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FORCES offered a call for military submissions with this issue
in deep respect for the service and sacrifice of all soldiers,

past and present, and their families. We weren’t certain what

the response would be. While we did receive a fair amount of

military submissions, the number was fewer than we had hoped

to fill an entire issue. My suspicion is that war, service, returning
home, and readjusting to civilian life, it appears, is difficult to talk
about, difficult to write about. | am reminded, sometimes in life
that words cannot take a person to the same place or explain the
inexplicable; sometimes, “You just have to have been there.” It's
like trying to explain love between two human beings: holding
hands can say more than any dissertation, a locking of eyes
can make the mouth mute when there is nothing more to say.
Therefore, weletthe journal be woven with traditional submissions
and stitched together with various military moments to create
in form and in content a piece that is indicative of the country
the veterans left to defend and a reminder to all of us what it is
exactly they return to - a country of freedom, of responsibility, of

honor, of grace, of one voice with many faces.

Assisting in selection and editing this year are two talented writers,
Taurean Hill, the current Collin College Student Editor of FORCES
and Amy Holt, former Collin College creative writing student and

current SMU creative writing major.

R. Scott Yarbrough
Editor of FORCES Literary Journal
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The Reason | Write

SHARON ORSBURN

My son, ]ohn, died on May 5, 2007. Or so it says on the plaque marking his
remains at the National Cemetery in Dallas, Texas. The truth is that he died on a battlefield
in Iraq in 2004. It could be said that his spirit was mortally wounded then and his body came

home, without a scratch, to die.

Since then | have come in contact with so many parents who have buried their children.
And one thing is certain: this loss binds us together in a powerful way. It seems to make
no difference whether the child is a senior citizen whose parents have outlived them, or a
stillborn child who never got to take a breath, the loss is monumental. As one dear friend put

it, “The death of my son is the defining moment in my life.”

John was a victim of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. And I believe PTSD deaths take this
powerful grief to an even more horrific level. Our children served their country and came

home to us broken and haunted by the very incidents for which they had been decorated.

Something surprising happened to me almost immediately upon finding out that John
was dead. | began writing what some have graciously called poetry. | had always written a ) ;

little but this event threw open the flood gates to a whole new type of writing.

On the day I went to the coroner’s office to hear the words that changed my life forever
I came home and composed a piece that I would read at my child’s funeral. I'm sure I was in
shock, but I calmly stood up and looked into the tear stained faces of the people who loved

him and read an ode that I had just penned for him.

The poems have continued to come to me. Most of them have been about grief and
healing. | have noticed that as time goes by they have become lighter...an indication of my

own healing for which I am grateful.

So, | have come to believe that the poems are given to me so that I may heal. | hope that

as you read my offerings you find some sort of healing, too.

In a recent note to a mother whose young veteran son stepped in front of a train just

hours after being released from a VA Hospital I said:

“I will continue to stand at this end of our mutual path and encourage you to take one

small step at a time until there is some degree of peace in your broken heart.”

That is my hope for all who grieve.
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4 Unprepared

¢ | SHARON ORSBORN

Our soldier boy came home to us. He’d had a lucky charm!

He been to war and back again and wasn’t even harmed.

The first few days were wonderful, we gathered and laughed and ate.

There were reunions with friends and family; everything was great.

But that didn’t last for very long; he was different now.

And it wasn'’t easy to explain just exactly how.
We’d ask him to tell about what he’d seen and the things he’d done.
But he wouldn’t speak about what he did while he wore the Big Red One.

He'd say, “They told us not to tell you; civilians can’t understand.”

We tried our best to change his mind; we wanted to hold his hand.

Nothing seemed to interest him, not a job or school or fun.

It was almost like he was finished; somehow his life was done.

One second he’d be happy enough and then without a warning
he was sad and sullen; perhaps the soldier was mourning.
Then he’d go to an angry place that we didn’t understand.

And we began to realize that we didn’t know this man.

What the hell were we dealing with? We didn’t have a clue!

The soldier that came back was hardly the person we knew.
No one prepared us to get our boy back with a soul that had been shattered.

They processed him out. Sign this! Sign that! Was that all that really mattered? -

Someone should have said to us, “Because of this awful waf, o
here’s a list of all the things you should be looking for.”
And if and when you see these things (on the list we sent to you)'

here are the ways you can help; here’s exactly what toi dQ.'

But that wasn’t done; so unprepared we tried to figure out what to do.

And just like that, in the blink of an eye, the whole ordeal was through.

But it wasn’t really over, our ordeal had just begun. - Y

For reasons we didn’t understand we lost our precious son.

His sisters lost their little brother, the one they helped to_raisé; ;o

When asked about our soldier we say, “Our boy is in the grave.”



Going To Graves

DAVID KNAPE

We go to graves to see the names
Upon the tombstones chiseled plain
To find the loved ones who we must

Fondly remember, a part of us

We go to graves to kneel at plots
Remembering things so soon forgot
We bow our heads and say a prayer

So many memories buried there

We go to graves to bend a knee
To see the photos of deceased
So young and vibrant they once were

Their likeness cause hearts to stir

We go to graves to say amen
To all the things remembered when

There was such joy in family, friends

Those times will never come again

We go to graves to tell our folks
The love we had but seldom spoke
And that we miss them more than we

Could ever say, quite honestly

We go to graves, down rows we walk
To find forebears, if stones could talk
What stories we would hear from them

Their voices echo in the wind

We go to graves to feel the sense
Of being with them, once again
Of having one more memory

Kept in our hearts eternally

We go to graves to find the thing
That’s missing in the lives we lead
And in the end, if truth we tell

We go to graves to find ourselves.

SEPTEMBER 11 TEN YEAR #38 NICK YOUNG



The Path of the Plummet

HALEY WALLACE

A silent doe

falls

by a murmuring stream.
Her blood flows

gently

into the warm, tall grass.
She shallowly gasps for air as her
wide

panicked

eyes begin to soften.

She gives in to the

calm

that is awaiting her.

She sees her fawn

in the edge of the clearing.

“Be silent,”

she says.

“Do not weep for the lost, for
found are we in the field that
awaits.”

Her eyes

close.

Her breath

gone.

The Huntress approaches and
weeps

for the swollen belly of her prey.
In vanity and senselessness we
take

life.

Through necessity we do the
ill.

Antichrist Oils

KATIE LIPSCOMB

Dark matter engulfs an event you'll forget.
Light dancing on a hoof about to commit,
A saint lying drunk on immanent floors.

Accepting death in everyday shadows.

There is nothing more.
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THE FORBIDDEN PATH

FAIZAH

My Father

11

KATHY GRISBY

When [ was a child 1iived on afarm.
[ grew up with seven sisters and two brothers.
There was always something to do, or to get
into. Our house had three bedrooms, one
bathroom, a living room and a big kitchen.
We had all kinds of trees surrounding our
house. There were apricot trees, peach trees,
plum trees and pine trees. In the spring when
all the trees were blooming, it smelled like
several different kinds of perfume.

Although the spring and summer were
beautiful, winterwas horrible. When it snowed,
the dirt roads would become impassable. As
nightfall came, the melted snow turned to
ice; most winter days the school bus did not
run. The one station wagon we had would
not start: therefore, we had to miss school.
The only good thing about snow was mama’s
homemade ice cream. She would make
it from snow, evaporated milk, sugar, and
vanilla extract. To us, it was better than store
bought ice cream.

I remember one year it snowed for three
days straight. The snow was about two feet
deep. We had no way of getting to town to
buy food, and we didn’t have a phone to
call anyone, even if we did, there was

no way anyone could get through the



Walking Softly

DAVID KNAPE

When walking

the woods

all the hardness
comes off

there are no

straight lines or
sharp edges

only ovals and
rounded shapes

the curl of leaves
round trunks of trees
the smoothness of
rain washed rocks
the softness of sands
the curve of a creek
a gentleness of light
filtered through trees
that lets you see

all hardness

going away

see where

softness is.

snow covered roads. As we listened to the radio that day, the
forecaster said there would be at least six more inches of snow
overnight. That night we went to bed and prayed that the sun
would be shining when we got up the next morning.

The next morning we woke up to find icicles hanging from
the roof of our house. Some of them were as long as baseball
bats. | opened the door to try to grab one. It was too big for me
to hold, so I dropped it and it shattered into tiny pieces.When my
mother heard it hit the porch, she came running into the living
room to see what had happened. She told me to get away from
the door before [ caught the ‘Pneumonia.’

My mother started cooking breakfast. She was cooking
rice and eggs. | sat there watching her as she cooked and sang
old black spirituals. She was singing my favorite one called, “By
the Grace of the Lord.” My mother always sang while she was
cooking. It made me feel happy just to sit and watch her cook. To
me, my mom was the best cook in the world.

As the day went on, the snow continued to fall. We all
played games inside the house in order not to get bored. When it
was time for lunch, we had pork meat from a can, and beans and
cornbread. After lunch, we watched television for several hours. |
got a pillow and a cover then laid on the floor. Shortly after that I
fell asleep. It seemed like only a few minutes later my sister woke
me up and said it was time for supper. We had leftovers from
lunch, and then we got ready for bed.

Again we prayed for the sun to come out in the morning.
When we got up the next morning, the snow was still coming
down. My mother cooked scrambled eggs for breakfast. | noticed
that our portions were smaller, but | did not say anything.

hortly after breakfast I saw my farther putting on his
overalls. | thought that maybe he was going to take out
the trash or something. He put on two jackets, a hat that
had flaps to cover his ears, and his rubber boots he used to move
irrigation pipes. I thought to myself that this was unusual for him
to put on so many things to take the trash out to the trash can;

the trash can was only five yards away.
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I went running straight to my mom to ask her what was going on. She told me
that my dad was going to walk to town to buy us come food. I felt like my heart
skipped a beat. The nearest town was at least eight miles away, and five of that was
dirt road. The snow was about two feet deep, and it was still snowing.

ears started rolling down my face as I watched my dad get his gloves, a

blanket, and his flashlight. | knew that my dad had made up his mind, and

no amount of my crying was going to stop him. We all watched as he went
out the door and across the fields. We watched until we couldn’t see him anymore.
As we watched television that day, everyone was silent. It was as if we were too
afraid to speak. Sensing our fear, my mother began to sing spirituals. We all began
to clap our hands and sing along with her. We took turns singing verses that we
knew. The singing seemed to have washed away our fear.

We ate lunch very slowly that day because we did not have anything left to
eat. One of my sisters complained that she was still hungry. My mother gave her
the food that she had. As soon as lunch was over, we started to play little games.
As soon as we started, we quit again because we kept thinking about our father.
I kept thinking, what if he fell and froze to death in the snow. Then, | would try

0 WIpe the negative thoughts out of my 1 A T NIGHT WE WENT TO BED AND PRAYED

THAT THE SUN WOULD BE SHINING
WHEN WE GOT UP THE NEXT MORNING.

mind. I then began to wonder what kind of
food he would bring back. | hoped that he
would bring us some goodies.

The hours passed and some of us were getting restless. We tried to keep
ourselves entertained, but by now it was impossible. We began looking out the
windows. The snow clouds were starting to break up. The sun was finally breaking
through the clouds. The icicles started melting off of the house. We were almost
blinded by the white snow and the bright sun.

In the distance I saw what looked like a person walking. Pretty soon the
others said they saw it, too. As the person got closer, we saw that it was my father.
He had two paper sacks, one in each hand. We all started jumping and screaming
with joy. As my father entered the door, he was almost knocked down. He finally
made it to the kitchen and sat the sacks on the table. He brought milk, cookies,
chicken, potatoes, juice, peanut butter, jelly, rice and eggs. He even brought us
some peppermint candy. We ate, and tanked God for my father’s safe return.

Ever since that day I have a heartfelt admiration for my father. He has always
put his children first. Still, to this day, he will do anything for any one of his ten kids.
I think my father is the best father in the world.

13



A Parting of Ways

WILLIAM VINCENT

Your mind is a room that smokes and burns,
And tears the upholstery that your mother owned.
With that dies the past, a taste thick and black,

and forgotten in the aftermath.

My word is a match that sets the spark,
And burns the brush, and signals the collapse.
Igniting the means, warring on your ends,

but both are forgotten in the aftermath.

INVISIBLE INJURIES
AMY CARTER-ISHMAEL

Compass
JOAN CANBY | stared at my father -- afraid of the bourbon
on his breath, the scratch of his beard against my
At thirteen years old I balanced astride my cheek, I ignored his words -- “Honey, dance with
3 speed Schwinn, stared towards the western  ys,” | leaned down on the living room floor, hugged
horizon where wild radishes, Indian paint the books to my chest and waited for a new life.

brush, lupine hid in carpets of yellow

mustard and red-tailed blackbirds flew Chumash Indians once gathered here, lovingly

into the branches of Channel Island oaks. laying Marlposs iullps and Sheeting Starpepples

onto the eyelids of their dead before burying their bones

Red smeared hashes of blood across his face  jnto the sacred meadows above the cliffs that

were still fresh from the night's fall when 1 looked out to the sea. Today I will put an orchid
return home from school. Daddy took our on his grave. I will set my compass for the meadow
black Retriever, lifted her up, put a forepaw where once I saw mustard, blackbirds and lupine
into one of his cupped hands, pushed her, and face the evening’s sunset and I'll dance for him.

prodded her into a dance across our oak floor.
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Tunneling

JOAN CANBY

Below our hill, beside the gravel path up to kitchen

and hearth, our fruit orchard of cherry, apricot, loquat,
plum and apple trees greeted my sister and me as we
waited for the call to dinner, to return home and to sleep.
The spring grass that year reached to the middle of the

trunks of the trees and rose up to our shoulders.

When we kneeled down, into the moist softness of its
blades we were covered, not to be seen by one another,
and totally submerged. My sister was the first to begin:
relentless she crawled, made her tracks and then |
followed her. Like rodents, gophers under black earth,
or red ants in their mounds, we created new underworlds.
As we crawled, hands on the ground, knees propelling us
through the sweet smelling grass, we created new paths Once Upon A Time
with high green walls. We each made our own maze. HALEY WALLACE
We remade the orchard into our own green puzzles.
You can tell that she’s
After the bulldozing of the trees, after the marriages,
used to carrying a child on
after the funerals, we were still waiting, still
her hip by the way she carries
making tunnels, still deep in the mazes of our lives.
her books to fourth period English.
Circles under her eyes mirror
pitch black hallways at
3AM, when nightmare cries interrupt

dreams of a supposed-to-be future.

She drifts through seas of rumors
spit by a jury who will never understand,
because time doesn’t stop

to wipe your tears.
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Two At the River Lethe

KELSEY JOHNSON

I remember the floor
of the back room: black-speckled,

off-white, linoleum.

That day it was dusty,
sticky with spilled soda
and peppered with plastic.

“I leave in four days.”
Four hours ago

he hadn’t been sure.

I remember triple checking
a pink cell phone, relief-giddy

toes tracing red brick.

Garrett's laugh always sounded
like a bear hug. His eyes turned

green when he smiled.

There’s a solemn-faced soldier
on thousands of postcards,

posters and billboards.

The text reads “US Marines:

Here lies your best friend.”

‘;:,{
%
'ﬁf
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Before He Deployed to Korea

SYLVIA ROJAS VAUGHN

His Mother had taught him
to swallow sadness.

He was not an angry boy
but reared

to be strong despite
everything.

And when

the exploding grenade

severed

a foot, fingers,

gouged an eye

he bit his lip,

smiled feebly

at the corpsman

applying pressure

to so many points.

When discharged,

he tossed the Purple Heart
in a drawer ’
with the .45,

fingering them

with his good hand

from time to time.

4
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STANDING ON THE UPSTAIRS LANDING SABRINA MENDOZA
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Named

D. M. WILKINS

It was around one in the afternoon when 1 got my first and only
confession of the day. | heard the curtain draw back. Then the person entered the booth.
When | heard two steps in a woman'’s heeled shoes, followed by the crinkling of a frilled
dress against the wooden bench and the resting of a purse against the floor, | knew it
was her. She had come in twice before in the exact same way. Only, previously, she
never had said a word. She just had sat there for a few minutes, both times, before
getting up to leave. Today was different. Inmediately, she began a confession.

“l ain’t a religious person, Father. This is only the 5 ,
DOESN'T EVERY GIRL

DESERVE TO FEEL SPECIAL?”
SHE PLEADED.

second time I've ever been here. In fact, I really don’t
know why I've come today. It’s just that it's my baby’s
first birthday. And as I was idling around at the foot of
the steps in front of the building, something told me | should come inside. I went to the
altar, and I don’t know if what I did counts as a prayer, but I gave it my best shot anyway,
for my baby. Still, it didn’t feel like the thing was quite complete. So, seemed all that was
left was for me to sit down here.”

She said the whole thing had started because she had wanted to feel, “just once” in
her life, “so very special. Doesn’t every girl deserve to feel special?” She pleaded. Then,
I tried to count the number of times she said the word special, but | couldn’t keep up.

She found idol worship deplorable. “A princess is born with a crown on her head
into a society with mansions, and inherits a whole country to bow down to her and
answer to her every beck and call. And the female celebrity is put on the pedestal of
some kind of goddess, with all kinds of men wanting to kiss her feet or the ground she
walks on. It’s all so useless.” She disparaged. She expressed a queer disdain for silver.
“It may not seem to make much sense, Father, but | hate silver. Silver this, silver that.”
She said, and went on.

“A precious, little daddy’s girl receives the wonders of the world on a silver platter,
and eats as much as she wants with a silver spoon in her mouth. And her life is so grand

carried on beneath clouds with silver linings. Not to mention, she wastes silver by the

19



buckets full.” She continued, loathing, “But the
main reason | don't like silver, plain and simple, is
‘cause silver don’t like me.

ome women have known special their

whole lives long.” And as these women

know special, she said she simply had
wanted to know for herself that kind of special
she only had read of in “storybooks telling about
handsome, well-to-do knights, riding in on white
horses to rescue damsels in distress. You know,
the kind of thing every girl dreams about.”

He made her feel the kind of special she
never had known. Her lover. She said he had
been around for eight months, far longer than
the rest. He told her all the time that she was
pretty. He pampered her unendingly: paying to
get her hair and nails done; feeding her romantic
candlelit dinners he had prepared; and treating
her to indulgent massages after they had shared
long, steamy baths together. No man ever had
done any of those things. He bought her all kinds
of fancy dresses. She relished the attention she
got whenever she donned the dresses during
their nights out on the town.

“He moved all his stuff in. He wanted
to make a home with me. Plus that, I like his
kind of affection. Kinda controlling, you know.
And his possessive, dominating, physical love.
That hearty rock of his, taxing my body. Just so
strong. Penetrating the physical and runnin’ right
through to my spiritual. Maybe you know what |
mean, Father. Maybe you don’t. And well, | know
it ain’t godlike, cause we never got married. But
a woman’s got needs, and | ain’t no saint. Ain’t
trying to be, neither.

ut | guess | don’t need to keep going on

about it, except to say that the things

he did made me feel like | belonged to
somebody. Call me crazy but it feels nice, even

to be owned, if it's by someone who really wants
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you. He said he would take me to Hawaii some
day. | never seen the likes of anywhere besides
this Podunk town, except on TV. He paid for that
too. I'll never forget the day he made me well up
with tears so that I nearly burst. When he called
me his Special Gal. That's what it was. That's
the very thing that done me in for good, and he
didn’t even know it. You see, Father, special is
like a kind of blanket for me. How can I say it
so you’ll understand?” She stopped to think for
a moment. Then started again. “It's the blanket
that covers all my poor and ugly imperfect. He
did special to me. And it shot the moon.
Everything was fine, until one day when
he took note of my belly. | had kept it hidden
from everyone for a good long while, even him.
Nobody was wise to it but me. I figured it was
best just to keep quiet about it. | mean, yeah,
he noticed it. He thought I was just puttin’ on a
little weight, and | was seven months in before
he figured it out. When he did, he barely said
anything to me, just that he didn’t want no
children. Even though we had laid and made one
together, he said he hadn’t any use for a child.
From that day on, the pain of what he said
grew in me like the terriblest thing you couldn’t
imagine. | already had started to feel an affinity
for my unborn child. It felt like the best part of
me. But it burned in my head like liquid metal, the
thought of that man someday leaving me. And
I knew that he would without him ever having
to say it. He had left other women for far lesser
things. It really was from then on that things
started to be different; although, I guess I just
hadn’t wanted to see it. Looking back, | ignored
the signs. We fought a lot. He stopped buying me
stuff. Started coming in later and later all the time
atnights, and leaving earlier in the mornings. And
when the phone rings at three in the morning,

you can bet it ain’t somebody calling about the



weather. But | wasn’t going to accept any of it.
I kept right on anyway. For the three months
after Baby was born, | tried all [ knew to make
everything work out alright for the three of us.
But in my heart, | knew it wasn’t to be.

o, one day as | prepared Baby in the

carriage, | tried hard to think of my

options. As it was, nobody but me and my
lover had known about the birth of my baby. Not
even my mother. | guess | hadn’t told anybody
because in the back of mind I still didn’t know
what | aimed to do about things. So, even though
there were the homes of relatives, | had to figure
they would ask too many questions. There was
the hospital, but hospitals have too much traffic
to and fro, and cameras watching everywhere.
Then, I thought of this here church. This building
has been so good to me. But this didn’t seem
like the right place either. Then I remembered
a small detail. It came to me how Baby loved
the blankets. He loved the fuzzy, soft blankets,
those ones hanging near the back corner of
that expensive, department store. It was one
of the only times me and Baby would leave the
apartment, to go to that big department store
to cash my government checks. Baby loved
to be out and about. He would kick and laugh
and make baby talk to people walking by. He
liked that department store. Strolling through
the aisles of that massive place was like a walk
in wonderland for him. But it was funny how he
always seemed most content in one little corner
of that big ol' store. The other mothers and
their babies hardly ever came back there. There
weren’t so many name-brand things over there
and displays all fixed up with mannequins, you
know. In fact, the most beautiful thing in that
corner was the big, pretty, multicolored blankets
that hung like a waterfall against the wall. I
would wave them around, and Baby would go
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Calibration

EVAN HINTON

Eight bits

like the eyes of a spider
cannot weigh

your smile
transcending every
dimension

impossible to decipher

Facade

HALEY WALLACE

Honeyed words soak your lips;
a sign of trouble, of eminence,
ensues and drift to my ears

and there it plants and doubles my fears.

Your eyes, black diamonds, stare through my breast,
invade my heart, and multiply my distress.
Though your smile is sweet my tears are sweeter,

innocent as the doe and rejoice us neither.

You have no tears, only cold honey—

thick and sticky and unsettling.



crazy in his carriage. That day before leaving my
apartment, [ thought long and hard then decided
I had the right notion.

Aslapproachedthe cornerofthe department
store, | could see the pretty blankets were just as
they always had been. Only, this time they were
draped around a 7oo-dollar, solid-oak crib, that
had been clearance marked to 47s. This was the
most out-of-place thing I ever had seen in that
little corner. But, it was so much the better. | told
myself Baby could sleep in style.

I took Baby from the carriage. | squeezed
him so tight that I believe some of his very soul
must’ve rushed right out into mine. In fact, I
knew it was true because | had not felt him so
strong within me before then. And I've felt him in
me, just like that, ever since. For most of that day
Baby had been cranky and fussy, but when I laid
him down on that lavish bed and wrapped him
in those soft, fuzzy blankets he began to ease.
There was a hush that fell over him. Still, [ waited
a short while. By and by, Baby didn’t make a
sound. He just looked up at me, stretched a big
Baby stretch, smiled then fell into a peaceful
sleep. | reached down to give him a kiss, but I
couldn’t. I knew to leave well enough alone.
Then, that was it. It was over. And it was time for
me to leave the big department store again.

n the bus ride home | thought hard

about a lot of stuff. Aren't we all,

everyday, just looking for our own,
individual kind of special? Once she finds it,
doesn’t a body do whatever’s necessary to keep
it? What is the taste of silver? | mean, what does
it taste like? What is it like to breathe the air that
swirls about in big ole mansions? How is it to go
about everywhere with a crown perched on top
of your head? I can say | know for a fact that
lips tickle when they kiss the underside of your
foot?” She snickered strangely.

Finally, she broke. She broke down, crying
inconsolably.Inawildrash ofinsufferable emotion
she began to rant, praying futility that it was still

2:2

warm inside Baby’s blankets. In that corner of
the store where Baby was no more. She wailed
out loud and horrifically. Her cry was shrill and
unabated. At a point | was not sure I could stand
beneath the gravity of her confessing, how not
a solitary day goes by that she doesn’t think
of him, and of the eternal nightmares about
a floating black speck representing the hole
in her soul. I believe that was the place in her
from which the howling arose. That terrible
howling. Until, eventually she stopped talking,
and there was nothing more. Just the bellowing.
The sound that seemed finally to break out after
having been buried forever beneath a thousand
tons. At first I tried to placate her with words. It
was no use. So, | left her alone. And she would
go on like this for a tiny eternity.

hen, it seemed out of nowhere when,

by and by, she did gather the pieces of

herself and went right back to telling her
story. Only, when she had started back, there
was the sense about her spirit of something
renewed, as though a critical weight had been
lifted. With care, she mentioned how she has
visited hers and Baby’s corner of the department
store many times since that fateful day. And that
she can feel somehow that Baby is well looked
after. 1 kept expecting she would conclude her
confession with incessant ramblings about the
man she loved and the countless wonders of
their revived relationship. She did not. In fact,
she didn’t speak another word about her lover,
except to say that he never again did ask about
his Baby. It felt awkward not knowing their
resulting status; but then, | figured somehow
that | already had known.

Then she was silent. She began again,
saying, “You know, Father, I learned something
about special. Sometimes it just ain’t what you
thought it would be. And, more often than not,
that storybook with the fairytale prince in it ain‘t
worth the paper it's written on. But, that's just
how | see it.” She paused again.



Then, | heard what sounded like two
hollow pieces of metal clinking together, then
the sound of her purse resting against the floor
again. The metal clinked softly, on and off
while she continued.

“I had tried to figure out exactly what [ came
here for. | wasn’t sure about my reasons. | just
knew | needed to come. Now I think I know.”
She revealed.

“Have you not come here for absolution?”
I searched.

“No. [ mean, well, I thought | had. But I
already felt that burden fly from me a moment
ago. | may not know where my baby is, but I do
know his name and that he’s alright. Don’t ask me
how, I just know. | guess that’s all that matters
to me. Ain’t no use wondering whether I'm right
with God. I figured a while back that I ain’t got it
in me to aspire to something so complex. In fact,
I can tell you surely that when I last left here, |
never thought I'd see this place again.”

AT FIRST [ TRIED TO PLACATE HER
WITH WORDS. IT WAS NO USE.
So, | LEFT HER ALONE.

It was then that I wondered if the woman
had grown up in this church, until at last she
finished her story.

“Early that morning before the sun came up,
I had started to feel my baby coming. And | got
so scared | didn’t know what to do. I just got off
the bus and started walking, and walking. Then,
when | thought | couldn’t go anymore, | saw
the cross on the backside of the steeple. And |
stumbled up onto the back steps of this building.

| tried to be quiet, but | could not hold my
screams. | was in agony. A Sister had heard me
and came out to see. She talked about calling for
help, but I told her | would leave if she told even
a single other soul. She made a cross on her
chest. I knew then that she was well with God.
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How to Make Your Own Hell

NICHOLAS McLEAN

“From what I've tasted of desire

I hold with those who favor fire”
Robert Frost, Fire and Ice

The Fire always burns away
The sins committed without measure,

Churning, burning night and day

The strange feeling that you get,
Too much pain and too much pleasure,

The fire always burns away.

Excess knows no bounds but the ones behind it,
Leaping off the ledge and diving into the abyss,
Churning, burning, night and day.

So far from the sheets of lace
Down below in the blackest darkness,

The Fire always burns away.

And in this lonely, hollow place
The heart builds itself a pyre,
Churning, burning night and day

Secrets this heart might betray,
Lost in the tongues of desire,
Sins the Fire always burns away,

Churning, burning, night and day.



Then, she went back inside. When an old bum
wandered by, | told him to beat it and hoped
that he wouldn’t bring anybody back thataway.
He never did. The Sister came out again quickly
with a big bowl of warm water, a beautiful
crocheted blanket, and some towels. She laid
me out longwise on one of the large steps then
dampened one of the towels. She told me to
bite down on it each time the pains came. I did.
And ever so often she would ask me a question
that had nothing to do with childbirth, and it
aggravated me a little. The only question I rightly
recall is that she asked me what my favorite way
to pass the time was, while she rubbed my hand
in hers. But [ was so gripped with pain I couldn’t
give her no answer.

I really don’t know quite how it all fit
together--the trick with the towel and the idle
questions about myself. But it did, somehow it
all helped me through. She helped me through
the hardest thing in my life. Funny thing was,
since shortly after she gave me that crocheted
blanket, I've carried it wrapped in a small bundle
in my purse. It's never left me, not the blanket
nor my gratitude for what she did.

fter the thing was over, she cleaned my

baby up and wrapped him in the blanket.

She wrapped me in the towels, and
attended to me for a little while longer. I don’t
know how I done it, but | was, surely enough,
getting up to leave when she begged me to let
her get someone to take me home. | would have
nothing of it. | was turning surely to walk away,
and she thought certainly that | would give my
baby a name. I could not. She gave me some
suggestions, but none of them seemed quite
right. And as | was leaving, | couldn’t help but
notice that it was the thing about the name that
had saddened her the most.
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In the end, it made me feel bad that she
had given me so much and that I had given
her nothing in return. I guess my heart couldn’t
leave it thataway. I realize now it’s the reason
I am here today. I am here to beg a favor of
you, Father. I never had much to offer anyone.
And I ain’'t got much to offer now. But there’s
something | would like you to deliver for me
today. Her name was Sister Cheaney. When you
see her, please deliver this message: tell her that
in my free time, I like to crochet.”

ith that, the woman grew silent again.

And shortly after, | heard the crinkling

of her dress and the knocking of her
heeled shoes against the floor as she left the
confessional booth, drifting gradually towards,
then through the front church doors. Later I
thanked the Lord that was the only confession |
got all that day because I can be sure I could not
have handled even a shard more than that.

At the end of the evening, as | was tidying
the booths, | came upon the booth where the
woman had sat. At the far end of the wooden
bench, I saw a crocheted blanket neatly folded.
On top of it lied a crudely fashioned paper
tent. | took the piece of paper. It read, simply,
For Sister Cheaney.

I put together that the metal clinking
sound I'd heard earlier must have been from
the woman crocheting as she’d spoken to me.
It was then that she had been struck with the
crucial epiphany. A guarded memento of some
sort. And I could not resist knowing what she
had added to the blanket. So, with a quick prayer
that God might forgive my wayward curiosity, |
opened the blanket to see inside that the three
tiny words she had stitched thereupon were
ones that would forever remain impressed upon
my own heart, Landon Michael Scott.



+¢ | Who is Teaching Them to Forget?
W SHARON ORSBORN

It's Cinco de Mayo; most folks celebrate the day. —

But my world changed forever on the fifth of May.

It has been three years since my boy died.

A fact that I wish I could run from and hide.

But | can’t hide from the awful truth.

My son died in the prime of his youth.

He fought in a war that was ugly and mean.

And he came home broken from things he’d seen.

Deep down in my heart it’s really ok.

I know that I'll see him again one day.

But it hurts just the same that he’s gone from this life.

He’'ll never have children, a home, or a wife.

He fought for something that isn’t quite clear.

And the fight continues year after year.

Too many have been lost in the heat of the fight.

Even more are haunted by their dreams at night.

Statistics announce that because of the stress

many vets think there’s just one way out of this mess.

Brave soldiers who've served try to take their own lives,

leaving their children, their parents, their wives.

They are trained to do battle, to fight till they’ve won.

But who's teaching them how to forget what they've done? -
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Freedom

DEBORAH WORTHINGTON

Americans know about freedom. in school we learn how our
forefathers fought and died so we can live in a free society. Yet few of us encounter
freedom because its true nature is experienced only through its opposite. Even though
my husband was a career Army soldier, freedom was still an abstract concept to me.

In August 1989, visiting colleagues stationed in West Berlin, we were enjoying an
evening on the town—great schnitzel, a few glasses of Riesling, tales of past exploits
swapped with longtime friends as we crammed into a Volkswagen bug to see the
Berlin Wall after dark. Seconds after arriving at the massive concrete barrier, we stood
mute; our gala laughter transformed into a requiem lament.

I walked to the nearest mobile viewing trestle and ascended the stairs to the
observation platform twelve feet above the pavement. Across the expanse, light
masts transformed evening into day; the glaring flood lights unable to camouflage the
depth of inner darkness. From my elevated perch, I viewed the gradation known as
‘no man'’s land’, the ‘dead zone’ or ‘death’s strip’; all names apposite. The sole harvest
of these harrowed rows of barren ground was despair, anguish and death. A swath
of sand scrutinized for footprints and a chain of signal construction replete with trip
wires and land mines prevented anyone from crossing undetected. Deep-set trenches
alongside the strip of concrete road prohibited the further advance of patrolling
vehicles. Emanating from this corridor of misery loomed the ubiquitous watchtowers
dominating the horizon like malevolent sentries; turrets shielded snipers brandishing
rifles aimed not in my direction, but searching for its fellow citizens.
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