least valuable enough to be archived. Maybe, just maybe, my and our efforts will find
a place in some future where what we've done matters enough, is meaningful enough to provide a
true picture for their world through the history we helped make for them. Still, I have little hope,
but my faith in what we've done outweighs waning hope. And in another sense, what other choice
do we have?
So, here in this issue is work from our own stalwarts Phil Bannowsky, Franetta McMillian,
Douglas Morea, and those in whose work I believe communicates something essential and
meaningful. In this issue we continue to remember one of Delaware's greatest 20th century artists,
William D. White. We will also become better acquainted with Mary Biggs' lost literary masterpiece
Lily-Iron, a novel that is impossible to find thanks to the low regard given to Delaware's past
literary art.
I wonder, and I've declared this before, if the artwork of locally born artist Jonathan Bragdon
would've been what it is today had he not become an expatriate living in Europe, where his work is
widely exhibited. Jonathan provided the art for the cover of Dreamstreets #53, but in this issue we
bring you Jonathan's literary side with a long poem which was previously published as an
accompaniment to a retrospective of his artwork entitled Being There, exhibited at the Kunstmuseum
Appenzell in Switzerland. Information regarding a catalogue for the exhibit can be found at:
steidl.de/Books/Dasein-Being-There-0102091752.html?SID=t8uiioOe13bf. Incidentally the publisher,
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Steidl, is also the publisher for the work of American photographer Robert Frank. Regarding
Jonathan's poem, "I Am Not," we thought goes well in proximity in this issue with a new major poem
from Douglas Morea entitled "Soft Street."
We remember the late, local poet William Manchester, who died a few years back of pancreatic
cancer. Beverly Andrus, who also has poetry in this issue, found some of Manchester's poetry among
her papers, and now we get a chance to share them with our readers. Marian Lewis, whose poetry we
have often published over the years, also makes another appearance in the current issue. Beverly Romain
bring us a small slice of life, a bit sliced up. Dallas Kirk Gantt, ever the keen eye from the driver's seat of
a DART bus also bring us more slices of life, accompanied by artwork from two local, late artists, Charles
Colombo and Paul Scarborough, along with an artwork by talented Wilmington artist Geraldo Gonzales.
And finally, but by no means least, is the the cover art by Elby Rogers, a local artist who is both prolific
and possessed of a vision of incisive humor, and when this issue's cover art was shown to Jonathan
Bragdon he remarked that it, ". . . is one of the weirdest and scariest images I have ever seen! Beautiful,
as well!"
–– Steven Leech

Watching a movie

Beverly Romain

Hey Barb, come over and look at this movie I’m watching
What is it?
Oh, I’m not sure, I missed the first 10 minutes or so, but it’s good!
How do you know it’s good?
It stars that guy that looks like Jimmy Depp? His movies are always good.
Who?
Jimmy Depp! The guy in Pyrex of the Caribbean
You mean Jerry Depp?
Yeah him, Robert Browning Jr’s brother
It’s Robert Downing Jr., and he’s not Jerry Depp’s brother
I always mix them up.
What’s going on so far?
Well those two cops in that car are apparently up to no good, and that guy there in the black sweater,
I think that’s Bruce Willis, is some kind of vigilante against crooked cops I think…
Wait, wait, he just shot one of the cops in the car. Oh my goodness, that’s a lot of blood
Ooooh! The black cop really got aced.
The black cop is Bruce Willis?
No, the vigilante guy!
That’s not Bruce Willis; that’s Van Diesel!
Oh crap, a girl’s in the back seat, she shot Ban Diesel
I think that’s Julia Robertson
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Her name is Julie Rogers, and that woman is not the same body shape
So, maybe they Photoshot her body for the part, they can do that you know.
That’s not her. Remember? He used to be married to her in real life! What's her name?
Oh yeah, Demi...Demi...Oh I can't remember her last name. Remember she played in Private
Benjamin.
No, no that woman was blonde. It was Jessica Hawn.
No, Jessica Hawn was not in Private Benjamin, she was in King Kong.
No she wasn’t. That was Jessica Lange! Her I remember; I was young then and had a crush on her!
Then who was in the back seat?
What back seat?
The back seat of the car in the movie?
What movie?
…blank stare…
The. Movie. We. Were. Watching. With. Jimmy Depp!
You mean Robert Browning Jr’s brother?

William F. Manchester

Journey to the River Styx and Back
Stopped breathing the other day,
A novice anesthesiologist
Pushed the hypnotic needle
Way too far as
The GI doctor
Plumbed my biliary tree
For sludge and debris.

No warm white lights,
No saints or Christ
Inviting me to the Promised Land,
Only the black oblivion
Of Death enveloping my
Consciousness in its seamless
Shroud.

Charon waited at river’s edge,
Denied his passenger
By a rushed resuscitation,
But time is on his side,
And he is eternally patient.
3

Auset Marian Lewis
Queen
I feel my body glide slide
brown move round
in sensuous ritual dance
My legs are sculpted iron
carved from ancient dance;
my breasts uplift the minds
of fallen cultures
My purple flower
blooms,
the petals open
and give birth to old
vibrations shaped
in newer forms
My lips are tied in velvet bows
black from gowns of
missionaries -- part
to share a silent prayer
while tongue of satin
conjures pink persuasions
But still my body glides
brown sound moves round
in sensuous ritual dance
I am the naked queen of Love,
a shaded Venus -Jaded -with pounding thighs
and sighs
and sudden bursts of
ecstatic percussion
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My womb is the drum
the hum of civilization
that would rob me of
my freedom to be free
To beat the drum
and dance the dance
and sing the song
of all the muses
all at once
and separately
and in time
and out of time
and no time
In My Time
I sing and dance
and touch Myself'
I strum my heart and play my womb,
I pluck my flower gently
While still my body
glides slides brown moves round
gleaming
Screaming:
I am not weak nor am I subtle
I am the power of centuries
that made the serpent dance
But in a trance I prance and dance
unknowing and afraid
that someday I might wake up
and discover who I am
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Painting before conservation (above) and after conservation (below)

When Old Mauch Chunk Was Young
Conservation of the 30x40-inch 1925 oil painting by William D. White
by Nancy Carol Willis, William D. White Biographer
Around1991, Steven Leech and I were contacted by a man who had discovered a large oil painting by
William D. White while cleaning out a library. He conducted some research at the Delaware Art
Museum and concluded that the painting might be worth some money. However, the painting had
condition issues, so he hired an artist friend to “freshen up” the painting by overpainting the oil paint
with acrylic. Unfortunately, many well-meaning folks have unintentionally damaged their oil paintings
in an effort to clean or repair them. Professionally-trained conservators recount horror stories of
paintings cleaned with dish soap or rubbing alcohol, or coated with linseed oil as a conditioner, like
hand lotion. They've seen holes in the canvas that were spackled or patched like bicycle tires. Sometimes
paintings have been overpainted to brighten areas dulled by grime. These home remedies have
invariably caused more problems than they’ve solved, and often do irreversible damage.
The preservation, conservation, and/or restoration of works of art is a complicated practice and should
be handled by a trained professional who has studied chemistry and art history and has a graduate degree
in art conservation. The practices and materials applied to the treatment of When Old Mauch Chunk Was
Young were tested and customized for this specific work of art.

Phase 1: Examination and Testing
The restoration team at the conservation studio of Winterthur Museum examined and tested
various gels and petroleum-based solvents to determine the best treatment process.
Since overpainting was a confirmed issue, Old Mauch Chunk was first viewed under ultraviolet light to
determine the extent and locations of the overpainting. Ultraviolet photography revealed overpainting
throughout the painting, most notably in the green trees and red house roofs. In the UV detail photo
(below left), the gray color indicates overpainting, while the brighter yellow is the original paint layer.

Next, intern Melissa King (below left), took pinhead-sized paint samples and sealed them in resin cubes
in the red container. When the resin hardened, a cube was placed into a special sander. The polyester
resin material was sanded away to reveal a cross-section of the paint sample which was examined under
a microscope. The photograph (below right) shows the various layers of overpaint, dirt, original paint,

ground, and canvas at 10x magnification. These cross-sections confirmed the presence of overpaint on
the majority of White's painting; a previous owner had asked an artist friend to “freshen up” the painting
and, unfortunately, the friend completely repainted the surface of White’s original painting using acrylic
paint. The resulting overpainted work is jarringly bright, ignoring White’s typical color choices.
In

order to remove the acrylic overpaint without affecting White's original oil painting, project leader,
Charlotte Adams Brooks (below right), tested select areas of Old Mauch Chunk with various solvents.
For example, a petroleum benzine mixture and several different types of carbopol gels rendered the best
results in the areas marked in yellow. In this photo Charlotte uses a cotton swab to test a small area of
the painting.

To reduce the overpaint, the interns,
under the direction of Dr. Joyce Hill
Stoner, have tested different kinds of
mineral spirits and gels with added
solvents of varying degrees of strength.
After testing, a safe and effective
solvent gel can be selected. Lead intern
on the project, Charlotte Adams
Brooks, has begun to carefully reduce
the overpaint in selected areas. The
"After" photo (below left) reveals
William D. White's sophisticated color
palette and details obscured by
overpainting. Note how the reflection
of the house in the water and subtle
color variations in the building and
foliage are now visible.
An important step in PHASE 1
includes taking steps to ensure that the
painting can be safely handled. The
actively flaking bits of paint have been
consolidated with a
reversible adhesive to ensure their
stability while the back of the canvas is
being treated. The next stage will be to
remove or reduce the black paint and
plastic tape on the back of the
canvas as much as is safely possible.
The distortions in the canvas will be
leveled without putting stress on the paint, and then the rest of the overpaint can be reduced.

Phase 2: Conservation of the Canvas
Support: Removing the old restorations, bringing the
canvas into plane, and lining onto a stable fabric.
Step 1: Removing the old restorations
Around 1991 a man rescued the painting, When Old Mauch Chunk
Was Young, from a Delaware library clean-out. He hired a friend
and amateur artist to "freshen up" the painting by overpainting
much of the oil painting with acrylic paint. In Phase 1 tests were
made to determine the proper combination of solvents and gels
needed to remove the overpaint without removing the original oil
painting underneath. Phase 1 also included consolidating areas of
the painting that were flaking with a reversible glue (photo, right),

so that issues with the reverse side of the canvas could
be addressed. Once completed, the canvas could be
turned face-down and removed from the wooden
stretchers.
Step 2: Bringing the canvas into plane
The process of bringing the canvas into plane, or
level, required several steps. The photo (left) clearly
shows the extent to which the canvas had puckered
and buckled due to "treatments" to the obverse, or
back side, of the canvas. A black plastic tape was
applied in a Union Jack formation. Then black house
paint was applied over the tape (photo, below left).
In one respect this unusual application of ordinary
house paint and tape may have protected the canvas
from the effects of mold and humidity, since the
painting was stored for almost 25 years in a facility
without climate controls.

However, the plastic tape shrank over the years,
causing the canvas to shrink as well. The result
caused the canvas to pucker and the paint to
flake in areas. Even worse, as the canvas shrank,
it tore away from tacks along the tacking edges,
particularly in the corners.
The painting was placed face down on
cardboard covered with blotter paper. The tacks
were removed to release pressure on the canvas.
Debris that had gathered in the corners was
carefully vacuumed away. In this photo (right)
project leader, Charlotte Adams Brooks, uses a
scalpel to meticulously scrape away tiny pieces
of the tape.
Step 3: Lining the canvas onto a stable fabric
Before Old Mauch Chunk could be re-tacked onto its original wooden stretcher, the canvas needed to be
brought into plane and attached to a stable fabric lining. The supporting lining fabric was necessary due

to the extreme distortion of the original canvas. In addition, the damaged and torn tacking edges could
no longer be used to secure the painting to the stretcher.
First, the canvas was placed in a relative humidity chamber for six hours at 80% RH to make the cupped
and curled oil paint and creased canvas support more pliable. Next, the painting was placed face up on a
vacuum heat table. Heat was turned on, a vacuum was drawn, and the painting was gently coaxed into
plane. Excess moisture was removed by placing the painting under blotters and gentle overall weights
for several days. Nancy Carol Willis (below) observes Charlotte Adams Brooks burnish the Mylar.

Then a special stable and inert lining fabric was prepared with a reversible heat-activated ethylene vinyl
acetate adhesive. The now-planar painting was placed onto the prepared lining fabric face up on the
vacuum heat table and covered with a single piece of very thin Mylar. Heat from the table warmed the
fabric, adhesive, and original painting to about 140 degrees Fahrenheit, activating the adhesive while the
vacuum pump was turned on, and causing a perfectly planar canvas to adhere to the fabric lining. The
lined painting was cooled to room temperature under vacuum for three hours.
Next, the lined painting was tacked onto the original stretcher, which had been cleaned and made ready
for Phase 3.

Phase 3: Inpainting and Frame Conservation
Step 1: First, the painting was brush varnished with a reversible, isolating, and saturating acrylic
varnish. Next, areas of paint loss were filled with a reversible gesso putty.

Step 2: Inpainting is a restoration process to re-establish color or detail to losses in the original paint
layer. In this process, pigment in a binding medium is applied by brush. With Old Mauch Chunk,
inpainting was also required to cover old spackle fills (brown areas) from the previous restoration
attempt which were too insoluble to remove safely. These photos (below) show a detail of the sky before
and after inpainting. The brown area shows spackle that was applied c1991.

Lead intern, Charlotte Adams Brooks carefully
applies paint to areas of loss. All filling and
inpainting was done with conservation materials
tested for longevity and reversibility, such as
Golden poly(vinyl acetate) conservators’ colors
or Gamblin aldehyde conservators’ colors, and all
compensation will be limited to losses, not
covering any of the original paint, as had been
permissively done in the previous restoration
attempt. Retouched areas can be distinguished
from the original paint under ultra-violet light.
In the detail images of the lower left corner of
Old Mauch Chunk, note the differences before
(below left) and after (belw right) inpainting.
Because of paint loss and extensive overpainting
during the early 1990s, Charlotte Adams
Brooks referred to the 1925 published illustration
to ensure accuracy. Julianna Ly, a pre-program
intern in paintings conservation at the Winterthur/UD Program in Art Conservation, completed the
inpainting process.

Step 3: Finally,
Julianna Ly treated the
frame to remove dark,
oily stains, especially
apparent on the lower
left corner.

Douglas Morea
SOFT STREET
One:
Jack and Jill they took a spill.
They spilled like water down the hill.
I was drowning in the swill
of Hard Street.
Don’t make my day but stay away on
Hard Street.
Long and winding was my fault. I was the rocks
I could not drop. I was the bucket
with no mop. Ever halter, never halt
on Hard Street.
Love’s petals, pulled by yea and nay
through daisy years,
pushed down the day I would push up, if I dared stay
on Hard Street.
Too many faces I must greet
that I must change but must repeat, on and on
on Hard Street.
Years that swept by in their day, won’t go away but
stay and stay. I’ll push a broom, I did decree.
They said to me, you qualify
for vagrancy.
How distinguish feet from clay, Achilles deep
in Hard Street?
So been there done that and I know, all about
Jill and Jack. They can’t blow on, they can’t
peel back. They can’t be told
I told you so
on Hard Street.
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You shrugged, well sometimes one can’t win.
How tell a lie when truth’s a sin? Well sometime’s
all the time or none. Say, when
is the last time we had fun
on Hard Street?
Two:
Bam! I tripped miscarried down
some dark alley.
I got lost, as by some great doldrums tossed. My eyes,
cross to be crossed, did frown but also did agree
I’d seen my way or it saw me
to Wow Street.
No reason but no reason knows
what rose one’s body owes to be whatever here is
but my toes
at Now Street.
Nothing claimed me but the breeze that blinks
the sun of some shine
chinks of trees, a place I’d never been
in amazing curse or grace to wish to win a stranger’s
face and call it
How Street.
To live forever is unfair, and of course I didn’t dare to.
One’s End waits upon one’s tread, but
I couldn’t see ‘cause one big fat very ugly head
blocked my view on
My Street.
Howdy stranger, he turned to me. So I asked what
might your name be?
It might be George, he boomed with grins
on his many double chins. But, he added,
it might not.
Well George, George costs nothing, and that I’ve got.
We laughed, and our laughter’s rings
Shook, I think, the rags of kings
on Our Street.
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Hey kid, founted George, take the opens by the shuts.
Nuts are the bananas, the bananas are nuts.
And I’m Santa Claus with his fat bonkers guts.
I am Jack’s fruit and I am Jill’s cake
baked right here on
Soft Street.
Oh they call it Main, they call it Vain. They call it High,
they scream Inane. But I, I
am the Fruitcake, on the take and on the make,
and since I live soft as peaches and pie,
this here beat better,
no ands ifs, or boobs or butts, be
Soft Street.
And so he taught me many things
of birds with wheels and snails with wings.
And some dumb poem about sealing wax.
I said wax is for floors, that’s where I leave tracks.
He said, in this town we think upside-down.
That is why we walk on the sky
on Soft Street.
George called a friend over, How do you do,
said I, and he said, What do you don’t.
Where do you can, I did reply. Why do you won’t,
was his bye-bye , ‘cause he couldn’t
ignore or score on me
on Soft Street.
So sideways I winked, where’s Lovers’ Lane?
George said, kid, I see you are still insane.
God Jack’s the sower and the reaper,
Goddess Jill’s the solstice keeper.
Together they keep Lovers’ Lane well swept.
The well’s water flows but
its secrets are kept
on Soft Street.
And all our dust swept is so light and soft
it bears our unshod feet aloft
on Soft Street.
And while we never said good-bye, George left me
happy to wonder why
on Soft Street.
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Three:
Why are alleys always dark?
No windows were in Noah’s ark.
On Lovers’ Lane the dogs don’t bark
off Soft Street.
Eternal Vigilance, Father’s advice,
is price you pay now to
not later pay twice, except hard fathers cost three
times more. Don’t need go shopping
in that store on
Soft Street.
I love to hobnob with the blob, without a shape
can’t be a slob on
Soft Street.
No groans, no groans when wind whistles through
over-articulated bones
on Soft Street.
It’s not easy, I entreat, this is no way Easy Street.
There’s folks we just don’t need
meet, and will not twice
on Soft Street.
I hold to Santa George’s advice
and hold naughty’s the best way to be nice.
I hold with following expertise. To be teased well,
no amateurs please, here on, you guess
what Street.
Jack was nimble and Jill was quick,
but still they stumbled and broke their wick.
Hallelujah?
They’ll stick it to time’s dawn’s glory but
what better a match to light make-up love on, on
Soft Street?
And then? Oh hallelujah is our story.
I love the veiled promise of a wedding gown,
and Fall when nothing falls but down on
Soft Street.
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The old soft shoe is always new
on Soft Street.
Don’t break ‘em in and they won’t break you, ‘cause
dawn’s no sin, and besides they have better things
to do than sue you
on Soft Street.
‘Cause nobody knows the trouble we’ve seen,
the sorrow to know our sorrow.
But glory glory hallelujah for time to every purpose
under an up-there that clefts all the down
here of
Soft Street.
Yo Sis and Bro Street.
Soft Street.
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Jonathan Bragdon
I AM NOT
1.
I am not the neck the farmer
Chops, to toss aside the head and let
Its body run as if escaping death,
Though spouting blood.
I am not the brain, that knits a
World by chance of gain or loss,
And fakes a narrative to comfort
Pain, when pleasure fails.
I am not the memory lost,
Of darkness before birth as dark
As death, that makes each night
A deeper darkness yet.
I am not the nest of wasps
Burning in the farmer’s torch,
Nor am I its dazed folk, seeking
Who to sting within the smoke.
I am not the foot that slips,
Twisting on a crooked root,
That throws a body to the earth,
Continuing a fall begun at birth.
I am not the light my eye,
Beneath its resting lid, receives
In deepest night, when sunrise
In the sky of dreams deceives.
I am not the tongue that halts,
When thinking starts to change
To speech, and turns the flock
Of words back to the lungs.
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I am not the accident that breaks
What experimenting makes,
And kicks the building back to blocks,
Scattered so the playing stops.
I am not the tangled lines I draw
In echo of the thoughts I’d thought,
Making detours of the streets I walk
That lead me back to dreams at dawn.
2.
I have
No time to think
And need none,
As nothing thinks of me.
I am a shoe without a foot,
A heft without a blade,
A name on doors
That can’t be opened.
I contain no mysteries
Or shadow of reference,
No grass hissing in wind
That seems to speak,
Or chill hung with mist
That hides a missing sun.
My face articulates a sign
The hormones sent,
Not I.
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3.
My shape
Suggests no stories
and the sun sets
Without a meaning,
And its rise
Is one movement
Among so many others.
My values
Are in prices,
And bed is my utopia,
Where height and depth
Are horizontal.
4.
Consciousness is not a mirror,
Whether intact, broken, or folded,
It is not a mind thinking of itself,
Or a stairway connecting personalities,
Or an interface between computers.
Consciousness is not a bubble rising,
Nor is it a complex sensorial response,
A somehow useful self-deception.
Consciousness is like nothing,
Not even itself as object of a thought,
And must be doubted, so if asked,
What are you, it will hide in mirrors,
And no mirror dares betray it.
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5.
In the nest of neurons woven in my head
There lies an egg, and when I’m
Dying it will break and shed
The pieces of its shell,
So I’ll forget
The things I’ve known so well,
And take flight within a sky of lead.
6.
Ideas in the brain’s matter
Do not sprout as seedlings
Do not flower or ripen into fruit,
Until the brain is buried.
Meaning requires dirt.
7.
Among the rose’s roots, I dig for grubs
As plump and soft as babies’ thumbs,
With button heads and teeth like scythes,
I squash them on a rock with sticks.
I pick red beetles off the leaves they chew,
And as their barbed legs reach to grasp,
I flick them into kerosene and watch
As belly up, they gesticulate and sink.
Carrying a bird, the cat runs past
And creeps beneath the porch. I hear
Wings briefly smack the earth.
A late sun silhouettes the fence.
A robin hops around about the lawn,
Still hunting worms. She picks one up
To toss, but catching sight of me she stops,
To cock her head and take a better look.
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8.
Desire may wake me in a shock
As a fossil deep beneath the earth,
With memories stirring as I push
Elbows and feet against the rock.
Pressed flat and dry, I’m made of
Minerals, yet still ambivalent,
As being seen my form implies
The fantasy of what my living was.
Chipped and scraped I may be found
Displayed beneath museum glass,
While my constant and only wish
Is to be laid living on a living breast.
The human being can’t trust a mind
That grinds its past to random dust,
But consciousness still finds as fruit,
What science has eaten to the root.
9.
Lock your door against a thief
And test each stranger’s honesty,
Know who to greet along the street,
And who to pass as if not seen.
If needing meat, to keep the family fed,
Close your heart and grab a beast
And cut its throat or knock its head.
But show human kindness at the feast.
Know what a turning wind can bring,
How boats are driven to the shore,
And where about the roof leaks spring,
When rain comes slanting from the north.
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10.
What is this
Sleeping and dreaming
Of something missing?
Perhaps a wallet
Left on a café counter,
Or a book on a park bench,
Or a house key in the door,
That by retracing steps
Might still be found?
11.
Give fragments of your self away,
Don’t question motives of the heart,
Go when invited and be quick to learn,
Rejecting promises of other lives to live,
As there are none. You live your own,
Though history tells us otherwise,
Of being cut or stretched to size,
Wedded by a happenstance,
Then bedded, left behind and pregnant,
Used, forgotten, and what’s worse,
Maligned as nonexistent, lost in space,
Melodic in a time of dissonance,
Buried, rotting, and then resurrected,
As dying is impossible.
Thus, tend the power meanings give,
Catalysts of will to change,
To let silences become our words
And so by their accidents revealed
As well designed and conscious gods.
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12.
Light is nothing like a stagnant pond,
Nor is it like children playing hide and seek,
Nor is it this face I am trying to see,
Though, without these bones and skin
Where would light be?
The human face is hard to recognize.
Help me children, help me.
Light brings sight and leaves us blind,
It sends us gifts we cannot find,
It shines in greeting, as we arrive,
But while we live, it slowly dies.
The human face is hard to recognize,
Help me children, help me.
13.
Let’s think about the sense of things,
The deeper origins of speech,
What nervous minds can’t tolerate,
Like drafts around an open door.
For reassurance think of this,
The three dimensions of a toad
Flattened out upon the road,
And if an effect is not yet felt,
Activate the hand you see,
Connect it to your own intent
And try to catch a passing thought.
Meanwhile in the dark of night,
Stars flail about like burning birds.
Yet none of these gives help
To justify our failing words.
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14.
Consciousness comes and goes as it pleases,
For example, it walks with me in the garden,
But when I go to bed and sleep, it departs
And like a thief takes all I have and me as well.
Distinctions between things collapse and then
Recur at once, as I am my self and something else.
One wave in two dividing, or two waves colliding,
I go nowhere, still arrive, and yet once was.

15.
I am the wish,
A stone tossed in quiet water,
Unease making ripples
As disorder turns to order.
I am the form,
An articulation teaching
Process, giving shape
To place and object.
I am the end,
The place where thinking
Bends, and finds a path
Where nothing is.
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16.
We possess only expectations,
The tricks we use avoiding sorrow,
And memories of how they fail us.
What happens is too fast to follow.
All we really need are tools,
As knowing only strengthens fears.
Being is seeking forms, like water
Does a mist, a river bed, or tears.
17.
Dig the garden in the Spring,
Stamp a spade into the earth,
Make a crunch like biting toast,
And lift out each clod intact,
Two sides smooth, two rough,
To lay them overlapping in a row
Along the trench’s upper lip.
If halves of earthworms jerk
About, have no concern, each heals,
So one makes two, like willow
Twigs in earth grow back to trees,
And potatoes cut between the eyes
Regenerate in fields we see,
So life propagates through parts,
And change renews the oldest arts.
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18.
Our world is built
From the remainder of a billion skies,
And its beauty, as has been noted by
Many different eyes and minds, is too private,
Too frequent, and too unrepeatable, for use
In anything but verse.
19.
The universe,
As some of us do teach,
Is empty of all minds besides our own,
And filled by clouds of dust and burning gas,
Pocked here and there by holes that suck,
In other words, we struggle to survive
Within a vacuum cleaner’s paradise!
Human Nature is an awful place,
Forgotten at the end of space.
20.
I watch the world flow to the horizon
And reappear behind me, in endless confinement.
I stand on the shore in front of the ocean’s wide smile,
Its two pointed corners, its ten thousand tongues.
I turn for home on a road so narrow, its sides join in one line,
As the whole world joins in one sorrow.
21.
I am not the house of many rooms
And not its door, nor would I have
The will to open it, and I am not
The space it fills or place it stands,
And cannot understand its origin.
Yet, I am its inhabitant.
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22.
With a peg pushed into earth and a string stretched,
I am planting rose bushes in circles of an always
Smaller diameter. Later, in the central space
I shall place a fountain and a pool, where
Birds can drink and bathe, and there I
Shall wait for you, until the sun sets
And darkness settles, until even
The stars fall, one by one, and
The galaxies have all been
Twisted down into their
Central black holes,
There I will still
Be waiting
For you.

Jonathan Bragdon
26-09-2014 / re-edited 8-5-16
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CARNIVAL OF SOULS
Dallas Kirk Gantt

During my 39year tenure, I had countless animated, or quiet, confidential discussions with
some very unique individuals. At times, I was just a listener, as they portrayed their lives of glitz
and glamour, or one of ghettos and gulags...the lucky illuminated lives of privilege and prestige,
and those that were in the wrong place and the wrong time, unlimbered nightmarish lives of misery
and desperation. Age and destiny have a way of moving things along, until they become tales and
memories of hope and inspiration.
Some can tell their lives in chapters, while others could not be covered in a series of books.
You never know who you’re going to meet, when you’re on the bus.
Bus drivers have long lists of “Unforgettables.” They are passengers that by their very nature
and circumstances stand vastly apart from the crowd. They’re unusual, unique, and very different,
in good ways and unfortunately, bad ways too. They touch you with their words, their histories,
their attitudes and their actions. All the drivers knew them, because they depended on the buses
to get them around. At times, we seemed to be their only friends. When I tell their stories, I am not
passing judgment. I am relating what happened, how it happened, and sometimes, how I felt. I am
not ridiculing, or making “fun” of anybody! I’m just . . . telling you like it is.
We don’t choose our passengers, just like we don’t choose our family. As much time as we
all spend behind the wheel, these passengers become our extended family. These tales become like
family histories . . . documentations. Let’s get down to the soul of the matter... what makes the
world go around in the wayward, wacky, wonderful life of the bus-driver, is always... the people.
For the small price of admission, ANYONE can wander onto the bus, on stage, and into the show.
People whose license has been revoked for an endless number of lawbreaking, trouble-making,
dysfunctional, or innocent twist-of-fate reasons, come aboard the bus because they have few
alternatives of transportation choices. People that never had a drivers’ license depend on the bus
in similar fashion, even though they came to this dependency for an entirely different set of
reasons.
Some people won’t ride the bus because they had a run-in or bad experience with a
bus-driver or other passengers. A few folks have said to me that the bus is a magnet for
strangeness and the unusual. They fear violence and mental illness that they perceive to be
rampant. The news has a way of plucking the oddball acts aboard buses out of the day to day, to
publish in the paper and to sensationalize on the nightly news.
Last night on the 10 o’clock news, the newscaster told the story of a man that stabbed a fellow
passenger an obscene number of times, gutted him, cut off his head which he displayed to the other
passengers, and then proceeded to eat choice morsels of the poor unfortunate soul. When the police
arrested the cannibal murderer, he had stuffed an ear, nose and lips in a doggie bag for later! I’m
afraid to say that this takes the cake for weirdness, for I’m sure that a statement like that would
tempt Fate and Murphy’s Law at the same time, and ensure that something even more grotesque
is waiting right around the comer at the next bus-stop in this Twilight Zone that we’re inhabiting!
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DRUNK AS A MONKEY
There was a big step on Orange Street where the drunks would congregate. It provided
shelter and shade. The other virtue of that spot was that the step was centrally located in the city,
and a short, stumbling distance from the comer bar known as “The Walnut Room.” The usual
suspects could be seen any hour of the day, partaking of whatever communal rot-gut that was
available.
As bus-drivers, we had the privilege and the pleasure to be the ride of last resort to a goodly
number of the drunk and homeless population of Wilmington. We were a captive audience. We
knew them all. We had happy drunks, mean and nasties, sad be moaners, argumentatives, fighting
violents, the lecherous, the mumbling incoherents, the fire and brim stoners, and a few that were
on the last leg of their journey in the land of the living.
One guy that always rode my bus to and from the Orange Street hangout was a little red
haired, big-eyed man. He was a current regular, and he showed up like clockwork. A woman on
my bus said one time; “Here he comes again . . . drunk as a monkey!’’ (From that point on, that was
what he was unofficially christened in my mind) The group was always subject to change, for
their life-styles took an inevitable toll.
On my second trip of the day up Orange Street, there he was . . . his ragged redhead on the
curb like a pillow, the withered rest of him sprawled out into the street. I popped the brake,
blocked the street with my bus, got out, dragged him up over the curb, and propped him up
against the wall of the church in a seated position. He was drunker than any monkey that I had
ever seen! He was too drunk to even crawl. I tapped his cheek, and like a bubble he broke the
surface of consciousness, and then passed out again, I notified the dispatcher about what had
just transpired to make sure that nobody misunderstood what had truly occurred, and requested
that the police check him out to make sure he was O.K. (Too many times onlookers had caught a
glimpse of only a portion of something that happened on or around a bus, and had sworn that the
bus had hit somebody or the driver had committed some dire deed.)
The next time I laid eyes on the little man, he had acquired hard plaster casts on both legs.
He must have had a replay of this last performance, and gotten run over! He waved his arm at me
and held up his dollar bill. I stopped the bus, and asked him if he was waiting for the Route 6.
He slurred that he had an appointment at the Veteran’s Hospital on Kirkwood Highway. I got
out, put his arm across my shoulders, and lifted him up off the big step. Using my other arm
around his waist, I supported his weight as he tippy-toed up the steps and into the front seat.
(Apparently, he had lost his crutches somewhere along the way.) We arrived at the bus-stop at the
V.A. Hospital, and I woke him up.
“Here’s your stop buddy . . .” I said.
“You gotta take me up there!” He squeaked.
“I’m sorry, I can’t take the bus in there! I’ll call in on the radio, and we’ll get you help
somehow.”
A deep, booming voice came from the back of the bus; “I’m goin’ that way. I’ll take’m!”
A big monstrous guy with a massive beer-belly, slung the little man over his shoulder, and humped
him up the hill like he didn’t weigh anything.
I saw him a couple months later, out on the step, hanging out with the rest of the crew.
During the winter, he disappeared. Like so many, I guess his course was run. I felt that empty place
move around deep down inside of me when another one of the street people goes early down the
way of all flesh. I felt so bad for him, but what do you do when someone has nailed their feet to the
path of destruction long before you ever knew them, and nothing anybody did or said could talk
them out of it? I added another prayer to the years and years of them . . . for those that rode their
last road.
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HERBIE
For years, Herbie the paperboy wandered the streets of Wilmington hawking his papers.
He was a little, white-haired, leprechaun kind of fellow. His distinct nasal cry of: “Paper! Paper!”
preceded him as he shambled through the downtown business district with a News Journal held
aloft. (He’d sell old batteries, lighters, a bent screwdriver here, a well-worn pair of pliers there,
and other castoff things that he’d find in the street in his wanderings.) He was an anachronism,
holding to an old trade, in the face of news-stands, home delivery and coin-operated paper boxes.

painting by Charles Colombo,
water color on rice paper

painting by Paul Scarborough

He never bothered anyone, but he had a fearful worried look about him. He wore the same,
disheveled clothes, with his worn pants perpetually tucked into his socks. Urban Legend’s undying
rumor had it that he carried his life savings around with him because he didn’t believe in banks.
He kept it in his socks. He was mugged often enough, so some of the ugly souls obviously believed
it. Everyone knew him. He was a fixture on the streets for years . . . and then he was gone.
I don’t know when it began, but there’s a relatively recent tradition of sorts that put a lot of unusual
characters on the streets, selling newspapers at high traffic comers. Somebody said that the hawkers
earned a quarter for each paper they sold.
One guy lived under some dense shrubs behind a wall at the back of one of our bus lots
beside Maryland Avenue. I’d watch him crawl out to retrieve his bundle of papers in the very early
morning that a guy in a van dropped off at his veritable doorstep. He’d then begin walking back
and forth among the cars stopped at the red lights, spreading the news. I saw many kind souls slip
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him a dollar for the paper, and then drive on. He was burned out once, when someone lit his
burrow on fire. Not long after that, he was run over while peddling his papers. A faded photo
of him in an army uniform was taped to a pole beside the street where he was killed. A sad
circle of stuffed teddy bears, candles, and plastic flowers kept a silent vigil.
There was a proliferation of those folks that peddled the papers for awhile, but things
must have happened, because they all disappeared. They sold a lot of papers to the bus- drivers.
I kind of miss seeing them. They kind of kept us company out on the street. I waved to them all
when I drove by and they always waved back. They performed an honest service as compared
to the panhandlers that now man many of the busy intersections. Times are tough. My heart
goes out to them all.
Well, now they’re back. They’re still a mismatched hodge-podge of souls living on the
tattered fringe of life, but they’re out there rain or shine, trying to earn some kind of honest
living the hardest of ways. The street carnival continues, and we’re all in it together. The ghost
of Herbie still drifts through my thoughts at odd times, and he’s been gone for many years.

SNOW ON THE ROOF
Out on the Rt. 11, Washington Street bus, there was an impeccably clad, white-haired with a long
matching mustache that spoke with a thick Italian accent. I immediately enjoyed sharing animated
conversations with him. He always wore his trademark, three- piece suits, spats, a flower in his
lapel, and a tie with a diamond stickpin . . . perpetually clad in sartorial splendor. He loved to talk
and flirt with the ladies, with his big smile, bright eyes and eloquent manner. “Just because there’s
snow on the roof, doesn’t mean there’s no fire in the furnace!” . . . he would often remind his
listeners.
He had to be at least in his eighties, and he was horribly disfigured. He told me the first
time that we met, that he had been badly burned in a fuel can explosion. His face was melted, his
ears were glued to his head, but after a short while of knowing him I didn’t notice anymore.
He was aristocratic in his bearing . . . a man that was accustomed to giving orders and
earning respect. But he acted with a grace, warmth and ease that made you very comfortable in
his presence . . . and he had PLENTY of presence. He’d sit at the front of the bus across from me
. . . his immaculate spats and glistening shoes spread wide . . . his large, strong hands (Minus a
few digits) firmly resting on the knob of his walking stick, with his regal head back in full
recollection mode. We’d pass by a road-crew deep into a construction project, and he’d point out
to me that he had invented that particular asphalt laying machine. “I was known for my great
strength when I was young. I could carry a rail-road rail by myself on my shoulder. Five hundred
pounds!” (He spoke with an animated and understandable pride).
He loved to speak about the trades, progress, and how wonderful the world of yesteryear
was to him in his memories. He brought old Wilmington alive for me, back during the glorious
heydays of the turn of the century. “See that machine there? I created that one too!” I took a lot of
what he spoke of with a grain of salt, thinking that he took liberties with the truth. I guess he
was entitled. But I always learned something from him, and he always made me laugh. I always
looked forward to driving the Rt. 11 on Saturdays, because I knew that he would be out and
about. If a good conversation was gathering steam, he would even ride around for another trip,
finishing a story or beginning another one. It was like he was holding court. Everyone seemed to
enjoy his stories. He had a yellow, plaid, double-breasted suit that was out of this world! It
harkened back to an earlier time,' of strong, self-made men. He was probably a contemporary of
the Great Gatsby-like characters, back in the ‘20s! I could see him at the bus-stop from blocks away;
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he was such a striking character.
After working a morning tripper, I walked into town, purchased a paper from Herbie,
and sat down at my favorite back table at the Sterling Grill. I ate the special, drank continuous
cups of coffee that my favorite waitresses kept filled, and read the paper. There he was . . . in
the obituaries. My old friend. Gone. With a lump in my throat, and tears in my eyes, I read his
life story. Everything that he had said was true . . . from holding several patents on construction
machines, to the tales of his feats of strength, to the remembrances of his generosity and good
humor. Another great one is gone. I know that the city is ever-changing, but when someone
like him . . . is no-longer with us, a hole is left, and a little wealth of the human experience trickles
away, in spite of the outstanding memories . . .

Geraldo Gonzales
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••• from Valdemar’s Corpse, a hidden literary masterpiece
from a little known Delaware novelist

Nothing Ends in Life: Mary Biggs’ Lily-Iron
Steven Leech
First are those things that are familiar to all who are land locked, or to that
which is tethered to land, in Mary Biggs’ Lily-Iron (Robert M. McBride &
Company, 1927). In spite of this, it’s a seafaring novel. The novel’s main
character, Jensen Romm, who is nicknamed “Lily-Iron,” has a clubfoot. One
thinks of Byron, but one also thinks of Captain Ahab, who has a peg leg. Even
the names have similar cadence and the same number of letters divided by a
hyphen: Moby-Dick –– Lily-Iron.
Mary Biggs is the sister of renowned Wilmington novelist John Biggs Jr.
Lily-Iron is her only novel. Relative to seafaring there are even some borrowed
metaphors akin to her brother’s novel Demigods.
Without the sea into which to immerse her novel, faring upon it is rather
by association. In Biggs’ brother John’s novel Demigods, John Gault goes to sea by
getting work building ships in Philadelphia’s shipyards. Here he finds a fisher of
rats who turns prophet. The conjuring of a ship, even though it’s through
manufacture, shapes the seafaring experience for John Gault in Demigods.
In Mary Biggs’ Lily-Iron, immersion is by means of animate world. For
Jethera Whiting, who will wed Jensen Romm, she is tethered to everything
around her that astonishes her, captivates her and makes her appealing to
Romm. She is the white “nun,” as she’d become referred by others who resent
her, and who has be caught by “Lily-Iron,” a brutal free-spirited being who is
other worldly in his demeanor.
Similar to Delaware author Anne Parrish’s The Perennial Bachelor,
published in 1925, Mary Biggs creates a sense of immersion through a
discriminating eye for detail. The world in which the Parrish novel’s main
character, Victor Campion, is made insular yet comforted is conveyed through a
plethora of domestic images. The reader soon gets an eerie sense of atmosphere
that tends to make Campion almost seem willing to be drowned in his own
surroundings. For Jethera Whiting, her own capacity to sense the animate world
around her is comforting when tragedy and hardship come bearing down.
Jethera is the only child of Derek and Ellery Whiting. The three show up
poor yet hopeful in Crockton; a town that sounds like it might be nestled in the
foothills of the Appalachians but within reasonable distance from the coastline,
perhaps in the vicinity of Cape Hatteras in North Carolina. Derek Whiting has
barely enough to procure a home for his small family where, through diligent
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labor, he ekes out a living for his wife and daughter among surroundings that
convey an atmosphere of enchantment for Jethera. When Jethera blossoms into
adolescence her mother is struck by a stray bullet and killed, which drives Derek
into an emotional tailspin. Jethera, to fill the space caused by her father’s
debilitating mood that affects his capacity as provider, finds work in a cigar
factory. It is here that she encounters Jensen Romm, a strange looking but
charismatic figure. Romm’s reputation as a mean and brutal man known as
“Lily-Iron” hangs mysteriously about him. He is visiting the factory to get a
supply of custom-made cigars.
Eventually we learn that Romm has a vested interest in the factory and
had been responsible for the death of Jerry Gurney who was the brother-in-law
of “Ma,” the floor supervisor in the factory.
Jerry Gurney had married Unice O’Neil, Ma’s sister, but it was an
unsavory match. After a more unsavory episode, Unice encounters Romm. Not
only had Unice become smitten by Romm, as Romm suggests, but after hearing
Unice’s story, we learn that he would do harm to Jerry. The “harm” was extreme
and Jerry was killed in a shipwreck as a result of Romm’s deliberate actions as
pilot. To make matters worse, not only had Unice’s infatuation with Romm
become serious, but also Unice’s sister, the slovenly “Ma,” had been the
supervisor in the factory that Romm at least partially owned. The allegation of
responsibility for Gurney’s death had caused Romm to lose his pilot’s license as a
result of causing the shipwreck that had cost him his life.
A lily-iron is a kind of harpoon. It is not used for whaling but for smaller
creatures of the sea, particularly swordfish and porpoises. At the business end of
it, it has four hinged barbs that expand by pulling it in the opposite direction
from which it was thrust after the prey had been harpooned. It was designed for
pulling the prey to the boat. Afterwards, the lily-iron must be cut out of a large
fish in order to be free of it.
Ironically, “Lily-Iron” –– Jensen Romm –– avoids attachments even when
Unice O’Neil attempts to attach herself to him. He will go along with Unice for a
while until another muse entrances him. The muse, in one important case, is a
racehorse named “Moonshine,” but we’re getting ahead of the story.
Jensen Romm is an otherworldly figure, which probably accounts for his
charisma. When he speaks it is often in parables or metaphors, otherwise he is
terse in ordinary locution.
Already in an enchanted world of natural images, along with an over
active imagination Jethera had inherited from her mother, her sense of sublime
emersion make Jethera ripe for romance with “Lily-Iron.” Their bond is
enchanting and supernal, and spurred on by uncanny coincidence.
Unice O’Neil, being Ma’s sister, is a source of festering enmity toward
Romm, as well as resentment for Jethera when word of their impending betrothal
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is learned. This leads to an incident in the factory where Jethera works when Ma
can no longer hold back and lets out her rage against Romm by firing Jethera.
That is not enough for Ma, who wields considerable influence in Crockton. She
has Jethera blacklisted from any other work in town. However, Jethera discovers
she has friends whom she hadn’t known, and they help to launch her upon a
next stage of her life as a seamstress. It is an occupation that will provide an
independent means of sustenance. She will need it.
Jensen’s and Jethera’s life together is charmed. She enjoys the stories he
tells her. They share the same visions from their surroundings as if living in some
imaginal realm. The world around them is a grand voyage on a sea of images.
Soon the inevitable occurs. Jethera becomes pregnant. It is at this point that
Jensen is drawn to the sea, but the voyage is upon that terra firma of image, for
only from the land can parables and metaphors come, as well as the source of his
appellation –– “Lily-Iron.”
When he nearly inexplicably leave Jethera we do not know right away to
whom Lily-Iron had impaled, let alone whom he must reel in before his next
voyage. He leaves Jethera while promising that he will return for the birth of
their son but never does.
Much of the occurrences depicted in Lily-Iron seem hallucinatory. Biggs’
barrage of images, the often baffling utterances of Jensen Romm, and the
emphasis in key areas of the narrative upon surroundings rather than upon the
actions and interactions of the characters, give her novel a surreal flavor.
We learn that after Jensen leaves Jethera before the birth of their child he
runs off with Unice O’Neil, but not because he wants to. He is the lily-iron buried
in the flesh of her life. He would rather be rid of her, but Unice has become an
integral part of Romm’s extended being; extended across the waves of his
spiritual seafaring.
Almost as if Jensen had left for a long voyage, in much the way Ishmael
had done in Moby-Dick, Jethera waits with the certainty of a seafarer wife’s faith
that he will return.
Jethera’s certainty is shattered by a visit from Unice O’Neil who tells her
that Jensen is dying after having broken his back in a town not too far away
called Drummondtown. It is a trap to get Jethera killed and even though she
escapes Unice’s plan relatively unscathed, the damage to Unice is great. After
having lived and worked for a number of years in Drummondtown, Romm had
finally torn the lily-iron out of Unice leaving her devastated, permanently
damaged and willing to kill to assuage her pain. Jethera had also learned that
Jensen had left Drummondtown at the same time Unice had. Without knowing
where he had gone she returns home in the town of Crosbeck where Romm had
set her up in a new house. Crosbeck is located along the coastline where the
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borderline between land and the sea is sometimes ill defined. She has a young
son for whom to care and clients for her services as seamstress.
Jensen Romm, like a fast schooner with wind full in its sail, is off on a
quest in search of some muse. His charisma causes him to attract an entourage of
hangers-on. His brutality, tempered by indestructible good luck, draws a crowd
wherever his apparent purposelessness finds him. He is the captain of his own
ship if only for the purpose of weathering the storms that confront him, and
through which he must prevail.
It is during this latest rampage that Romm finally encounters the
racehorse that goes by the name of “Moonshine.” While Romm excels in
gambling at cards, while taking part in a discussion while getting a shave in a
barbershop, he evades his real intent regarding Moonshine:
“From the ample layers of soap, Jensen took up the case for Moonshine. It was a
good name, a strong name, and likable. That horse would win. The barber, razor in hand,
thought not. The neighbors were dubious. Jensen sat upright to explain.
" ‘An ancestor of mine,’ he said, ‘had a ship named the Moon, a thin white clipper
that sailed the Horn. Men said its tiller and his brain worked on the same lever. That boat
was like an extension of his arm . . . One day in a port in Java he fell sick of a fever. A
blue moon with rays was tattooed upon his chest. It gave him strength. A half moon was
carved upon his coffin lid. It's a good sign.’ "
Jensen Romm placed no bets. Instead, on the day of the race for which
Moonshine was slated, he chose only a crowbar as accessory. In one of the most
brutal scenes in the novel, Romm ambushes Moonshine as he is racing at full
gallop down the homestretch, knocks the jockey from his mount, climbs aboard
the horse and rides it into the inevitable darkness of approaching night.
The night draws him toward its darkest part. He sees only a dim yellow
light before him in the distance and gallops headlong toward it ultimately
crashing into something unknown where the horse has thrown him. In the
morning he regains consciousness and find himself in a small barn that has been
used as a woodshop by an elderly Black man who had recently died in his
ornately carved bed. Romm sees a carved chair that attracts his attention:
“The quality, the sufficiency, fascinated him. Softly he passed his hands along the arms,
strong, sinuous, touching his as might a lean body. He rocked them gently, and still they
mocked him. He stepped back and considered them. The man who had imagined this was
as brutal as he, as keenly sensed, but unblunted, moulded to a far finer poise. A peculiar
piece of work, and the carving most curious. The faces gleamed now with mother-of pearl, their tongues red inlay between parted ebony lips. Here and there lizards with
green eyes swam in filigree about a goddess with a moon at her head, two finger uplifted,
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feet crossed upon a throne. The figure sat regally upon the chair back, beneath it a small
inscription. He bend to read, and noticed a tag fastened to a rung. Indifferently lifted and
saw a name, turned and found written across the back, ‘My burial money, if not
delivered’."
He realizes he can take the chair and sell it to get food and lodging.
Without the horse he must walk while carrying the chair. He finds a customer in
a random rural house. After a respite he’s off again. He sees a storm brewing in
the distance and heads for it. The storm is about to batter the coastline where
Crosbeck is located. He returns to the house he had earlier provided for Jethera,
but she’s not there, only their son who she had named Jensen. The boy does not
know the stranger who enters the house is his father, but he is fascinated by his
manner.
The storm outside is brewing. He elder Romm leaves the house and leaves
the boy there, but the younger Jensen follows. They are both headed into the
storm. When Jethera returns shortly thereafter she finds her son missing. The
storm is beginning to peak and the town’s folk gather in the chapel that is eerily
similar to the chapel depicted in Moby-Dick. There are plagues on the wall with
the names of those lost at sea. A carved hawk, a figurehead of a ship, is crucified
on the cross in its sanctuary:
“Her crew”, Jensen had earlier explained to Jethera, “floated in on the
hawk, and nailed it there as a thank-offering. The cross is a sort of lighthouse as
you see. This church belongs to the sea. The bones of her men almost line the
bricks.” His utterance would prove to be ominous.
Panic sets in as the storm outside roars in the darkness. Many are
unaccounted for, including Jethera’s and Jensen’s son, but there’s nothing
anyone can do until the storm ends. In the morning the search for the missing
begins when a schooner on the horizon is seen coming toward shore. On board
are many survivors, including the young Jensen. Lashed to the steering wheel of
the schooner is the elder Jensen Romm –– “Lily-Iron.” He is dead. Soon everyone
learns that he had ordered that he be lashed to the wheel so that he could guide
the ship in without the prospect of being washed overboard.
Life must go on without Jensen Romm. His influence on her had been
episodic but not without its affect, the most noticeable being their son. Jethera
falls into mourning. It is a natural human response after all, but life seems
enhanced somehow. Certainly she sees some of the same traits in her son as had
been suggested by those of the elder Jensen Romm. He had never allowed
himself to be too firmly attached to her, and she had understood his need for the
voyage. Their bond was the world, like a vast ocean, around them. Being alive in
the same ocean was, ineffably, enough for them. Finally, Jethera muses:
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“ ‘Heaven, if there is one, is a great silence like a still room, and without, myriads
of humming noises like working souls.’ Again she ceased.
“ ‘Then we were like unto them that dream,’ she said aloud.”

Beverly Andrus
digging up bones
shedding skin
scars fade from old wounds
my first instincts now
Forgiveness - Compassion
My how I have changed
I walk away
from blood and shit in the water
Secrets and lies 21 and 26 years old
Monsters return to chew on me
Mean people
Wolves circling
eyes glowing at wood's edge
I am here
In the light of a warm fire
Good smoke, whiskey and hot herbal tea
Sounds of steel on stone
wave through sounds of water
the quietness of the air
before snow
Come for me.
I sit peaceful
Sharpening the blade
Make ready.
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William F. Manchester
Waiting for the Last Train
The weatherworn station speaker,
Its deck gray paint peeling up in never-ending psoriasis,
Barks out its messages in garbled electronic blurbs:
“Stage Three (something unintelligible) patients…No. 666…Platform 13”
The doctor’s words still roil in his ears,
An earache that won’t go away:
“Inoperable cancer…maybe a year….”
The 666 languorously snakes it way to the station,
Its mournful whistle wailing then trailing away,
Auguring approaching gloom,
While storm clouds overhead paint the day,
A dismal watermark without color.
The man looks in its direction,
Wondering when it will arrive
And the final journey will begin…
No time, no time left to do the things left undone,
Words unsaid, all those wasted decades,
Only time to ponder the end,
With its tubes, syringes and narcotics,
While the body slowly devolves into a hologram of pain and humiliation.
He shivers as the first drops of gelid rain hit his face,
Insolent spittle from the gods
On poor man,
Who never really had control of his fate,
Not really.
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Phillip Bannowsky
Arrival at JTF-Guantanamo
(from Jacobo the Turko)

From phantom sleep, bats
harrass me with steel-winged moiré,
the crosses of a cage of cages.
At intervals, snagged in mesh, move
orange shapes with beards;
beyond, a wall of nowhere, cactus,
hills decomposing in colorless mirage.
For sanity, I imagine
the coral manillas that wrap my mother’s wrists:
“Beware, Jacobo, the jaws of a hungry world,”
she said. Nuestra Señora, salvame.
My groin throbs with piss, but
I’ve nothing but a shin-high pipe
that slopes from cage to cage.
I claw the wire, imbed my face,
whisper “Wayn mirhad?”
His finger hushes me, then arcs down
to something jutting from our mutual pipe.
I begin to weep, not sure if for
his fundamental kindness
or the degradation.
Where am I?
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“Wayn ana?” I ask my only friend,
who caricatures oo and ah: “Cuba,” but suddenly,
a ten-boot pile-driver stomps our peace.
Insect-heads, black as ants, battering shield
scream, “Comply!” crashing the gate
and hitting me with a ton of Yankee.
Down I go; my limbs are theirs
to levitate or bend me to a prayer or
bullet to my brain, but
as once I stood in a soccer field for a popular,
watching the big bull pestered by some fool
ten meters away, and his big head swung up,
black eyes targeting mine, and my legs turned
me in spite of all daring and ran me out of there,
so now I flinch, and heavy hands
heave my defiant face into the ground.
Just wait ‘til the guy who’s got my balls
finds out I’ve pissed myself. Ow!
“Allah give you strength, brother!”
Blindfolded, bound, delivered double time
somewhere where I’m raised on shackles,
just like the chickens I once un-winged,
and locked to a roof-beam,
toes scratching for a toe-hold,
shoulders unhinging:
one tug and I’ll drop.
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William F. Manchester
Window Pains
The snow falls furiously:
Eucharistic hosts swept violently
From the gilded paten by the
Invisible hand of a god
I’ve never seen or known.
The wind rattles the screen
In my bedroom window
With a sense of urgency,
Beseeching me plaintively:
“Let me in! Let me in!
I have something important
To tell you!”
But I cannot open the window,
The snow, blown by the incessant wind,
Cascades in white-capped waves,
Threatening to breech the window-sill,
And spill into my bedroom,
Should I be foolish enough to accede to the
Wind’s pleadings.
Besides,
I am ill,
And cannot chance exposing myself
To the hostile, frigid elements.
And so it is that I lie in my bed,
Unable to sleep,
Listening to the tapping and ravings of
An apparent madman,
And not understanding a single word,
Not unlike other efforts in the past
To bring me to my senses
And to make me entertain
The other side of the story.
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••• from a forthcoming new work, a parallel world is caught on film

Alabamiana	
  
Franetta	
  McMillian	
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“Jeremina, read this,” Mom said, thrusting a cream colored business envelope into my
hand. “See if you can figure out what it means.”
I’d just come home from work and got the feeling she’d been eagerly waiting for
most of the afternoon to hand that envelope to me. “Wait,” I protested. “Let me get my
glasses on and make a cup of tea first.”
So she snatched the envelope out of my hands and threw it at my place at the
kitchen table where it was impossible to ignore. Then for good measure she crossed her
arms and glared at me while water boiled for tea.
“Okay, okay,” I whined. “I get it. It’s important. Just let me take a breath, will
you?”
Only then did she take a seat at the table.
After I got my tea and reading glasses, I understood why Mom had pawned the
envelope off on me. It was addressed to my father, Mr. Jeremiah Lewis Corcoran, who’d
passed away a little over eight months ago. Poor Mom thought she was done with loose
ends. She’d filed Dad’s final taxes, paid the last hospital bill, and deposited the last
insurance check. She thought my father was now officially good and gone and she
could begin the work of healing in earnest. But little reminders insisted on coming,
picking at a sore wound.
I examined the envelope. Expensive paper, very expensive paper, the kind of stuff
you’d print formal wedding invitations on. The return address felt like it was engraved.
Who does this anymore? I thought. Who has the money? Avant Film Society of Alabama, it
read. Dad’s name and address were handwritten in bold, beautiful strokes, probably
with a fountain pen.
Well. Dad always did like his movies. Right after he retired, he finished the
basement and installed a home theater complete with plush reclining seats, booming
surround sound, and a 60 inch screen. Then he started to go blind. But even when he’d
lost most of his sight, he’d sit and listen to his favorite films.
Well, Avant Film Society of Alabama, what do you have to say?
Dear Jeremiah Lewis Corcoran,
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As Director of the Avant Film Society of Alabama, I am pleased to inform you that your
short film, Alabamiana, has been awarded the grand prize in our 2015 Short Film Competition.
This includes a cash prize of $1500 as well as prime time screening of your film at our annual
film festival in September.
Of course we would prefer that you attend our festival and accept your prize in person and
give a short lecture about your work. If this is truly not possible, we can make other
arrangements.
Please read and complete the prize acceptance form and return it in the enclosed return
envelope within five business days. If you have any questions, do not hesitate to phone me at the
number listed on the letterhead.
Congratulations to you on your fine work.
Yours,
S. Fontaine Everett
“You think that’s for real?” Mom asked.
I ran my hand over the letterhead and traced S. Fontaine Everett’s expansive
signature with my finger. It was real, all right, but for once I agreed with my mother: it
didn’t compute. As far as I knew, Dad loved films, but he hadn’t made any of his own
since the home movies he made when my sister Vicki and I were kids. And he certainly
couldn’t have made any in the past year because he was legally blind and barely able to
walk. Perhaps he’d submitted something old? But how would he have done it without
anyone in the family knowing? He couldn’t drive to the post office or send an email by
himself. Did Claire, the visiting nurse, help him enter the contest?
Alabamiana, I whispered to myself. It was a good name – mysterious, evocative. It
rolled off the tongue, tasted sweet as honey. I wondered what the film was about.
Meanwhile Mom was barking orders. “You are going to call this S. Fontaine guy
right away, aren’t you?”
I glanced at the Society’s hours on the letterhead. They were closed for the
evening. “Maybe tomorrow. They’re closed right now.”
“What kind of name is S. Fontaine anyway? I hate when people only give you an
initial for a first name.”
“Maybe he has a geeky first name he doesn’t like like Samuel or Stuart.”
“Well I think it’s pretentious.”
I shrugged. “Okay.”
“You think Claire would know something about this?”
“Don’t worry, Mom, I was thinking of calling her too.”
I called Claire later that night. She pled ignorance. “If Mr. Jeremiah entered a
contest, I had nothing to do with it. Maybe someone stole his identity?”
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“Why would someone steal someone’s identity to enter some obscure film
contest?”
Claire giggled. Believe it or not, I missed that high pitched warble. It was one of
the few sounds that made my Dad smile in his final days. “I guess that doesn’t make
any sense,” she said. “You know,” she suggested, “maybe this was something he and
Mr. Stanley cooked up. You remember how he and Mr. Jeremiah used to watch football
games with the sound turned down and classical music blaring?”
I smiled at the memory. Mr. Stanley was my Dad’s best friend who’d left this
mortal coil exactly a month before Dad did. They both shared a distaste for sports
announcers. They figured if you knew the players and the rules of the game, what did
you need with the inane chatter? So they muted the TV and provided their own
soundtrack. It wasn’t always classical; it was only classical if Mr. Stanley chose the
music. My father preferred jazz. I think I must be the only person on the planet who
hears John Coltrane and thinks of the Super Bowl. But if Mr. Stanley had helped Dad
enter the contest, the secret had died with him.
“You sure your sister didn’t help him?” Claire asked.
Vicki was the next person I called.
“Nope,” she swore. “Wasn’t me. Are you sure Mom didn’t just forget about it?”
Mom had gotten forgetful, especially during the homestretch of Dad’s decline
when she barely slept, but I think she would remember entering a film contest.
“I mean, listen to that title. Alabamiana,” Vicki said. “That doesn’t even sound like
something Dad would say.”
“Well sometimes Dad did watch Twin Peaks with me,” I said.
“Only because he was amazed you liked it and they let that weird shit on TV.”
So the next morning I called the Avant Film Society of Alabama as soon as they
opened. Unfortunately the call did not go straight to voicemail as I had hoped. A man
answered the phone, a man with a basso profundo voice and a Southern accent so subtle
and smooth it sounded like the Devil himself had landed in Dixie. It put my Jersey
girl/Southern belle mishmash to shame. “Avant Film Society. S. Fontaine Everett
speaking.”
I was speechless. If anything I expected a harried secretary, not the fountain pen
wielding S. Fontaine Everett to answer the phone.
“Hello?” he said in a tone that was slightly flirtatious.
“Mr. Everett, I’m Jeremina Corcoran, Jeremiah Corcoran’s oldest daughter. My
father won your short film contest?”
“Jeremina,” he said slowly, and suddenly the name I had loathed for a lifetime
became the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard. “They named you after your father.”
For some reason I blushed. “Yeah, people call me Jerry.”
“Your father’s film was excellent. Will you be accompanying him to the festival?”
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“That’s what I’m calling about. Dad won’t be coming. He can’t. He passed away
last October.”
“I’m profoundly sorry for your loss. The prize still stands, though. Your father’s
entry was far and away the best. Are you the executrix of his estate?”
Executrix? Who says stuff like that anymore? People who spend tons of money on
engraved letterhead, that’s who. “No, that’s my mother, but if anyone would be coming
down to the festival, it would be me.”
“Did you or your mother have any concerns about the form I sent?”
No, not really… “Mr. Everett, to be honest, I had no idea my father had entered a
film contest. In fact, I didn’t know he made films. I’ve never seen Alabamiana.”
S. Fontaine chuckled softly. “Ah, a family mystery…” he said. Which kind of
pissed me off. He seemed way too amused by my confusion.
Suddenly I had an idea. I was going to drive Mom down to Montgomery,
Alabama for her sixtieth high school reunion. The Avant Film Society was in Mobile, a
couple hours’ drive away. I could sneak away for a day trip. It would save me from
having to spend my entire vacation surrounded by old ladies. Although from the sound
of it, Mr. Everett was probably an old man. “What are you doing the last week of July?”
I asked.
“Planning the festival, preparing lectures for my classes in the fall.” he replied.
“Will you be in the area?”
“I’m taking my Mom to Montgomery for a high school reunion. I could drive
down for the day.”
There was a brief pause. I heard the rustling of papers. Probably checking his
calendar. “We could meet that Saturday,” he finally said. “I have an obligation in the
morning, but the afternoon is free.”
“I could make that.”
“Good then. It’s a date.”
I took a deep breath. Until then I hadn’t realized I’d been holding it.
Before I signed off, I had one last question: “What’s Alabamiana about?”
Mr. Everett just laughed. It was the richest sound I’d ever heard. “If you’ve never
seen it, I wouldn’t want to spoil it for you.”
“Spoilers don’t bother me. The ending’s not the most important part. How you get
to the ending is.”
There was an unusually heavy silence, then: “You are your father’s daughter,” Mr.
Everett said.
I felt myself getting angry again. How the hell would he know?
“Mr. Corcoran wrote something similar in his artistic statement that accompanied
his entry…Let’s just say Alabamiana is about what could be, a balm of hope for these
troubled times. I look forward to meeting with you, Jeremina. We’ll firm up details
closer to the date.” Then he said goodbye.
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Needless to say Mom wasn’t exactly thrilled with my plan. Not only was I going
to abandon her in a strange town (although Montgomery was hardly strange; it’s where
she grew up) for a full 24 hours, I was traveling to meet a virtual stranger just because
he had a cool voice.
“Well you’ve got to admit the whole deal is intriguing,” I said. “I mean, Dad
makes a film good enough to win a contest we know nothing about? Come on. Don’t
you want to know how this story ends?”
Mom frowned. “Couldn’t Mr. Initial for a first name simply send a DVD after you
send back the form? Also if this film is as good as he says, why would your father keep
it a secret from me?”
“Mom, he kept it a secret from everyone.”
Of course I wasn’t going just to solve the mystery of Alabamiana; there was also
the matter of Mr. S. Fontaine Everett. Something about our brief phone encounter felt
like fate. We were supposed to meet. Why I wasn’t sure, but I was going to kick myself if
I didn’t seize the opportunity to find out.
Besides: a simple google revealed he was an interesting guy. First of all, despite
his love of fountain pens and his formal diction, he was hardly old; he was around my
age. He was a history professor who spoke fluent Spanish and Japanese. He’d founded
the Avant Film Society a little over a decade ago and already it had earned an excellent
international reputation. He loved anime and had produced a series of stop action
animated “kinetic poems” inspired by classic jazz pieces. And he looked like Frederick
Douglas. I mean, really looked like him, almost like the abolitionist had reincarnated
himself into a rising member of the modern Black intelligentsia. I’m sure S. Fontaine
had cultivated that look on purpose.
Maybe the meeting would turn out to be a complete bust, but it was one of those
things I had to do.

2	
  
So about a month later on the appointed Saturday morning, I left my mother in the care
of my aunts in Montgomery and drove down to Mobile. It was hot as blazes, so hot the
air had been unfit to breathe for several days running. I didn’t dress to impress; I
dressed to stay cool in crop jeans and a loose kimono style top. I had the air conditioner
cranked as high as it would go, but it only brought the bare minimum of relief.
The radio played stale music, campaign ads, and news of the latest murders. There
was yet another questionable police shooting in a summer that had been brimming with
them. This one had occurred a block away from where I lived near the
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Pennsylvania/Delaware line. Mexican man, white cop. The cop swore he smelled
marijuana, saw a gun. The man had been stopped because some paranoid lady who
lived in the nearby gated retirement community and watched too much TV news
thought he looked suspicious. Now there was a ragtag band of protesters outside the
community’s stone and iron gates. I wondered if they would still be there when
vacation was over.
The closer I got to Mobile, the more nervous I got. I was finally beginning to
understand my mother’s irritation with this film situation. Why had Dad kept the film a
secret? Would it reveal an illicit lover or something else I would be better off not
knowing? S. Fontaine had proclaimed the film a “balm of hope”. Suppose it was meant
to spark some holy mission. Did I really want that responsibility?
The Avant Film Society of Alabama was headquartered in a palatial white house
complete with wraparound porch and wide columns. Most of the large houses on the
street had been converted to apartments and offices, but the Society had their house all
to themselves. So somebody somewhere had some serious money. That’s how they
could afford the engraved letterhead.
I drove onto the gravel driveway and parked in the small lot. I exited the car,
hastily peeled my top from my back, and prayed I hadn’t sweat too much through it.
Then I climbed the wide wooden steps, and rang the bell. Only then did I take out my
phone to check the time. I was nearly a half hour early. I prayed S. Fontaine Everett
wouldn’t take offense.
A college age woman with elaborately styled locks dressed in jeans and a light
blue polo bearing the Society’s logo answered the door. “Come in,” she said smiling
from ear to ear.
I introduced myself. “I’m Jeremina Corcoran. I’m here to see S. Fontaine Everett,
though I’m a little early.”
“That’s okay. He’s expecting you. He’s finishing up a class. He told me to let you
into the screening room.” She started walking and bade me to follow her. “I’m Sandra
by the way.”
The place was crawling with rambunctious children running around in
homemade costumes: pirates, soldiers, basketball players, and astronauts. “Movie
camp,” Sandra explained. “The kids write their own screenplay, make their own sets
and costumes, and shoot and edit their own movie. It lasts six weeks. The kids and
parents love it.”
I bet they did. It sounded like fun, a hell of a lot better than the summer camp I
went to.
The screening room was actually a small movie theater installed near the back of
the house. Dad would have loved this place. It reminded me so much of his little haven
in the basement, it brought a tear to my eye.
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If only it had stayed one tear. Because as soon as Sandra left me alone, and the
lush quiet of the space began to sink in, I started bawling like an idiot. That surprised
and embarrassed the hell out of me. Dad had been gone almost a year. I’d visited his
old home theater several times and had no trouble keeping my composure. In his
theater I felt comfort. There the seats still smelled like him and I could imagine him
watching over me. But in this strange place with the high vaulted ceilings, I just felt
alone.
Christ Jerry! I admonished myself. Pull it together! Suppose the elegant S. Fontaine
Everett caught me like this, with my red eyes, stuffy nose, and sweaty clothes? What a
sorry sight.
Somewhere in the midst of my pity party, I noticed a sliver of bright white light
appear on the plush wine carpet and heard footsteps coming my way. “Ms. Corcoran?”
said a deep male voice.
I looked up, red eyes, stuffy nose and all, and saw S. Fontaine Everett standing
over me, holding out a crisp, white handkerchief. He sat down leaving an empty seat
between us, letting me have my space.
I took the handkerchief, even though I hated doing it. I was acting too much like a
damsel in distress for my tastes. But it was either accept the handkerchief or use my
hands.
As I noisily blew my nose, Mr. Everett said: “You weren’t expecting it to be this
hard.” It was a quiet statement of fact, nothing more.
“No,” I mumbled, “I wasn’t.”
“Grief isn’t linear. It sneaks up on you when you’re least expecting it. I lost my
favorite uncle almost two years ago, but didn’t allow myself a good cry until I saw your
father’s film.”
Well, that was an odd segue way. Was he trying to make me feel worse?
“I’m sorry, Ms. Corcoran. That came out wrong.”
I wiped my eyes. “That’s okay. I know what you meant.” And I did.
“Would you like me to roll the film now? We can wait if you prefer.”
“No, I promised Mom I wouldn’t be gone too long.”
“Jeremina, this is not a thing you can rush.”
I blew my nose one final time, then threw all caution to the wind. “Ah hell! Just
start the damn thing before I lose my nerve!”
Mr. Everett took a remote control out of his pocket and pushed a button. And with
that…it began.
The film begins with a jet black screen and silence. The title appears in stark white
caps. Then: A film by J.L. Corcoran. After my father’s name, the screen stays black and
you hear the sound of footsteps and of a piece of furniture being dragged along a
wooden floor. The dragging stops, someone sits down, opens the lid of a piano, and
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begins to play. It’s not a song, it’s simply scales at first, then arpeggios. The playing
begins slow and hesitant, then picks up speed for a bit, only to falter. It’s a child doing
fingering exercises.
“Hanon exercises,” I blurted. “Christ, how I hated those things.”
“You took lessons as a child?” asked S. Fontaine.
“Yeah.”
“Do you still play?”
"Only for me."
The piano sounds watery and distorted, like it was recorded on a cheap cassette
recorder. For a minute or so, there is only the music and the black screen, and then ever
so slowly, a scene appears.
It’s a day at the beach in the late 1950’s in gauzy black and white. It looks like a
home movie. Families, White and Black, are hanging out enjoying the sun, sand and
water. Two Black boys and a dainty blonde girl with too many ribbons in her hair are
building a sand castle under their parents’ loving gazes. Were there any integrated beaches
in the South during the late 1950s? I thought. No, of course not. But the film looks so real.
Besides the humanity we know, there is another humanoid species enjoying the
sun and fun. Superficially, they resemble the grays of Area 51 fame with their large
heads and whisper thin bodies, but they are taller and far more graceful. Some of them
might even be considered beautiful. The earthlings don’t seem bothered by them in the
least. Alien and earthling children play side by side.
The aliens also seem undeniably real. They don’t look like actors in costume and
they seem too subtle to be computer generated. My god, how did Dad do this?
The camera zooms in on a young mother and her baby. They are both laughing
hysterically, although you cannot hear them. (The increasingly intricate finger exercises
are the only sound.) It’s the kind of laughter that is utterly uninhibited, that springs
from the belly and spills over as tears of joy.
Soon the source of all this unbridled mirth flits across the screen. It’s a plump little
fairy about the size of a large dragonfly, with a sandy colored afro, playing peekaboo.
The fairy is in glorious color, her iridescent wings flashing rainbow hues. Surprisingly,
this sudden burst of color in an otherwise black and white film doesn’t come off as a
flashy special effect. Somehow Dad got the fairy to feel as natural as the aliens. Once
again, I was astounded. How did he do it? When did he do it?
The camera pans away from the laughing mother and child to focus on a teenage
girl. She is Black, but also appears to have some alien lineage. Her face is narrow and
her almond shaped eyes are large, dark, and bottomless. Her hair is short, kinky and
very white. As the camera zooms in closer, her thin lips curl into a smile and you realize
she is smiling for the camera as well as the person behind it. (My father?) She waves.
This girl looks totally authentic. She’s not an actor in costume or some animation
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program’s fever dream. Somehow Dad made it seem like this girl, the fairy, the aliens,
and the integrated beach all actually existed somewhere.
Meanwhile the child playing piano on the soundtrack has finished the fingering
exercises and is now playing a song, but it’s not some dumbed down Beethoven
arrangement or anything you might expect. It’s an original composed using mostly the
piano’s black keys. The sparse music sounds like a broken Chinese music box. Black and
White are friends, intones a little girl in a high thin voice, a fairy sings; the fighting ends.
The next shot looks out to the water. The tides roll in; the tides roll out; the earth
breathes in slow motion. The little girl hums and continues playing as the screen fades
to black. You hear the piano lid close and the girl’s footsteps as she walks away. Then,
it’s back to silence and an empty screen. And after a few zen moments, a dedication: for
Jeremina–daughter, I’ve given you the keys
I felt like I’d been shot. I was stunned senseless, too flabbergasted even to cry. I don’t
know how long I sat staring into space listening to Mr. Everett’s breathing.
He graciously waited while I let the film digest. “So,” he asked after a decent
interval, “what did you think?”
“Well…I…don’t know,” I sputtered. I immediately sensed his disappointment
with my non-answer, so I went for the safest thing: “Technically the film is a marvel.
I’ve never seen CGI used in such a seamless manner. The aliens, the fairies in color…It’s
all fantastic, but Dad makes it seem so natural. Nothing seems gaudy or over the top.”
Mr. Everett smiled a knowing smile like that was exactly what he expected me to
say. “That’s what the jury thought, too. They couldn’t figure out how your father
meshed cutting edge techniques and the feel of a home movie with such…grace. No
matter how well it’s done, CGI always calls attention to itself. In your father’s piece, it
does not.”
“That’s what won him the prize?”
“Yes,” replied Mr. Everett, “but it wasn’t the only thing. There’s the feel of the
film, too, the way it makes you nostalgic for a place that seems impossible, yet you
know must exist. Alabamiana goes against everything you know is true, yet your father’s
film convinces you it could be real.”
Silence. Mr. Everett brought up the house lights and finally moved into the seat
next to mine. For the first time I got a good look at his face. His skin was literally almost
as dark as night. He didn’t have many wrinkles, but few lines he did have were well
placed, giving him a distinguished look. His eyes were so dark you could barely tell
where the pupil ended and the iris began. His longish coarse dark hair was brushed
away from his face, showcasing the snow white growing at his temples. High
cheekbones, thick lips. No hint of a beard at all. No razor bumps, no stubble. He
probably never had to shave.
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It was hard to believe he was just three years older than me. There was something
that seemed timeless about him, like he’d been around forever and seen countless ages
come and go. I guess that’s what being a history professor did for you.
“There’s something I want to tell you about your father’s film that may be hard to
accept,” he said. “In fact, there’s a very good chance you might not believe me at all.”
I took a deep breath and tried to squelch the rising anxiety I felt bubbling at the pit
of my stomach. “Try me.”
“Alabamiana has no special effects whatsoever. No CGI. The people shown aren’t
actors. The hybrid girl who smiles and waves near the end is not wearing makeup. The
film feels real because it is.”
“Come again?”
“Your father’s piece is what it first appears to be: a home movie. The soundtrack
was added recently, although the original recording is almost 50 years old.”
“I’m 54,” I announced as if in a trance. Of course my age was neither here nor
there. I just wanted Mr. Everett to be quiet for a moment. Because what he was saying
wasn’t making any sense.
But he kept right on. “The little composer diligently practicing her scales and then
casting that wonderful spell near the end is you. I’m surprised you didn’t recognize
yourself, Jeremina.”
I glared at him. I hated my full first name with a passion. As soon as I figured out
how to morph it into something acceptable, I did. Though it had sounded exotic the first
few times he used it, this time it just sounded patronizing. Mr. Everett’s beautiful voice
pass was about to expire. “I prefer Jerry,” I said through clenched teeth.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get too familiar. But I like the sound of your name.
And it’s how you first introduced yourself to me over the phone.”
“That’s because I wanted you to know I wasn’t some yahoo out to steal my
father’s prize money. Tell you what: you can call me Jeremina if you tell me what the S
stands for.”
“Seward,” he replied without hesitation.
I burst out laughing, not because his name was that funny, but because I was so
tense. “So that makes you Seward Fontaine Everett? Man, that sounds real plantation.”
He smiled warmly. (Whew, I thought, at least he’s not offended.) “I prefer to think it
sounds like a cultured Southern gentleman.”
“So what should I call you since you have three last names?”
“Fontaine or Everett, although I prefer Fontaine.”
Another prolonged silence. The air seemed lighter, but my hands were still
shaking.
Fontaine got us back on topic. He was nothing if not disciplined. “You don’t
remember your father recording you?”
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“Now that you mention it, I do. I even remember that particular composition you
referred to as a spell. I had a piano instructor who played jazz that year and she actually
let me play it at the annual recital. She was really frustrated by me. She said I learned
the rules just so I could break them.”
“Pretty good for a four year old,” Fontaine said.
I blushed. “Don’t get the wrong idea. I wasn’t a prodigy or anything. Dad just
signed me up for piano lessons early to keep me out of his hair. Also to give me what he
called ’inner resources’.”
Fontaine raised an eyebrow. “Inner resources?”
“Dad thought if you had art, if you learned to create something from inside
yourself, that was something no one could take away. It didn’t matter if you got famous
or rich doing it, but there were going to be days when you wouldn’t be able to get the
toy you wanted and life was going to disappoint you. But if you carried art inside you,
you could create your own happiness.” Damn, where in the hell was that handkerchief?
I had to stop. My eyes runneth over again.
Fortunately, Fontaine had a spare. What a Boy Scout.
“I’m sorry,” I said as I blew my nose for the umpteenth time, “I don’t know what
the hell is wrong with me. If I keep this up, you’re not going to have any handkerchiefs
left.”
“There’s nothing wrong with you, Jeremina. Like I said, grief is not linear.”
Maybe I needed to get out of the hot seat for a while. “Tell me about your uncle.” I
said.
“My uncle is the main reason why I’m convinced Alabamiana is real. Uncle passed
away almost two years ago after a long bout with cancer. During the last weeks of his
life, he became obsessed with this vision he had as a kid. Sometimes during a hot
summer day, when the air was too thick to move around much, he’d find himself just
staring into the small stream that ran behind his house. And there comes a point in staring,
he said, where you just sort of disappear and wind up somewhere else.”
I chuckled. I knew what he was talking about. Sometimes that happened to me as
a kid. Heat and boredom can do strange things.
Fontaine continued: "Uncle described a scene much like the one in your father's
piece: the integrated beach, the tall aliens with the big heads (he dubbed them
Eggheads) and the plump little fairies (Uncle said they were integrated as well). At the
time I thought it was the cancer and morphine talking. Uncle was a very rational man.
He was a chemical engineer and most likely an athiest. But he insisted this beach was
the closest thing to heaven he'd ever seen or felt. Nothing but sun, love and joy, he said.
When he died, that's where he longed to go."
Fontaine didn't watch Dad's film until it landed on the jury's shortlist for the prize.
The film's title intrigued him. Alabamiana. It sounded like a mythical paradise that
appeared only once a century, like Brigadoon. Then, there was all the praise concerning
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the film's technical achievements. "I was totally unprepared for what I saw," Fontaine
said. "As soon as I saw the beach, I recognized it as the same place from my uncle's
vision. Uncle had been dead for over a year, and while I had missed him, I hadn't yet
cried over him. I mean, I'd shed a few tears at his funeral, but I hadn't had a stuffy
nosed down and dirty cry. I think I literally cried a small river. So don't be embarrassed.
I used far more hankies than you."
"After the storm cleared," Fontaine continued, "I began to wonder: if your father
and my Uncle had glimpsed the world of Alabamiana, had others? So I showed the film
at the hospice where Uncle spent his last days. There was one woman, around my
uncle's age, who remembered the Eggheads. So I arranged a screening at the senior
housing complex where my uncle had stayed when he was still healthy enough to live
on his own. There was a smattering of people who remember seeing something that
looked like your father's film when they were children. They might not have seen all of
it, but they would remember an important piece."
But Fontaine still wasn't satisfied. After all, his uncle could have told people about
his vision and skewed the sample. "So I screened the film in a place where it was almost
certain no one knew him: a posh senior living facility on the outskirts of town with
mostly a White clientele. Several people recognized the scene immediately. That's when
I became certain something unusual was afoot. I wasn't completely convinced
Alabamiana was real beyond the shadow of a doubt, but even if it was a mass
hallucination, it was one hell of a mass hallucination."
"Why do you suppose all those people saw the same thing?" I asked.
"I don't rightfully know," Fontaine replied. "Why do people see ghosts or UFOs?
No particular reason, except that sometimes they are there. I can tell you an interesting
common denominator among those who remembered these childhood visions: they all
wound up becoming activists in the civil rights movement. None of these people
became famous for doing it, but they were the foot soldiers, the unsung heroes who
made the movement go."
I thought about what Fontaine was saying. It made a strange kind of sense. Dad
had participated in a few sit-ins and even gotten arrested. He had a scar on his right
wrist from where the handcuffs had cut into him. He'd call and tell me the story behind
that scar at the butt crack of dawn every Election Day, even during off years. This is
what I did so you could vote. So make sure you get your ass to a polling place and do it.
"Another common denominator," Fontaine elaborated. "Anyone who remembered
their vision had a strong emotional reaction to the film. They all cried. They all recalled
the world of Alabamiana as a happy place, a place of peace. The more religiously
inclined even went as far to describe it as holy."
"But how did my father make a film of his vision without actors?" I asked. "A
vision is static and one way. You see it; it doesn't see you. But that girl on the beach
waved."
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"Okay now," Fontaine began, "bear with me. Because this is going to sound odd. I
think your father and those who remembered their vision had a glimpse of an
alternative universe. For most, it was only a fleeting glimpse when they were children,
but it left a strong enough impression to stay with them to old age. But your father must
have had a more extensive relationship with this world. It was solid enough for him to
film, solid enough for him to interact with. And this interaction must've lasted into his
late teens, maybe longer."
"What makes you so sure of the timeframe?" I asked.
"There are some billboards in the background of your father's film," Fontaine
replied. "They helped me to extrapolate a time and location: Gulf Shores, Alabama,
around 1958."
"My father wasn't a teenager then. He was in his twenties and had just gotten
married," I said. "And Gulf Shores is two hours east of here."
"Grief isn't linear and neither is the universe."
I buried my head in my hands. Fontaine was giving me a monumental headache.
"How did you know the little girl on the soundtrack was me?"
"Your father said as much in his artistic statement."
"Then why did you ask me if I'd taken piano lessons when we started watching
the film?"
Fontaine smiled. "I needed to know how much you remembered."
"Why?" I cried.
Fontaine just turned it right back around. "Why do you think your father
dedicated his masterpiece to you?"
I'd been wondering that myself. Why not to Jeremina and Vicki, both his
daughters? Hell, why not to Carrie Ann, his wife? Or his whole damn family even. And
what was that I've given you the keys business about? "Because I was the oldest?"
Fontaine just shook his head. "Because he believed you had the ability to find
Alabamiana for yourself. That alternative universe hasn't ceased to exist just because
most of us don't have the patience to see it anymore."
I had to laugh. "So what do I do? Stare into space until I fall into another
universe?"
"Well, repetitive music and singing might help," Fontaine suggested in all
seriousness.
I shot right out of my chair. I had to pee and I'd had more than enough. "You are
so full of shit," I declared.
That's when Fontaine grabbed my arm and those dark eyes of his turned even
darker. "Jeremina," he said, his voice a rumble of thunder, "the South has always been
full of such portals. There's the heat, the humidity, and the pain of ages. The blood of
our shackled forebears cries up from the ground; even the least sensitive sometimes
hear it. Everything our parents fought for is gradually being destroyed. The world
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needs a vision of peace and harmony. It needs that touchstone. Your father has handed
you the tools to find it. He believed you had the power and the talent to bring that
vision to light. You don't even have to light the whole world, just the corner where you
live is enough. But if you callously choose to do nothing, you're a fool and a coward."
So now I was a fool and a coward? Boy, was I pissed. How the hell would he
know? We'd interacted for maybe three hours, tops? Three hours? Damn. I had to think
about getting back to Montgomery. I struggled from Fontaine's grip and stormed from
the screening room.
It didn't take him long to catch me. “Please stay the night, Jeremina. I can put you
up in my guest room. You might see things differently tomorrow."
I couldn't bear to look him in the eye. "Just show me where the restroom is and I'll
be on my way."
He honored my request. I didn't give him much of a choice. But as I was leaving
the Society's headquarters (I refused to let him walk me to my car) he slipped me his
phone number on an index card. "If you change your mind," he said quietly, "give me a
call. No time is too late. It's that important."
I took the card, stuffed it in my front pocket, then promptly hightailed it out of
there.
The inside of my car felt like a sauna in hell even though I'd cracked all four
windows. Damn this heat. While I waited for the air to work, I searched for something to
wipe my forehead and discovered much to my chagrin I still had two of Fontaine's
handkerchiefs. And that's when I really turned on the waterworks. Because I felt
compelled to return them and because deep down I knew he was right.
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Even though I knew I wasn’t driving back to Montgomery that night almost as soon as I
left the parking lot, I didn’t phone Fontaine right away. I had my pride and I needed
time to process. He said it didn’t matter how late I called and for my own mental health,
I decided to take him at his word.
I also wanted to give my Uncle Enoch a call. Uncle Enoch was my last surviving
uncle and Dad’s eldest brother. He lived on the outskirts of town about 20 miles from
the Society’s headquarters. Maybe he would know something about Dad’s secret
universe. Plus Mom would find I’m visiting Uncle Enoch a much better excuse for
staying an extra day than I’m going to try some universe hopping with some dude I just met.
Uncle Enoch was all kinds of surprised to hear from me. He wanted to fire up the
grill, invite some cousins over, and have a feast.
“You don’t have to do that, Uncle. I’m not that hungry,” I said.
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“Nonsense!” he said with a laugh. “I mean, it’s not every day my niece from the
Great White North comes to visit.”
“No Uncle,” I said, suddenly tearful, “please don’t.” I couldn’t believe I was
crying again.
“Okay, okay, Jerry. I won’t slaughter the fatted calf in your honor,” Uncle said.
“What’s wrong?”
“I need to talk to you. I want to ask you something about Dad.”
“Why, what brought this on? I know you didn’t drive no 1800 miles just to ask
your old tired uncle a question.”
I smiled through my tears. It had been a good idea to call him. His jovial mood
was contagious. “Dad won a film contest. I was down here to work out some
arrangement to pick up his prize.”
“A film contest? Damn. I swear J.L. had more secrets than James Bond.”
“Yep. I certainly knew nothing about it. Mom didn’t either. I’m still trying to
figure out how he entered the thing.”
“J.L. had mysterious ways… So: when are you coming?”
“Uh…now?” I said.
“Well, then. I had better get cooking.”
I was about to tell him I wasn’t hungry again, but he’d already hung up.
Well. It wasn’t exactly a feast, but it wasn’t a light supper either. By the time I
reached Uncle Enoch’s tidy little ranch house, the smell of frying catfish and hush
puppies was so strong I could smell it before I turned in his driveway. You better
believe I was hungry after that.
Uncle Enoch’s youngest daughter, my cousin Clara, met me at the door and
immediately showed me to the kitchen table which was already set. As soon as I was
seated, Uncle Enoch, decked out in a formerly white apron and chef’s hat, rushed over,
kissed both my cheeks, and plopped down a can of ice cold beer in front of me. I
popped it open and took a long swallow. So cold it burned on the way down, just like I
liked it. Yep, this was a good detour.
We ate more than our fill, caught up on family gossip, and gabbed about
everything else under the sun until Uncle finally asked: “Now what was this about J.L.
and a film?”
So I told Clara and Uncle about Alabamiana and tried to summarize it for them. I
told them what S. Fontaine Everett had to say about it. “Fontaine thinks the film shows
a real place,” I said.
Clara laughed so hard she nearly choked. Uncle Enoch looked at me like I’d
grown two heads. “I’ve lived here for most of my life and I ain’t never seen a fairy play
peekaboo,” he said.
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“Come on, Uncle,” I said, “you mean Dad never said anything about seeing
something unusual when you guys were growing up? Like did he have an imaginary
friend? Anything?”
“You really think J.L. stumbled into some kind of Never-ever-land?”
I blushed. “Well frankly I’m not sure. But if there’s anything at all you remember,
I’d like to know. I need to know.”
Now Clara thought I’d taken complete leave of my senses. And I have to admit I
was sounding desperate.
“Okay, okay,” Uncle Enoch said. “Let me think…” He made a big show of
concentrating, but I could tell by his barely suppressed grin he was only humoring me.
Until…that grin suddenly vanished. “Come to think of it, Jerry,” he began, “I do
remember something. Christ, I haven’t thought about this in ages.”
“Tell me,” I prompted.
“Well, J.L. was known as the smart one in the family. He was serious about school
and wound up skipping a few grades as a result. Since we had a full house — six kids
can raise quite a ruckus — he’d often sneak off to various hiding places to go study.
Now there weren’t many places a Black boy could hang out in those days, even if it was
clear he didn’t mean nobody no harm…”
According to Uncle Enoch, one of Dad’s favorite places was a small cemetery by a
Baptist church a short bike ride from home. No one ever visited except the families of
those buried there and the church volunteers who maintained the grounds. “If they saw
your daddy curled up with a book,” Uncle said, “they just let him be.”
“Anyway,” Uncle continued, “J.L. had this big math test coming up and he really
wanted to do well. I think his teacher had split the class up into teams, and he wanted
to do good by his team. Since J.L. was younger and smaller than everyone else, he
couldn’t really help out on the field or court, so he needed to prove himself where he
could.”
Now sometimes when Dad wandered off by himself, he’d lose all track of time.
Usually he found his way home before dinner, but occasionally he stayed missing in
action. Uncle said: “One night it was getting dark and cold, so Mom sent me and your
Aunt Claudette on a search mission. We were the oldest and we were supposed to have
been watching him anyway.”
“So,” Uncle went on, “we hopped on our bikes and rode directly to the graveyard
and of course, J.L. was there, sitting under a tree, leaning on a headstone, in deep
concentration. We heard him talking, and it kind of sounded like he was talking to
somebody else, but I figured he was just thinking out loud.
“Now when we first saw him, his back was to us, so Claudette and I thought it
might be fun to give him a good scare. We started creeping up real slow, when all of a
sudden Claudette stopped dead in her tracks and whispered, Do you see that?”
See what? Uncle whispered back.
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Aunt Claudette claimed to see a ghost sitting next to Dad, a skinny girl wearing a
boy’s dress shirt and jeans. She had short nappy hair as white as cotton.
“Naturally, I thought Claudette was a bit touched in the head. She always was a
fraidy cat. But she kept saying, Enoch, look! Look hard! I tried to look, and for an instant I
thought I saw the outline of something, maybe even of someone, but I couldn't be sure
if it was real or due to the power of Claudette’s suggestion.
“Anyway: I do know Claudette’s fussing blew our cover. There’d be no sneaking
up on J.L. now. He turned around and Claudette really started screaming. She ran like
lightning, hopped on her bike, and rode straight home.
“Meanwhile J.L. asks, What’s wrong with her?
“She thinks she saw some girl ghost sitting next to you.
“J.L. just shrugged it off. It’s a graveyard. What does she expect?”
Later after dinner that night, Aunt Claudette told Uncle exactly what she saw —
or what she thought she saw. It had to be a demon, she insisted. Her eyes were the largest
I’ve ever seen and they were as black as motor oil.
“Your Aunt Claudette sure had some imagination.” Uncle said, concluding his tale
with a nervous laugh.
Clara shuddered. “That’s just creepy.”
I immediately thought of the girl near the end of Alabamiana. I could see how
someone could confuse her for a demon, especially someone as overly religious as my
late Aunt Claudette. It wasn’t rock hard proof, but I didn’t have much time. It would
have to suffice. I rose to take my leave. I thanked Uncle and Clara for the meal and
company. There were hugs all around.
“Don’t be such a stranger,” Uncle Enoch called as I drove away.
I finally phoned Fontaine from a gas station. It was almost midnight.
“I’m glad you called, Jeremina,” he said, sounding annoyingly chipper. “I’m emailing you directions as we speak. I will be on the porch waiting.”
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