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Reflection Pool
 

!is is one of several images Peter Selgin did of the reflection pool at Wave Hill, in the 
Bronx. Some were realistic, others naïve and fanciful. For Peter, the realistic renderings 
were warm-ups for the more poetic naïve interpretations: they gave him the confidence 
to break the “rules" of perspective, color, etc. Peter was well into his thirties when he 
discovered naïve art and has never looked back. Realism was his BA; naïve art was his 
PhD. Wasn’t it Nietzsche who said, “Maturity is the ability to recapture the seriousness of 
a child at play”? Peter says that rather perfectly describes his “mature” art.

Selgin’s paintings have been featured in the New Yorker, !e Wall Street Journal, Outside, 
Forbes, Gourmet, Italian Food and Wine, and many other publications. Other illustration 
clients have included Volkswagen, British Airways, Canon Corporation, Merrill-Lynch, 
Rolling Stone, Banker’s Trust, Virgin Atlantic, Burberry’s of London, IBM, and American 
Express. His children’s picture book, S.S. Gigantic Across the Atlantic (Simon & Schuster, 
1999), which he wrote and illustrated, was a Scholastic Book Club Main Selection. It 
won the 2000 Helen Lemme Award for Best Children’s Picture Book.
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POETRY

Nothing to Fear
Nigel Paton

Here, in the corner of a ruined school
(More ruined even than my heart), I
 Wait.
While men declare that there’s no
goodness in me,
I sit alone, and brood upon my fate.
And hear their words, like salt rubbed
 in my wounds
And tell myself I must accept my state.

   Jahan Malek Khatun 1324-1382

I’ll raise an army just like the Taliban did, except that mine will be made of educated, 
determined Afghan women. Over the past weeks, we have had to take our work under-
ground, but we are still working, most of us from secret locations, in fear for our lives.

   Pashtana Durrani 1998-

A Girls’ School in Kabul, 2012:

!e classroom has four walls, one taller than the other three. In the taller wall, there 
is an arched portal which a"ords a view of the courtyard and the cross-shaped pool 
and a small fountain. In the garden, the teachers are resting and chatting. Every-
where the tile work is spectacular. 

!ere are seven smaller rooms in the school. Light filters through lattice windows. 
!e columns in the sta" room are inscribed with verses. On the upper story is a 
room where musical instruments are stored. On the floors are Persian carpets from 
Tabriz. 
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Food is prepared in traditional clay ovens.

Props and dress-up clothes are kept in a wooden box.

!e school’s computer is in the principal’s o#ce.

!e Schoolyard after the Invasion of Kabul, August 2021:

On the pavement, a game of hopscotch,
faintly outlined.
Arabesques of skipping ropes on the ground where they fell
when the alarm sounded.
Hoops and rubber balls,
marbles where they rolled,
overturned trucks,
their wheels still spinning.
Carts, card games, and cap guns,
dolls and spacemen
left behind after 
the alien abduction.
Poppies dropped on the
gleaming quarterdeck 
of a ghostly ship
the crew abandoned.
“Come back! You have nothing to fear,”
said the commander.
!e children are gone -
the man lied.

An old man says we must remain here.
_
we can’t be kept locked up
in this sad chamber, wracked with pain
here,
we can’t be kept locked up.
!at woman with tempestuous hair
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is like a wild beast’s mane,
Stuck in the house, held by a chain
here,
she can’t be kept locked up.

   Mahsati 1089-1159

!e words by Pashtana Durrani, executive director of LEARN, were reported by !e 
Telegraph on August 23, 2021.

!e lines by Jahan Malek Khatun and Mahsati come from Mirror of My Heart: A 
!ousand Years of Persian Poetry by Women, translated by Dick Davis, published by 
Penguin Books.
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2021 TIFERET CONTEST WINNER - POETRY

Low Tide o" the North Cove Road
Lyn Butler Gray

Clearly darkness as we think of it will never come. 
!e night, mouth agape, gives way to tungsten light. 

At the tide’s farthest clasp giant moon snails 
drill the shells of littleneck clams,

emptying out their innards 
through unthinkably perfect holes. 

Come dawn I have not slept. I write of the jays 
not seen in such numbers here before, 

their electric-blue punk-rocker silhouettes. 
Vagabonds like me. It’s still enough 

to hear their wings, for the foraging juncos 
to su"er my presence while the rockers 

go crazily about their business, 
gorging on pale arbutus flowers.

A mink, dripping wet, slippers 
her dinner across the shale,

the fat-headed sculpin 
gasping from her mouth.

Now.  Warm rain.

When did the world become 
what I have longed for all along?
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2021 TIFERET CONTEST HONORABLE MENTION - POETRY

Paris 2019
Jeanne Wagner

You point out the plane trees along the Seine,
their bark surprisingly pale, 
as if they’re wearing an older tree’s skin,
my own skin becoming like that, too friable 
to scu$e with every sharp corner, every blast 
of unseasonable wind. You can tell I’m 
wearing my maps on the inside now,
even my watch set to the hour back home.
But those stalls on the Left Bank look 
the same as the last time we were here,
not surprising since they’re selling the past—
same prints of Old Masters, same sketches 
of the Ei"el Tower, or Notre Dame 
before its burn-scars, before tarps thwarted 
the rain trying to find a way in. We overhear
a guide explaining the word boulevard once
meant an avenue on the site of an old rampart, 
a bulwark to stave o" whatever comes. A city, 
he said, isn’t built once, but again and again.
!e crowd is silent for a few seconds, then,
from the back, I hear someone shout out Amen.
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2021 TIFERET CONTEST HONORABLE MENTION - POETRY

You Can Return, But Not Go Back
Alison Hurwitz

You can return, of course, drive south, take 167 down from Lafayette to Abbeville 
through submerged fields of rice and sugar cane, across the many levees ready for 
inevitable flood, muddy water seeping deep, indelible as ink, the crumpled writing 
in an unsent letter home. You can stretch your beaten heart through slow and heated 
August light, out toward the family land, where three generations with your blood 
kept burying their secrets, rising up in rhythm with the bayou, ambling there, where 
even grass is Catholic, named for St. Augustine. You can gather up a bounty of aza-
leas now gone wild, and hear the heated insect thrum vibrating sleeping memories 
until they stir and turn in unsettled ripples on the air.

Yet you cannot go back, walk in through the garage that’s gone, unlock the dormant 
doors that do not now exist within the thick and heavy sigh of afternoon, cannot 
enter there, passing over one more line that marks a liminal kind of lintel, from 
outward presentation into the inner opposite of sanctum. You will not pass into 
that crisp mint presence of an air-conditioned house, where every word falls sharply 
into broken shards of glass. You cannot stand on edge inside the kitchen, where 
once a brilliant woman stood and swepted and su"ocated, wrapped in her trapped 
intelligence, brushing up against the roughened sweep of angry love, those random 
crumbs left by some long-ago and tentative beginning soon condemned to silence, 
annihilated easily with just one word of genteel scorn. 

Your memory holds the hand that you extended in your mind, that waited there a si-
lent time, held out until it slowly dropped away. You can remember little things, like 
the sheer and overwhelming quantity of paper towelling she used, as if continually 
attempting to wipe away the mess of her own bitterness, to tidy it with moistened 
towels, keep shame from spotting any surface with too-rude exclamation of un-
sightly rash remark. You joke, in an aside, that her unquiet ghost could not abide a 
change of ownership, and so, enraged, then sparked a fire in the wires; set the house 
to burn its secrets to the ground, just one week before it sold, but you say it in an 
undertone, still cautious after more than sixty years.
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You could well imagine something smoldering, some unattended remnant of resent-
ment left within the empty house, still sitting silent on the land and scrutinizing 
everything outsiders should not realize, surrounded by an almost Eden she had 
planted, each emblem of a wish that she put firmly in its place, some rooted current 
of her civilized disquiet vibrating; a chord that lingers, unresolved and dissonant. 
You can return and see the place where once the house that she designed presided on 
its acreage, but you cannot go back, re-enter who you were to her, and who she was 
to you. !anks be to whatever God remains there, watching in the shadows: 

You cannot go back.
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2021 TIFERET CONTEST WINNER - FICTION

Old Times
Robert Sachs

 Every year they go to an auction to benefit the poor of Belize. As this year’s 
auction is wrapping up, the supple leather fielder’s glove—with leather laces and lin-
ing—beckons to Barry. He bids fifty. Another man, also in his eighties, bids seventy-
five. Back and forth it goes. Barry understands, if Helen doesn’t, that it’s more than 
just a fielder’s glove. His bid of four hundred is good enough to win what both men 
know can be purchased for closer to fifty. It is silly; what would either of them do 
with it?
 !ere is gentle ribbing on the way home from the benefit, which he takes 
in good humor. “It’s for charity,” he says. “It’s not the mitt; I wanted to support the 
cause.” Helen smiles.
 Barry puts the glove on the shelf in his o#ce next to the antique globe held 
in place by a pewter stand. He’ll sit at his desk looking at the monitor, surfing the 
net perhaps, writing perhaps, looking at the glove. He’ll pick it up, slip his left hand 
inside and slap the pocket with the side of his right fist.
 He stares at the catcher to get the sign. He shakes o" the curve, nods to the slider. 
Man on first, two out. !ree and two on the batter. Barry stretches without a windup, 
pauses with his glove at belt level, checks the runner and throws a strike, chest high, 
catching the outside corner. !e crowd goes wild. Barry raises both hands in a sign of 
victory and goes back to searching for a geriatrician on his computer.
 Barry turned eighty in April and the thought of it is consuming him. !e 
entreaties by Helen that it’s only a number don’t satisfy him. He worries over every 
pain, every missed appointment, every lost word. He feels guilty continually asking 
What? His mail is filled with ads for senior housing, men’s diapers, and free hearing 
aid tests, as if they know something he only fears. He tells himself to stop dwelling 
on it. Don’t live your life thinking every minute about your age. But that’s what he 
does. He’s read that an eighty year old male has a life expectancy of 8.34 years. In 
other words, he tells Helen, he’s not expected to live past eighty-eight. 
 “I’ll put it on the calendar,” she says, not looking up from the romance 
novel she’s reading.

 He plans a special weekend in Chicago with his old high school buddies. 
!ere are ten of them, all born in 1940. Barry and three others started kindergarten 
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together in 1945. !e rest signed on in high school. He sends the invitations via 
e-mail. “We’re eighty. Get over it,” he says, hoping to convince himself. “Let’s get to-
gether in Chicago.” He proposes the first weekend in November and, to his surprise, 
everyone says yes. 
 “What are the odds,” Barry asks Helen, “of all of us still alive and kicking? 
And of all of us willing and able to share a weekend together in Chicago?” 
 “Fifty-fifty?” she guesses. He’s thinking much less.
 !ey were in the same club. !ey shared stories about the girls they dated. 
!ey played touch football on Sunday, ate Italian sausage sandwiches at three in the 
morning. !ey spent long summer days at the beach; went to each other’s weddings. 
Yes, they drifted apart over the years, with some, like him, moving out of town; the 
cardiologist and the car salesman having less and less in common. !ere are a couple 
of West Coasters and one in Boston. Barry and Helen now live in Indianapolis.
 “We’ll eat, we’ll talk, I’ll even show you where I grew up,” he says when she 
asks what they’ll do for three days. “You’ve got to meet the guys.”
 !e week before, he missed a regular monthly lunch with a group of retired 
friends. “You’ve got a cell phone,” Helen preached. “It has a calendar program. Put 
your appointments in it and you won’t forget. You can set alarms.”
 He nodded, but he wasn’t ready for it. An electronic calendar would be a 
capitulation.
 She assured him it’s not Alzheimer’s. “Everyone forgets things, Barry. Even 
me. Who’s the vice-president of the United States? Count backward from twenty, or 
whatever.”
 “Okay, okay” he said. “So I haven’t lost that much of my cognition. Yet.”
 While preparing for their trip to Chicago, he is reminded of Maggie, the 
woman he dated during his last year of law school and for a couple of years thereaf-
ter. She was a beauty back then. !in, with dark brown hair down to her waist, held 
in a pony tail most of the time and let loose during love making. He remembers how 
enthusiastic and daring she was during those intimate times. He also remembers how 
quickly in the fall of 1966 she broke it o". 
 !ey were eating dinner at a French restaurant in the Loop. It was an un-
seasonably warm November night. During a dessert of pears Belle Helene she said, 
“!is isn’t working, Barry. I have feelings for you, but something’s missing.” And just 
like that it was over.
 He goes online now looking for her. He types in “Margaret Weinsap,” but 
Google produces nothing. It is as if she never existed. Probably uses a married name, 
he thinks. Maybe one of the Chicago guys will know how to find her. Barry isn’t sure 
what he wants to find. Is she fat and ugly? Would that make him feel better? Skinny 



17

and wrinkled? Alive? He tells himself he’s just curious to see how she turned out. He 
wonders if she remembers him, Googles him.

 !e four out-of-town couples stay at a hotel central to where most of the 
locals live. On Friday evening, everyone shows up early at the restaurant. !ey have 
a private room with tables arranged in a square, facilitating conversation. Barry real-
izes how much he loves seeing his old friends. !ere are hugs and kisses. He’s near 
tears, but he holds it in. He introduces Helen to the gang. !ere are the mandatory 
comments about how Helen was able to tame their once wild friend, etc. !rowaway 
comments that mean nothing more than welcome to the group. 
 Everyone looks great, considering. And Barry finds himself considering, 
watching each of his friends for signs. Are they talking? Do they have trouble sitting 
down? Standing up? Have any of them fallen asleep? Does their skin look healthy? 
Do they continually say What? Who’s got hair and who doesn’t? He judges silently 
where he fits among the ten of them. Probable financial assets based on jobs: he 
thinks he’s third, maybe fourth. Probable health situation based on his visual assess-
ment: maybe fifth. One is a serious hiker. Another a bicycle rider. A third seems to 
live at his health club. A fourth worked with his hands all his life and looks fit. Fifth, 
at best. Maybe sixth. He feels a kick under the table. “Relax,” Helen whispers. He 
orders a cheeseburger with grilled onion rings and a beer.

 Just the other day, the pulmonologist said he couldn’t believe Barry was 
eighty. “You’re aging gracefully, Barry.” And then he added, “It does look like you’ve 
developed asthma. Not a major issue at your age. We’ll put you on an inhaler you 
can use from now on.” He said from now on, but Barry heard, for the rest of your 
pitifully short life. He takes seven pills in the morning and eight at night. Now the 
inhaler. He’ll be lucky, he thinks, to make it to eighty-eight. 

 After dinner, the four out of town couples go back to the motel and sit in 
the lobby talking about kids and grandkids, about how none of them miss Chicago, 
about how they keep busy after retirement. Around midnight, one wife yawns and 
says she’s going up to the room. “Need my beauty sleep,” she says, kissing the top of 
her husband’s head. In short order, the remaining wives follow. 
 “Remember Irys Kessler?” Ronny says as soon as the elevator door closes on 
the last wife.
 “Blonde, big knockers,” Danny says
 “I saw her obituary the other day.”
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 “She was at the fiftieth, wasn’t she? Looked healthy enough back then. Still 
a stunner.”
 “Barry, speaking of stunners, what about Maggie? Ever hear from her?” 
 “Not a word,” Barry says quietly, wondering if they somehow sensed she 
was on his mind. But there is a turn in their smiles that makes him feel they know 
something he doesn’t. 
 “What?” he asks.
 “Apparently, the news doesn’t travel as far south as Indianapolis,” one says. 
“She’s married, Barry—to a woman.”
 “Talk about dodging a bullet,” Ronny says. 
 Barry forces a smile and shrugs his shoulders. It is hard for him to conceive 
of Maggie with a woman. What had he missed? How could she have been more 
heterosexual? “Times change,” he says to his friends. “And you know, guys, after me, 
no man is adequate. Simple as that.”
 !ey laugh on cue and move on to the benefits of long term health insur-
ance. But Barry can’t get Maggie out of his mind. Maybe she wasn’t sure of her gen-
der preference and her wild sexuality was just part of her exploration of where she fit 
in. Was he nothing more than a willing guinea pig? He hopes she’s found what she’s 
looking for and is happy.
 Saturday morning, a caravan of cars makes its way into the city. !e old 
neighborhood looks familiar and yet unfamiliar to Barry. !e drug store has become 
a pharmacia, the grocery a bodega. Some churches are now mosques or Korean 
temples. !e Terminal !eater, along with the entire block on Lawrence Avenue, 
has been razed, replaced by a thrift store and a parking lot. Barry would be in the 
balcony of that theater every Friday night during his high school years, watching a 
movie or making out with one of his girlfriends. 
 He had lived in three di"erent apartments growing up, all within a four 
block area. And within that area he attended both elementary and high school. He 
realizes his entire life until he was thirty was circumscribed by a relatively few square 
blocks, with excursions on the elevated for college, law school and downtown shop-
ping. Because he grew up in Chicago, his friends in Indianapolis think of him as a 
big city dude. But in truth he lived in a very small town that happened to be part of 
a large city. He wondered if that was true of everyone.
 !ey stand in front of the two-flat apartment building where Barry was 
born. It looks much the same, except it now has a high fence around it. As he stands 
looking at this tiny apartment with two bedrooms and one bath for the six of them, 
he notices the warped window sill, the peeling paint, simple shades replacing the 
Venetian blinds. !eir second apartment was on a busy street, above a grocery store. 
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It’s still there, somewhat worse for wear. A locked gate is now at the entrance to the 
narrow walkway leading past the store to the apartments. And their third apart-
ment—the one he lived in with his parents until he was thirty—is now an admin-
istrative building for a small local college. It looks as if they had put some money 
in it to match the overall feeling of the school. Standing across the street from this 
three-flat apartment building, Barry realizes from this vantage point, he sees his 
elementary school to his left and his high school to his right. 
 !ey go in turn to the boyhood homes of the other guys. Only one had 
lived in an actual house. Looking at it now, he sees it’s modesty, but when he was in 
high school, Barry thought of it as a mansion. He tells Helen it was the first single 
family dwelling he had ever been in.
 Barry and his kindergarten friends decide to walk over to their elementary 
school. !ey’ll catch up with the others at lunch.  Despite a modern addition, the 
school looks much the way it did when they were young. “Boy’s Entrance” remains 
carved in the concrete entablature above the east entrance, while “Girl’s Entrance” 
graces the west. A glance at his friends acknowledges they are remembering the 
bumblebee incident that, for a few years, had made Barry a hero. During recess one 
fall morning, he was chewing a wad of bubble gum. Just as he pushed part of it out 
of his mouth to blow a bubble, a large bumblebee landed on it. Barry stood stock 
still as the bee moved around the wad, millimeters from his face. !e entire class 
stopped in their tracks to watch. Very slowly, using his tongue, he pushed more and 
more of the gum out of his mouth. With each push, the bumblebee adjusted its 
stance. Everyone was holding their breath. His teacher stood at the doorway to the 
school, her hand to her mouth. Finally, after what seemed like an hour, Barry let the 
gum drop from his lips to the ground. !e bee circled his head a couple of times as if 
to challenge him to pick up the sticky pink glob, and then flitted o". His courageous 
handling of the situation brought adulation from his classmates and an admonition 
from his teacher about chewing gum during school hours. Barry realizes the way 
these friends relate to him now—seventy years later—is, in part, a product of that 
bumblebee incident. 
 “Remember Roy and the bumblebee incident?” Kenny says. “!ought for 
sure he’d lose it, spook the bee and get stung on his tongue.”
 Roy, who retired from the Chicago Police Force after forty years, laughs. “I 
was never more scared. Nothing during my career as a cop was as nerve wracking as 
that.”
 Barry wants to yell out, “Wait, that was me!” And he almost does, but he 
stops when he realizes they must be right. !ey must be right. Somehow this had 
gotten mixed up in his memory. “I’m not losing my memory, I’m losing my mind,” 
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he says to himself. “!ank God Helen isn’t here to see this.” He’s told the bumblebee 
story a million times down in Indy. No more. “You were a real hero, Roy,” he says. 
“It’s a great story.”

 At dinner on Saturday the talk turns to their high school teachers. !e 
di#cult geometry teacher who was on the draft board, the clueless Spanish teacher. 
Each had a favorite. Barry finds he remembers relatively few names compared to the 
others. “Who was the guy who couldn’t stop looking at Carolyn What’s-her-name’s 
legs?” 
 “Mr. Jenkins,” the others shout.
 Barry glances at his wife. “Right,” he says, “I thought it was Jenkins.”
 Danny Schechter and his wife host the dinner on Saturday night. In high 
school, he was the most serious student of the group, so no one was surprised when 
he became a doctor. A cardiologist. After dinner, Danny sets up a slide projector and 
a table-top screen. And there they all are at fifteen, sixteen, seventeen. !ere were 
later photos too, from college and beyond. “Who is that?” Helen asks about a photo 
of a lithe beauty sitting on the lap of a grinning Barry in someone’s wood paneled 
basement.
 “Maggie Weinsap,” Danny answers. “She and Barry were an item.” 
 !e other guys join in. What a beauty. A sex pot. We were all jealous of Barry 
back then. One of the guys keeps repeating, “Mmmm, mmmm, mmmm,” as if 
words were not adequate to describe Maggie.
 “Didn’t she marry a…” 
 Barry cuts o" his friend. “An Italian,” he says. “Yeah, a long time ago.”
 Helen smiles, but says nothing. She notices in the photograph that Maggie 
is looking not at Barry, but toward the door, as if she was expecting someone. !ere 
is a click and the slide is replaced with one of the group playing poker at the Foster 
Avenue beach. !e image of Maggie as a twenty-something remains in Barry’s head. 
Leave it at that, he tells himself: She was mine then. A lifetime ago. If she’s a di"erent 
person now, so be it. Aren’t we all? he thinks. 

 On the drive back to Indianapolis, Helen presses for more information. 
“Who is this woman all your friends are gaga over? And why have you never men-
tioned her?”
 “Maggie? We had a thing going and then it was over. Ancient history.”
 “According to your guys, it was a big thing. Were you engaged?”
 “No, but I’d have to say it was a serious a"air.”
 “Have you talked with her since?”
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 “Since I met you? No. I wasn’t even invited to her wedding.” Barry is not 
about to tell Helen what he had found out about Maggie, but he’s pleased she is jeal-
ous about this old love a"air. He hopes after this weekend among his oldest friends, 
she might see him in a di"erent light: a man with friends, a man with a past. 
 !at night, while Helen washes, he takes the mitt o" the shelf, slips it on 
and pounds it twice before replacing it and going to their bedroom. He knocks the 
dirt from his cleats and steps in the batter’s box. First and third, bottom of the nineth, 
two outs. He takes a fast ball knee high for a strike. He swings and misses a curve ball, 
low and outside. But then he hits a high slider deep into the left field bleachers and trots 
around the bases, his arms held high, accepting the reverberating cheers of the crowd. He 
puts his slippers next to his bed, slips under the covers and is asleep in seconds.
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Heavenly Bodies in Seven Parts
Diane Gottlieb

I
You want to matter. Everybody wants to matter.
 Physics and you were never best friends, but you know matter makes up the 
world. !e table you’re sitting at, the chair, your notebook. Matter. Your whole body 
is matter, but how to matter? Is this Aqua flair dress, these rag & bone jeans, this size 
ten, the measures of your worth? 
 Size. Bigger is not better when it comes to bodies, you’ve learned. But there 
was a time you wished it would be. You longed to take up space in a family where 
there never seemed to be enough room. So, you ate and ate, and you grew and grew. 
But the more flesh and fat, the greater number of folds, the more invisible you be-
came. 
 Your body is matter. But what does it matter and to whom?

II
 You read somewhere that fitting rooms reveal the personality of the store. 
Take Bloomingdale’s with its spacious dressing areas, with solid doors that click as 
they shut, and mirrors, mirrors, mirrors. !e elegantly upholstered chair tells you 
you’re worth it, whatever the “it” is you’re trying on. But are you? 
  !ere’s the dressing room at Macy’s. More clutter, less chintz. Maybe there’s 
a stain on the chair in the corner or the last person’s rejects in a pile. Someone’s left a 
candy wrapper under the mirror, and straight pins scatter the floor. You walk in. You 
feel worn. 
 !ere’s Marshall’s. Marshall’s tries too hard. Some dressing room attendant 
hands you a brightly numbered tag, the words “Treats for Your Closet” on top. 
Inside the stark, white room, three clothing hooks compete for that same upbeat 
vibe: “definitely,” “possibly,” “tomorrow.” But outside are racks of unwanted clothes, 
orphans cast to the side. Tomorrow. Tomorrow. Tomorrow. 
 You remember yesterday. A yesterday, years ago. Alexander’s Department 
Store on 63rd  Road and Queens Boulevard. Alexander’s with its giant bins of sneak-
ers. All those new Keds. !e feel of coarse cloth, the thick smell of rubber, sticky, 
like a crate full of tires. Dig deep to find your size. You can still feel the pull of the 
Huck-a-poo shirts, bold polyester patterns to splurge on, buttons tight across your 
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chest. Two-toned bell-bottoms, chocolate jeans with pockets of light blue. And the 
dressing room. Communal. Everyone could see. 

III
 Physics. It’s not your thing. Unless you’re talking astronomy. Copernicus, 
he’s your guy. None other than the father of the modern study of space. His own 
father died when he was a little boy. Maybe Copernicus was searching the heavens 
for his dad.

 If you could be a star, which star would you be? Would you be happy out 
there in the vast open space, a single bright blip in the dark? 

IV
 Your sister took you to Alexander’s to buy clothes. She was twenty-two. You 
were ten. You’d been busting out of your pants, skirts, tops, pushing hard against 
constraints. 
 Up the escalator and to the back, you shopped at the chubby section for 
kids. !e sizes marked with an X—3X, 4X, 5, 6, 7. Sometimes there were even two: 
XX. Your cheeks burned. When your sister asked what’s wrong, you had no answer. 
You hadn’t yet learned the word shame.
 
 !ere were few people in the dressing room when you walked in. Just one 
woman and her daughter, both long and lean, both with thin shoulder-length hair. 
Your sister hung the X-sized clothing on a hook beside the mirror where you stood. 
She lifted the first skirt o" the hanger, as you pulled down your elastic-waist jeans.                                                                    
 “He norah shmenah,” you heard the woman tell her daughter, who was try-
ing on pastel pink shorts. !e woman. She’d been staring at your ample body. You 
felt her eyes bore through the barrier of your soft, tender flesh. 
 “He norah shmenah.” !e woman didn’t consider that you might know He-
brew. You didn’t understand much, just the words your mother used when she spoke 
behind your back. Scorching words like shmenah.  

V
 Your mother was born in the Old City of Jerusalem, where she lived in an 
orphanage from the age of six. At fourteen, long after she’d given up hope, she was 
adopted by a wealthy family. !ey brought her into their home to serve the wife and 
children—and to service the husband. But that’s a story she never told. You wouldn’t 
learn it until many years later. Still, it haunted you then, screamed out in its silence. 
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 You wonder now about such ghost stories. Phantoms, some say, disappear 
into thin air. But you know better. Air, you learned in physics, is matter too. You 
may not see it, but air takes up space. 

VI
 “Teree!” !e woman in the dressing room screeched. “Look!” But her daugh-
ter, bless that tall, thin daughter. She turned away. 
 Your sister, though, jumped in and scolded the woman: “Sheket! At lo yodaat 
me medaberet evereet!” Translation: “Be quiet! You don’t know who understands He-
brew!” 
 Your sister, your dear sister, didn’t know you understood. You kept it your 
secret, didn’t let on you knew exactly what the woman said: “Look! !at girl is so 
fat.” 
 !e lady shut up. And so did you. But only after you swallowed her words. 
Later that night, after everyone else was asleep, you snuck into the kitchen and swal-
lowed a few extra pieces of pie. 

VII
 Black holes are bodies from which there is no escape. Matter is pressed 
tightly into a tiny area where the pull of gravity is so strong not even light can get 
out. Black holes form when stars are dying. You never wanted to be squeezed into 
a tiny space, to be pulled so fiercely that your light couldn’t break its way out. You 
refused to be a dying star.

 Many revolutions around the sun have passed. You still want to matter. 
Most days you believe you do.
 
 Sometimes, you dream of your mother. She’s fourteen again, before she’s 
learned from her adoptive father there is only one way she can matter. Always, you 
want to protect her. You never can. You long to take her soft, freckled hand, as if she 
is your child. Hold her slight body, breathe in her salty breath, but she slips away, 
forever slips away. You find yourself alone. Haunted. 
 On a cool, clear night, you walk outside. !e sky. It’s filled with stars. You 
think about the ghosts from long ago. About the stories we keep inside. You wonder 
if Copernicus ever found his father in the heavens. You look for your mother beyond 
the waxing moon. 
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NONFICTION

Visitation
Elizabeth Fletcher

For C—, one of 48,344 people who died by suicide in 2018

 I was in the car when my mom called with news that dropped like a neu-
tron bomb: my lifelong friend had killed herself. For three days, I wandered through 
my life, stunned, until the shockwave passed and gave way to a complicated sorrow. 
I cried and cleaned, as though I could wash away the mess she left. 
 Once upon a time, I had stood in the same place—for depression was a 
place, a bleak and barren landscape that extinguished all hope. I knew how death 
could stop being something to push away and begin to look like a friend promising 
relief. But even that empathy did not help me process how my friend could foist 
this devastation on her loved ones, leave her babies motherless. It had taken her six 
weeks to get a psychotherapy appointment covered by insurance, but she’d given in 
and given up days before. I howled that she didn’t try hard enough, hang on a little 
longer, tell the truth about how bad things had gotten. !is I know in my bones: the 
anguish she felt with her despair was real. It just wasn’t true.
 My friend and I had carried each other’s childhood memories, our mutual 
fondness ever-present even as adult life pulled us in di"erent directions. !e thread 
of her that I expected to weave in and out of the fabric of my life was now cut short, 
a raw edge.
 I rinsed the kitchen sink of Bon Ami, scouring powder saturated by tears. At 
that moment, a butterfly drifted into view beyond the window. Distinctive from the 
Monarchs and Cabbage Whites that frequented my urban garden, this dark beauty 
had white ellipses surrounding daubs of lapis on each hindwing. Light played o" the 
iridescence as shimmery and fleeting as a life. 
 I had long allowed for small miracles, accepting these comforts however 
they came. Here, a sign that my friend’s pain had been transformed. For a full min-
ute—an age in butterfly time—its wings flapped languidly in the midsummer sun. 
A kind of peace settled and staunched my tears. I knew full well that faith and doubt 
danced together. I might be wrong in seeing this as a visitation. !e butterfly drifted 
away and took with it a layer of my heartache. 
 But surviving a suicide is not so tidy. No—it’s a faith-rattling experience 
that upends one’s foundation of belief. !ree years out, I’ll never be able to hear 
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contemptible pablum like “God never gives us more than we can handle” without 
wanting to give the speaker of those words the verbal equivalent of a !ree Stooges 
eyepoke. I have no time for sadistic or careless gods. Once, perhaps, I might have 
been seduced by the magical thinking that everything happens for a reason. Even 
my own depression had born gifts, made me more compassionate. But my friend’s 
suicide and its ongoing legacy defied reason. 
 Why had I survived and she hadn’t? 

 !e grief of suicide lands so di"erently than other loss—a bitter brew of 
sadness, anger and guilt with an interminable half-life. I’ve reconciled to living with 
“What If….” If I’d said this versus that, done this versus that. Because the truth is 
my friend might still be alive if I’d asked her point-blank if she was suicidal. But I 
didn’t. Because we weren’t as close as we’d once been. Because I assumed someone in 
her inner circle already did. !e hard slap of reality hits me each time: I don’t get to 
call a do-ever like when we were kids. She’s gone. 
 In the years since that butterfly brought me a scrap of solace, I watched and 
waited for its return. I’ve never seen it again. !ose within the blast radius of my 
friend’s death are haunted: there will always be a hole where she could have been. 
Her death but one of so many bombs. 
 Boom.
 Boom.
 Boom.
 In dreams as unpredictable and transient as that butterfly, my friend has 
made a handful of other visitations. In these dreams I’m wild with grief while she’s 
ethereally serene—far more so than she ever was while alive. No longer a raw edge, 
the dreams have tied a weaver’s knot to a new, if tenuous, thread. Less vibrant, 
gossamer-thin, my friend still present in the weft of my life. My heart scarred by her 
untimely exit. Her visits re-open that wound. And yet 
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POETRY

Language
Doug Anderson

!e way the starlings are swirling together,
spiraling, then coming back together

like a musical chord, is called Za Yin.

杂音

But the words call attention to themselves.

I want words that are invisible
so that the thing I’m seeing

is itself, without the ink.
!e way love reshapes itself

around the wind and goes on reshaping.
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POETRY

!e Habits of the World
Philip F. Clark

I borrowed the habits of the world,
hoping the lenders would not object
to my perusal. 

I was frugal with indecision,
touched and folded carefully, each truth.
I laid them out for choosing.

I wore joy — its pediments high;
I tried on responsibility —
sadly, ripped in places. 

Desire was a cloth of the finest loom;
I troubled its impertinent 
phosphorescence. 

Forgiveness was a fragile fit. 
One sleeve too short, one sleeve too long.
I threaded acceptance between them.

I returned each of these, not less for wear,
marked for
Owner. 

But Love! — the overcoat! 
I could not give it back,
too large and heavy though it was. 
Larceny! Larceny!
I gladly wore my theft.
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NONFICTION

!e Place of Unknowing
Arthur Aghajanian 

!e Monk by the Sea

!e muscles of my legs tighten as my feet sink into the deep sand. As I amble towards 
the edge of shore, I’m greeted with the taste of salt, sticking to the air that surrounds me 
and welcoming my arrival. Squabbling seagulls soar about in the distance as the murky 
curtain of the sky gradually dissolves, sunlight tinging the edges of once-menacing clouds. 
I feel like I am slowly expanding, as my ears adjust to the tumult of the crashing surf, and 
I begin to follow its cadence. In the cold breeze, the rhythm of my breath commingles with 
the music of the surf to become a ceaseless prayer as I become inwardly still. 

I am drawn to the ocean in all seasons because of the need for a communion, which 
can be a form of prayer. !e silent or spoken verbal prayer that I had learned in 
childhood was addressed to a God out there, whom I would hope to reach through 
words uttered in deference, as though confiding in a parent or some other figure 
of authority. But God is so much more than a parent, and with my discovery of 
Christian mysticism came the practice of apophatic prayer. Let us look briefly at 
apophatic and kataphatic theologies and prayer in both traditions.

Speechless and Placeless
Kataphatic theology, as found in the Franciscan and Ignatian traditions, 
contemplates the divine through symbols and images of the created world. 
Encounters with the divine always occur in the context of a specific place in this 
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world, thus the intertwined nature of place and spirituality. !ink of Yahweh’s 
appearance on Mt. Sinai, Jesus at the Sea of Galilee, or Paul’s conversion on the road 
to Damascus. Kataphatic prayer relies on words and images: Scripture, icons, song, 
and worship.

Apophatic theology, on the other hand, is rooted in the idea that God is 
incomprehensible and cannot be defined. !is view is exemplified in the teachings 
of mystics such as Meister Eckhart and John of the Cross. Apophatic theology, 
recognizing the limits of understanding, reminds us that we cannot know God 
directly nor can He be bound by human e"ort to any place or thing. !us, 
apophatic prayer is prayer beyond words, thoughts, and images. 

Landscape painting has shaped the way we look at and think about the nature 
of place. In pictorial language, the naming and not-naming of kataphatic and 
apophatic theology can be equated to the representation of either things and places, 
or no-things and non-places.

Casper David Friedrich’s !e Monk by the Sea (1808-1810) visually embodies the 
tension between metaphors of place and the negative theology of placelessness 
within the Christian tradition. A masterpiece of the sublime aesthetic, the painting 
illuminates the nature of apophatic prayer and points us to a deeper understanding 
of this contemplative tradition.  

Painting in the nineteenth century commonly enacted a narrative, placing the viewer 
in the role of a spectator, watching events as though on a stage or through a window. 
Biblical landscapes would be laden with symbols of the divine encounter, infusing a 
specific place with spiritual meaning. Although it’s been rendered in an ambiguous 
way, the place where we meet Friedrich’s monk is in fact no less specific than any 
other in our world. 

!e site of the painting is Rügen, an island o" the northeast coast of Germany, 
a location the artist returned to repeatedly to paint. !e image doesn’t yield 
any geographic clues. !e landscape is radically paired down, a flattened space 
dominated by horizontal bands of land, sea, and sky. A lone figure in a flowing black 
robe stands on a beach with his back turned to us. !e curve of his form echoes the 
contours of the land. !e undulating ridges and hollows of the beach seem flesh-like, 
as if to signify body and place fused into one. We can’t be sure if the figure in the 
painting is Friedrich or the pastor of Rügen, who was known to give sermons here. 



31

!e artist as monk was a common German Romantic theme, as was the idea that 
nature is a book through which God is revealed.  

Instead of o"ering us a narrative, the painting invites us to identify with the lone 
figure. From the dunes we look out as he does, over a vast, almost black sea. !e 
empty horizon stretches out endlessly before us. Above, the sky is threatening, 
though it gives way to light at the top edge of the picture. Atmosphere becomes a 
subject in the painting, and the concomitant starkness of its representation shocked 
contemporary viewers and artists alike. 

!e sense of being adrift in this boundless space is a familiar experience for me. 
Navigating the landscape of Los Angeles, place and placelessness coexist in ways 
similar to this painting. From my earliest visits with extended family during 
adolescence, my mind had been imprinted with images of boulevards lined with 
palm trees, homes perched precariously on dramatic hillsides, deep canyons, and 
views of distant snow-covered mountains from the freeway. As a young adult, these 
impressions called me back like a siren song to settle in this extraordinary landscape. 
Something about the porousness of boundaries in Los Angeles suggested unlimited 
possibilities.

!e sudden shifts and great scale of the region’s geography can bring about an 
experience of the sublime. Such majesty yields the same feelings of awe and wonder 
when one is confronted by the overwhelming presence of God in the landscape. In a 
similar way, Friedrich’s monk is isolated in a world that threatens to swallow him up. 
His tiny figure stands below the horizon, caught in the earthly realm between land 
and sea. He is powerless before a looming sky, as dark clouds descend along the edge 
of the water. !e way the landscape envelops him is a metaphor for the surrender of 
self required by faith. 

We can imagine the monk engaged in a contemplative apophatic prayer that reflects 
this objectless space. Lacking images or firm ground, his attention is fixed on the 
mystery of God. !e subject of the painting becomes this experience, externalized in 
the form of a non-space, in which the individual dissolves into the larger flow of the 
divine. 

Notably, the monk’s back is facing us, his identity hidden. Inviting viewers to stand 
in the shoes of his subject, Friedrich succeeds in communicating the impact of direct 
experience. He paints what the monk sees but captures an inner state as well. !e 
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combination of wonder and humility before nature is felt in part because of the 
composition of the painting and its lack of pictorial detail. Rather than illustrating a 
scene, the artist projects a state of being into a painted atmosphere.  

An apophatic landscape is a place of abandonment. In scripture, the mystical 
experience often occurs in locales representing relinquishment and surrender: forests, 
mountains, and deserts. !e barren landscape of the painting functions similarly. 
!ere is no focal point in the composition, and we are left to drift between states. 
Time is suspended somewhere between night and day. While the lack of boundaries 
suggests the infinite, the painting’s flatness also draws attention to its surface, 
creating a spatial disorientation. !e elements of nature are rendered in flux and 
continue indefinitely beyond the edges of the picture plane. While the location is 
specific to the artist, in rendering it as only sky, sea and land it becomes universal, 
and thus placeless. God exists anywhere and everywhere all at once, concealed in the 
mystery of nature.   

Finding Home
!e sense of dislocation experienced while driving through Los Angeles, with its 
shifting terrain, micro-climates, and cultural layering, mirrors our society’s new 
order. Technology has exacerbated our displacement, as we connect with anyone 
from anywhere at whatever time we choose. Friedrich was part of a larger movement 
in painting at the time that sought to defy the encroachment of industrialism. 
Human attempts to control nature through technology would ultimately cause 
massive displacement of traditional communities. Part of Friedrich’s concern was 
with how to represent the spiritual in the rapidly modernizing society around him. 

!e acceleration of technology, a hallmark of the modern era, eventually led to a 
world in which we interact in fabricated environments that only exist on screens. 
While a sense of alienation has always been a characteristic of modernism, more than 
ever, placelessness has become our societal condition. Yet we long for home, and 
the mystical path accessed through contemplative prayer in the apophatic tradition 
allows us to find our true home in God wherever we may find ourselves.  

Standing alone, I will watch the frigid, foaming water rush up to dance around 
my legs. Just as quickly it will recede, leaving my feet sunken and stuck in the soft 
ground. I am suddenly on Friedrich’s barren shore, body and place united.
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   * * * * *
I spot the solitary figure far o" in the distance and begin fervently moving towards him, 
the sound of crackling sand under my feet. My breathing intensifies, and I can sense the 
pounding of my heart as I close the gap. I have come to join him in meditation before the 
rippling blanket of dark expanse laying before us. Together we watch the white-crested 
waves in the distance as they swell up and roll thundering towards the shore. Inhaling the 
briny moisture of the air, I feel it settle on my skin like gauze. !e same substance is there 
in the distance, borne by the hazy charcoal-colored mist and clouds. Together, we gaze 
into an immeasurably deep gulf, drawing us into divine union at the edge of the world.
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!eories of Relativity
Janice Weizman 

According to Uncle Dave, our family genealogist, both sides of my father’s family 
have resided in America for over four generations (they at least had the brains to leave 
Russia in time, as our family lore goes) and he’s traced and documented them all 
in two sprawling family trees. !e earliest name on record is that of my great great 
grandmother Yudasha, whom Uncle Dave estimates was born sometime around 
1870. “Before that,” he says, “it’s a mystery.”

Dylan and I are in the midst of packing for our trip to Tel Aviv, where we’ll bring in 
the New Year of 1991, when my Uncle Dave comes over with a special request. “I 
have a favor to ask of you,” he begins after Dylan serves him a cup of tea and a slice 
of his mother’s Christmas cake. We watch as he pulls a thick cardboard file, buckling 
with newspaper clippings, notes on scraps of paper, and old photos, from his bag.  

“Sure,” Dylan says, in that amiable, eager-to-please tone he’s taken to using with my 
family.

“You,” he says glancing at me, “know the whole story about the Posner name, but 
you,” he turns to Dylan, “probably don’t.”

I wince as Dylan responds with a little shake of his head. To him I’m just plain 
Melissa Resnik, and I fear that the “whole story about the Posner name” will add 
layers of history and complexity that will give me a new and excessive sheen of 
pathos.

“We’re fairly certain that our family name wasn’t originally Resnick, but Posner. It’s 
been a#rmed by several of my relatives.”

“No kidding! Posner,” Dylan enthuses politely.

You see at one time in Russia, Jews would often change their family names in order 
to avoid being drafted to the Czar’s army. It wasn’t uncommon for a boy to marry 
very young and then take his wife’s family name.” He opens the file and retrieves 
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a clipping from a recent issue of a local Jewish newspaper. “Now have a look at 
this.” I lean into Dylan and scan the headline: ‘Soviet Jews Take !eir First Steps in 
Be’er Sheva’. !e accompanying photo shows a family – the man with a thick, dark 
moustache, his fair-haired wife, an elderly grandmother seated in an armchair, and 
a teenager in a striped tee shirt. !e caption underneath reads ‘!e Posners in their 
new home.’ 

Dylan peers at the photo. “You think these people are related to you?” 

“Look at that face,” my uncle points to the man of the family. “He’s the image of my 
father as a young man.” 

I stare hard, trying to conjure up what I remember of my grandfather. “Maybe a 
little,” I have to admit.

“And not only that. !e article says that this family is from the Gomel region, the 
same area that our family came from. I think there’s a very good chance that this 
guy is somehow related to us. And when your dad told me that you’re going to 
Israel, I figured that this could be an opportunity to meet them and see if there’s a 
connection.” 

“You want us to check them out,” Dylan says, annoying me with his agreeable tone. 
I say nothing, but feel like a kid getting a homework assignment to be done over 
spring break. 

I guess my expression is less than neutral, because my uncle says, “Look, I know that 
this is your vacation, so consider it a special favor for me. For years there was no 
way to make contact with Jews who lived behind the Iron Curtain, but now that it’s 
finally possible to meet these people we can actually try to put the pieces together. 

“I’m not sure we’ll have time,” I said gently, regretfully. 

“I get that. But if you can find a free afternoon,” he replies, handing me a photocopy 
of the article, “that would be fantastic.”

To be honest, Israel wouldn’t have been my first choice for our winter vacation. I’ve 
already been there – on a family Bat-Mitzvah trip when I was twelve. But we wanted 
to go somewhere warm, and Dylan said he wasn’t into the “same old predictable 



36

Caribbean Christmas vibe.” He wanted something di"erent. And then he started to 
talk about Israel. 

When we first started dating, he had mentioned, almost casually, that since he was 
a teenager he had always wanted to date a Jewish woman. “Don’t get me wrong,” he 
put it at the time. “I’m really into you as a person. Your being Jewish is just a bonus.” 
I soon learned that Dylan is something of a philosemite, intrigued with Jews, Jewish 
history and culture. So once the tickets were booked, I stepped back and let him 
plan the trip. On the strength of glowing recommendations from friends of my 
parents, he hired an Israeli tour guide, Eli Ronen, to both be our driver and show 
us around, starting in the North and ending with a trip to Eilat for a few days at the 
beach.

Several days after Uncle Dave’s visit, we’re lying on the shores of the Red Sea, gazing 
across the turquoise waters at the purple mountains of Aqaba, when Dylan turns to 
me and says, “By the way, I was looking at a map and it would be totally possible to 
ask Eli if we can make a stop at the Posners in Be’er Sheva after we visit Sde Boker.”

!e plan is supposed to be that Eli will pick us up in two days time and drive us 
through the desert to Kibbutz Sde Boker for a tour of Ben Gurion’s cabin, before 
we head back for two final days in Tel Aviv. “Don’t be ridiculous,” I groan. “!ose 
people aren’t my family. My uncle is deluded.”

“You don’t know that. He said that the name was probably changed. And you agreed 
that the guy looks like your grandfather.”

I sit up, annoyed. “You know what? Who cares? Who cares if they’re some cousins 
ten times removed? At what point does a family connection become so tenuous that 
it can be considered null and void?” 

“Why are you so being negative about this? What if these people really are related 
to your great grandparents? You could actually learn something about your family 
history. And anyway, your uncle was practically begging us to do this.”

I glare at him, aggravated, because he’s right. “And how do you think we’ll even find 
this guy?”
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“Simple. We can ask Eli to look up his number. And then, if Eli says he can’t find it 
we’ll tell your uncle that we tried and failed.”

It sounds like a good idea – particularly because Eli has mentioned, more than once, 
the ineptitude of the Israeli phone company. When he calls that night I tell him 
about my uncle’s request. “Mikhail Posner in Be’er Sheva,” he repeats. “No problem. 
Just leave it to me.”

I hang up, optimistic that he’ll nonetheless fail, but the next morning when he picks 
us up, he brings other tidings. “I think I’ve found your relative,” he tells us. 

Dylan and I exchange glances, his pleased, mine less so. “Can you help us call him?” 
he asks.  

“Sure. What should I tell him?”

 “Tell him…tell him that my uncle saw his picture in an American newspaper, 
and…that because of his family name he thinks we might be related.”

“And that you want to meet him?”

!e insanity of the thing hits me with full force. “Yes…I mean, I guess so.”  

When we meet Eli the next morning, he has news. “I’ve arranged everything,” he 
informs us. “Mikhail will be very happy to meet you. I explained that the only time 
you have to see him is today, on our way back to Tel Aviv.”

“Perfect,” Dylan exclaims. “Does he speak English?”

"A little. And a little Hebrew too. We were able to understand each other.” 

As Dylan and I wander through the book-lined rooms of Ben Gurion’s cabin I reflect 
that I have absolutely no idea what I’m going to say to say to the Russian family 
we’re about to meet. I can only wonder how I’ve gotten myself into this ludicrous 
situation.

It turns out that Be’er Sheva isn’t very far. As we drive o" the winter sun is starting to 
set, and soon the stark, empty sands give way to streets and parks and dumpy little 



38

shopping centers. “!ey’re living in the old, ugly area of the city,” Eli tells us. “!ese 
apartments were originally built for the immigrants that came in the 50s and 60s. 
Now they rent them to the Russians and Ethiopians.” 

I stare out at the dilapidated concrete buildings with their small windows, thinking 
that if we’re really going to go through with this I want to do my best for my uncle. 
If I conceptualize this encounter with complete strangers in a remote, desert city as 
a mission performed with me as his emissary, then this whole crazy episode makes 
some sense. !is is the mindset I adopt as we park in front of a complex of stuccoed 
apartment buildings, follow Eli into one of the entryways, and head up the stairs. 
!e Posners are on the fourth and last floor, and by the time we arrive at their door 
we’re panting. 

Eli rings the plastic buzzer and the door is answered by the man from the newspaper 
photo. Mikhail Posner in the flesh is short and a little stocky, with the familiar 
moustache and a head of thinning brown hair. He looks from Eli to Dylan to me, 
welcoming but curious as he surveys us. “Shalom, he says. “Please.” He gestures 
for us to enter and to give him our jackets, which we do readily, happy to have 
something to busy ourselves with. As he whisks them away we take tentative steps 
into the family salon. !e first thing that catches my eye is an undersized Christmas 
tree, decorated with bright pink tinsel and little plastic ornaments. Furniture wise, 
the small room is dominated by a large mustard colored faux-velvet sofa and an 
oversize book case, which block part of a sliding door leading out to a porch. Above 
the couch is a framed painting of a mill on a river bank.

!e familiar elderly woman sits in her armchair, studying us as though we’ve 
dropped into her living room from another world, which perhaps we have. Mikahil 
returns followed by a woman half a head taller than himself, with wide Slavic 
cheekbones and limp blond hair, and a sweet-faced teenage girl whose features 
insinuate a complex genetic mix. “I’m Melissa,” I say, extending my hand. “!is is 
my boyfriend, Dylan, and this is Eli. He’s the guy who called you.” We shake hands, 
a show of good will and good faith in the midst of all the awkwardness. 

“My mother, Sonia,” Mikhail explains. He speaks a few words of Russian and her 
gaze opens genially. “And this is my wife, Valentina, and my daughter, Alina.” We 
take a seat on the sofa. Valentina flashes us a brief, shy smile and heads back to the 
kitchen, Alina following behind her. 
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Eli asks Mikhail something in Hebrew, which none of us, Mikahil included, 
understand. “How long have you been in Israel?” Eli tries again in English.  

Mikhail sighs. “Six months. Very di#cult. No work. In Russia I am a doctor. Here, 
no work. Right now I am in ulpan. But at my age…very di#cult.” He glances at 
Dylan. “What is your work?”

“I’m a computer programmer, and she’s a lawyer,” he replies. “We both work for the 
same company. !at’s where we met.”

“In America is good," he said. "Here is very di#cult. My wife also has no work. 
Only Alina is ok % in school. In Russia I was a...” he gestures with his fingers as 
though cutting something. 

“A surgeon?” I suggest. 

“Yes! !at is it. A surgeon. In a big hospital. Here I am in class at Soroka hospital. 
!ere is a big examination.”

Dylan nods sympathetically. “Oh man! Good luck.”

I figure that it’s time to get down to the business at hand. “So, my uncle in 
Sacramento has this hobby of doing research about our family tree and finding long 
lost relatives. According to him our original family name was Posner, just like yours. 
He saw your photo in our local newspaper, and he thinks you look a lot like my 
grandfather.”

“!is is very interesting,” Mikhail says. “What are the names?”

“Well, my great great grandmother was called Yudasha. And my great great 
grandfather was Shmaryahu.”

From his perplexed expression I see that these names are not ringing any bells. 
“When did your family leave Russia?” 

“Around 1906. Before that they lived in a little town outside of Gomel. It was called 
Propoisk.” 
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“Propoisk,” he repeats. “Gomel I know. My mother’s grandparents were from 
Gomel. But Propoisk…I have not heard this name. You know, many places’ names 
were changed after the war.”

“What about your relatives before her grandparents? Do you know where they were 
from?”

“!ey were from Gomel. !at is all I know.” He turns to his mother and says 
something in Russian, from which I pick out ‘Yudasha’, ‘Shmaryahu’, and ‘Gomel’. 
At the word ‘Gomel’ her face brightens and she replies, looking at me warmly and 
smiling. “She says that her mother’s father family was originally from a small town, 
but she doesn’t remember the name.” Mikhail appears to be thinking about this. He 
rises and heads, determined, down the narrow hallway.  

“Gomel?” !e old woman asks us hopefully.

I shake my head. “Propoisk. Do you know Propoisk?”

“Propoisk?” she repeats, and frowns. “Nyet,” she said, and I make a mental note to 
convey this to my uncle. 

“Here are some photographs,” Mikhail says, returning with an opened photo album, 
followed by Alina, who holds a framed black and white picture. “My grandfather,” 
he says, pointing to a studio photograph of a bespectacled man in a top hat and suit, 
taken perhaps seventy or eighty years ago. “And here,” he says, tapping on a picture 
of a child on a rocking horse, “he is a little boy.”  

“Grandmother,” Alina says proudly, thrusting out the framed photo she’s brought of 
an attractive young woman in a summer dress with a large bow. 

“She is my grandmother, not hers,” Mikhail clarifies. 

Dylan takes the photo and grins. “She’s really cute.” 

“But she wasn’t a Posner, right?” I ask.

“No. Her name was Pessia Schwartzman. Do you have any Schwartzmans in your 
family?”
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Valentina appears and says something to Mikhail, who rises again. “Excuse me. I 
must help.”

“Listen,” I turn to Eli. “I don’t think we’re going to get any more information. 
Obviously he can’t tell us much. I don’t think we’re even related.”

Dylan looks visibly disappointed. I’m about to explain that we needed to go when 
Valentina, Mikhail, and Alina come out of the kitchen bearing trays of food, brown 
glass plates and cutlery, which they set down on the co"ee table. !ere’s a salad, a 
potato dish with pastry, a tray of meat which reminds me of the cuts of tongue that 
my dad loves, and something preserved in a sort of jelly. “Please," Valentina says, 
handing each of us a plate. Mikhail invites us to help ourselves.

I decide to do the right thing and take a small piece of tongue and a bit of the potato 
pastry. !ey urge me to try the jelly thing, but I politely refuse. 

Outside it’s growing dark. Eli and Dylan chat with Mikhail while Valentina and 
Alina happily partake of the meal. “We should start heading out,” I say to Eli. “I’ll 
just use the washroom and then we can go.” Mikhail murmurs something to Alina, 
who puts down her plate and motions for me to follow her. 

!e bathroom, with its peeling paint, yellowing toilet seat and grungy plastic 
medicine cabinet is among the most depressing I have ever seen. When I stare at my 
reflection in the chipped cabinet mirror, the woman I see staring back is American. 
Daughter of fortune. Resolve in her eyes. Optimism in her bones. 

I only hear the singing when I step into the hall and I linger a minute, puzzled by 
the tune, which I sense that I’ve heard before. I peek into the kitchen and see that 
it’s Sonia, bent over the sink washing dishes, and right there, in a flash of memory, 
I see my grandmother, years ago when I was a little girl, singing that very same 
song. I move towards her, drawn in by the melody and suddenly, inexplicably, I’m 
singing along. She turns and takes my hand in hers, her wet, warm fingers clasping 
mine, her eyes shining, and we sing together, like two members of a long lost choir. 
Afterwards, when we fall quiet, she still clasps my hand and we stand there together 
as though holding this moment, this homecoming to a place has no address and 
appears on no map. 
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“Are you two singing in there?” Eli asks. He and Dylan have their jackets on, and 
Mikhail is holding mine. 

“We both know the same song,” I say, trying to puzzle through the strangeness of it 
all. “My grandmother used to sing it.” 

“It is a very old song,” Mikhail says. “Even through all the years, Stalin and 
Khrushchev and Brezhnev and Gorbachev, my mother never forgot it.” 

I’m relieved to leave Be’er Sheva and the sad little fourth floor walk up behind. I 
want to get back to Tel Aviv and the boardwalk and the cafés and the beach. “Looks 
like your instincts were right,” Dylan says as we drive out of the city. “You guys 
couldn’t even find one relative in common. Chances are you’re just not related.”

“Who knows?” I murmur as we speed down the highway into the darkness. 
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POETRY

!e Past
Tony Gruenewald 

On its collar,
the past 
should be made
to wear a bell,

because at my age
there’s more of it
prepared to pounce
and sink its teeth,

to make me silently
shriek behind
my façade of
pleasant surprise

whenever it slinks
around the corner,
struts up the aisle
at the ballgame,

stealthily stalks 
me online,
appears in a pew
as if an apparition,

or quietly watches
while it lays in wait 
in the last row
of my poetry reading.
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POETRY

Family Photo
Bob Rosenbloom 

(In Memory of Dr. Joseph Rosenbloom)
 
My nephew’s death angel crabwalks
across the lower left hand corner
and perches itself on the sofa next to
his thirteen year-old daughter, in front
of his wife, three sons to the left—
 
How can I tell his grandmother,
my mother? I still speak to her, mostly
when I walk my two miles at the start
of the day. Mother Morningstar—
how good to see you. People in the
 
concentration camps you fled from
looked better than he did. In the photo,
his hair is white and gray like dust,
or snow that falls on park statues
and benches, but mostly graveyards.
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NONFICTION

Surrealism: Salvador Dali
Adele Kenny 

With so much current interest in Surrealist poetry, it seems fitting to think about 
one of the masters of Surrealist painting (painting that holds an important place in 
inspiring Surrealist poetry). !at painter would, of course, be Salvador Dali. 

Salvador Felipe Jacinto Dali i Domenech was born on May 11, 1904 in Figueres, 
Spain in the principality of Catalonia just sixteen miles from the French border. His 
father was a wealthy, agnostic notary, and his mother was a devout Catholic. At an 
early age Dali formed a close relationship with his sister Ana Maria. In a household 
dominated by women – grandmother, mother, sister, aunt, and nursemaid—the 
young Dali was pampered in the extreme. He indulged in tantrums and deliberate 
coughing fits, and reportedly wet the bed until the age of eight in an e"ort to annoy 
his father, who sent him to a local community school. !ere, Dali was bullied by 
classmates from less well-to-do families, and was an academic failure; after a year he 
still could not read or write, and his father transferred him to the Colegia Hermanos 
de las Escuelas Cristianas. Dali remained a reluctant student who learned that bad 
behavior was more e"ective than bed-wetting, and five years later he was expelled. 

As a youth, Dali spent summers at his family’s beach home in Cadaques where his 
first painting was produced at the age of ten. He received private art lessons and 
was accepted at the San Fernando Academy of Fine Arts in 1921 where he became 
the youngest member of an avant-garde cadre that included surrealist film maker 
Luis Bruñuel and the poet Federico Garcia Lorca (who became his model and, 
according to some, his lover). While at the Academy, Dali worked at painting and 
drawing through the mornings and spent afternoons drinking at cafés where art 
movements like Dadaism, Futurism, and emerging Surrealism were discussed. His 
increasingly unconventional behaviors and political beliefs resulted in expulsion 
from the Academy in 1923 and earned him a month in jail for disturbing the 
peace and political agitation. It was at this point in his life that Dali discovered 
the influence that would play a pivotal role in his painting style: Sigmund Freud’s 
!e Interpretation of Dreams. A 1925 one-man show in Barcelona brought local 
acknowledgment, and international recognition followed in 1928 when three of his 
paintings were exhibited in the Carnegie International Exhibition in Pittsburgh. 
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During 1928, he traveled to France where Spanish painter Joan Miro introduced 
him to the Surrealists, who were led by the poet André Breton. 

!e term Surrealism is rooted in the French sur (meaning beyond or further) and 
when applied to literature and art means to go beyond reality. Surrealism was a spin-
o" of the Dada movement and was prominent in Europe during the years between 
World War I and World War II. !e Surrealists were proponents of establishing 
the priority of the subconscious over reality (or reason) and acknowledged their 
antecedents in works of Paolo Uccello, William Blake, and Odilon Redon. It has 
been suggested that Surrealism, while greatly influenced by Freud’s psychoanalytical 
theories, was also a reaction to the “reason” or “rationalism” that led European 
culture and politics into the horrors of World War I.  !e Surrealist painters may 
be divided into two sub- schools: organic and narrative (in some ways similar to 
Surrealist poets). !e organic Surrealists (including Arp, Ernst, and Miro) worked 
with forms that were emotionally suggestive but essentially non-representational. 
!e narrative Surrealists, including Dali, painted specifically represented elements 
that defied rational sense through visions of a hallucinatory world.  Dali’s paintings 
deformed, juxtaposed, and metamorphosed the real in an irrational, fantastical 
manner. !e paintings were bizarre, enigmatic, and infinitely challenging to the 
viewer. 

Dali quickly became the most well known member of the Surrealist group, but his 
flair for publicity generated dissention, and ultimate expulsion from the group. 
Dali maintained a close relationship with the poet Lorca; however, Dali and Lorca 
ultimately quarreled and severed ties.

In 1929 Dali met Gala Eluard (a Russian immigrant eleven years his senior) who 
visited him with her Surrealist poet husband, Paul Eluard. Gala became Dali’s lover 
and muse, as well as his business manager. !ey were married in 1934. In 1940 
Dali and Gala moved to New York City where they remained until 1955. During 
this period Dali had his first retrospective exhibition at the Museum of Modern 
Art (1941), designed theater sets and fashionable shop interiors, and succumbed 
to Gala’s insistence that he take on large numbers of commissions to support their 
expensive life style. A painter, sculptor, graphic artist, and designer, Dali also wrote 
several autobiographical books, the most revealing of which was !e Secret Life of 
Salvador Dali. 
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By the late 1960s, Dali’s curled and waxed mustache was almost as well known as his 
paintings, and his lifestyle captured public interest (and condemnation) throughout 
the world. Advocates of the outré, he and Gala embarked on an increasingly 
decadent lifestyle that included “Surrealist balls” complete with food served in shoes 
and bartenders wearing ties made of hair.  At nearly 70, Gala began a protracted 
a"air with a man who starred as Jesus Christ in an o"-Broadway production of 
“Jesus Christ Superstar.” To support their excesses Dali signed numerous contracts 
for reproductions of his paintings and lent his name to a range of other marketable 
products (including signing 17,500 copies of a Tarot card set). 

In 1974 Dali opened the Teatro Museo Dali in Figueres, followed by retrospectives 
in Paris and London. Gala died in 1982 of heart failure; after her death Dali’s mental 
condition declined. His condition deteriorated further when he was burned in a 
1984 fire at his home in Pubol. He lived the last years of his life as a recluse receiving 
few visitors, and dependent upon the care of private nurses. He died in a Figueres 
hospital on January 23, 1989. 

Surrealism in both painting and in poetry succeeded in uniting conscious and 
unconscious experiences into spellbinding visions of pure emotion; and Dali’s non-
literal, superbly idiosyncratic dream spaces distinguish his best work. His art and his 
lifestyle were expressions of imagination and irrationality, unfettered by conscious 
control and free of convention. He described his paintings as “hand-painted dream 
photographs” and said of himself, “!e only di"erence between me and a madman is 
that I am not mad.”
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FICTION

Why Not?
Dan Brook

 “Do you wanna go?”, Yevgeny enthusiastically asked. He didn’t have to 
specify where and she didn’t need to ask. He had asked her many times before.

 “Not now”, Yael responded in one of her various ways that wasn’t quite a 
yes, yet preserved hope by never being a definitive no. !is wasn’t a technique of 
artifice, but a genuine reflection of how she felt.

 Yevgeny and Yael had been best friends for years. !eir easy relationship had 
them sharing their secrets: dreams, fears, worries, accomplishments, heartaches. !ey 
would often talk about food, work, art, and the existence or non-existence of gods, 
devils, souls, ghosts, aliens. !ey would discuss a variety of topics that stirred them, 
including whether time travel, worm holes, and infinite universes were possible and 
what it might mean. “Could we live on another planet in another galaxy in another 
time and still be best friends?”, one would ask the other. “Would we still be us?”

 But they were also perfectly comfortable with long silences that many others 
find desperately awkward. If they didn’t have something to say, or a desire to say it, 
they both had absolutely no problem occupying their inner worlds, enjoying their 
own and each other’s company in a di"erent way.

 One of Yevgeny’s dreams — indeed, his biggest — was quite a simple one 
really. 

 Some people dream of becoming a surfer and living on Kata Beach on 
Phuket, while others dream of winning the lottery and living in a Malibu mansion, 
and still others dream of becoming president, CEO, or an astronaut flying to Mars. 

 But Yael didn’t have any dreams. She thought she might have when she was 
a kid, but not anymore. She collected other people’s dreams instead, much like some 
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collect stamps or elephant souvenirs. She kept Yevgeny’s quotidian dream in a special 
place.

 Yevgeny only really wanted to visit the Yamaha musical instruments factory 
in Japan, take in its industrial grandeur for a few hours, and them aimlessly wander 
the sprawling city. He didn’t know what else he wanted to find, but he wanted to 
find it there. Besides Yevgeny’s dream of going there, he wanted Yael to go with him, 
knowing that she was an ideal dream catcher.

 Yevgeny and Yael were never romantically involved with one another 
— sure, occasional thoughts had fired through their neurons — yet they were 
emotionally close, often playful and physical with each other, even a"ectionate, and 
always supportive. Many who didn’t know any better assumed they were a couple, 
which they didn’t usually clarify. Despite having never kissed each other, let alone 
more than that, they once promised that if they ever visited the Yamaha factory 
together, they would also get married there.

 About a month later, Yevgeny reported to Yael that one of the keys 
on his Yamaha keyboard popped out while he was playing Take Six, his semi-
improvisational and raucous version of Dave Brubeck’s famous piece. “How can I 
play Take Six without an A sharp?”, he frantically yet unnecessarily asked.

 Yael put her arm around Yevgeny to comfort him as they sat on a bench 
in Sacher Park in Yerushalayim for several minutes without another word. Just two 
unromantically-involved lovers watching the world go by. “Hey Yevgeny”, Yael said 
matter of factly, while turning her head completely toward him. “Do you wanna 
go?” Yevgeny’s smile illuminated his entire being.
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POETRY

Summer Stock
Tom Plante

On a cool summer evening
with waning humidity
and a pint of porter,
a breeze at my bare feet
rinses away the dust
of old letters and books
in my new attempt to clear out
the cellar clutter.

But the following day
a calm dawn brings renewed
heat and the realization
that I must begin again
and again before 
the shelves are cleared.

I take tentative steps,
a sip of water, then fresh co"ee
and dark chocolate
encouraged by thoughts
of summer’s treats—Jersey
fresh blueberries, tomatoes, corn—

while dusty songs, postcards
and leftover memories languish
in corners, where crickets nest 
in boxes—the byways 
of a young man’s adventures.
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I encourage my knees
and knuckles to work
on this new day
and secretly wish a songbird
would steal my pen.
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POETRY

Somewhere in the World 
 Someone is Dying
Maria Mazziotti Gillan
 
Somewhere in the world someone is dying – Syria for example 
where the news gives us images of the dead and dying,
the children with distended bellies,
the children caked with dust,
the children whose eyes are wide
in the face of monstrosities that no child should ever have to see.
A mother clutches a baby
wrapped in what looks like filthy rags,
and the bundle the child makes is so small 
we can only believe it will not survive. 

Somewhere in the world someone is dying –
and people with smarmy voices show us 
starved and broken children.
!ey ask for money and they all have
the same tone, one that makes me think 
I cannot trust them to actually help these poor children.

Before she died my mother sent money every month 
to one of those organizations in South America. 
I don't know if it ever got to help any children. 
People die. I know that. I have lost so many 
of those I loved in the last years, 
though sometimes I comfort myself that they are still with me;
their spirits float around me as I sleep. 

People die. I know that. But when did our hearts turn 
to boulders in our chests?
When did we feel that only some people deserve to live?
When did we start hating immigrants and refugees
and all the people that don't look like us?
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!is America, my immigrant parents would not recognize.
America is becoming a place that hates the poor and the needy.
Our leaders believe a few people deserve to have more and more 
as if being poor is a sign of sin. 
Is it right that money flows to those who already have so much?

People die. I know that. But we cannot pretend we do not see or know. 
I hear the cries of young people on the battlefields of the world. 
In paneled rooms, powerful old men 
plan the next war in order to enrich their friends,
who make the weapons of destruction. !ey pound their drums 
to make us believe they want to save the world.
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POETRY

Gray Area
Nancy Lubarsky

In my granddaughter’s world, 
you are a chrysalis or a butterfly,
a storm cloud or a rainbow, a 
stepsister or a princess. She 

dances to vivid colors, spring 
flowers, the magic of ballgowns, 
and happy endings. At four, it’s 
best to see the world this way. 

When the pandemic came, she 
understood why she needed to
wear a mask and keep away 
from others. It was what 

everyone did to stay safe and 
healthy—the happy ending to 
this trying tale. Until, in one of 
her story books, she saw a crowd 

of people, observed how close 
they were—their cheeks and 
smiles visible. She whispered 
that they all would die. 

My daughter assured her that this 
gathering was way before the virus. 
But, then she added that sometimes
butterflies’ fragile wings break, 

that days can be both rainy and 
sunny, and that maybe one of 
Cinderella’s stepsisters really
tried to help her but couldn’t. 
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POETRY

Rise
Basil Rouskas

Night’s breath wets the monastery roof 
and black robes swallow groggy figures 
into the sleeping mountainside.

A rooster’s crow from the chicken coop 
bounces o" the belfry
and settles into the pine needles.

!e monks splash cold water on their faces
and head to the chapel — 
a chant begins to rise…
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POETRY

No Name
Penny Harter

!is morning I want to wake with no 
name, at least not the one I carried
with me into restless sleep.

I want to be new, fresh, untainted 
by frustration or regret, anonymous
as I rise from my warm nest of linens.

Without a given name, I am weightless,
can choose a new one if I wish, woven 
from the startle of autumn on the horizon. 

I can travel without a passport—no need 
to wave credentials in the wind since we 
can’t go home again.

Home has changed, lost its birthright
just as we have lost the thread that led
us through the maze of who we were.

Yet let’s all practice shouting syllables
at the stars, piecing them together into
words like Hallelujah, Hello, or even Hope.



57

POETRY

Island
Katherine Soniat

My son cares for his own first home,
hammering. Raking and watering.  Like some 

sort of father, I think sleepily looking out at the gulf.
!ese sounds of domesticity bring back my husband

the first year we were married. !e word father fractures, and
the one who arrives in dream is mine: He leans, face so close

his smile and eyes whimsical as if we'd shared the same secret
for decades. Something almost laughable holds us a kiss-length

apart . .  . this man who stumbled feet-first out of war 
then surrounded himself with water.

             —for R.W.T.
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NONFICTION

An Invitation
Teresa H. Janssen

  
Several summers ago while strolling through the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, I 
was drawn to a painting of a girl of about fifteen in a simple blue dress, red cape and 
sandals. She is standing in a meadow, back-lit by the setting sun. She is not alone. 
An angel is speaking to her. !e girl gazes beyond the frame, while intently listening 
to his words. 
 Perhaps she cannot believe what she is hearing. Perhaps she is trying to un-
derstand. Perhaps she is already pondering her response. !e girl is Mary of biblical 
fame.
 I was struck by the image because it seems to capture the instant when a life 
hangs on an edge. Her response to the summons will send her on a new course from 
which there will be no turning back. 
 !e Annunciation, by one of Canada’s prominent artists, Mary Alexandra 
Bell Eastlake, was painted in 1896. It depicts the event when the angel Gabriel 
appeared to Mary and delivered the message that she was to conceive a child that 
would be called Jesus. 
 

!e Annunciation 1896, Oil on canvas, 63.5 x 53.2 cm
!e Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, purchase, Horsley and Annie Townsend Bequest
Photo MMFA, Christine Guest
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 I am riveted by accounts of those who have received missives that changed 
the trajectory of their lives. Old Testament Noah was warned about the upcoming 
flood and urged to build a boat. Mohammed’s visit from Gabriel lead him to teach 
a new faith tradition— Islam. William Blake, prophetic poet, claimed to have seen 
visions from a young age. He believed he was personally instructed by the archan-
gels. Blake advocated for the compassionate treatment of children, the abolition of 
slavery, the equality of men, women and all races; and encouraged spiritual emanci-
pation from the religious constraints of 18th century England. Was he inspired by 
these envoys to bring vision and hope, mercy, pity, and peace to humanity through 
poetry?
 Tom Holland, a British journalist, began a 2012 book review for !e Guard-
ian by recalling an interview he had conducted of an Israeli soldier who described 
being thrown from his tank during the Six-day War in 1967. As enemy soldiers ad-
vanced toward him, a golden figure appeared that told him he had been chosen for a 
mission: to rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem. !e soldier fainted and awoke in a hos-
pital. When he spoke of his experience to UN inspectors, they were amazed because 
they had interviewed a group of Syrian soldiers a few days before who had described 
seeing a golden figure between themselves and an injured Israeli. Frightened, they 
had fled. Holland kept contact with his interviewee, but more than fifty years later, 
the Temple (on the same site as Islam’s Dome of the Rock) has not been rebuilt.
 Had the herald been referring to a metaphorical Temple–the spiritual rather 
than physical rebuilding of Judaism? Did the soldier misunderstand? How does one 
comprehend, in one astonishing moment, a message from the universe? How does 
one hear it at all?

 As I stood in the Canadiana wing of the Montreal museum that July day, 
I pondered Mary’s reaction when she first perceived the specter’s presence and the 
range of emotions that followed. 
 I ask myself how I might respond if a golden figure appeared in a meadow 
in the woods, in a grocery store aisle, or in my living room. Would I believe my eyes? 
Would I run away, shaking with fear? Would I be open and poised enough to listen? 
Would I understand the message?
 I am drawn to the concept of annunciation because I am sometimes unsure 
whether I am on the right track and where I am going. I want to be open to trans-
formation, though I know it can be disorienting. I want to learn how to listen for, 
understand, and respond to an invitation in my life. Perhaps I can take a few tips 
from teen-age Mary. 
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 Her reaction to the apparition is a topic that scholars have spent consider-
able time thinking and writing about. It has been classified into four stages.
 !e first is conturbatio, referring to her surprise, confusion, and fear when 
the emissary appears. (!e local interpretation of the event, in Nazareth, is that 
Mary, at the well, was so frightened she ran away, but the angel followed her home 
where he proceeded with his message.) !e second stage is cogitatio, a meditative 
listening and reflection after she is calmed. In the third stage, interrogatio, she doubts 
what she is hearing and questions whether this is possible. Finally, in the fourth 
stage, humiliatio, Mary is moved, humbled, understands and accepts the invitation. 
 Artistic interpretations of the annunciation date back to the third century. 
A creative work depicting the event is called an annunciation because of the spiritual 
engagement required of the artist in its rendering. Most portray one of the four 
stages of Mary’s response to the apparition. 
 
 One of the paintings that best depicts her initial surprise and fear is Mat-
thias Grünewald’s Annunciation. I first saw it more than twenty years ago when I 
visited Alsace, the region of France from which my husband’s mother emigrated over 
sixty years ago. One rainy morning, we drove to Colmar, a charming town of wood 
and stucco buildings, to see the jewel of the town, the Unterlinden Museum, housed 
in a 13th century Dominican convent. In the chapel, I saw Grünewald’s carved 
Isenheim Altarpiece, and on its left outer panel, his Annunciation. I was mesmerized 
by the artist’s portrayal of the very moment of Gabriel’s arrival. 

Annunciation Panel, Isenheim Altarpiece (1506-1515) 
by Matthias Grünewald, Unterlinden Museum, Colmar, France
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 His gold and crimson robes still billow from his flight. !e pages Mary has 
been reading have yet to close, as the book falls from the table. I can nearly hear the 
swish of her gown as she shrinks back, never taking her eyes from the apparition. I 
see something between wonder and panic. Conturbatio. I sense the girl’s fear—my 
goose bumps, proof of Grünewald’s success in transporting me to the instant of 
contact.
 Grünewald painted the scene in a highly detailed, realistic manner, intended 
to serve the needs of a movement of the era called devotio moderna, so devotees could 
identify with the emotional lives of religious figures.
 It is such a connection that I seek, too. From a young girl who heard and 
answered a call, I want to learn to respond to an invitation for change. 

 Gabriel calms the girl’s fears and delivers his news. Hundreds of artists have 
interpreted the stages cogitatio and interrogatio—the contemplation and questioning 
of the summons, yet Mary Bell Eastlake’s modernist rendition in Montreal remains 
my favorite.
 In Eastlake’s portrayal, it looks as though the teen has recently left her 
chores and gone for a walk. !e angel appears to have stopped her in her tracks. Not 
yet recovered from her shock, Mary’s cape has slipped o" one shoulder. She clasps 
her hands above her heart and listens. We see her serious consideration, but she has 
turned her gaze away as doubt enters her mind, and she wonders how this can pos-
sibly come to be. !ough very young, she may have an inkling that acceptance could 
bring pain and sacrifice, symbolized by the red mantle she still has the opportunity 
to shed.
 In the quiet museum wing in Montreal, I stared into the face of the girl and 
involuntarily held my breath, as quite possibly Mary was holding hers. I recognized a 
young woman teetering on a cusp. So much hinged on this moment. 
 I turned away, stunned by the enormity of the invitation. 

 !e final stage of the Annunciation, humiliatio, is rendered in Fra Angelico’s 
1435 Altarpiece of Cortona (Italy). Mary sits with Gabriel in an enclosed garden 
beneath a portico, in a red dress beneath an open blue mantle, a color reversal from 
the previous painting.  
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Fra Angelico, Annunciation, c. 1432-1434, tempera on panel, 

Museo Diocesano, Cortona, Italy

 !e girl’s face is serene, her posture relaxed. She has grasped what she has 
been asked to do. !e tranquility of the image and harmony of colors, especially the 
pink and gold of the angel’s gown and wings, reflect the peace of acceptance. Fra An-
gelico painted this scene on an altarpiece as an aid to prayer. He believed the human 
eye was a portal through which the spirit could enter the soul. 
 In March of 2017 at the Smithsonian’s Renwick Gallery, I saw late ceramic 
artist June Schwarcz’s exhibit, inspired by Fra Angelico’s annunciation paintings. 
Intrigued by the structure and colors of the angel’s robe, Schwarcz made a series of 
sculptural forms using metal and enameling. One is a gold purse-like ceramic with 
a pink interior; another has pink pleats, mimicking the garment’s folds. My favorite, 
called Fortuny Bowl (#828), is of electroplated copper filigree (resembling brocade) 
over a pink enamel skin with a luminescent gold interior. I wanted to run my fingers 
over its gleaming surface, as perhaps Mary had longed to touch a corner of Gabriel’s 
robe. 

 History is peppered with accounts of individuals who have been open to 
revelation — some through dreams. Descartes grasped the fundamentals of the sci-
entific method in a dream, changing the course of his life and altering the develop-
ment of Western thinking. Florence Nightingale had a dream that steered her to her 
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life’s work to heal the sick and advance the field of nursing. Martin Luther King, Jr’s 
dreams brought him clarity and courage to work for racial equality and peace. !ey 
had been open, listened, believed in the possibility of the extraordinary, and followed 
the summons. 
 Each had received inspiration at a time when they were lost or seeking di-
rection in a real or metaphoric wilderness. !ey had quieted themselves through soli-
tude, meditation or prayer. It must have been easier for Mary, too, to be receptive to 
a beckoning without the clatter of our modern world. To the rest of us, immersed in 
the heightened tempo and racket of daily life, the arrival of an apparition is unlikely. 
A bidding might arrive in ordinary ways. 
 It is most often during periods of transition that I seek clarity around mat-
ters about life’s meaning. What should I do next? How can I best use my talents for 
the betterment of the world? What am I here for? 
 I have been a teacher for twenty years. While driving home at the end of 
a frustrating day or after falling asleep while grading homework, I have wondered 
whether this is all I am meant to do. Do I have a another calling? I wonder whether 
I may have missed a beacon to a new path because I was distracted or unprepared to 
listen.
 Preparation is asking the question. If I don’t know how to articulate it, 
it is creating an opening for it to come. Sometimes, illness, accident, death of a 
loved one, or a mysterious turn of fate can bring about a state of vulnerability and 
receptivity to moving toward the next stage of one’s life. During this Coronavirus 
pandemic, many of us have been forced to make abrupt changes in our ways of liv-
ing. Our confidence has been shaken. We may have been stilled to a degree never 
experienced before. 
 When I think of listening, I think of the radio. !ough radio waves are all 
around us, it wasn’t until the 1880’s that a German physicist, Heinrich Hertz, was 
able to prove their existence with two rods and a spark gap as a receiving-antennae. 
Each time the waves were picked up, a spark would jump. Like radio waves, inspira-
tion is out there. I need only tune in with my antennae to catch a flicker. 
 Fra Angelico saw the human eye as a portal, but inspiration can enter 
through many senses. ‘Waves’ surround us in the exceptional and the mundane and 
may come from places we don’t expect in-the-midst of our daily routines: the refrain 
of a song or poem that won’t leave, a comment from a stranger that goes to the 
heart, a repeated o"er that can no longer be ignored, insight from a work of art, a 
dispatch from nature—the chatter of waves, the whisper of wind. 
 Poets take time to perceive what we often cannot. Rumi reminds us: “!ere 
is a voice that doesn’t use words. Listen.” Mary Oliver in her poem, ‘!e World I 
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Live In’ embraces a world that is wider than “reasons and proofs”. “You wouldn’t 
believe what once or twice I have seen. I’ll just tell you this: only if there are angels 
in your head will you ever, possibly, see one.”
 !e next stage is interpretation. To understand an invitation, David Roche, 
humorist, psychologist and author reminds us of ‘!e Principle of Delayed Under-
standing’. He tells us that, contrary to common belief, we often can’t understand 
what is going on while it is going on. Our consciousness lags behind reality. He ex-
plains that our soul needs the help and counsel of others and the gift of time to work 
on it. If the voice has been a quiet one, the message may take longer to comprehend. 
 Discernment seems the most challenging stage. How can I be sure of what I 
am experiencing? What if I misinterpret the meaning? What if my engagement does 
more harm than good? History is filled with tragic stories of those impassioned for 
a cause, without the moral compass to direct their actions towards good. To discern 
a call takes deep and nuanced thinking, sound judgement and wisdom. Ignatius of 
Loyola designed his Spiritual Exercises to help people make important life decisions. 
His seven steps include identifying the issue, taking time for contemplation, follow-
ing one’s heart to choose, discussing the decision with mentors and counselors, and 
once committed, trusting the decision.     

 !e paintings by Grünewald, Eastlake, and Fra Angelico of the stages of 
Mary’s encounter have given me insight into her emotional experience. I realize that 
my first reaction to a call may also be fear. If it is an invitation that I am not open 
to receive, I may shrug my shoulders, plug my ears, or walk the other way. I may be 
surprised by what I am asked to do. I may not be prepared. I may need some time. I 
may ask, “How can this be?” 
 I may feel as though I am teetering on the edge of the unknowable. I may 
be afraid of possibility, afraid to fail, afraid of my own potential. My answer may in-
volve letting go of control, accepting sacrifice or risk, and learning to trust in forces 
beyond my understanding. I may need strength when I’m disheartened, perseverance 
when change takes longer than I expect, and courage when the work gets hard.  
 If I am lucky, I will have an epiphany. Polish poet Czeslaw Milosz writes: 
“Epiphany is an unveiling of reality…(it) thus interrupts the everyday flow of time 
and enters as one privilege moment when we intuitively grasp a deeper, more essen-
tial reality hidden in things or persons.” Suddenly, I have put the pieces together. My 
path has been illuminated.
 
 When my Alsatian mother-in-law was a young woman, she was living in 
Paris under an alias after the trauma of World War II, while grieving the death of 
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the love of her life (a French o#cer who was executed in the final days of the war). 
She dreamed of a more authentic life but didn’t know where to begin. One day, she 
met her father’s cousin, visiting from the U.S., who spoke to her about emigrating 
to America. It was a watershed moment. At once, she knew that her future would 
unfold on another continent. A year later, she boarded a ship in Le Havre and jour-
neyed alone across the Atlantic. Before she died three years ago at the age of ninety-
two, she assured me she had never regretted her decision.
 Two years ago, I resigned from my teaching position and journeyed to do 
work half-way across the world. I believe I responded to a call, though subtle, that 
presented itself through a combination of circumstances that slid into place. I believe 
I used sound judgement, though my decision involved risk. I am still trying to un-
derstand my new role, especially now during the COVID pandemic when my plans 
have had to be delayed. It is possible I will have remorse. But more often, it has been 
the unanswered invitations I have regretted.

 !e summer after first encountering Eastlake’s Annunciation painting, I vis-
ited Meryem ana evi (Mary’s House) on Mt. Koressos, near Ephesus, Turkey, where 
some believe she lived the last years of her life. !e shrine on a quiet hillside, visited 
by Muslims and Christians alike, consists of a modest chapel near the site of her 
home. On the path below stands a stone wall covered with pieces of paper and fabric 
scrawled with the prayers of pilgrims. 
 As I stood before the wall, I was assailed by the reality of Mary’s humani-
ty—a simple Jewish girl from an unimportant village tapped to play a major part in 
history. Here she woke, cooked, ate, and carried water. I contemplated all she had 
su"ered: her son’s death, the fear of persecution, the hardships of escape, and the 
alienation of living years of her life as a refugee. I wondered whether she had ever 
regretted her answer to her call. 
 Another Mary, who hailed from an insignificant town in the grasslands of 
Ontario, understood the significance of the summons. It is expressed in the bold 
strokes of the artist’s brush, in the glow of the girl’s face, in the angel’s radiant figure 
and iridescent wings of indigo and violet. Eastlake painted the invitation and the re-
sponse. !e young girl, in answering ‘yes’, has overcome fear, been filled with grace, 
and stepped toward her destiny. 
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POETRY

Dream House
Deborah LaVeglia

  
In my dream house,
my childhood family is intact.

And so is the cold water flat,
with four railroad rooms and a bath.
It sits on top of a Je"erson Street Jewelry Store.

In winter it’s ice cold, 
so you heat bricks in the oven,
and run them over the sheets, and place a covered 
brick at the foot of the bed to warm your feet.

It’s stifling in the summer,
but the large windows open wide.
You can lean out and talk to neighbors walking by,
and, if you were lucky, a breeze might sneak in and cool you. 
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POETRY

Interior Castle
Bernadette McBride
  
 —Abiding with Teresa of Avila (1577)

What if we weren't too busy to spend time here
Night     and day     its windows fling light to its breadth     
without     within     Luminesce veins of each shaft of grass    
mallard’s wing     June bug’s shoulder     Shed gold 
to each tip of the doe’s perfect fur     koi’s sunny pond     
Jewel each petal     Anoint each pebble     Stir each atom   
Seven chimneys’ frankincense     transfigures your view        
Parapets betroth you to the stars     whose dust     light    
reveal you     Notice too how its walkway iridesces     
welcomes you to what it’s     what you’ve     always known     
that when you finally claim it     you find its door 
opens out from you.
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POETRY

Keeping the Peace
Joe Weil
  
!rough set jaw and narrowed gaze                                                                                                                                             
through laundry basket dropped

Just a little too hard, through forgot                                                                                                                                           
to include that name on an invite list                                                                                                                                             
                          
!rough phone calls never returned                                                                                                                                         
left hand compliment, right hand clenched

!rough forced smiles at unexpected meetings                                                                                                                                         
the one who is never angry lives

Poling the gondola of his rage, singing Arias                                                                                                                                            
to grudges never acknowledged,

going about the business of his dying                                                                                                                                            
Whole families live like this.  

Knives bristling all around them.                                                                                                                                            
!ey call it keeping the peace.
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POETRY

Summer Washday in the Backyard
Gretna Wilkinson
  
A small clearing under the soursop tree 
a table to hold the large aluminum wash 
basin, a rain-filled pond just a few feet 
away for water source, a special wash 
bench my father made so Mummy could 
sit while she washed; and another wash-
day afternoon of living art is enough 
for my brother, sister and me

Back then, I didn’t know we were making 
a fresh painting every week; one no artist 
dared put to canvas unless they wanted 
to expose their inability to depict joy, or
squeals of laughter from seven, eight
and nine-year-olds 

Or paint movement grass makes when 
three children play a game of rolling away 
far from each other. Or the mother’s voice
calling, Come back 

Or reproduce the kissing sound of her 
fisted knuckles rubbing shirt collars on 
the scrubbing board. Or the shade of 
white she rinses into the well-worn shirts 
with a few drops of her miracle blue added 
to the rinse water that turns the shirts 
white like fresh milk from the heifers 
grazing on the farm
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We run back toward the sound of her 
humming, One Day At A Time Sweet Jesus; 
to pillowcases and pyjamas waving 
on the clothesline in the morning sun 
dancing in the breeze as if they, too, 
knew freedom
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A Review of 
!e Bourgeois Anarchist, A Novella

by Ellen Prentiss Campbell

 
 
 Susie Alioto has—in her fashion—held true to her youthful anarchist 
principles in the decades since her radical commune days of the ‘60’s.  To be sure, 
she’s made some economic compromises, struck some utilitarian bargains with her 
original ideals, perhaps cut some moral corners. But that’s been necessary for a single 
parent, the completely solo parent of a son, though her former anarchist mentor 
might disapprove.
 She teaches and tries to raise consciousness at a private school in 
Philadelphia’s Main Line suburbs. Her twenty-two-year-old son Eric just graduated 
from the elite school, attended with a faculty child’s tuition break. He’ll be o" to a 
private college in the fall, and the impending break-up of the two-person family’s 
accustomed life is stirring up anxiety for both. Incipient change has a way of shaking 
things loose, and a lot shakes loose in this brief novella.
 !e author plunges us into action as Susie joins a march to City Hall to 
protest gun violence, especially school shootings. She proudly brandishes her home-
made placard: Kids’ Blood on Your Hands, NRA!  !e marchers are passing the 
small independent co"ee shop where Eric is working for the summer (called Gentle 
Grounds, with the author’s delightful, pervasive irony) just as masked Antifa-esque 
runners arrive. One smashes the co"ee shop window. Shards of glass shower the 
crowd. Susie’s ear is cut, she bleeds, she faints. Readers, we’re o" to the races.
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 Susie comes to and discovers one of the apparent Antifa trying to staunch 
the bleeding.  Lauren’s a student nurse, and very frightened by the imminent arrival 
of the cops. Lauren flees the scene and insists on bringing woozy, reluctant Susie 
to her own apartment for proper bandaging. Susie learns Lauren’s in an abusive 
relationship with the likely perpetrator of the damage to the co"ee shop. 
 !is initial uneasy situation foretells the further complications of Susie’s 
dilemma. !e lines between good and bad, right and wrong, blur. !e ambiguous 
present situation stirs painful memories of her anarchist commune days as a 
supporter (if not exactly a direct perpetrator) of violent actions. Now once again, 
Susie feels close to moral and legal hot water—especially since the young son of 
Eric’s boss at Gentle Grounds was injured by the imploding glass in the co"ee shop. 
!e boy is hospitalized. Susie reaches out to help, and meets Joe, the boy’s attractive 
great-uncle. Joe attempts to take justice (as well as a quite willing Susie) into his own 
hands, and well, the plot thickens. 
 Her son Eric encounters his own struggles of conscience and possible 
romance to deal with, and increasing worries about his mom’s health, judgment, and 
well-being. Even the bronze statue of William Penn near City Hall seems worried, 
hovering over the narrative, appearing between chapters like an omniscient, silent 
judge as events hurtle forward to the conclusion.
 Lots happens fast—a little too fast, a little too dramatically, perhaps, which 
makes the conclusion and resolution abrupt. But it is after all energetic, impetuous 
Susie’s story. Her abiding proclivity for doing rather than reflecting sets the pace, 
the tone—and does limit the depth of the tale. Nevertheless, Susie is an irresistible 
force. Readers, especially those of a certain age, a#cionados of Anne Tyler’s quirky 
heroines, will enjoy Susie. She carries the baggage of years of living and experience 
with almost reckless, youthful abandon. And begins to reckon with some skeletons 
in her own closet and to figure out what’s next.
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A Review of 
!ird Eye Rising
by moazzam sheikh

 

Murzban Shro"'s recent collection !ird Eye Rising is a deeply satisfying e"ort. In 
story after story one witnesses not only his compassion and controlled empathy for 
his characters but his desire to challenge the standard narrative. He keeps on pushing 
the boundaries of how far and wide he can stretch the limits of storytelling. !e real 
pleasure of reading his stories, almost all of them, however, comes from discovering 
an additional symbolic layer wrapped around the narrative arc. 

Take, for example, the leado" story, "!e Kitemaker’s Dilemma", which, on a 
cursory reading, appears as a straight forward story about a kind-hearted kitemaker, 
who develops a paternal bond with a scarred-skin, motherless boy locked inside his 
home all day while his uncaring father goes o" to work. !e kitemaker notices the 
shy boy behind the window curtain, becomes curious, hopes to connect with him 
and, failing that, learns the boy's story from another elder in the town: the boy's 
father not only killed his wife, he also shifted the blame on to the son, who ends 
up with a burnt skin. !e kitemaker tries a new approach, leaving a kite for several 
days in a row outside the boy's window, which the boy does not touch. Yet by the 
time the kitemaker must move on, he has won the child's trust, and unbeknownst to 
his father, the child's kite has soared into the sky for everyone to see. A simple story 
about love's triumph! But a careful reading allows the reader to find several hints 
dropped by the author regarding what it means to be a writer/kitemaker: pondering 
over the kite or story’s size, design, strength and its development. Just as Murzban 
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Shro"’s stories test their wings and soar into the sky, the viewer realizes the kite has 
acquired new contours. A story must be a chameleon, Shro" insists. A second layer 
appears. Just when the reader thinks it is the boy who must seize the center stage 
after much coaxing from the author, they realize that the story is not just about 
one kitemaker or one child left unloved, but the entire country of India caught in 
a tug of war between those who care and those who don’t. His stories become what 
Dostoyevsky calls "the human heart where good and evil battle each other". 

!e second story, "Bhikoo Badshah's Poison", broadens the canvas. !e poison of 
a beggar king, if loosely translated. A situation, which grows embarrassing for the 
narrator as it exposes the flaws and innate inequality rooted in India's casteism, 
shifts the narrative, again, metaphorically speaking, from the kitemaker to the kite-
flyer, from the benevolent bank o#cer/narrator to the clerk named Bhikoo Badsha/
protagonist. !e story, which begins with exploring the bank o#cer’s gullibility and 
Bhikoo’s harmless cunning, reveals an extra layer which connects Bhikoo’s actions 
- to get basic education, leave the conservative trappings of his village, send his son 
to an English medium school, visit his village on his motorbike and bring gifts - 
all result from Indian government’s abject failure to provide honorable life to the 
poor, such as basic health care and good education. !e poison inside Bhikoo is the 
societal one, which had killed little children after eating contaminated lunches due 
to the principal’s criminal negligence. 

Murzban Shro" weaves micro and macro brilliantly like no other writer I have read 
in my recent memory. !e fourth and fifth stories, "Diwali Star" and "A Rather 
Strange Marriage" respectively, show his innate understanding and command over 
the socio-political fabric of modern day India that he feels is constantly being ripped 
and only a return to compassion and empathy can save it. "Diwali Star" revolves 
around an honorable retired police o#cer and his family. Despite having done 
everything within his power, he cannot control the disintegration of his family. 
Consolation comes from letting things go, not having his sons by his side on Diwali, 
and forging a bond with the night watchman, who has literally lost his only son. 
!ere’s a bit of a Nehruvian touch to the story, but the point the author makes is 
that human connection does not rely on blood or caste or religion. 
"A Rather Strange Marriage" pushes the narrative a bit further and in Shro"’s 
somewhat male-centric point of view, (and the author's sarcastic murmers that 
belittle hollow patriarchy), women take charge of the action, if not the narrative. 
Even in this story, Shro" does not lose sight of the connection between the modern 
day feudal cruelty and debauchery, that comes at the cost of poor peasants (and 
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the free sex their women should provide), and the feudally-minded who insist on 
enjoying the entertainment cities provide. If the crops fail, the poor cannot pay the 
feudal masters; if the feudal masters cannot collect the taxes, they cannot pay for the 
fun in the cities. !e story bravely suggests one way to break the cycle.

!e title story "!ird Eye Rising", however, sets the stage for how "A Rather Strange 
Marriage" would end. Satinder Bijlee reaches a breaking point witnessing his father, 
a symbol of India’s deeply entrenched superstition and patriarchy, act cruelly and 
insultingly towards his daughter-in-law. Killing his own father without leaving 
evidence as the only solution to ending his and his wife’s misery may suggest that 
India is giving birth to a new kind of man, but it does little to shift the status quo 
from patriarchy to a more inclusive system. While most of the stories allow hope of 
a di"erent kind, a fractured utopia of sort, perhaps, the title story says it bluntly that 
India has a long way to go. 

Shro"’s major stories here use death as a driving vehicle, but they allow a rebirth as 
well. Except the longest one in the collection. "A Matter of Misfortune", which is 
most poignantly fleshed out. !is is perhaps his ‘mini’ magnum opus. It is about two 
very close friends, opting di"erent values and goals in life, with one meeting a tragic 
end because, the narrator, and by extension the author, suggests, is due to chasing 
an economic mirage, the lure of the American brand of capitalism injected into the 
veins of a shining India. But the story also o"ers a character study, and if I am not 
mistaken, a bit Balzacian. Look at the opening sentence, for example: "I was there 
the day Amit died. He fell from a height he was unable to handle."

It is told from the point of view of someone whose love for his friend is 
immeasurable, hence the name Amit. As the narrator mourns Amit’s death, he recalls 
the character development of his friend, the one who is driven to achieving his goals, 
someone who is not willing to settle for small blessings. !e narrator conjures up 
Amit’s obsession with soccer, especially during rain, the influence of a blockbuster 
Yadon ki Barat, which works as a catalyst to blur in Amit’s mind lines between reality 
and fantasy, and a sense of identification with actors larger than life such as Amitabh 
Bachchan, Dharmendra, and even Jack Nicholson. !e story also tests the limits of 
deep friendships when other players are involved. All in all, it is a master stroke. 

!e last four stories are lighter and they serve well to allow a reader a breather. !ey 
also allow the reader a peek into the author’s skill at humor such as in "Oh Dad!".
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Murzban’s diction is rooted in realism and its flow keeps the reader glued to the 
characters' voices. He also very carefully avoids pontificating, thus raising the level of 
the stories much higher. !erefore, it is irritating to find easily avoidable distractions 
such as when the reader is unnecessarily reminded that the conversation is taking 
place in Hindi. Or when both a Hindi sentence and its translation occur in the same 
sentence as here: “Dhanda kaisa?” “How is business?” Baba Hanush asked, after the 
casual courtesies. Or: “!ey call him chotta bhoot, meaning little ghost.”  When 
two people are talking in Hindi, why would a character feel the need to translate the 
expression in English? !is kind of sloppiness should have been taken care of by the 
editors, if not the writer himself. While there is tremendous empathy in the stories, 
there is very little or no romantic love, which is the strongest device to break caste, 
religious, racial and economic barriers. 

Finally, despite minor hiccups, what lends Shro"’s fiction staying power has to do 
with his observation that is grounded in moral/immoral reality. While the universe 
may be amoral, the world that we live in is not. It is laziness to think otherwise. 
Recognizing morality does not mean it is synonymous with sexual, religious, 
Victorian, patriarchal or national morality imposed on one by the powers that 
be. Rather it is something a sensitive artist develops as their own sense of right 
and wrong, along with several shades in between. If they don't have that, they've 
got nothing that’s of any real value. Sure, vacuity and denseness can be, and often 
is, presented as art, but it is the author/artist who cannot detect the morality in 
or of the work. Of course, I am talking about the author’s moral sense, not their 
characters, but a good writer learns not to conflate them. When the narrator of 
"Bhikoo Badshah’s Poison" informs the reader: “Morally speaking, I was bound 
to advise Bhikoo against the consequences of impersonation. But seeing his face 
I realized how important this might be for him . . ,” Murzban Shro" must be 
congratulated for having a moral vision that consistently negotiates his characters’ 
thews and frailties. 
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A Review of 
!e View Ever Changing

by John Fox

 

!e View Ever Changing by Karen Luke Jackson is perfectly titled.  Her poems are 
multi-dimensional, freshly made and breathtakingly unexpected. I don’t believe 
I have ever read a book where poems show me, the reader, so many varied dance 
moves. Each poem in these so-called pages is alive, alive with its unique juice and 
substantial realities.

It may sound odd to say “so-called pages” but what I mean is that Jackson’s art here 
is as real as Walt Whitman laying down this truth about the true nature of words in 
"Song of the Rolling Earth":

Were you thinking that those were the words, those upright lines?
 those curves, angles and dots?
No, those are not the words, the substantial words are in the ground and sea,
!ey are in the air, they are in you. 

In “Homage to the Least “(Page 89) Jackson’s substantial words are found in “the 
ground”:

 you go by many names – night crawler, red wiggler
 angleworm – an alchemist who composts rotten
 scraps, fungi, even cardboard

THE VIEW EVER CHANGING
by Karen Luke Jackson
Kelsay Books, 2021
114 Pages
$18.50 Paperback
ISBN: 978-1954353220
To order: https://www.amazon.com/View-Ever-
Changing-Karen-Jackson/dp/1954353227/ref=sr_1
_1?dchild=1&keywords=the+view+ever+changing&
qid=1633446322&sr=8-1

%20https://smile.amazon.com/Minglements-Prose-Poetry-Renee-Ashley/dp/0999842536/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=mi
https://www.amazon.com/View-Ever-Changing-Karen-Jackson/dp/1954353227/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=the+view+ever+changing&qid=1633446322&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/View-Ever-Changing-Karen-Jackson/dp/1954353227/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=the+view+ever+changing&qid=1633446322&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/View-Ever-Changing-Karen-Jackson/dp/1954353227/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=the+view+ever+changing&qid=1633446322&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/View-Ever-Changing-Karen-Jackson/dp/1954353227/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=the+view+ever+changing&qid=1633446322&sr=8-1
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 into sweet smelling castings.  You convert
 garbage into loam like Jesus turned
 water into wine…

In these lines, Karen pens one of the best simile’s ever: an angleworm like Jesus! Her 
quickness of thought and abundant humor, appealing like a southern drawl, is found 
again and again dropping down with ease into her expansive heart. What I love 
more than anything (and there is much to love) is that these poems are caring and 
conscious.

In a baseball poem that hits the ball out of the park (“Heading for Home,” Page 69), 
Karen explores the relationship between a grandfather and grandson, the drama of 
the game, and behind it all, death and dying, and whatever happens when that white 
ball is going, going…. And in another, Jackson fiercely challenges us to look at what 
we are doing to the earth:

From “Warriors for Life” (Page 107):

I will not write a pretty poem
filled with glitzy words while
glaciers melt, rivers reek, and children 
starve behind barbed wire, while
loss of bellied, hooved, and winged
precedes our own extinction, while
my kin scuttle ancient teachings,
fashion gadgets into golden calves

from where will our help come?

I urge you to let these poems, with their ever-changing view, into your heart, into 
your hands, to let them take you where they want you to go.
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A Review of 
Wonderama

by adele kenny

 

Wonderama, the long-awaited new collection by Catherine Doty is truly a wonder—
as the title suggests, it o"ers the reader a wide view of childhood’s wonderments 
(both good and bad). Early in the collection, Doty relates the details of a physical 
assault she escaped as a child, beginning with:

What in hell are you doing
at night on the creepiest street
in South Paterson fussing with some 
battery-busted wreck of a pink Barbie jeep
you found in the weeds and think you can 
get to run? Oh, yeah, you live there… (Page 6)

And, yes! !ese poems are precisely where Doty lived. Following Momentum, her first 
book of poems, these poems revisit the fissures of childhood experience to find the 
deep truths they represent. As always, Doty does this with compassion, humor, and 
memorable imagery. Her lexicon is a dictionary of the young—hurting and only 
beginning to unravel a sense of understanding. In “What Does Not Kills Us,” Doty 
reflects on being left with her grandmother while her mother went out. She says 
that her orders were not to let her grandmother turn on the stove, to make her go to 

WONDERAMA
by Catherine Doty
CavanKerry Press, 2021
72 Pages
$18.00 Paperback
ISBN: 978-1933880822
To order: https://www.amazon.com/Wonderama-
Poems-Catherine-Doty/dp/1933880821/ref=sr_1_
1?dchild=1&keywords=wonderama&qid=1632844
589&sr=8-1
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the bathroom, and not to let her eat any of the candy (with which Doty was paid) 
because sugar would kill her. Of course, Grandma ate some of the candy.

Grandma sat there not dying while mice whapped
cats with bricks, and a cow in a polka dot dress
made eyes at a horse. !e living continued:
dying was a lie, like pick your nose and get
worms, or wear your snow boots inside
and get a headache. Two mice danced a tango
on checkered linoleum, then wrestled a stolen pie
through a hole in the wall. (Page 16)

Doty’s use of humor is one of her signature elements. Poetically nimble and with an 
eye that goes beyond the poverties of her childhood, she often responds to memory 
with a knowing smile. (Page 46)

In the kitchen, our happy mother plays Nelson Eddy so loud that it
 drowns out
the screams of the couple upstairs. She is the reason, she tells us, why we
 are so smart,
and smarts you can’t buy, or we’d sell ours and get a TV.

!is collection is a balanced and down-to-earth sampling of poems that speak to 
memories of people and place. All of the poems remind us of our own lost loved 
ones and bygone times, and they touch us with a familiarity that resonates on 
many levels. Articulate and openhearted, the poems in this collection are informed 
by childhood’s inner world and are charged with lyrical precision and narrative 
proficiency. As she plumbs the warm chambers of the past, Doty is both elegaic and 
celebratory. She seamlessly combines the wisdom of maturity with poignant and 
sometimes funny wonders of childhood. 
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We pick the gravel out of the fallen pears
and eat them with Wonder Bread and squirts of ketchup,
which, Franny, you learn to do because of me,
just like you learn to embroider and draw a horse.

And what do I learn from you? To avoid your father,
to not expect a hot dog when he cooks out. And, no o"ense,
but I can’t eat your mom’s macaroni: it’s served
in the dishpan she uses to shave her legs. (Page 47)

Creating an aesthetic that is steeped in emotion, Doty’s style is straightforward and 
no-nonsense. It embraces true poetic sentiment without stumbling into the pitfalls 
of sentimentality. In these poems, Cat re-envisions childhood as a source of power 
as she reconciles the contradictions of inexperience with what she knows now. 
Significantly, she does this by creating rich narratives that show without telling and 
often include just the right touch of wit.  

  
Catholicism and puberty duked it out the summer my body
broke out of its corral and galloped Paterson’s streets
in search of sugar through the new and luscious grasses
of impure thought.

!e priest I confessed to dismissed me as overly scrupulous—
I was thinking too much about thinking of dirty things—
and, distracted because the word scrupulous started with screw,
I left with a head full of sin and two Holy Cards, which he passed
me as if they were discards in Holy Strip Poker, a game I imagined
instructive and entertaining. (Page 57)

!ese poems are elegantly crafted with skillful attention to image, line, and sound. 
Importantly, Doty adeptly calls up memory and the people of her history, giving her 
readers a cast of characters that causes them to recall those who peopled their own 
early lives. !e readers’ personal stories might be vastly di"erent, but this collection 
is a “going home again” in which Doty causes readers to remember their own 
childhoods and what those childhoods taught them.
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A Review of 
!e Man Who Loved His Wife

by jennifer levine

 

 
As a Jewish studies major in college, I read Jewish literature in all its textures, 
designs, and sizes. From the wonders of the first modern Hebrew novels of SY 
Agnon to the humorous tales of Sholem Aleichem to the Hebrew Bible itself, I 
was hooked. So it was with more than a little skepticism that I picked up Jennifer 
Anne Moses’s collection of short stories, The Man Who Loved His Wife, and 
read the blurbs on its back cover, including one that compared the author to “our 
century’s Bernard Malumud or Saul Bellow.”  We’ll see about that, I thought, 
snorting out loud.

I could not put the collection down and read it in two days.  Moses is an excellent 
story teller, writing from and within a Jewish, Yiddish sensibility. Here are 
putzes, schlemiels, luftmenschens and all the rest (as well as the bewildered, 
the lost, the heartbroken and the deracinated) but most of all, the characters 
who populate the thirteen stories in the collection are so human you feel like 
you’re sitting in the room with them, having a schmooze.  You can hear them, 
see them, feel their insides at work, and practically hear their footsteps as they 
move through the pages. Men, women, children, even dogs. Like real people (and 
dogs,) Moses’s characters are beautifully flawed, eccentric and compassionate.

THE MAN WHO LOVED HIS WIFE
By Jennifer Anne Moses
Mayapple Press, 2021
172 Pages
$20.95 Paperback
ISBN:   978-1936419968
To order: https://www.amazon.com/Man-who-
Loved-His-Wife/dp/1936419963/ref=tmm_pap_
swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1632841551
&sr=8-1
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Interestingly, both the opening and the closing stories in the collection feature 
characters grappling with the challenges of being very old. In the first story, 
“The Uncircumcised,” an elderly refugee named Felder struggles to maintain his 
independence in the face of his grown daughter's insistence that he move to an 
assisted living facility, but not before she gives him a rescue dog as a companion. 
The dog, though, is not just any dog, but in Felder’s mind, the reincarnation of 
his long dead sister, Esther, who disappeared into the maw of the Nazi death 
machine. Trust me, you’ve never met a dog like Esther the dog, and you will love 
her.

In the last of the stories, also about the trials of aging, a middle-aged man named 
Sol struggles to keep his elderly---and apparently lusty---mother from acting up 
as she makes all kinds of headaches for him in the Jewish old age home in New 
York where she lives (and which Sol pays for). As she insults him in a mixture of 
English and Yiddish, he gets a glimpse of who she was before the Second World 
War murdered not just her family, but her heart as well.

 I realize as I write this that the stories sound dour. They’re not. They’re 
hilarious---but in a distinctly Jewish way in which the humor is mixed in with 
pathos and gritty, unflinching reality.

In the story “My Cousin’s Heart,” a young woman navigates the confusions of 
romance, love and expectations while fending off her (well-meaning) mother’s 
incessant hints, suggestions, and prompts regarding the narrator’s cousin’s 
upcoming wedding. Jewish daughters---and mothers---might well recognize 
themselves.

And in the title story, in some way the most surprising in the collection, a non-
Jewish  man loses his Jewish wife to cancer, but not before his heart breaks so 
far open that he knows, in some intuitive and mysterious way, that he himself has 
always, somehow, been a Jew.

The stories that make up the collection are varied---in tone, point of view, theme, 
subject, and setting (Tel Aviv, Baton Rouge, New York, and L.A., to name a few). 
What they have in common is that they are all Jewish, not only about Jewish 
characters, but about the unique ways that Jews, heirs to a long and sometimes 
tragic history, live in the world. It’s not that non-Jews don’t also (naturally) 
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grapple with questions of meaning, family, God, and faith. But they don’t do it---
or talk about it—the way Jews do.

I love reading Jewish authors, and also love short stories, a form that in recent 
decades has lost favor. For me, this is no less than a tragedy—without the short 
story we wouldn’t have Tevye the Dairyman, Yentl the Yeshiva Boy, or Mendele 
Mocher Sforim. Nor would we have this astonishing collection.

Jennifer Anne Moses breathes new and vibrant life into the Jewish canon, and 
in The Man Who Loved His Wife, she's created something that's both utterly new 
and as old as the Jewish quest for meaning itself
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started his business career and continued his graduate studies while continuing to 
write poetry in both Greek and English. Currently living in Santa Monica, CA, 
he is the author of three books: Redrawing Borders (2010, Finishing Line), Blue 
Heron on Black River (2014, Finishing Line), and Riverscapes (2019, Learning Arts 
Publications, also available as an Audible audiobook).

ROBERT SACHS

Robert Sachs' fiction has appeared in !e Louisville Review, the Chicago Quarterly 
Review, the Free State Review, the Great Ape Journal, and the Delmarva Review 
among others. He holds an M.F.A. in Writing from Spalding University. His story, 
“Vondelpark,” was nominated for a Pushcart Prize in 2017. His story "Yo-Yo Man" 
was a Fiction Finalist in the 2019 Tiferet Writing Contest. Read more at www.
roberthsachs.com.

MOAZZAM SHEIKH

Moazzam Sheikh is the author of Idol Lover and Other Stories and Cafe Le Whore and 
Other Stories. He edited A Letter from India; contemporary Short Stories from Pakistan, 
and he was the guest-editor of Chicago Quarterly Review's special issue on South 
Asian American Writing in 2017. He has translated fiction across Urdu, Hindi, 
Punjabi and English. He is a librarian by profession and lives in San Francisco with 
his wife and two sons.

MURZBAN SHROFF

Murzban F. Shro"  is the author of 4 books: Breathless in Bombay (stories), Waiting 
for Jonathan Koshy (novel), Fasttrack Fiction (digital shorts) and !ird Eye Rising 
(stories). He is a Commonwealth Writers’ Prize-shortlisted author, a 6-times Pushcart 
Prize nominee, a finalist for the Horatio Nelson Fiction Prize, and the winner of the 
John Gilgun Fiction Prize. His recent collection, !ird Eye Rising, was featured in 
the Esquire list of Best Books of 2021. 

KATHERINE SONIAT

Katherine Soniat's eighth collection of poems, Polishing the Glass Storm, will be 

http://www.roberthsachs.com
http://www.roberthsachs.com
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published by LSU Press in fall 2022. Her ninth collection, Starfish Washup, is 
forthcoming from Etruscan Press in Spring, 2023. Bright Stranger was published in 
2016 by the same press. !e Goodbye Animals was awarded the 2014 Turtle Island 
Chapbook Award. A Shared Life won the Iowa Poetry Prize and !e Swing Girl (LSU 
Press) was selected as Best Collection of 2011 by the North Carolina Poetry Council. 
Poems have appeared in the Denver Quarterly, Women's Review of Books, Iowa Review, 
Poetry, Superstition Review, and !e Nation, among others.
 
JEANNE WAGNER

Jeanne Wagner is the author of four chapbooks and three full-length collections: 
!e Zen Piano-mover, winner of the NFSPS Poetry Prize, In the Body of Our Lives, 
Sixteen Rivers Press and Everything Turns Into Something Else, published in 2020 as 
runner-up for the Grayson Books Prize. Her work has appeared in Alaska Review, 
Cincinnati Review, North American Review, Florida Review, and !e Southern Review.

JOE WEIL

Joe Weil is an award-winning poet and an assistant professor at Binghamton 
University. His reviews, essays, poems, and short stories have appeared in numerous 
journals. His latest book is !e Backwards Year (NYQ, 2020). He has presented both 
poetry and music at such venues as the New Jersey State Performing Arts center, !e 
Walt Whitman Center, Poet's House, and the Dodge Poetry Festivals. He spends his 
free time playing the piano, and playing with his children, Clare and Gabriel. 

JANICE WEIZMAN

Janice Weizman is the author of the award-winning historical novel, !e Wayward 
Moon (Yotzeret, 2012). Her writing has appeared in World Literature Today, Ha’aretz, 
Lilith, and other places. Janice served for ten years as a Fiction editor for !e Ilanot 
Review, and now curates the book review website, Reading Jewish Fiction.

GRETNA WILKINSON

Gretna Wilkinson, PhD, an award-winning teacher, began her career as a missionary 
teacher in the jungles of her native Guyana. She has authored five chapbooks and 
one full-length book, Opening the Drawer (Amazon). A Dodge Foundation Poet, she 
performs in the New York-Philadelphia metro area and on the west coast with the 
ensemble, Cool Women.
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!e word "tiferet" means heart, compassion, and reconciliation of opposites. 
Vital traits to nurture in today's divisive world.

We look forward to welcoming you into our global community of readers and 
writers working to foster peace and allow long-silent voices to be heard.

If you are not already a subscriber, please visit www.tiferetjournal.com to 
subscribe or to listen to the free Tiferet Talk author interviews we have 
archived and continue to run.

Past contributors include Ilan Stavans, Jean Houston, Stephen Dunn, Yahia 
Lababidi, Alicia Ostriker, Robert Pinsky, Linh Dinh, Ed Hirsch, Ste"en 
Horstmann, Nahid Rachlin, Jane Hirshfield, and so many more. Pulitzer Prize 
winners to newcomers. Writers of di"erent faiths, races, genders . . all unique 
voices in our shared, cross-cultural humanity.

Remember, too, that a subscription to Tiferet Journal is a meaningful gift.

Our magazine is not funded by any university or outside grants. We depend 
on your support as a subscriber or donor to help cover at least part of our 
expenses. Our hard-working sta" works mostly on a volunteer basis, and 
expenses are primarily paid by our publisher as a labor of love. We'd
so love to have you be more involved. If there is a way 
you would like to contribute, please email us at
editors@tiferetjournal.com.
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by Peter Selgin


