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I do not know why, but lately I’ve allowed too many, too much 
I’ve given away too many, too much
There remains too many with too much of an 
Opportunity to feast on my birth. 

With nothing else to do 
I simply permit it for now.

When did it get so dark outside?
Watching out my window … the street lights dim. 

A lone wolf is howling at a godless moon.

The potential for longing in me is a frustrating void.
One that may never be filled
no matter how much I drink.
This pit of despair makes the noise of an ancient psalm 
as this sleeping oak expands and swells.

Empty light fixtures swing low
as I pass beneath-
Atop the formality of midnight angst
in the guise of a midnight fix.

Speeding through these urban canals
twisting and winding like the life serpent
lost to death’s sky.

My forked tongue whispers
still chasing madness and women into ghetto streets at fever dawn.

There are no more wishing wells,
they have all been emptied in search of dreams.

Stolen dreams. 		  Empty dreams. 		 Forgotten dreams.

Now, when I dream, the phonograph soundtrack wails through great blues...
Now, like the king of sad...
I wait.
Now, hanging my head, 	
I croon at dreamy stars. 

This neon sky reaches out with grim implications.
Dancing before the void, 
a vacuum of one self,
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A flower of modern tragedy.
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I believed then, and I know now-that I was
Born to watch the night shed its sinister shroud.
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from his grip, she bowed for her last performance
of seppuku’s fate as she watched herself 
flutter to death in his brown reflection pools 
welling up a deluge of sorrow drowning
his heartbreak from such a heavy estate
which bequeathed unto me this lyrical verse,
and his final aria is sung:
Act 2:

“As I looked out at the fields,
I clearly saw Natalia’s face, 
her sometime green, sometimes brown
eyes shining, a soft smile on her lips. It was not
a memory of a place or time. It was her
tears welled in my eyes, trickling down
my cheeks while seven months passed us by; 
She knew I missed her terribly, desperately
longing to be with her, doing nothing
in particular, she had completed my life
and made me a whole man once before
my heart was gutted from my chest
dripping into a black hole of a cavernous soul
shrouded in darkness, I ask silently to myself, 
where are you my sweet? Oh, the ache 
of my grief knows me intimately,
washing over me in sharpened waves
that ebb only for a delirious moment
in time when I ask silently to myself,
where are you my sweet?
Where are you my sweet?” 

Act 3:

And like a slap in the face, startled, I wake
from the thunderous applause of the final act 
in which I look over to find you in a heap
of embers billowing like incense cooling
into ashes aplenty to blanket upon the land
that holds you close to her bountiful breast 
in an eternal embrace, I am comforted
by the arms of poplars waving goodbye
in the wind that carries you over plush
treetops lining the horizon unfolding
like a down comforter whose wings
wisp past me in sympathetic whispers
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of grace that you smoke and thirst
no more; the plot twists tighter
like a dagger made of solid irony 
to my heart bleeding from the horror
and honor of it now being my turn
to carry you home to the mother of us all; 
the curtain closes to the sounds of strings
as crickets pluck the crisp night air
lullabying my phantom to sleep.  
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can still read your epitaph in my head: Building 50, the mother of them all. 

May she rest in peace was not chiseled into stone, but I often cogitated why
you were left to decompose into the relic of today’s headline reporting 
a ghost between the lines narrating itself like a Christie novel unraveling
as I approached your plot releasing an old faithful blend of asbestos, mold, 
and formaldehyde wafting pass; I swirled you around, so quaffable it made 
me
smile with nostalgia under my nose, I breathed deeply as you immediately 
took
effect entering my lungs and touching my insides, filling me with cravings
to return to you, addicted, I exhaled and went inside in search of a drink. 

I found myself a foreigner in your corridors, lost like a green tourist
traversing her way around the maze of your new interior 
designed by those commissioned to cover up stigmata of age and malady,
gutting your insides without anesthetic consideration for the pain
of transforming into restaurants, shops, salons, and lofts lifting
my thoughts from the hustle and bustle, I sit myself down
to chatter, clings, and breaking glass, watching a waiter scurry by me
as I blanket myself in cotton white linens holding me at your chest
the last time I dined with you, rocking, I overhear whispers 
stinking of conspiracy that we are eating in the morgue of the dead
animals and dairy products dropped off by the steady procession
of farmers in undertaker’s clothes. 

The lights went out with a flicker that left me channeling Genevieve
to turn them back on, but alas, she didn’t come towards me 
like the two lifting me with icy hands, kicking and screaming, I was
forced out of you once again, admonished for overstaying my welcome 
by fellows bellowing not to come back unless Stella’s open. Well, I never
knew your name but think it suits you, I mumbled to myself while dusting 
off 
remnants of a time and place of continued restoration, a haunting
juxtaposition of old and new that felt as eerie as a sign that read, “If you 
build it, 
they will come,” leaving me puzzled as to whether or not you were soliciting
spirits, humans, or both to reside in you once more, turning me back
around to wave goodbye, I marveled at the bats flapping their wings
in the distance to the pregnant silence slithering in between us
like a creature of the night. I will visit you next Sunday. 
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She walked around the house that night,
absorbing what remained.
But any truth she once had known
eluded her the same.

Body stole with it the mind,
although it’s not clear where.
When everything is gone so quick,
it always hurts to care.
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or cares. The other woman at our table intimidates me, just in being there. 
There are rings on her fingers and she looks like she is close to tears, except 
really she’s just laughing at something the man next to her says. He’s been 
there for so long, and I don’t quite catch his name, but he has kind eyes and a 
tired smile. The coffee is set up. More people trickle in, there is talk. All rou-
tine, the rules and regulations are explained-“Hi I’m-   and I’m an addict.” 
“Hi-““Thank you.”

--

	 “This key chain is blue because by now you should see that sky is the 
limit. This key chain is green because by now you should have some money 
in your pocket.” Lighthearted old hat-the man whose name I didn’t catch 
is explaining the key chains. There are no new people here tonight, except 
perhaps me, but I am here for support, I don’t count.
	 “No, the key chain is blue because it’s fucking blue,” whispers the 
man with the dreads next to me. He’s middle-aged, has a hat on, and some 
dreads that are graying. The gray makes it look distinguished. He’s chatting 
to someone else, someone with blonde hair and blue eyes who looks like 
he is crawling out of his skin. My friend and I, we both chuckle. No need to 
pretend this is a lighthearted night, but we grab the laughs where we can. 
His face looks blank while the man up front keeps talking, but I know better. 
I put my hand on his knee, I can’t help it. He smiles, but that look doesn’t 
leave. My body has been itching to touch his, to show him how much I care 
because words at this point are not going to do as much as I’d like them to. 
The talking is done; break up into groups and share. Our group goes outside-
it’s nice and they can smoke. I follow like I’m lost, which is partly true any-
ways. 
	 We’re sitting outside, in a circle. More people join, it’s a tight group. 
Each story is frightening; his widens my eyes and breaks my heart. I’m 
scared, these other stories are so flippant in the way they are told; the words 
are the impact. They are powerless; three months, twenty years, six months 
and relapse, rinse and repeat. I am not in that position so I can’t comprehend. 
So these people don’t seem real, they seem outside the realm of day to day 
life. But I am too for tonight; I am observing. 
	 There’s one story told by the man in the dreads. He’s been clean 
twenty years and he says, “No one is better than the other.” There is nothing 
to prove here, so long as you can always be willing to admit you need help. 
Twenty years, this stunning, broken man, he used to begrudge those not suf-
fering as he was-he didn’t think they suffered too. He especially begrudged 
the man who sat by the coffee for five (‘or was it six?’) years, whose mouth 
never opened save to put food in it. Five, six years, the man with the dreads 
did not even know this other man’s name. Oh, but the man knew his. Five, 
six years, clean. Clean by the coffee pot. “That’s deep.” He sighs and when 
he stops talking, he wraps his arms around himself. So vulnerable, like a 
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 child. 
	 When my friend decides to talk, the lighthearted old hat, with his 
tired smile and cigarette in hand; he sees. He sees my eyes when I hear my 
friend talk. He notices the way I grip my knee, bite my cheek-I cannot hide 
my fear. He leaves it alone though, for which I am grateful. There must be a 
lot of fear that he’s seen. Perhaps I am keeping it together.
	 It ends, everyone is done sharing. Time to hug. I am hugging these 
people and there they become real. “Have a nice evening.” “How are you to-
night?” “I’m doing well.” And that is so very good to hear. I don’t hug him, 
not yet. Not ‘til we are by my car, the only one in the parking lot. He said, 
during group-talk that he has three options, one including walking away 
and ending his life. He was scared that I’d get freaked out: I did. I don’t think 
I knew how to be scared until hearing someone I’ve shared my life with 
discusses with such casualness how they would maybe end their life. I cling 
onto him, because I can feel it slipping away. My body foolishly hopes for 
reconciliation; the feeling hasn’t quite left yet. “Don’t scare me, please don’t,” 
though I know I am in it, I am going to worry always. He doesn’t hear, he 
just holds tight. We stay like that for a time. Back in town, we have dinner. 
There are things we’ve adapted from each other-food, music. He still has his 
arm around me sometimes, I still grab his hand. We’re taking time transi-
tioning, but I am ready to keep moving. This is support. This is not meant to 
last forever, this struggle to not be hurt anymore. I will be somewhere else 
soon enough. But he will be the addict, still here, and that will be that. That’s 
enough to let go on. ‘Thanks for sharing.’
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	 “Hullo!” She smiled as she quickly looked his way.  And he would 
nod as he smoked.  The routine was safe and certain.
	 And then one day, she called nervously, “I love this tree of yours.  
It’s my favorite on the whole street,” and she walked a bit slower to see	
what he might say.  But he just nodded like he always did and threw his 
cigarette down into the bushes.  
	 She was hurrying past his house the next morning when she heard 
him call out to her.
	 “I hate that tree.” He said.  
	 Stopping at his driveway, Vera turned her face toward his voice.  She 
watched him step to the edge of his porch.  “Why do you hate it?” she asked 
him, shielding her eyes from the sun. 
	 “It’s a mess—the flowers, the leaves.  It’s too close to the house.  Too 
big.”  He had finished his cigarette and he ventured down his path a little.  
Vera stuffed her hands into her sweatshirt pocket and shrugged, turning to 
take in the tree in his yard.
	 “It’s beautiful to me.” She said, simply. 
 	 Later, when he was her lover, he told her that in that moment he had 
thought, ‘my God, this woman is odd.’  And Vera remembered she had been 
thinking, ‘if I kissed this man right now, would he taste of cigarettes?’
				  

November

	 Even on the coldest days, she bundled her girls up to walk to school.  
Her husband’s car would turn from the driveway, waving to them as they 
headed up Elmswood in their scarves and wool hats.  She wouldn’t have 
to look at the houses to know which one was his, his sidewalk was the only 
one strewn with burnt amber leaves.  It was an unspoken agreement that he 
would not come out when she walked with her children to school.  But on 
her way home, her lover would be there, finishing a Marlboro on his porch 
with a casual air as though neither of them had been waiting since yesterday 
to stand under the dogwood tree together.

December

	 She was barely through his front door before he unwound the scarf 
from her neck.  And since they had minutes not hours, she put her arms 
straight out like a little girl and let him unbutton her coat. He slid his icy 
hands under her cable-knit sweater, across the fleshy part of her stomach 
and then further down as he reached and undid the button of her jeans.  His 
fingers were splayed at her thigh, his wrist pressed against her thick hip.  She 
had to secure herself against his front door as he used his knee to push her 
legs apart. She inhaled deep into the collar of his coat, a precarious blend of 
smoke and cold air.  His fingers felt thick upon her and Vera closed her eyes.  
	 She still hadn’t kissed him yet.
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Wintertime

	 “It’s like I had been eating only pudding, every day until I met you,” 
she told him while he lay his head on her bare breast one morning.  
	 “Pudding?” he raised his head up to look at her.  
	 “Pudding.  You think it is delicious and you are content in eating 
it.  Until you taste chocolate cake for the first time and oh, Lord… it tastes so 
incredible.  And from then on you become fairly sure you will never feel the 
same way about pudding again.”
	 His head was resting on her belly now.  He was quiet and Vera 
thought he might be falling asleep until she heard him suck in a breath of air 
in one loud woosh.  She looked down to see his shoulders shaking and it was 
only then that she realized he was crying. 

April

	 His wife was sitting on the porch in the wicker chair, wearing her 
bathrobe and watching as Vera walked back from school.  After she came in 
the house, Vera locked the front door and sat on the steps.  Panic was a neck-
lace at her throat.  She had absolutely no idea what to do next.

May

	 So suddenly, it was over. It was several days before she didn’t want 
to cry with every breath, days before the tightness in her chest receded to a 
dull, simmering ache.  Every time they drove by his house, she watched for 
him. 
	 She dreaded the first time she would see her lover again with the 
same foreboding that accompanied their every meeting, the elated sense 
that it would soon happen and then be gone again so quickly after so much 
expectation.  In the earliest days, she waited for regret to come, for guilt to 
invade and to find peace in moving forward.  But it never did. 

September, again

	 The dogwood was a half-chewed stump in his front yard and her 
lover was heaving in exhaustion.  Vera lurched down the sidewalk to his 
house before she could remind herself that they had been banished from 
each other’s lives, like a monster hiding in a child’s closet.  ‘Never can I go 
back to knowing you,’ he had said and she hadn’t cried because she had 
known he was right.  
	 But her lover was standing in his front yard now, vomiting on the 
remains of his tree in the broad daylight.  Vera put her hand on his back and 
felt his clammy skin right through his shirt.  
	 “Are you alright?” She asked, leaning in to see his face.  
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	 “Alright?” he puffed a long slow breath through his mouth and Vera 
felt him swallow hard.  “I’m cutting down the tree.” 
	 Obviously, thought Vera.  
	 “I know you are,” she whispered into his shoulder.  “Why?”
	 Her lover threw up in the grass again, all over his shoes.  She took a 
step back to avoid the mess.
	 “I wish you’d go away,” he hissed in a low voice, straightening up 
and wiping his mouth with the back of hand.  “Go home.”
	 Vera took one step backwards, almost tripping over a huge limb.  As 
she turned back toward home she heard him rev the motor again and knew 
he was back on the ladder. Inside, though the front door was closed, she still 
heard the chainsaw’s angry throttling. It took her a minute before she real-
ized it was coming in through the window upstairs.  
	 She took the painted wooden stairs slowly. Her equilibrium was off 
and she saw bright speckled stars in the stairwell from being in the noon 
sunlight.  When she reached the top, she watched the damask curtain billow-
ing in the breeze.  There was chainsaw and stars and tree colliding in Vera’s 
frontal lobe and for a minute she felt like banging her head against the wall 
to make the spinning stop. 
 	 She heard the pink flowers dying in the soft spiral of afternoon. She 
had to shut the window to keep out the sound of the end. 

The Literary and Fine Arts Journal     40













The desired hope around.    

Such was their woebegone life,
	 Which his pleas could not amend;
At what moment would their traipse through strife
	 Approach its weary end?
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	 “Godot.”
	 “Who?”
	 “Guh-doe.”
	 “Never heard of him.”
	 “Never mind.”
	 “I’m waiting for a girl,” he continued on as I took another bite of my 
lunch. 
	 “You don’t say.”
	 “She’s beautiful.”
	 “That’s great, buddy.”
	 “You don’t believe me?” He reached into his pocket for something 
and, upon fishing it out, he handed it to me. 
	 I took it with my free hand. It was a photo of a girl, worn out a little 
around the edges like he’d been taking it out all day. I must not have even 
been the first person he’s shown it to, so I look it over. What! He must have 
been joking. The girl in this photo was a knockout, a bombshell. The sort of 
girl they write songs over. Tanned, thin, and gorgeous, at least after a couple 
of hours of grooming. She looked like she was at a school dance, probably 
prom, and was trussed up to look like a million bucks and some change. She 
was laughing at the camera, one arm reached out as if to push the photogra-
pher as her other hand pulled the front of her dress up. 
	 I looked up slowly. I’m not going to sit here and tell you that the kid 
across from me was a loser, because I believe that life is just an accumulation 
of good-natured losers, me included. But if life were a movie, she would be 
the lead actress and he would be something like the electrical gaffer or dolly 
grip. 
	 “She’s waiting for you, yeah?” I asked a little hesitantly as I gave the 
photo back to him. 
	 “Yeah! Look, I got her this.” He reached to the other side of him and 
presented a bouquet of flowers. They were so beautiful that I wish I could 
tell you what kind they were, but I have a sort of flower prosopagnosia and 
they all looked the same to me. But they really were nice. I could see the 
kid trawling around flower shops, scrutinizing each choice to find what he 
thought looked the best…
	 “Her name’s Veronica,” he told me. “And I—oh, God, I never even 
told you my name. Milson, Mike Milson. It’s nice to meet you.”
	 He reached out a hand for me to shake, despite the fact that 1) I still 
hadn’t told him my name and 2) I was still holding my goddamn sandwich. 
Not to mention that that hand of his was the one that had been scratching at 
his greasy hair and I could see his fingers slick with it. But just as I was about 
to turn him down, he gave me that uncertain smile again, the one that made 
me feel like the bad guy. So I shook his hand, still without telling him any-
thing about myself, and as soon as it was through I went back to finishing 
my lunch. He didn’t seem to care. He was content with telling me all about 
this girl of his. 
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	 “I met her two weeks ago. Real nice girl, really sweet. I can’t believe 
she would even talk to me. She had all her friends with her, all of them in 
those really short shorts that girls like to wear. They all looked really nice—
but, anyway, I met her in the store. I’m a cashier, see. So first I thought that, 
wow, she won’t even look at me! Because she wasn’t really looking at me, 
she kind of just put down what she had. She was buying gum and some 
tabloid—I remember which one, too. They had some big scandal in it, but 
it’s like, when isn’t there a scandal in a tabloid? Her friends are all standing 
behind her but I can only see her, you know? She’s that sort of girl. Takes up 
all the importance of the room. I was in awe.
	 “I bite my nails a lot, and by then my hands are already shaking. 
She looks at me once, and then I’m really shaking. So I can’t get these plastic 
bags separated and her friends are all talking loud, telling her that they want 
to get going, but she didn’t say anything. That’s how nice she is, see? She 
was so nice she told me that, no, she doesn’t need a bag, and she’ll just take 
everything already since I’m taking so long.”
	 “She sounds like a charmer,” I replied, but he had his sincere face on, 
and I tried my best to drain all the sarcasm from my voice.
	 “Oh, she is!” He leaned down to tie his shoe. “So she leaves with her 
friends and I think, wow, I just blew it. But then, not five minutes later, she 
comes up again without all her friends and says that she wants to see me for 
a date. Can you believe it?”
	 “Uh, no.”
	 “Me neither. So I ask her for her name and she tells me—she doesn’t 
ask for my name but I think it was because it was on my nametag. Right? So 
I ask her where she wants to meet and she says—” He points down to our 
little bench. “Right here.”
	 “Right here?” I squirmed and looked around. Not much to see 
around here but an overweight hot dog vendor standing at the corner and 
a homeless guy with a cat asking for some cigarettes. Cars are ripping past 
behind us, horns blaring, and the most I can say is “Lovely ambience.”
	 “She gave me a picture of her—she said she wanted me to remember 
her—and went back to her friends. They were all laughing so I worried that 
they were teasing her about being nervous or something. Why would they 
do that?”
	 “Michael…”
	 “I mean, she just seemed so nice. So I’m really looking forward to 
meeting her.”
	 He was holding his bouquet to his chest as if trying to protect it, like 
some stranger was going to run up and steal them from him. He’d tied one 
shoelace but he kept shifting his feet so much that it became undone in no 
time, and I caught myself staring at it.
	 “Who are you waiting for?” he asked again. “Someone you like?”
	 “Um.”
	 “Is the tennis racket yours?”
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	 “No, it belongs to my friend. The atlas is mine.”
	 “Oh.” He nodded. “I hope you’re not left alone.”
	 “Why would you think that?”
	 “No, it’s just that…” He sighed and started again. “It’s just so hard 
to be alone, isn’t it? Terrible. I don’t know how anyone deals with it. I could 
barely deal with it. Sometimes I just felt like—nothing, really. I thought it’d 
be better to just stay at home all day. But now, this great girl is coming to go 
on a date with me, and I just can’t wait to see her.”
	 “What time is she coming, Michael?” 
	 “She said 2:30… Why, what time is it?”
	 I looked down at my thin wristwatch. It was 3:15. He must have seen 
the answer in my face because he immediately defended this Veronica.
	 “She might live far away,” he told me, talking so quickly that his 
words almost ran together. “She might not drive… maybe she took the bus. 
Buses can be late. But she’s coming, I know it.”
	 I opened my mouth to say something, anything, but at last I could 
see my friend approaching. I sprang right up, a little too fast to be polite, and 
gathered my belongings up. 
	 “Good-bye, Michael,” I said. “Uh, I hope your girl comes soon.”
	 I meant it. I really did. I meant it because I knew it wasn’t going to 
happen and my heart was currently broken in several places. 
	 He smiled at me, reaching out to shake my hand again, and that time 
I gave him a firm and earnest handshake. He deserved it.
	 I left with my friend and was gone for a couple of hours, but I was 
constantly bothered by the thought of Michael Milson. Maybe I was just cyni-
cal. Nothing was stopping that girl of his from coming to meet him. Maybe 
she was a diamond in the rough—a girl who deserved to have a song written 
about her. Those things could happen, right? There are enough people in this 
world so that a one-in-billion event can happen over and over again…
	 It was around sunset when I returned back to the little bench on the 
sidewalk. The street vendor was there, and so was the homeless man, but 
Michael Milson had disappeared.
	 “Hey,” I called out, hoping that someone would turn around. The 
vendor did, and I asked, “What happened to the kid that was sitting here?”
	 “Which kid?”
	 “The kid sitting with me, right there, a few hours ago.” I point at the 
bench, feeling stupid. “What happened to him?”
	 “Oh, that weedy kid? Sat there damn near an hour or so after you 
left.”
	 “And what about the girl?”
	 “What girl?”
	 “The girl he was waiting for. Did she ever show up?”
	 And he told me that, no, there was no girl. But I don’t trust him 
enough, so I went over to a nearby trashcan and looked in. That beautiful 
bouquet of flowers was a little way down, and even as I looked at it, some
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woman passed and threw away a filled cup of coffee and soiled them some 
more.
	 “How could you do that?” I demanded to no one in particular, 
although I was turned to the homeless man. He stood a little ways away, 
watching me with big, watery eyes as I took deeper and deeper breaths.
	 “How could you do that? How could you let him throw away those 
flowers? I mean, he must have gone to a lot of effort to pick them out. They 
were so nice—”
	 Nobody answered me. I was just so tired—I almost wanted to see 
him again. But I didn’t. I went home.
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he told me
I could still be his friend.
For 3 years
he held my hand
from across the room
and told me all the secrets
of the dead he buried at night
with his nightmares.
I told him
I’d keep them locked in a box
and they couldn’t escape.
The day he said he loved me
and I cried into my own wells
my mother got a call
from the school
at 6 in the evening
as she was making dinner.
The next day
he didn’t show up to school.
They said he left a note
but I didn’t read it.
I already knew the reason. 

53    Lyceum







They have denial 
vomited on to them
when only shopping for groceries 
They have holes and stains 
on their shirts 
and time cards to fill out 
They have tables to serve 
and they have black coffee
that they drink slowly 
They have large capacities 
that they explore while waiting
for pay stubs and account balance slips
They go deeply into the exploration 
of these capacities when their feet 
and their hobbled knees 
poke out from underneath a gown 
They sit on doctor’s tables, 
with their capacities 
and broken hands
and their time
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nonexistent. Somehow, in that moment, I am as I was in that particular time 
of my life. A state of being rekindling, manifesting as my lungs expand. 
And then obscuring as they contract. It doesn’t happen often. Usually once 
or twice, in September, when the early winter winds seep into the fading 
summer breeze. Perhaps this happens because it is around the time school 
typically began. Perhaps because sixth grade was the first year I learned the 
harsh meaning of good-bye. A time when I changed schools from Elemen-
tary to Junior-High, and parted with half of everyone I knew. When I learned 
that with time everything changes and eventually disappears. When I lost 
my dad.
	 It is an odd recognition, like seeing the familiar face of someone you 
couldn’t quite remember. Who’s name eluded you. Someone you didn’t take 
the time to place into your conscious, lasting memory. Someone whom, at 
the time, you might of deemed relatively unimportant and thus unnecessary 
to remember in the long run, so you forgot them a week after or so. Someone 
who you meet on your way into a far-away gas-station and instantly think, 
where have I seen this man before. His face radiating a distant, vague sense 
of somberness but offers no name. Someone who gives a slow, furtive smile 
at you when he notices you staring, perplexed. For a moment your eyes lock, 
and the softness that fill his eyes tell you that you are no true stranger to 
him either--but still his name evades you. Someone who walks to you and 
asks, “how have you been doing?” The question sympathetic. Very sym-
pathetic. You shake his hand and answer in an attempt to buy time. All the 
while looking deeply into his eyes, as if the answer lie dormant in them. The 
unnatural gentleness of his tone, coupled by the softness of his handshake, 
and the infinite bitterness lined in his accommodating smile rush you back 
to that time when your father died. When all the members of the family 
came and asked the same sympathetic questions. Talked in the same gentle 
tone. Wearing the same somber face. And you suddenly remember a man at 
the far corner of the room, wearing a drenched long coat and removing his 
gloves and hat in respect. Hugging your tearful mother. This man. A friend 
of your fathers. “How has your mother been?” is his second question. And 
you say better, she’s doing better. The initial low somber frequency now 
reverberating through and around you. The familiar tinge of sorrow you felt 
upon seeing him now fully reborn. He pats your shoulder and leaves. You let 
out a deep apprehensive sigh. The Air slowly changing back to normal. The 
excited memories gradually quieting back to rest in the far corner of your 
mind where you had placed them all those years ago.
	 There was a fishbowl sitting across the waiting lounge of a DaVita 
clinic I had inadvertently found myself sitting in. I remember thinking how 
quickly the place and its sterilized aroma had made its way into my weekly 
routine, assuming a comprehensive three days out of seven. I remember try-
ing hard to stop my leg from shaking. I remember failing. All it took was one 
frightful fainting on an otherwise unassuming winter morning. From there, a 
reference from the emergency room to an out-of-town nephrologist just to
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rule out the possibility of kidney failure. Then hemodialysis, and ultimately 
staring at this fishbowl for three hours at a time every Monday, Wednesday 
and Friday. It’s the sunlight that beamed in from the window near the bowl 
that troubled me. The light always came across it and seemed to fill it with 
the brightness of the sun. Just outside the window, the fish could see a lake 
laid out before it. The fish was always facing the lake when I’d get there 
and check my mother in. As soon as I got done helping the P.C.T. with my 
mothers dry weight count, I would go to the lounge, pull the curtains, and 
feed the fish. The fish never pulled its gaze. It always swam toward the lake, 
waiting for the curtains to open again.
	 In my mother’s last days, as I sat holding her hand letting tears fall 
with little resistance, there was a moment between the words where she 
broke out in laughter, squinting only from the pain that shot across her. She 
told me that she had cheated on my father once. That he had died before 
knowing. Before she ever got a chance to tell him. To stop. She told me that it 
was never a sexual affair, but she had allowed herself to do her grocery shop-
ping at a particular time of the day knowing the man she had met there and 
had been seeing would be there as well. She said she and him would push 
their carts down the aisles talking the time away, helping each other with all 
the things on their lists. Her intentions were clear, and so were his. And she 
didn’t know why she did it, because she loved my father, and she was happy 
too. It was a stupid, silly little thing that she couldn’t quite remember how it 
happened or how to stop it at the time. She actually got the phone call from 
the hospital while with him.
	 When she got there, she could see Moe sitting nervously, and from 
the look he gave her, she knew the worst had happened. He told her that ev-
erything was okay but the formal words only confirmed her suspicions. The 
rest of the night was a blur of tears, whispered reassurances. She watched 
as the E.K.G scale gradually grew weaker and weaker. He died six hours 
later, officially from a traumatic head wound. Fast forward three days, when 
she asked Moe what happened, he told her that he must have been tired or 
something, overworked because everyone in the shop knew to always put 
a tire under the car in case the jack slipped. Moe told her in the ten years he 
worked with my dad he always put a tire under the car, and it was fate for 
this to happen to him. He told her that he felt guilty because my dad always 
volunteered to work late, and he just selfishly just allowed him too. Maybe 
if he didn’t work so much, if his mind had been a little sharper. If he had 
stayed late that day instead of him.
	 “You see,” she said, “it’s my heart that’s killing me…heart disease? 
And it only happened because of my kidneys, which only happened because 
of my drinking, which only happened because of my depression, which 
only happened from my guilt after your father died, which only happened 
because of my petty, superficial desires, which only happened because of my 
heart in the first place, you see?
	 “It all comes down to my heart, it was always killing me.”
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	 And she laughed again. I guess we can always know the thing that’s 
going to kill us; we just lack the foresight and wisdom to see it coming.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry that you were still so young when all of this 
happened. I’m sorry I checked out on you. I’m sorry that you lost your dad 
and your mom that day, if there was anything I could do I would’ve. I just 
couldn’t. I’m sorry I stopped cooking, and taking care of you like I used too. 	
	 “I’m sorry we stopped going out on vacations. I’m sorry I stopped 
smiling, and kissing you. I miss kissing you. Can I kiss you? Come here, let 
me kiss you. Please? “
	 I leaned in, and she kissed me gently on the cheek, I returned the kiss 
on her forehead. 
	 She smiled. 
	 A breeze came in from the open window and I could smell the faint-
est hint of chicken, and baked potatoes in the air. 
	 I smiled. 
	 She turned to the window, sunlight washing over her face. She 
started crying again, staring out into nothing.
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not the college type. And second of all, that’s not what I was trying to say. 
People aren’t always saying one thing and meaning another, Adnan.” He 
was staring hard into his rear-view mirror, eyeing him incredulously.
	 “Yes they are.” Corrected Adnan as a matter of fact. 
	 “They usually are, “ I agreed, offering an apologetic smile to Moe. 	
	 He glanced at me, face hard, thought a moment, and then flashed an 
easy smile, “You’re right, I guess. What do you guys want?”
	 “I’m straight,” answered Adnan.
	 “Me too,” I added
	 “C’mon, I’m buyin’ stop being gay, what do you want? Yallah.”
	 “No, Wallah, I just ate. I’m good, I’m good.”
	 “I don’t eat from this McDonalds.” Adnan explained.
	 “What?” Replied Moe, again annoyed.
	 “I don’t eat from this McDonalds.”
	 “Yah, no, I heard you, but why not?” spat Moe, veins bulging in his 
temples. 
	 “It’s not cause you think its not halal, is it? Cause it is, see?” I ex-
plained pointing just below the giant golden arches where the word HALAL 
could easily be made out.
	 “That’s retarded—he never cares about halal or not. We ate at Red 
Robin two days ago.” Stated Moe, rejecting that possibility.
	 “It’s not cause of that, I don’t mind that, I just don’t like that they lie, 
you know. I don’t mind eating non-halal food but don’t lie to me and say it 
is. It’s insulting.” Adnan elaborated flippantly.
	 I could see Moe getting more and more impatient; he had a short 
temper when it came to Adnan. They argued a lot. “What are you talk-
ing about? Who’s lying to you? Are you okay?” That last part, said with a 
chuckle, was meant as an insult.
	 “Would you like me to show you?” replied Adnan, cool as ever.
	 “Show me.”
	 “Okay, go to the window, and do exactly as I say.” To this, Moe let 
out a sharp scoff, and half muttered something beneath his breath. Some-
thing Arabic. We pulled up to the intercom, Moe rolled down his window, 
and when the lady on the other side got done asking us what we would like, 
he turned his head slightly to the right, indignantly awaiting his commands.
	 “Ask for halal fish fillet.” Adnan said, a satisfied smirk leaning casu-
ally on his face.
	 “What?” Hissed Moe, it was less of a question than anything else.
	 “Yah, Adnan,” I added, “Fish is always halal, you don’t have to ask 
for halal fish. It’s redundant.”
	 “Just do it.”
	 “No but, it doesn’t make sense—”
	 “No, no, no,” Moe interrupted, shaking his hand to quiet me, “No 
let’s just see what this guy thinks he’s talking about, okay. I wanna see how 
smart he is.” Moe had a sick smile on his face, full of frothy rage and 
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excitement. He made the order. I half expected the lady to correct us. To 
catch the impossibility of it. She didn’t. She asked if that completed the order. 
Gave us our total, and told us to make our way over to the second window 
please. I could see Moe begin to look visibly disturbed; confusion lined 
across his brows, he also expected some sort of correction. I looked to Adnan, 
he was scrolling through his iPod.
	 We got to the window, and this time a young man repeated our 
total and waited expectantly for our method of payment. Moe, assuming the 
young man would tell him there wasn’t such a thing as halal fish—or any-
thing along those lines—was obviously caught off guard.
	 “Oh, my bad.” He started, digging his hand into his pocket, slightly 
embarrassed. The man shrugged, face placid, eyes blank. 
	 Moe pulled out a five, but just before handing him the money, he 
asked in a hesitating, gentle tone.” “Ha-ll-al fish…right?” He said the halal 
part slow as to make sure the request was absolutely clear. The man looked 
at a screen to his left, read something, turned and confirmed, saying it would 
just be a minute and left the window.
	 Moe gave out an exasperated sigh, “What the fuck is this about? 
How are they gonna give us halal fish? I don’t get it.”
	 “The same way they give you halal chicken, and halal beef.” An-
swered Adnan.
	 “Bro, that doesn’t make any sense!” I shouted with a burst of laugh-
ter, “Just tell us, Adnan, what are you talking about?” Right as I got done 
asking the question, the window came sliding open and the man handed us a 
brown paper bag, told us to have a nice day and retreated. Moe made to look 
inside, but there were people behind us, so he handed it to me and moved 
forward.
	 “Come on! Open it.” He said, obviously curious and sick of the un-
necessary suspense. I think I seen Adnan smile a little but I was too inter-
ested in the bag to know for sure. When I opened it, I found a napkin, and 
the shape of a sandwich wrapped in the familiar yellow paper. On the paper 
lay a round, even brighter yellow sticker with the word HALAL stamped on 
it. The three of us sat in silence staring at it. Two perplexed, one repulsed—if 
not slightly self-satisfied.
	 “I don’t get it.” Said Moe flatly, not even trying.
	 “They just put a sticker on?” I asked tentatively in a moment of 
gradually unraveling realization.
	 “They just put a sticker on.” Adnan repeated in confirmation.
	 “What does that mean? That doesn’t fuckin’ make it halal.” Moe was 
starting to yell a little. He itched his neck—something he always did when he 
became agitated.
	 “Apparently it does.”
	 “So that means nothing’s halal then, right? I mean, they probably do 
this whenever we ask for halal chicken or beef? The just put on a sticker?”
	 “That’s what I’m thinking. That’s why I don’t eat here, it’s bullshit.”
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	 “That is bullshit,” agreed Moe, grabbing the sandwich and ripping 
a bite into it. For a second Adnan and I looked at Moe, shocked, but when 
he flashed his easy smile, a piece of the fish hanging from his mouth, we all 
burst out in laughter and drove away.
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On Dix, Eagle Pass
And Wyoming
In the Three Seconds
Of darkness you are
In there, something happens
Something subtle but
Surrounding, like the smell
Of rain in the air.
And then you know,
When you come out
In a flash of light
You are in another
Place, and a thought
Will come to you
That it rains even
In the ocean
Where the Sirens sing
Where they lure men
To their death
With a certain song
They will find you soon
In some part of the sea
Or you will find them
In these Rifts, perhaps
These oceans of darkness

Go ahead
Strap on your seatbelt
Tie your innocence
To the mast
Sail through
The rift is brief
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Like a leveled labyrinth An unspoken riddle
Made to obscure a truth
You were never meant to touch

87    Lyceum









	 Living that thug life must really be something. All you have to do is 
off a dude, and you get as much money in a single night as I do when I get 
my bi-weekly paycheck. All you have to do is flaunt that blood money, and 
you can have your fix, whores, and “status,” in the blink of an eye. One of 
your chicks may get pregnant, but that’s okay, it’s not your responsibility to 
raise a kid you helped create. Somebody may try to kill you for killing that 
other worthless dude, but that’s okay, because your niggas will have your 
back. 
	 No, you’re only a body in the romanticized life you’re trying to live. 
You’re not even a thug. 
 	 You’re a slave to the drugs. 
	 You’re a mere member of your “family.” Most of them don’t even 
know you’re name. 
	 Eventually, you’ll become another case of a young, black male dead 
on the streets. Another statistic. 
	 “Do you think about me?” 
	 It was always about you, man. 
	 All I want is a big brother. I’m not asking for an unrealistic, close 
relationship because we’ve been at odds since we were kids. 
	 However, I’d rather have you around to bicker with than to curse 
you at your grave. 
	 “Do I think about you?” 
	 Every day. 
	 I hope every day that you will wake up from whatever delusion 
you’re living in. 
	 Call me redundant, but you know there’s a life beyond the streets. A 
life with rules, yeah, but will offer you a chance to at least reach 25.
	 If you don’t want to go to college, nobody’s forcing you to. If you 
want a job, then it’s certainly not going to find itself.
 	 You fell for the street’s allure, and you have to devise your own 
escape from its grasp.  	
	 I realize that you and society share a mutual hatred, and that in a 
world you perceive as your enemy, help seems unattainable. 
	 I’ll wait patiently until you’re willing to look past those preconcep-
tions. I’ll have my hand outstretched, waiting for your hand to intertwine 
with mine. 
	 We don’t have to understand each other. No words have to be spo-
ken between us. An unspoken promise will be made between us, and we will 
embark on your journey together. 
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On the way home, Uncle Prentice
stops at a gas station, goes inside to buy
a cold six-pack of Lone Star, long-neck
bottles sweating in the cardboard container.
He pulls out the first 100 dollar bill I’ve 
ever laid eyes on, flashes it quick and crisp 
at the guy pumping his gas.  
He gives us some bills, 
lets us buy those pop-up popsicles, the ones
you push up through a tube to lick the
red and white and blue sherbet inside. The 
cool ice soothes my mouth.  The radio plays
that song again, the one where the man sings
about trying to live right and about making 
mistakes.  Prentice rolls up the car windows
and starts the air conditioner 
and we start home.
My headache is gone. 
I close my eyes and listen 
to the steady rhythm of big truck tires 
on the highway.
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as a memento of a second existence
condensed into an image representing
everything-
absolutely everything I want-
that I desperately need to find.

I lay in memoriam of her,
my mind’s spellbinding apparition,
that random blip of electrical signals
that morphed into a memory
meant to represent desires unfulfilled,
a closeness subconsciously sought,
a life never lived.
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mental wounds never fully healed from a worry-riddled imagination.

This stronghold he adores and loathes
bears all the markers of a sad, sad soul.
He preserves collections related to his own interests,
never to be showed off nor shared.
They are his treasures and sole companions,
and with each one he bitterness builds.
Possessed by demons that talk him out of cheer,
fury swells at his failure cast away the voices that whisper,
“Go further in and you’ll find 
you’ll be perfectly fine.”

So he goes.

The further in he hides the more he pines:
for what may have been had he been a different lad,
had his regrets become successes,
the feeling of love beyond the portraitures reassuring looks.
Sometimes he stares at the walls themselves and wonders their purpose,
whether were one to fall would he manage,
being that bit closer to exposure.
Were one wall to fall, perhaps another,
and more till they all fell down in a swoop.
What then? 

The people he abandoned would be waiting,
having always anticipated his return; 
warm arms would be in abundance.
Family and friends forever staked out,
having been locked out so long with no key,
yet never losing hope the hermit would again see sunlight.

They’re there, lad.

He feels the wall, glistening, solid,
imagining it’s the only one separating him from them –
and he can’t help but think another barrier could do.
The false calm of enclosure proves too much to overcome.
Another door is found,
putting him on the wrong side of happiness,
continually fooled by delusions where self-exile reaps pleasure
and his partitions put up seal away potential pain.

Where one more layer of exclusion is merely good measure.
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