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The Reaper 

 
 
It may be that when we no longer know what to do 
We have come to our real work, 
And that when we no longer know which way to go 
We have come to our real journey. 
The mind that is not baffled is not employed. 
The impeded stream is the one that sings. 
--Wendell Berry 
 
 
For a time during the coronavirus spread, was death not so far from your mind? It was constantly 
on mine, as death tolls climbed in Italy, then Spain, then the UK, and the US, the fact that death 
was real, your own mortality. So the title of the Spring 2021 issue should come as little surprise, I 
suppose, to your mind, to refer to the Grim Reaper. But the reaper I really have in mind, is the 
one in the fields, reaping what was sown. Jean-François Millet’s painting depicts a rich harvest in 
the background, which can be seen as, in a particular context, your life’s work. We have all 
labored, in our lives, to bring about value and sustenance, to oneself, to our families, to the world 
at large.  
 
In Greek mythology, Cronos was conflated with Father Time, wielding the harvesting scythe. 
According to one creation myth, a cut was made between heaven and earth thus enabling the 
beginning of time and of human history. The “castration” of heaven, as this event was referred to, 
was by means of a sickle. So it is that the god of time is associated with “calendars, seasons, 
harvests” (Wikipedia). In time, if we labor, comes harvest season. It is the culmination of human 
effort, your effort no less, and metaphorically speaking, what you do with your time shapes 
everything that comes after. Life is about the effort you put in. In the end, it shapes your identity 
and carves out your name, immortalizes it. Ah well, maybe I’m romanticizing, about the 
immortality bit. The results are often temporal. 
 
There’s nothing romantic about labor. The gleaners, in Jean-François Millet’s time, were the 
peasants who perform a back-breaking job to collect what’s left over at the end of harvest. One 
woman searches for stray grains on the ground, one collects the grains and the third ties them all 
together.  They’re collecting the crumbs, which  could function as metaphor for how society, then 
and now, works. Then, as now, the landowners enjoyed the better part of the harvest, while the 
peasants who undertook the hard labor collected the meagre crumbs. In this bucolic picture, the 
painter valorized the rural working class by making the peasant women his subject. It made a 
commentary about the social divide by situating the harvest of wheat in the far distance. The 
contrast is between lack and plenty. 
 
What moves you to write a poem? Poems may be viewed as small culminations of a poet’s life 
experiences. A seasonal harvest. They take what comes at hand, catalog particulars from real and 
imagined life, and somehow become radiant with meaning. In creating our poems, we’re leaving 
echoes of ourselves in a real or imagined way. Poems come into the awareness of another, a reader, 
and we become part of this eddying world of meaning that we’ve created for ourselves, a verge of 
knowing. Written in a fit of spiritual urgency, poems are of experience born and so may help us 
find our sense of bearing in the temporal world.  
 
So I’m after your harvest, the afterglow of your experience. Perhaps you want to reflect on the 
idea of labor, the work that mothers do, or grandparents, or doctors, or whoever had impressed 
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you in some way. Perhaps you want to reflect on some inequalities that you’d witnessed. You’d 
definitely want to write about your writing life, since you’re a poet in practice. Actually, just 
write about anything that you know, the person you’d known and loved, and perhaps lost, the 
past opportunities, anything you’ve reaped in your imagination. It behooves me to say now is the 
time to reap the language of poetry, which in my favorite definition is to get to the “furnace of 
meaning in the human story” as Mary Oliver said.  
 
Perhaps you are at a stage of life, when that old adage, reap what you sow, comes to play. I told 
my sons the other day that I’m now resting on my laurels. I labor no more, I’m at rest, at ease. 
Perhaps my work has come to a completion, and like the gleaners in Jean-François Millet’s 
painting, I’m just picking the leftovers, what remains for me to finish up. When you come to the 
end of labor, it’s harvest season. It’s an outpouring, a bounty. Then of course you wait. Will the 
next season come? Or will the Grim Reaper? 
 
Which is the iconic harvest poem? To me it’s this one. 
 
Who hath not seen thee oft amid thy store? 
   Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find 
Thee sitting careless on a granary floor, 
  Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing wind; 
Or on a half-reap’d furrow sound asleep, 
  Drows’d with the fume of poppies, while thy hook 
    Spares the next swath and all its twined flowers: 
And sometimes like a gleaner thou dost keep 
  Steady thy laden head across a brook; 
  Or by a cyder-press, with patient look, 
    Thou watchest the last oozings hours by hours. 
—John Keats, “Ode to Autumn” 
 
 
What was the flowering you had, what fruit have you gathered? Is it then a looking back? What 
intimacies? What were those events that had watered your soul? What is your summation? For 
isn’t it true that whatever happened happened for a reason, for something that is within you, 
your soul, what you came here for? I leave you with these lines from Walt Whitman’s “Song of 
Myself”. 
 
And as to you Corpse I think you are good manure, but that does not offend me, 
I smell the white roses sweet-scented and growing, 
I reach to the leafy lips, I reach to the polish’d breasts of melons. 
 
Finally you might want to think about the work that poems do, by naming all the things you’ve 
named with words, but to harvest meaning beyond the words, all for your readers to glean. And 
are you indeed the reaper? 
 
Good writing. 
 
 
Irene Toh 
Editor 
Spring 2021 Edition 
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I can’t hear your voice 
for the wind’s cries, whistling over the bare ground 

I no longer care 
what sound it makes 

when was I silenced, when did it first seem 
pointless to describe that sound 

what it sounds like can’t change what it is— 

didn’t the night end, wasn’t the earth 
safe when it was planted 

didn’t we plant the seeds, 
weren’t we necessary to the earth, 

the vines, were they harvested? 
 

—Louise Glück, October 
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This Time 
by Misky Braendeholm 

The light through the window 
is spun in the beech tree. 
In the mirror. 
Across the floor. 
Breathes in curves along white walls. 
Cleaves to each cold-ash hour 
of my grandmother's clock. 
Its hands stopped. 
Ten past five. And it was 
never rewound again. 
Its brassy age-cured chime 
as noisy as clashing colours. 
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A Plain Grey Life 
by Misky Braendeholm 

We watched, prayed time’s chants 
as damp crimson leaves blew into 
his eternal six foot deep. 

I was wrapped in mourning clothes, 
comforted by a plain grey life, 

held my sorrow within my sorrows, 
within my creased and carded fleece, 
within my heart’s brow. 

A palmed rose tumbled on to his coffin, 
his memory kept with the skulls of saints. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Misky Braendeholm’s work is regularly published in monthly issues of Waterways in the 
Mainstream - Ten Penny Players, Visual Verse, and Right Hand Pointing. 
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Cinders 
by Jeff Burt 
 
They had to make something out of the coal cinders 
so chose the alleys to cover like cinnamon crumbs 
over rising dough, a poor man’s asphalt, 
creating opportunities for the malformed nuggets 
to imbed in knees and elbows when I fell from a bike. 
 
Under snow the cinders gave traction, friction, 
how one thing rubs up against another 
to move on, or in the case of my brother and I, 
how needs created fiction to tell our mother 
of what we had done or not done 
to keep on playing outside. 
 
One wet snowfall a snowball 
Jimmy Powell packed in the alley 
opened the crease of my hairline 
wide enough for stitches, 
and everyone in our pack laughed. 
It stung I told the doctor, 
kept to myself the mockery I felt, 
as he plied my hair with eyes closed 
and muttered he’d found three cinders 
below the scalp, but tweezers searched 
and found only two, dismissed talk 
of infection, that the apprehension 
of not finding the missing cinder would pass. 
 
In summer, as I soaked my head 
in the tub, I imagined broken bits of cinder 
floating to the surface with bubbles of soap, 
and in morning I might sweep 
one from my hair, squeezed 
out of its hiding place. 
 
Things like that embed from childhood. 
Decades later I check baseballs I throw 
with my kids for any fleck that mars 
the stretched leather, 
replay words I have spoken 
to sense if any rises to speech 
that could have inflected 
a slap in the face, a dis or dig 
that might stay hidden in their hearts. 
I wake in the middle of the night 
to an itch in the croft of my knee, 
search the sheets for the missing cinder. 
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Belonging 
by Jeff Burt 
 
I cannot abdicate 
         what I’ve never 
rested on, 
         position, laurels, 
honor, faith. 
 
I rise in the dark 
         and search for a hard chair, 
tiptoe on the route 
         so as not to disturb another 
 
in the cabin made into a home 
         at times a labyrinth 
at times a cell without a bead 
         of bread to trace 
 
to a door that leads 
         to another door 
that leads to a place 
         where I can sit. 
 
Your breathing’s buoyant, 
         weightless, woven 
to my own in a way 
         my body understands 
 
but my thoughts cannot wrap 
         around as if they were a piece 
of saran cut off too short 
         to cover the bowl. 
 
Winter lengthens and summer 
         I could forget 
it ever happened. 
         Squirrels go to the exact place 
 
they buried an acorn 
         but act surprised 
when they find it 
         happy 
 
and when I retire 
         and find you in bed 
I feel the same. 
         So too in meditation 
 
to find the otherness 
         by not searching 
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and that unnamable presence 
         comes and bliss reigns. 
 
As much as poor people wish 
         there is royalty 
in blood, an ancestor 
         to pull them out 
 
of biological insignificance, 
         of the faceless throng 
the mob, the unnoted mass 
         left out of the ink 
 
of history where their winter 
         begins and lasts 
forever if they dwell on it. 
         They long for a chair 
 
they could rise from 
         and say they do not want it 
anymore, they want to say 
         in a royal way 
 
they are above such royalty, 
         that they’ve made their mark 
and that history will record them 
         and that is enough, 
 
no need to reign 
         to be further noted 
perhaps worshipped 
         adored. 
 
Isn’t that the whole movement 
         of God loves you 
just for what you are, 
         you are an heir, that trifling stab 
 
at royalty? That in your blood 
         tinted by otherness 
would be enough to earn 
         a special chair 
 
in a special room 
         in a special house 
in a special town 
         in a special time? 
 
I sometimes forget to lock 
         the door to my home 
wish that once some thief 
         might find an interest 
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in something I own, 
         give me an entry 
on the blotter of the sheriff 
         and an inch in the local paper 
 
but no one comes. 
         I get it. 
I am faceless in time 
         except to her 
 
whose toes reach 
         to touch my calf for warmth 
and knee bends out 
         to touch my thigh. 
 
I hear a sigh 
         of great relaxation 
and first think it’s her breath 
         but notice the full sagging 
 
of my lungs and smile 
         because it is my own 
breath finally, at length, 
         exhaled into time. 
 
I am no one 
         but her no one. 
And suddenly I hear robins, 
         winter has collapsed 
 
and otherness enters, 
         mindless bliss, 
I am in the company of the faceless 
         and I belong. I am happy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jeff Burt lives in Santa Cruz County, California with his wife. He has work in Williwaw Journal, 
Tar River Poetry, Willows Wept, and others. 
 



 15 

Each of Us Plows 
by Lynn Fanok 

We toil and tear at the earth: 
ever amending, turning it over. 

We yell at clouds of rutted truths, 
at the wheat in the fields fortifying 
the millstones secured to our necks. 
We—the coarse grain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lynn Fanok's new book of poetry, Bread and Fumes (Kelsay Books), explores the cultural 
influences of her father’s Ukrainian heritage, and the complexities of being the daughter of a 
WWII labor camp survivor. Her poetry has been published in Painted Bride Quarterly, Tiny Seed 
Journal and several other journals. Lynn lives with her husband in Bucks County, Pennsylvania 
near farmland and woods. She leads a poetry series at a local independent bookstore. 
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The Archaeological Park of Pompeii 
by Andrea L. Fry 

I. Horse Unearthed 

Unnatural curve of fetlock. 
Ear strangely erect. 

Neck, shoulders and once warm belly 
that stood on four regal legs 

lie now on a bed of ash, captured 
just moments after all of it— 

writhing loin, withers, flank, muzzle and dock— 
scratched and mauled at the earth, 

screamed in its horse tongue, 
kicked with all its weight at the trough, 

gnashed its jaw 
at the iron bit in its mouth 

that held it to hell. 
Petrified eyes petrified. 

Horse on fire. 
Pumice raining. 

Animal raging yet against an inferno 
from two thousand years ago. 

Only its bronze saddle, 
as still now as it was before. 

II. Fresco of Narcissus 

We reflect— 

how after 
time has sapped 
his splendor, 

even after 
apocalypse, 
the lover 
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gazes still 
on the object 
of his love. 

An echo that— 
more so 
than any 

other love— 
self-love 
can’t believe 

the day 
it won’t 
exist. 

III. Skeleton Under a Rock 

Once one early evening in our backyard, 
we saw two legs of a vagrant man straddling 
a pine tree, knees and ankles turned outward 
in defeat. We couldn’t see his body or face, 
for the tree obscured his upper half. 

We could tell by the way my mom’s initial fear 
softened that the man was too wretched to be 
a menace to anyone. The ambulance came 
and they dragged him out from under the tree 
by his waist, his legs staying parted in surrender. 

I thought of that man again when I saw a picture 
of Pompeii, a skeleton’s legs splayed, attached 
to a pelvis and just the root of a spine. The rest 
of his torso and head was hidden by a stone beam, 
lodged still at the angle that killed him. 

His thigh, shin, and feet bones were all that was left, 
fossilized like the two white shafts of a half-drawn A, 
and the crude rocket pinned forever 
half of the man who dared try to escape his death. 
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Inwood in October Light 
by Andrea L. Fry 

They say the trade was made in May— 
though it’s against a sky like today’s October light 

that I imagine the Lenape in 1626 holding 
out their palms to receive twenty-four dollars’ 

worth of beads and trinkets for what they 
thought was to share Manhattan island. 

I see the Lenape, studying Peter Minuit’s 
moving lips, trying to make sense of the sounds, 

wanting to trust his glittery gifts when, 
in a second they witness behind 

Minuit’s fawning head, the change—as light 
does in October—a rectangle of dazzling 

red and gold shifts then throws everything 
into sheer splendor—like a king 

might transform an ordinary room, recast 
the moribund into brilliance. And everyone— 

Minuit, the Lenape—see the sudden illumination 
as a blessing of themselves and what they’ve done. 

With it comes another change—as shadow does 
in October—a band of grey—runs 

underneath and parallel, an alternate world 
of silhouette that travels just below the glorified. 

  

 

 

 

Andrea L. Fry’s Poisons & Antidotes is scheduled for publication in spring 2021 (Deerbrook 
Editions). The Bottle Diggers was published in 2017 (Turning Point Press). Her poems have 
appeared in Alaska Quarterly Review, Barrow Street, Cimarron Review, Graham House Review, 
Plainsongs, Sequoia, Stanford Literary Review, Writers Resist and others. She is a nurse practitioner 
at Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center. 
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Sam’s Last Days 
By John Grey 
 
Grotesques. My upper teeth nibble on 
the lower. Soon, they'll be nothing but white ash. 
Skin sags. Cartilage wonders why it bothers. 
And my eyes... at what stage do they quality 
as permanently red. My mouth wants to 
swallow my red nose. In one raving gulp 
of course, because my bite is busted. 
 
 
Snow storm outside. So the weather too is collapsing 
under its own weight, Maggie is out there somewhere 
refilling her pills. Soon enough, it all subsides and 
the ground is left looking like this gigantic dead sheep. 
But it's the inside that smells like a carcass. 
It's the thinning hair on the head of a man, 
the broken bowstrings of the heart. And the fingers 
are like cars skidding on ice, left touch behind 
ten years ago. 
 
 
Insane. My next thought is hammering my last. 
My pulse swirls like that witless dancer in the 
spiked red shoes. And then it screams loud as ajay. 
And then it quiets like the last flakes on the window. 
Maggie knows the answer. It's tiny blue capsules. 
The reaper is smug. He scythes with fire-place flame. 
Or tries to sell me eyesight on the TV. Or better 
bones. Or a stupendous sex life. Since when 
was bullshit all I have left to spend my money on. 
 
Wind gives up the ghost though the ghosts are real enough. 
Roof is heavy. Front porch is a wasteland. 
And there's Maggie crawling home from the pharmacy. 
Needs are served if that's what you believe. 
I'd rather feel every hurt, each twinge, all the footnotes 
to my own destruction. Dying ought to be like living. 
For if it's just death, what's left to humanize. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
John Grey is an Australian poet, US resident, recently published in Soundings East, Dalhousie 
Review and Connecticut River Review with work upcoming in West Trade Review, Willard and 
Maple and the MacGuffin. 
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Saraswati in the Strip Mall 
By Martha Phelan Hayes 
 
It’s not the deep depression 
that nails you to the bed 
and leadens your feet.                                 
But it’s a sinking of sorts, 
a string of days washed  
of color, and that’s  
the kind of week it was.   
 
Skeletal landscape 
and anemic light. 
Nothing seemed to fit, 
not even the shoes I bought 
in the middle of the night 
because I could not sleep. 
 
But where the Walgreens’  
parking lot meets 
the abutting residential  
yard, I caught spring  
wandering into 
the dead of winter. 
 
The afternoon sun lit up  
this lawn—fresh green  
peeking out of the mouth  
of a melting snow shell.  
 
Suddenly I knew I would go on. 
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Eavesdropping 
by Martha Phelan Haye 
 
I wait for them to get ready, 
to decide on sundresses, glittery  
sandals, ribbons for their hair.  
 
What should I wear, she asks 
her big sister, an eight-year-old  
she believes knows everything. 
 
Two minutes later, I hear  
her refuse an offer to fix  
her ponytail: I can do it  
myself, she snaps. 
 
The next morning, we shop. 
I can wear anything, she tells us.  
I would look good in a bush. 
A bush?  Her mother and I  
share a laugh.  She is five  
and doubt can’t yet touch her. 
 
When I kiss her goodbye,  
she clutches me as if letting  
go will end her world. 
 
I am wise enough to know 
it won’t.   
 
But what, I wonder, 
will her arms someday ache 
for?  How long does  
she have before they 
feel the weight of loss?  
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Soffits 
          for Cindy 1954-2018 
by Martha Phelan Hayes 
 
In the first house, we built soffits. 
 
If you don’t know what a soffit is, 
it is a structure built between the ceiling  
and the top of the kitchen cabinets. 
 
We wallpapered ours with blue and beige flowers. 
 
You might not choose soffits at all,  
let the cabinets stand free.  We did this 
the next time around. I put some plates 
and pottery on top.  They rested  
behind a spiral wood railing. 
 
My apartment has old kitchen cabinets,  
painted white, glass paned, high,  
and full of space.  The wood trim  
butts them against the ceiling.  
 
I can’t change them because they are not mine. 
 
My friend left behind  
Malaysian hand-knotted rugs, 
the mystery novel she  
was reading, half a dozen  
bottled pills that did not work. 
 
In her kitchen, there are soffits 
painted the same neutral color 
as the walls she used to live  
within.  She wanted a color  
that would go with everything,  
a color that would last forever. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Professor Martha Phelan Hayes teaches English at Gateway Community College in New Haven, 
Connecticut. She is a poet and essayist whose work has appeared in numerous journals and 
anthologies, including Sou’Wester, Bangalore Review, Everyday Poems, Freshwater, Fresh Ink, 
Naugatuck River Review, Orpheus, OxMag, The Penmen Review, The Slippery Elm, and Vermont 
Literary Review. Her poem “Elle Clare” won first prize in the 2010 Central Connecticut Poetry 
Contest sponsored by Altrusa International. 
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Darlings 
By Michael J. Leach 
 

If you asked me to share 
just one piece of writing 
advice, 
then I would advise 
you not to kill 
your darlings 
but, rather, spare 
them  
& carry them elsewhere: 
 
carry them all to the base of the highest pinnacle 
within reasonable 
walking/driving/other distance  
&, taking extra care not to trip & stumble,  
ascend to that pinnacle & raise up each darling— 
                                                                                Simba-like— 
                                                                                                                                    to the light.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Process note: This poem addresses the commonly dispensed piece of writing advice “kill your 
darlings”, which has been attributed to many writers. I wrote this poem from the perspective of a 
writer reflecting on elements of particular written works that were cut out and later used in other 
pieces of writing. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Michael J. Leach is an academic and writer. His poems reside in literary and scientific journals, 
such as Cordite, Red Wolf Journal, and Medical Journal of Australia, as well as various 
anthologies—Still You (Wolf Ridge Press, 2019), One Surviving Poem (ICOE Press, 2019), and No 
News (Recent Work Press, 2020). Michael’s debut poetry collection is Chronicity (Melbourne Poets 
Union, 2020). He lives in his hometown of Bendigo, Australia. 



 24 

 
 
Cycling Scything 
by Mike McLaren 
 
Every seed a womb 
of an infinite universe 
allowed to sprout and bloom 
by the grace and nurture 
of Mother Earth, 
 
 
who avails herself 
of no more than to to wait 
for the scythe to harvest 
all that has ripened 
toward a long winter’s sleep… 
 
… to reawaken 
in the arms of spring. 
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Autumn to Winter 
by Mike McLaren 
--in memory of Kay Thorton-Fitts 

Wind slips through the crease 
that separates today from tomorrow, 
raises the blades of grass 
the way a dog's hackles stiffen 
when the world becomes unfamiliar. 
Thin birch leaves 
in our front yard, 
brittle brown tonight 
beneath a half-moon, 
are blown away by the wind. 
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Climatic Harvest 
by Mike McLaren 
 
Fire slashes its scythe 
through western forests, 
leaves only 
a few brittle bones 
still stubborn enough to stand. 
 
Smoke suffocates the Sun, 
chokes the scarred sky, 
rains ash from the life 
which could not survive. 
 
Will we? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mike McLaren is a writer, cartoonist, slide blues musician, and meditation teacher who currently 
pays his rent by remodeling home interiors, though he works primarily to afford chocolate and 
flowers for his wife. 
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Lode 
by Karla Linn Merrifield 
 
In the pocket of stillness 
below the bottom-weighted 
horizon line at my body’s core 
I detect a static vista of self: 
sleeping volcano above windless seas where, 
at the center of gravity at my center, 
no longer steaming in the magma chamber of grief 
but solidified in stone-strong strata of basalt, 
quietly love has begun to breathe again. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Karla Linn Merrifield has had 800+ poems appear in dozens of journals and anthologies. She has 
14 books to her credit. Following her 2018 Psyche’s Scroll (Poetry Box Select) is the 2019 full-
length book Athabaskan Fractal: Poems of the Far North from Cirque Press. In early 2021, her Half 
a World of Kisses will be published by Truth Serum Press (Australia) under its new Lindauer 
Poets imprint. She is currently at work on a poetry collection, My Body the Guitar, inspired by 
famous guitarists and their guitars; the book is slated to be published in December 2021 by Before 
Your Quiet Eyes Publications Holograph Series (Rochester, NY). 
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Fear the Reaper 
by Kate Meyer-Currey 

Mr Reaper is like a stalker 
To me; he’s a fact of life 
And he enjoys it. He wants 
To be part of the action, 
Or thinks he does. But if 
Push came to shove, he’d 
Be the innocent bystander, 
Or film me getting stabbed 
And upload the footage on 
Social media. He’s a voyeur 
Of public pain and private 
Shame; he loves over-sharing 
As the vulnerable fall into his 
Bony clutches. He’s a master of 
Disguise and impersonation; 
He fakes it in friend-zone to 
Get into your death-wish 
Knickers; he’s an expert upskirter 
So make sure your undies match 
When they lay you out. He’ll 
Stay until the last gasp, 
Still holding your hand. His 
Palms are dank and sweaty 
And he has to use Mitchum to 
Mask the odour of rotting flesh. 
If you had a past life he was 
There; in the crowd, when you 
Were crucified, beheaded, 
Guillotined, hanged, or burned 
At the stake. He was in his 
Element. He sat under gibbets 
And sang you nursery-rhymes; 
Then he cut you down and sold 
You to the surgeons, or waited 
By your pauper’s grave to dig 
You up for the body-snatchers. 
He’s at his best in a pandemic: 
Current events recall past 
Favourites, like the Black Death 
Or Spanish ‘flu. He can’t get 
Enough of it and has been subject 
To global restraining orders; banned 
From all the world’s hospitals. 
Even then he cannot keep away. 
Lockdown means nothing to him. 
I’d better watch my back, just 
In case I slip up; he’s waiting in the 
Wings for a sudden reveal. 
So, meantime, until my revels 
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Are ended, stay backstage, in 
The shadows, Mr Reaper; you 
Can look but you can’t touch; 
This is the story of my life: wait 
Until I say the safe word and only 
Then you can start filming the 
Climax of my snuff movie. Enjoy 
Your walk-on part and ogle 
My stunt-double. Go back to your 
Smelly bed-sit, shaped like a coffin; 
To gaze at my full spread on your 
Feature wall of shame; I’ll smile back 
In the mirror over your empty bed. 
I’ll be dead before I ever come 
Back to yours: I’ll be the one who 
Got away. No together for eternity 
Bollocks, either. Amen to that. 

  

Source/influence is the song "Baby don’t fear the Reaper" by Blue Oyster Cult. My poem offers a 
response to the song where I reject the message it conveys.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kate Meyer-Currey was born in 1969 and moved to Devon in 1973. A varied career in frontline 
settings has fuelled her interest in gritty urbanism, contrasted with a rural upbringing. Her 
ADHD also instils a sense of ‘other’ in her life and writing, whether family, folklore, feminism or 
urban myth. Her chapbook County Lines (Dancing Girl Press, forthcoming 2021) juxtaposes these 
realities. Other poems include "Family Landscape: Colchester 1957" (Not Very Quiet, September 
2020), "Invocation" (Whimsical Poet, forthcoming), "Cailleach" (SageWoman, forthcoming), 
"Dregs" (Seinundwerden, forthcoming), "Gloves" (MacroMicroCosm, forthcoming), "Stream: 
Timberscombe" (A River of Poems, forthcoming), "Dulle Griet", "Scold’s Bridle", 
"Recconnaissance", "Maman Brigitte" (RavenCageZine, forthcoming), "Phases of the Moon" 
(Hags on Fire, forthcoming), "Anthem for the Contaminated" (TrainRiver, forthcoming) and 
"Hilly Fields" (Pure Slush, forthcoming). 
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Time 
by Emil Sinclair 
 
Time to go 
home. 
Took a wrong 
turn 
somewhere 
back there. 
Must have shut 
my eyes 
for a split 
nanosecond 
or two, 
and missed 
the turnoff 
to Ithaca. 
Damn. 
She’s waiting. 
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The Myth of the Word 
by Emil Sinclair 

Every word I write 
is a lie— 
even “and” and “the.” 
Fiction is my drug, 
poetry my 
delivery system. 
Words are nothing but 
two-bit actors; 
shabby clowns, 
miming for a pence 
and a pocketful 
of sand, 
stolen 
from a beach 
on a windy day. 
You remember. 

I live in the Afterlife 
(the time after you), 
where all judgments 
have been made, 
all records sealed, 
and no appeals 
of sentencing 
may be heard. 
It’s so busy 
down here 
in liars hell— 
or writers paradise— 
so many tales 
to be spun, 
and verses 
to be written. 
I see, from here, 
you’re doing well; 
I send you 
my kindest regards. 

I can’t recall now 
how young I was, 
when I fell in love 
with myth: 
the Dream 
that dreams us. 
The word is not 
the thing; 
yet all things 
are just words, 
pregnant 
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with Gods. 
I am Hermes, 
their midwife; 
son of Zeus, 
cheater 
of cheats, 
guide of souls. 

Process notes: 
1.) It was novelist Mary McCarthy who once said of playwright Lillian Hellman that “every word 
she writes is a lie, including ‘and’ and ‘the.’” 
2.) “The word is not the thing,” is a quote from Science and Sanity (1933) by the Polish-American 
philosopher-semanticist, Alfred Korzybski. 
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Two Old Men 
By Emil Sinclair 
 
 
Two old men 
sit side by side, 
in awkward silence; 
a familiar tableau. 
The night nurse 
comes in, 
to take his vitals; 
she thinks we’re 
brothers. 
He laughs, 
and I cringe inside 
(where I always go, 
to hide my shame). 
But the beard I grew 
in my college years 
to shade 
my callow youth, 
is now as grey 
as his sparse 
unshaven stubble; 
my scalp, 
as smooth and bare 
as his. 
I can forgive her 
the mistake. 
 
Suddenly, he grabs 
my hand 
and breaks 
the silence: 
“Why didn’t you 
come to me 
for advice, 
like I did 
with my father?” 
he asks me 
imploringly— 
the disappointment 
in his eyes 
and voice 
so heavy, 
I fear 
I might sink 
right through 
the floor. 
“I don’t know, 
Dad; 
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I just didn’t,” 
I reply— 
but do not answer. 
 
It’s five years now, 
that he’s been gone. 
But the memory 
of his anguish, 
and my own 
befuddled dismay, 
lingers still; 
a toxic cloud 
of regret. 
It took so long 
for him to ask 
for that which 
was not given. 
Could I be 
so far different? 
At last, my answer, 
then: 
All things come 
to he who waits— 
except what 
we desire. 
If he were here, 
I would ask him now, 
how to live a life 
less passive. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Emil Sinclair is the pseudonym of a sometime poet and longtime philosophy professor in New 
York City. 
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Unheard 
by John L. Stanizzi 

Those were the days when I could run 
along the stone fence toward the house 
that looked so much like corduroy. 

So many lives come and gone 
with their stories, 
leaving the old place like new, in a way 
that allowed me a clean palette upon which 
I might compose my own gauzy stories, 
tales that would remain for only a moment. 

Almost instantly the themes of my stories will be gone, 
though their thoughts will fill the air with possibilities, 
potentials that, whether they are used or not, 
most of us will never be privy to; 
they are there but unheard. 

Even the familiar words will be as mysterious as 
bats that flap into view 
hauling shards of sky 
across the firmament 
before they vanish back to where 
they were awakened from 
their silent slumber, 
their echolocution bursting with stories 
we will never hear. 
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John L. Stanizzi is author of the collections Ecstasy Among Ghosts, Sleepwalking, Dance Against the 
Wall, After the Bell, Hallelujah Time!, High Tide – Ebb Tide, Four Bits, Chants, Sundowning, and 
POND. John’s poems have been widely published and have appeared in Praxis, Prairie Schooner, 
The Cortland Review, American Life in Poetry, The New York Quarterly, Paterson Literary Review, 
Potomac Review, The Caribbean Writer, Blue Mountain Review, Rust + Moth, Tar River, Poetlore, 
Rattle, Hawk & Handsaw, and many others. His work has been translated into Italian and has 
appeared widely in Italy, including the journals El Ghibli, The Journal of Italian Translations 
Bonafini, Poetarium, and others. His nonfiction has been published in Stone Coast Review, 
Ovunque Siamo, Adelaide, Scarlet Leaf, Literature and Belief, Evening Street, Praxis, and others. A 
former New England Poet of the Year, John is the Flash Fiction Editor of Abstract Magazine TV, 
and he has read at venues all over New England, including the Mystic Arts Café, the Sunken 
Garden Poetry Festival, Hartford Stage, and many others. For many years, John coordinated the 
Fresh Voices Poetry Competition for Young Poets at Hill-Stead Museum, Farmington, CT. He is 
also a teaching artist for the national recitation contest, Poetry Out Loud. A former Wesleyan 
University Etherington Scholar, and New England Poet of the Year, John teaches literature at 
Manchester Community College in Manchester, CT and he lives with his wife, Carol, in Coventry. 
https://www.johnlstanizzi.com 
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Skeleton Leaf 
by Debi Swim 

How beautifully leaves grow old. 
Tender green buds unfurl, straighten, 
strengthen and flutter in the air. 
And after the blush of autumn 
has drained to parchment brown 
the leaf becomes like fine lace, 
delicate, fragile, wispy tatting. 

And she has become a frail leaf, 
beautiful gossamer leaf, 
leaving behind 
the remnants of a beautiful life. 

 

 

 

 

Process notes: “How beautifully leaves grow old. How full of light and color are their last days.” 
John Burroughs 
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Hanging Up the Sickle 
by Debi Swim 
 

I sowed my youth  
in naïve dreams 
crystal castles in the air  
came crashing down 
to rebound  
and live a life 
I’m satisfied with 
and yet 
I think of the times 
I held back 
played it safe 
conformed 
out of fear, duty, religion 
And maybe I didn’t 
square bale the moon 
preserve the stars 
pickle a rainbow 
from my garden 
when I could 
… and 
the field lies fallow now 
I’ll not plant again 
but live on the bounty 
of star dust and rainbows 
caught and clutched 
close to my heart 
from those green years. 

 

Process note:  “The true harvest of my life is intangible - a little star dust caught, a portion of the 
rainbow I have clutched.”     Henry David Thoreau 
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Red in Tooth and Stamen 
by Debi Swim 

Consider the lily of the field 
which neither toils nor spins 
Consider the Giant Hogweed 
family of Queen Anne’s Lace 

Consider the giant water-bug 
of ponds, marshes and streams 
Consider the small house cat 
domesticated, purring feline 
Consider nature and her splendor 
and remember her hazards 
Consider that there is beauty 
yet jeopardy dwelling in each 
benign and treacherous 
So, tread charily upon earth 
for even into Eden crept peril 
amidst the splendor and glory. 

 

 

 

Process Notes: Annie Dillard’s book, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, gave me a new perception on nature 
and the nature of creation. As I’ve gotten older, I have been able (somewhat) to come to terms 
with life and its inconsistencies and its treacheries. I have a friend who wrings her hands and 
demands of God to fix this and fix that. I’m not against prayer but I’m beginning to think God 
just might know better than me. Whether He made a perfect world and we screwed it up or 
whether He made the world so that we would have to tread softly, I don’t know. The reality is we 
don’t have a perfect world and so, we tread charily and with respect. 

  

 

 

 

 

Debi Swim lives in beautiful southern West Virginia where she persistently writes to great 
prompts from around the web. 
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Hummingbird 
by Robert Walton 

You take a break 
In first sunshine, 
A grass stem 
Barely bending 
Beneath your weight - 
The dried flames 
Of Indian paintbrush 
Are slim pickings - 
Gone. 

 

 

Photo by Ed Haskell 

Please visit his website for more information about him: http://chaosgatebook.wordpress.com/ 



 41 

 

Robert Walton’s novel, Dawn Drums was awarded first place in the 2014 Arizona Authors 
Association’s literary contest and also won the 2014 Tony Hillerman Best Fiction Award. With 
Barry Malzburg, Walton wrote The Man Who Murdered Mozart, published by Fantasy & SF in 
2011. His “Do you feel lucky, Punk?” received a prize in the 2018 Bartleby Snopes dialog only 
contest. Most recently, his story, “Tryst” was published in The Ghost Story. Robert is a retired 
middle school teacher and a lifelong mountaineer with many ascents in the Sierras and Pinnacles 
National Park. He lives in King City, California. 
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Release 
by Martin Willitts Jr 

Every day, she tilled the soil, 
the sun would arise, tatters of birds 
unsteadied air, bumping against 
the invisible horizon, 
uneasy flay and release, buckle 
wings, sprinting endlessly towards 
whatever was out there she couldn’t see. 

The birds had overwhelming news, 
and she kept her own counsel 
on what the news might mean. 
Maintaining prayer helped control her urge 
to join, to bird-release, wing-whispering, 
if only, if only. 

The bird thrashed into the sky, 
Join us now, molt, shed what is human 
that’s holding you back. 

The right direction was where the sky 
was azure, so she believed harder, stretched out, 
sprouted her own magnificent wings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Martin Willitts Jr has 21 full-length collections including the Blue Light Award 2019, The 
Temporary World. His forthcoming books include, Harvest Time (Deerbrook Press, 2021) Leaving 
Nothing Behind (Fernwood Press, 2021), Meditations on Thomas Cole’s Paintings (Aldrich Press, 
2021,) Not Only the Extraordinary are Exiting the Dream World (Flowstone Press, 2021,) All Wars 
Are the Same War (FutureCycle Press, 2021). 
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But you know this already. 
You and the others who think 
you live for truth and, by extension, love 
all that is cold. 
 

—Louise Glück, “Lamium” 
 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


