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The Stylus staff wishes to acknowledge Ellen Douglas for participating in this year’s
interview. For her cooperation and thoughtful remarks, we are deeply grateful.

The Editor also wishes to thank the Multicultural Affairs Diversity Group for 
sponsoring prizes in this year’s journal. With their help, Stylus can continue to
encourage and reward creative endeavors.

This year’s judge was:

Sherryl Wilburn
Director of Multicultural Affairs, Millsaps College.

Blue Notes Ashley Nichols
Editor’s Choice for Prose

Bottle Tree Michael Pickard
Editor’s Choice for Poetry
First Prize

Beautiful Words Matthew Luter
Editor’s Choice for Poetry
Second Prize

Digital Bird (cover art) Walter Young
Editor’s Choice for Art Work
First Prize

Menu Elizabeth Stewart
Editor’s Award for Outstanding Achievement

Upon Hearing Wynton Marley Braden
MCA Diversity Group Prize

The Stylus Editor’s Choice Awards are given in recognition of creative, artistic achievement
in genres represented within the journal. Selection for the prize is made on the basis of the entire man-
uscript submitted and is not limited to those works represented in the journal.

The MCA Diversity Group Prize seeks out ways for individuals and our community to
solve issues involving "negative" diversity while working to promote "positive" diversity. The
Multicultural Affairs Group offers a prize for the best literary or artistic work submitted to Stylus that
expresses diversity in relationship to humanity and our global connection, with specifics on what indi-
viduals should strive to do in their own “world” community to achieve "positive" diversity. MCA
rewards artists for sharing their thoughts on how we are all ultimately connected as human beings.

Acknowledgements
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Michael Pickard
Editor’s Choice for Poetry, First Prize

My father’s tree of life: even as a child
I can remember the pale blue pill box
divided into twenty one square blocks,
each one a promise and each a tomb.
Were it me, I fear I would have stood
hours in front of the bathroom mirror
counting out the little dots of life,
conforming myself to their proportion.
He, I think, endeavored to forget them.

Driving down Gillespie Street today
I saw the new bottle tree someone 
had made with blue magnesium bottles.
I saw or thought I saw the essence
of the August afternoon creeping slowly in—
the converse of the way the pill
slides out of the medicine bottle
into the clumsy palm of my hand
where I fumble for it with my fingers
before popping it into the imperfect
o-gape my father makes of his mouth.

Bottle Tree
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JI. Jukin’

From four until late, she get with a no-good bunch and clown
From four until late, she get with a no-good bunch and clown

Now, she won’t do nothin’, but tear a good man reputation down.

Robert Johnson
From Four Till Late

It was the kind of place I’d never tell my mother about. The heavy door,
which seemed more like a barrier between myself and another world,
opened into a large, dark room with low ceilings and a cement floor that
my heels clicked against as I was led across the room to our table.
Enveloped in smoke, I paid the three dollar cover after I was seated and
ordered what they had, a Bud Light. Our bulky waiter tore us red tickets
off a roll and said that sometime during the night a winning number
would be called for a quart of beer. I thanked him and turned towards
the stage, a corner of the room near the door that could have been a
seating area except for the instruments and lights that were hooked up
around it. Although I had been to what can be referred to as a juke joint
before, never on a Sunday evening in a place that didn’t know me. The
place I’d been to was once a late night, weekend hangout for my college
friends. We never went when there wasn’t a large group of us and there-
fore turned the atmosphere into one similar to that of a fraternity house.
This particular juke joint would have sent my mom to her knees with its
abundance of unfamiliarity and lack of white people. But I was here to
get to experience the blues, and Reese’s in Clarksdale, Mississippi,
seemed like as good a place as any to have a confrontation.

Blues songs always start with those riffs that
you’re sure you’ve heard before. Notes start searching up
and down the scales, around and around the beat until it
surfaces and your body catches on. 

That rhythm supports the melody that takes
shape and stays shackled to the beat, never straying too
far, and compelling your foot, which hangs awkwardly
when you sit like the cross-legged lady that you are, to
tap between head nods. 

The lead guitar makes some unexpected twists
and turns, and the voice takes over. 

Big T’s words came out low and hard behind the
colorful rotation of flashing lights. He was one of those
dark black men who could have disappeared into the
shadows, except for his very white eyes, if it hadn’t been
for the lights that hit him, blues and reds I think. 

He almost looked like he was on drugs, some
big black man from the seventies like George Clinton
with lights flashing about his dark skin and his fingers
doing something to his guitar that he was not aware of. 

Hands roaming up and down the guitar, his fish-
like lips let out the words to a rhythm of his own. He
seemed to be watching his thick fingers like a stranger
with possessed eyes. 

In the back of my head, I could imagine him
being the sort of man who might rape a girl like me.
Such thoughts are second nature to a daughter who has
been taught to lock car doors as men like him pass by. I
pushed the thought aside as his music filled my head.
There was something demonic about him but my foot
tapped steadily anyway.

The bass guitarist looked like he was about 15

years old. He had an energy he couldn’t keep in his
hands. He let it out mostly through pricking strings, but
it overflowed into his head, feet, and legs. Never really
looking at the crowd, he faced the wall he stood next to
with his body turned toward the audience. 

He shook his head up and down to the beat he
kept, swaying, jumping, or sometimes standing with his
feet together, knees bent, and his upper body hunched
over. He leaned and shook his head back and forth,
holding his guitar as if it were his woman. 

At a moment of extreme intensity, he and Big T
got down on one knee and rocked their instruments

below the lighting. Big T’s movements were more con-
trolled while the young boy jerked and exaggerated his
part of the production. Something about the blues lit
him on fire, and Big T was fanning him with oxygen. 

They played songs I couldn’t recognize, Big T
occasionally walking close to the audience, a group of
about fourteen people at most, during moments that
didn’t call for vocals. I found myself able to smile at him
as he sang at me, feeling as if I were a regular at these
Sunday night sessions. Some black men checked on us,
their beer breath floated over our table as they asked if
we’d like another. Getting themselves one as well, some
half danced half walked across the concrete to return to
their seats. The drummer, hardly visible in the corner,
banged away as the young bass guitarist and Big T
improvised new combinations or bent down on their
knees, a move they fell to whenever it became too much
to stand. 

After getting used to their movements, I looked
cautiously around the bar. A few men played pool in the
opposite corner and a woman in a leopard top with a
hairdo that seemed to defy gravity stood at the bar
behind us. There were corners I couldn’t make out in the
dark and clouds of smoke, but my eyes had adjusted
enough that I could put my purse on the floor under my
chair, no longer frightened of who might be aiming to
attack. The walls were made of concrete block and
somehow we had ended up at the only table in the
whole place that had wooden chairs instead of folding
ones. 

A man walked in the door and was greeted by
the members of the audience. The shadows and his pork

pie hat made him resemble Morgan Freeman and I was
almost convinced that this was him until he stood up to
sing minutes later. My speculations weren’t unfounded.
Freeman lives near Clarksdale and owns two establish-
ments in town: one Five Star, one blues bar. 

The Freeman look-alike was an older man who
sang a slow, gritty version of “Ain’t No Sunshine When
She’s Gone” and introduced the band members, each of
whom took the opportunity to do a three or four minute
instrumental solo. He danced as they played their riffs,
holding the mike in his hands the way only older black
men know how:  swinging the free arm to the beat and

Blue Notes

Ashley Nichols
Editor’s Choice for Prose

Guitar not moaning the way your heart is?  Grab a bottle
and cut the neck off. Scrape it up the fingerboard and the
sound of a wailing woman will sing from your guitar. 

Blue Notes
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holding the mike with both elbows bent, as if he were
one of the Temptations. The song came to the end and
then an instrumental version of “Just My ’Magination”
played softly and the entire audience seemed to be sway-
ing. Our waiter came to our table and whispered that he
could arrange for us to have some liquor if we felt like it.
It was a nice proposition, but by now the Bud Light bot-
tles seemed suitable for the occasion. 

During a break, we spoke to Big T and my
Morgan (who looked nothing like the famous actor up
close). I couldn’t understand Big T very well but later felt
it was my fault because my accent led him to believe I
was a northerner. Had I not been born in Mississippi?
When someone tells me I must be from the south when
they hear my accent, it often makes me feel distanced
and I cringe at having possibly inherited one of the red-
neck qualities associated with people from Mississippi.
But now, here in the state I call home, I was seen as an
outsider. Realizing I couldn’t become a part of this
bluesy life by spending one Sunday night in a juke joint,
I felt cheated. It was as though I had morphed into a
person who didn’t even fit into her own stereotype any-
more.

The time that passed in the juke joint is hard to
recapture. There were so many unlit spaces in the room
that remembering it feels like trying to remember some-
thing that happened during my early childhood. There
are images I can’t make out anymore and the music was
alive only at that moment. The notes that found their
way through the different colors of smoke and into my
ears weren’t recorded into my memory. 

Every Sunday for the next couple of weeks I
thought about the time I spent at Reese’s. It was that
feeling you have when you know something you experi-
enced is repeating itself for someone else and you have
lost your claim on it. For one evening, I had broken a

barrier and become a small part of something raw.
Settling into the darkness of the room and its music is
not an option for me now, three hours away, but I hope
some other college girl is doing what I did that night and
enjoying it.

II. A Contract

I went to the crossroad, fell down on my knees
I went to the crossroad, fell down on my knees

Asked the Lord above 
“Have mercy save poor Bob, if you please.”

—Robert Johnson
Cross Road Blues

It happens at a fork in the road, maybe a
moment in life when you feel like you got the blues
‘cause you can’t play them. Your fingernails should be as
short as possible. Grab a black cat bone and your guitar
and walk down to a fork in the road. We’re not talking
about a paved intersection with five lanes and traffic
lights. It’s got to be the middle of the night on some
country road you stride along hearing the crunch of the
gravel with your steps and the chirp of crickets just
beyond reach. Preferably, it should run alongside a field
or two of cotton or a line of pines. At the spot, sit down
and play your guitar. You will hear another musician
approaching. Don’t look up. Just keep playing as he
creeps closer.

He will sit beside you and pull at your guitar. Let
him take it, but keep strumming the air. He will place his
own guitar in your hands. Play your song with every-
thing you got and then be tough when he takes your
hands and trims your nails until they bleed. Before you
know it, your own guitar is back in your hands and you
play with him again, bleeding fingers going away at the
strings. He will leave when his job is done. His music
fades and you do not watch him disappear. Stop playing
when you no longer feel his presence. Now you have the
skill to play whatever you want, at the expense of having
sold your eternal soul to the Devil himself.

III. Road to Money

You may bury my body down by the highway side
You may bury my body, ooh, down by the highway side

So my old evil spirit can catch a Greyhound bus and ride.

—Robert Johnson
Me and the Devil Blues

Just north of Greenwood, Mississippi, there is a
little town called Money. The highway that leads to it is
home to Little Zion Baptist Church. The body of blues
musician Robert Johnson lies in the church cemetery, or
so some people believe. The one thing I’m sure of is that
you should wear insect repellent if you are searching for
his tombstone on a hot day in June. My ankles were
eaten alive. Oh, and bring something to adorn his grave.
We poured some black cherry wine cooler on the earth
above him, watching it sink into the ground in silence.
The miniature Jack Daniel’s bottle, alongside the yel-
lowed cigarettes and guitar picks on the tombstone’s
base, looked much more impressive.

Johnson’s true burial site is a mystery. Some
people say this is the one. Others believe he’s been
moved to Payne Chapel Missionary Baptist Church in
Quito or north of Morgan City, at Mt. Zion Missionary
Baptist Church off Highway 7. Some rumors claim that
his arm is buried in one spot and the rest of his body
can be found in another. Whatever the truth might be, it
makes for a great story and seems to fit with the some-
times eerie legends delta blues musicians leave behind.
Johnson’s life stopped short in its own ill-omened way.
Funny that they buried him along “the Money Road.”

It wasn’t the strychnine that killed him. It was
the pneumonia he caught while weakened by poison
that took his life three days later, on August 16, 1938. He
had been staying in Greenwood and had a lady friend
visiting him quite often. He made the mistake of not car-
ing that this lady was the wife of another man. That
man, in fact, was the house man of the juke joint
Johnson had been playing. Now relocated, “Three Forks”
once stood near the intersection of Highway 82 and 49E,
just west of Greenwood.

One Saturday night Johnson played at “Three
Forks” and was too eager to show affection towards his
lady friend. During a break an open half-pint of whiskey
was sent to him. Fellow musician, Sonny Boy
Williamson, knocked it out of his hand before he took a
sip, warning him not to take a drink from an open bot-
tle. Johnson angered at Sonny Boy’s forcefulness and dis-
regarded his friend’s advice when another bottle was
sent. The poison set in quickly, and Johnson stopped
singing during the next set. He was 27 years old when
the pneumonia took his body.

IV. Message in a Bottle

My doorknob keeps on turnin’, 
it must be spooks around my bed

My doorknob keeps on turnin’, 
it must be spooks around my bed

I have a warm, old feelin’, 
and the hair risin’ on my head.

—Robert Johnson
Malted Milk

Two remedies for your aches:
Got a small tree on your property and some evil

spirits to scare off?  Prune down the limbs and place
blue bottles on them. The color has the power to over-
come evil. Your tree will attract evil spirits, especially
ancestral ones who might be back to haunt you and take
you to the afterlife with them. Build yourself a bottle tree
and they will be too distracted to get to you. 

Guitar not moaning the way your heart is?
Grab a bottle and cut the neck off. Scrape it up the fin-
gerboard and the sound of a wailing woman will sing
from your guitar. Use this technique to hit those notes
that can’t be constructed otherwise. People will be
impressed by your talent. The glass will be glad to have a
voice.

V. Sticking to the River

Lord, I’m goin’ to Rosedale, gon’ take my rider by my side
Lord, I’m goin’ to Rosedale, gon’ take my rider by my side
We can still barrelhouse, baby, ’cause it’s on the river side

—Robert Johnson
Traveling Riverside Blues

We, that is, my boyfriend and I, turned onto a
dirt road, believing it would take us from one highway to
another. It seemed like the way to go. As long as the
river was to our left, we were headed towards the other
highway. The delta was a new part of Mississippi to us
and traveling together was a comforting experience.
Although he is divorced and 29 while I am 21 and we’re
still hiding the depth of our relationship from my moth-
er, we had found our way into a land where no one knew
us as anything more that just an ordinary couple. The
highways ran through fields, and instead of feeling like
our surroundings were intruding upon us, we felt we
were intruding upon them. Every manmade structure
looked like it had been there long enough to bond with
the earth; become its friend. Even the old radio station
with call letters WABG painted on the wooden building
looked natural along the side of the highway.

Blue Notes Blue Notes

I can’t play the blues. I can’t even listen to them and really
identify. My life has been so blessed that I can pay money
to pretend I’m poor.
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But we were headed the wrong way and wanted
to bypass town, so we turned onto a fairly wide dirt road
and found ourselves eager to reach the other highway.
We were adventurers proud of our intuition, excited by
the fact that instinct led us to choose the right road
when it forked once, and then again. By now the road
had grown just wide enough for the SUV and the river
had disappeared, but we could feel it to our left. A black
snake crossed in front of us, reminding us of where we
were and how out of place we should feel. Still, the dust
cloud in the rearview excited us. We were country folk;
we could find our way.

We saw the highway ahead. Our dirt road had
led us to our destination. But we were parallel with it,
not headed for it. Surely it would pour into the highway
momentarily. Our thoughts pushed us through the high
grass to the highway, and just like that, it appeared we
were indeed where we wanted to be. Proud of our brush
with wilderness, we sniffled from the dust that had
found its way through the air vents and high-fived. The
highway held promise. We were traveling through the
delta, the home of the blues, and feeling pretty good
about our dirt road navigation. The sun shone through
the glass above our heads and we sang whatever Robert
Johnson song we had going in the CD player, lost in a
moment that was our own private paradise. 

We noticed another radio station, also WABG.
How cool, we said, that we had found our way from one
old station to another. The neat, and sometimes spooky,
thing about the delta is that everything looks the same.
Sometimes you have to let your body tell you which is
the right way to go. Traveling on our new deserted high-
way, we sang the raunchy notes to “Sweet Home
Chicago.”

At the next moment, we both noticed the
church on our left: Little Zion Baptist Church. We had
left its cemetery half an hour ago and now here we were.
Our minds had tricked us. We turned around and head-
ed back towards town. Sometimes it’s best to stick with
what you know how to do. Otherwise, you might con-
fuse yourself into thinking you’re something you could
never be.

VI. Moonpie on My Pillow

When I leave this town, 
I’m ’on’ bid you fare…farewell
And when I leave this town, 

I’m gon’ bid you fare…farewell
And when I return again, 

You’ll have a great long story to tell.

—Robert Johnson
From Four Till Down

Our shack has tires on its roof, old ones the
owner found somewhere and thought would add a deco-
rative touch. Everything within and without the screen
doors is a little over the top and tacky, but what should
be expected from a bed and beer that has created share-
cropper style shacks for guests and calls itself the “Shack
Up Inn?”  The six pack of shacks stands alongside
Hopson Commissary, a paint peeling building on an old
plantation site off of Highway 49E, just out from
Clarksdale. Soon to come is the refurbishing of the cot-
ton gin into the Gin Inn. 

As you walk in your shack, you will hear the
blues. The only available television station is the audio
blues channel offering twenty four hours of nonstop
blues. Our television sits on an old wood burning stove.
The wobble of the ceiling fan keeps beat with Slim
Harpo’s “King Bee” as we take a look around. A crushed
beer can between the ceiling and the loose side of the
fan keeps it from making too much racket. The curtains
are made from scraps of material and dowel rods that
haven’t been removed from their plastic packaging. 

The aged wood of the floor and the corroding
copper paneling on some of the walls are only the begin-
ning of the junk-can-become-treasure effect. A metal
wash basin hangs on the wall, mounted delicately, as if it
were a Van Gogh. A stuffed duck faces us, Mardi Gras
beads hanging from his neck. Records are hung from
nails, not framed, just attached. Nothing is left bare.
Instead of a chocolate mint, a Moon Pie lays on our pil-
lows. Each table and shelf has items on it that might be
found at garage sales, flea markets, or more likely, trash
dumps. They’re not dirty, just flashy items that seem to
have stories of their own that we can’t figure out.

We spend the afternoon on our front porch.
There are large, colorful light bulbs strung and stapled to
the supporting beams and the ceiling of the porch roof.
An empty, rusty mailbox stands near the wooden steps.
Our door propped open, we can hear the blues playing
on the TV and we have a sip of our root beer in a bottle,
wishing we hadn’t tried putting peanuts in them.
Floating peanuts in root beer is not the same as Coca-
Cola, but we couldn’t find any glass bottle Cokes in
Clarksdale’s lack of grocery stores. We sit in plastic lawn
furniture and watch a photographer. She is obsessed
with the cotton gin across the way and the bottle tree in
the “yard,” the grass directly in front of and beside the
porch, of some lucky shacker a few doors down. 

As I sit on the porch of my shack listening to
songs I’ve never heard before, I start to wish I played
guitar. There is one in our shack and it seems a shame to
let it go to waste. I wish I could wail about my cheatin’
man or curse the drink that made me lose my job.
Anything to feel more a part of a culture I cannot ever
be associated with. Instead, I go inside and try to play a
classical song from my childhood on the piano with keys

Blue Notes

that stick for a while after you tap them. I return to the
porch, upset with the result of my efforts to be more
bluesy.

Sitting there on the porch, I realize this place is
trying to embody the blues too. Everything is focused on
making the guest feel like they are a part of a time that
has been lost, but the atmosphere is lazy. We aren’t
oppressed. We haven’t got to go work the field today or
stay here because it is the only place we got. All the little
items that make the place feel raw were carefully select-
ed by someone who had enough time to try to recreate
something they never experienced. They aren’t asking
for much to stay in their recreation overnight either. Our
shack, one of the larger ones, was only $60. 

It’s cool to admire the tractor that has been con-
verted into a bar-b-que pit and all the other treasure
trash items around the place. The thought of staying in a
sharecropper shack makes me feel like I’m experiencing
something new. But really, I’m participating in the com-
mercialization of something I will never truly under-
stand. I can’t play the blues. I can’t even listen to them
and really identify. My life has been so blessed that I can

pay money to pretend I’m poor. The porch creaking as I
stand up and walk to the steps, I wonder if this is what
our parents mean by telling us they want to prevent
their children from having to go through what they did.
Not that my parents lived in a shack, but in general it
seems that each generation wishes its children a better
life. Is it so great to have this better life and not be able
to have an experience that gives me the real blues so I
can tell someone about it and really be telling the truth?

But there’s no use trying to answer this question
now. I have so much more to experience in life that I
can’t trust that I’ll be able to claim a life without any
major problems. Instead, I’ll just sip my root beer, and
moan along with songs to which I barely know the
words. I feel a little bit bluesy, but it’s because I’ve been
thinking about what I can’t claim. This trip to the delta
has really been a journey into my self. The lyrics of my
life are slowly developing. I haven’t found my own
rhythm yet but the twists and turns bring fulfillment for
the moment.

v

Blue Notes

18 STYLUS STYLUS 19



General Contents

2004

v



John Yargo

Gather round, gather round!
He sighs, he swoons,
And if you part with a pound
you can witness his doom!

My Marguerite and I, framed by the moon
which lingered magnificently in post-coitus
Me talking, Marguerite laughing, we tangled in a boon
I see Marguerite’s chin, Marguerite’s lips, Marguerite's cheek, Marguerite’s eyes—placid
Refusing to betray her inner sea—
Whether her mind is vexing or flaccid.

I swoop in but for a kiss.
Nothing. Marguerite she stay like a fish
Caught finally in that big, encumbering coat
and it is only seventy out.

Finally the pearl kindly inhales
Extinguishing the tension unfurled
Leaving the night air stale;
All of the wishes and thoughts that had docked in our dividing ford
Have long taken sail.

Marguerite

Casey Parks

Come fill (feel) yourself with me and
I will
remember a time when phone calls cost
a quarter
and you said that kissing was only for people
who had nothing 
interesting worth saying and no concept of germs. 

Biology

Matthew Luter
Editor’s Choice for Poetry, Second Prize

Asbestos.
Hisses 
surround a superlative.
Conventional wisdom
changes with new discovery.
Lead and nicotine don’t.
Definitions are fairly fixed,
not so connotations.

Rutabaga.
A brisk, rhythmic sound
wasted on a vegetable.
I never saw one consumed,
but I remember them sitting 
on my aunt’s kitchen counter,
waxy and round
like croquet balls.

Dystopia.
Long vowels 
give shape
to Orwellian terror.
But linger on the consonants,
percussive but light,
and let Shangri-la
fly away.

Graffito.
In plural a civic eyesore,
a problem to be fixed.
In singular, 
elegantly Italian,
we christen a new streetwise Picasso
and canonize it 
at MoMA.

Beautiful W o r d s
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Fisherman

Jana Triskova

Matthew Luter

When Ella Fitzgerald forgot 
the words to “Mack the Knife,”
my grandfather was there.

A music critic in Germany,
he was the only one, 
he remembered, 
who faulted her memory troubles,
rebuking her American pride
and her contempt for the artistry
of Brecht and Weill.

Actually, 
he wished he could scat too.

Years later, 
during his own memory troubles,
I bought him a re-release of Ella in Berlin.

Under fluorescent light
we listened to Ella,
and as her recall failed, he chuckled.

what’s the next chorus
“Listen to her,” he told me.

to this song now
“She doesn’t know what’s coming next,

this is the one now
but she keeps on going.

I don’t know
She just keeps on singing.”

Remastering
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Matthew Luter

When Thomas Pynchon goes to Super Wal-Mart—
and you know he must—
what does he think about?

The biological nomenclature of the species in the lobster tank?
The potential trajectories of the Super Balls in the toy department?
The trade summits behind closed doors that bring us Taiwanese goods?

Does he have a cart and a list and buy Chee-tos like me?

Does he go in disguise or is silence enough?
What name is on his debit card?
Is he more likely recognized at Target than Wal-Mart?
Or is he a Costco man, drawn to the cheap wine?

Does he have an aversion to the one-hour photo?

When Thomas Pynchon goes to Super Wal-Mart—
and you know wherever he is, there is one—
does he stop being Thomas Pynchon?

When Thomas Pynchon Goes 
to Super Wal-Mart

Michael Pickard

To pull out the nails and part the cross,
To explode outwards from the straight line
And sit speechless as struggle ensues,
As the mind enacts a—something—a recreation
That is not recreation because everything is new
And therefore cannot be a “re-” anything.

Things that were once windows and trees
That now need to be something else,
An overwhelming exultation that after moments
Begins to slowly suffocate, to drown until
All darkens and then becomes clear again:
Except in my mind is a hammering.

Freedom
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Chicago

Leslie Aldridge
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Kevin Maguire

As the sun falls over the windshaped hillsides,
The western skyline reigns in reds and purples.
A slow onset of hazy black whispers take hold,
While prancing voles bound over thick grass.

The night having fallen quickly into the landscape,
Whole segments arise, set revisions at a stand-still.
And the whole time a perfectly measured length of night
Spreads itself out over the barren plain.

No night could ever be so real, so palpable
As to touch the blackness, engorge the space,
Contain within itself a rudimentary self-existence,
While the winds sway and swirl, swirl and sway.

The night soon fully develops, beating its moonlit heart,
And no sound can be heard, nor semblance of sound.
The crickets laze, the whippoorwills ponder exactly
What it was that made them sing in the first place.

Yet even in the void, elements of man shine through,
Showing real-life fingerprints amongst the windswept dust.
Those elements have not changed the brilliant smell,
Or trodden on the idea of nothing acting as everything.

Soon after cold reality of the night, the sun inches up flat,
Over the long-bladed grass, capping it with golden-clear reflection.
The wholesome nature of the morning comes with the sun,
An old dog running after a buried bone by the fence.

A Sandhills Commencement
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Laundry Day

Wesley Kelley
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Charles Mock

Eva used to kill fireflies at sunset 
when the traffic heralded the overpass
forgetting to think of forgetting to think of
the reality of it all/moving outward 
onto oceans that are meant to be drunk

the oaths of mirrors
or, “excerpts from The Nuremberg Monologues”
& so the arias continue like gray cumuli
the) architecture of wind (virgin’s squirm 
guided in with cold, delicate hands

From The E g o Rumors, No. 15

Casey Parks

Listen, we can reenter the real world later. For now
I want only the monument of isolation that exists
when you and I are alone in your car and rain hits
your windows (those see-through panes of glass that
you are afraid reveal too much tonight) with motion
and sound that are only less beautiful than you are.

Backseat Love Poem

Robbie Greenwood

I just got a new pair of sunglasses
And something just isn’t right
Instead of making everything darker
Mine just lets in all the light

Sunglasses
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Summer Flowers

Kate Bruce
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Ernest then turned his view to his sister, saying,
“And you!  You look as fantastic as ever. Those big red
cheeks… oh!  Don’t blush now. How do you stay so
vivid, Helen?”

“I do not know anymore,” said the youngest St.
Croix.

“But how do you take it?  The big bad war front,
I mean,” said Ernest, the son’s subdued tone giving way
to a brighter mood. “It must be odd out here among the
rougher men, all of them a little worn by the past few
days. Great guys I assure you, but all of their sense they
lost in poker games.”  She witnessed the hospital-issued
linens that were green and starched and the athletic
arms that fell out of the arm sleeves, thick with the wild,
unkempt hair of a beast.

“No. They’ve been great. All of them.”  She
imagined that his eyes bright and active were counting
the red freckles which moved down the bridge of her
nose and across her cheeks, and he smiled so deep and
wide because he would lose count so often. She brushed
the thought away from sight, because she had forgotten
to return to listening to her brother. He had gotten so
firm in spite of it all that it would be a mark on her if she
did not listen.

“Good. Good. It’s a terrible waste… the cathe-
drals, I mean,”—motions out the window to a small
country church—-“before the big battle, two weeks and
three days to the minute, that was a great construct. A
great waste. If you have any luck at all, Helen, they have
photographed them well enough. Or maybe captured
them in a portrait by some great Italian. If not, I am
sorry to the world. Completely unforgivable, letting
something so great be thrown to dust, let that be thrown
to the wind, let that take it to, who might guess, those
Huns even?”  His eyes flitted off to the grotesque and
long-devastated cathedrals which Mary imagined he was
reconstructing on the tiles above their heads. “They
were breath-taking, though. Colonel… I am so thirsty,
would you?”

“Yes, yes.”  Mister St. Croix took the pitcher of
water on Ernest’s bedside table and took a nearby glass
and began filling it. Then, he handed the glass to his son.
Mary looked near to where the pitcher had been, and
there laid an atlas-size book, Great European
Architecture: 1400-1945.

“As the good one washed, you do quench, sir.”
The slow watering of Ernest’s throat was, for the

moment, the only sound in the room. For a second,
Mister St. Croix stood, watching Ernest, quietly pleading
for the son’s enjoyment of the water. Then, as he was a

success, he quietly set the pitcher back in its place and
put himself down on the couch, beside his daughter. The
daughter’s thoughts convened on his hands which, desir-
ing a smoke, set to straightening the waves in the tail of
his shirt. Finally, she witnessed he was content with it.

He was running cool, she noticed, and all of his
burnt and frazzled air and thoughts and memories
escaped, deflating him. The couch gave in to his limp-
ness, and he fell in at all of his sides, exhausted. Quietly,
the father looked at the son, fluttered to the closet where
Ernest’s proper, starched uniform was, and collapsed on
his daughter who now laid further into the couch. The
spot was out.

“It has been an honor, colonel,” Ernest said.
Mister St. Croix silently sat and then stood

quickly. “We must get on, now.”
“Thank you for the visit,” Ernest said passively.

And as a sort of farewell, he began in song: So long it’s
been good to know you,  there’s a mighty big war that’s got
to be won, and we’ll get back together again.

Watching the words, Mary looked into Ernest’s
face and examined his eyes. He muted, but his green
eyes in a feverish uproar. She too had the rebel eyes.
Now, she realized she had been taken back again to her
father’s eyes, rebel’s eyes mind you, and again on the
Ferris wheel which took her around and around and out
into this corridor with nothing but questions.

“Was that song familiar to you?” Mary asked
very soon, just away from the door.

“Yes. It was an old World War II ditty. Yes, well,
I think it is…yes.”  

Their flight down the hall was sure. In Mary, the
upcoming spring season danced in endless space. There
would be the blooming, well-kept lawns, and school.
Her future was eminent; it was blinding and surely as
electric as the fluorescence which led them down the
corridor. They heard a heavy wheeze carried from down
the hall, down toward her brother. At the thought of
turning back to his room, she shuddered the possibility
of a second thought right out of her bones. The elder St.
Croix stepped into the elevator, and Mary arms and legs
spinning in a thousand revolutions (with less a heavy
heart to tote) was sprung away from that raving, mad
lunatic and beside her father. 

Due to anxiety, Mister St. Croix had grown
impotent, and his thoughts were merely static; Mary,
dutifully, pressed the signal for the first floor. Some
moments later, after the elevator and a brief foyer, they
were free from the wild ride, to descend into temperate,
suburban nights.

S
She hated to start her deliberation on his immaculately blue
eyes, but, indeed, they were fittingly trailing the figure of a straggling
cherub, which was dressed in an attendant’s white linen. The weary fig-
ure danced away into the cold, septic corridor, from which the father
and daughter had traveled, and disappeared appropriately like a ghost.
Mary objected to the eyes, as his craning over the figure created some
disgust. The two now were arrived, outside the room of Ernest St. Croix.
As they entered, Mary saw her brother had no proper testimony (no
hard casts, no bandages, no scratches, not so much as a face that had
weathered many a teary night) of his grievances. His limbs, unyielding,
were imbued with soft energy.

“Good afternoon, son,” said the senior St. Croix.
“Colonel, how’s the latest wire?” asked Ernest.
Mister St. Croix, raising his chin, exhaled: “Unfortunate. But

surely all will end, and end well.”  He sat near his daughter, on a rigid
wooden chair.

The son quipped, “Well, sir, we will persevere. I have seen it”—
raising his hand, lowering the pitch of his voice—“written in dates and
numbers and it will be a resounding victory!  All night I hear the bom-
bardments, (and I have heard unsure bombardments) but this one is
resounding!  Victory!  The nurse,”—as a whisper—“is a-fright. I believe
she has someone on the front. I like her, but frankly, that spirit—alas! No
spirit at all really—is no good for the others.”

Mary listened to Ernest, but her eyes were poised on her awk-
ward father, who had fallen to a mess. Mister St. Croix’s palms carried
beads of nervous sweat in the rather cool room. He wiped one drop
from his forehead, his eyes fixed on Ernest’s manic composure. His
bright red tie hung formlessly from his collar, away from his chest.

“Do you think?” asked the father.

The Rebel Eyes of St. Croix

John Yargo

v

The Rebel Eyes of St. Croix
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Lauren Turner

Here we go. Counting it off in the A section.
Bring on the Ellington and Armstrong infection.
Bridge “to make the outside sound good.”
Channels sound sweet for a little variation.

Howl now for Ginsberg we’re trading 4s.
Who helped bring the Beat to the floors,
Who got fucked in the ass for being so crude
Who hated all of Buddha’s and Cassady’s whores.

Now it’s on to cool Miles beginning from Bebop
Moving on to fusion with the rest of that Pop.
Rock ’n’ Roll Back-beat blowing up the free mood
Standards starter and Swing makes his body hop.

We break with Gillespie or one of those ys
Dizzy or Pinky or Jelly or Benny 
Or Skinny—who is bigger than an interlude.
Cross-rhythm. Come on now, boogie-woogie.

Hughes had fun in that Harlem cabaret,
And Sandburg slung his knuckles to the pony’s neigh.
And the music reared on its hind legs as Hurston stood
Even Welty—white like me—felt Waller play.

We’re going out now with a raised blow
No head or horn to feed this groove though
Bridge “to make the outside sound good”
Time feels good. When’s the next show?

My Axe on Jazz 

Michael Pickard

News of the wreck (pure tv talk)
disturbed my afternoon eating—

There were seven suitcases lying,
almost artistically, in the grass.

There was an almost human crying
in the other cars’ parabolic sighing

(another one comes and goes again
hurtling itself into the gray horizon).

Groping in the dark tonight to write 
this, I cannot find the switch.

Switch
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Truth

Bridget O’Brien
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MDramatis Personae

MAY
A feisty woman in her sixties, MAY tends to find the humor in every 
situation, which annoys her daughter, RUTH. MAY often says things in a
teasing manner, and RUTH usually takes them too seriously. MAY talks
slowly, and seems jolly—like the grandmother everyone wishes they
had, but is not naïve or annoying to anyone except RUTH.

RUTH
MAY’s daughter, RUTH is in her late thirties and intensely focused on
her career. She either ignores or overlooks things or people in her life
that have no relation to her job. She speaks in a fast clip and in a some-
what monotone, disinterested voice. Her accent is not distinctly
Southern, unlike her mother’s.

WAITER
Late teens or early twenties, handsome, but not overly attractive. Eager,
pleasant, only annoying to RUTH. Although he tries hard to do his job
well, when something happens he has the ability to put someone in
his/her place without overt malice.

HELEN
Upper-class woman in her late fifties, and an old acquaintance of both
MAY and RUTH. Speaks with an “old South” accent.

M e n u

Elizabeth Stewart
Editor’s Award for Outstanding Achievement

ACT 1

SCENE 1

SETTING: A quiet, upper-middle class restaurant.

AT RISE: MAY and RUTH are at a table in the center 
of the stage. After looking at the menu for 
only a few seconds, RUTH decides what she 
wants to eat and sets her menu down. She 
looks around for the WAITER, then stares 
at MAY for a minute. When MAY is not 
bothered by this, RUTH starts asking her 
questions to spur her along.

RUTH What are you thinking about?

MAY The chicken cordon.

RUTH The chicken cordon?

MAY It’s what I always get.

RUTH Then why are you looking at the menu?

MAY Am I not allowed to?

RUTH If the waiter sees you looking at the menu,
he’s going to think you’re not ready to order.

MAY Maybe I’m not.

RUTH You just said you were getting the chicken
cordon.

MAY I said I was thinking about it.

RUTH (sighs and looks around for WAITER)
He just went back in the kitchen.

MAY Do you have somewhere to be?

RUTH I have things to do.

MAY Naturally. What I meant was do you have
to be somewhere at a certain time?

RUTH No, but I have things to tend to. What do 
you think I do all day?  Sit around and
watch soap operas?

MAY It’s Sunday—they aren’t on. (RUTH gives 
her a withering look)  I just thought you’d 
be relaxing before work tomorrow.

WAITER ARRIVES AT TABLE

WAITER Hello, I’m Chris and I’ll be your server 
today, how are you ladies doing?

RUTH Fine.

MAY We’re good, Chris, how are you?

WAITER I’m not too bad. (pauses, studying RUTH)  
Do I know you from somewhere?  

RUTH I doubt it.

WAITER You look very familiar.
(RUTH shrugs, looking disinterested)
Do you work at the AmSouth on Farish 
Street?

RUTH (curtly)
No, I work at a paint store.

WAITER Dupont?

RUTH No, Morgan and Rogers.

WAITER That’s in Ridgeland, right?

RUTH (confused)
Uh, yeah. It’s here in town.

WAITER Well, technically we’re in Abrams County, 
not Ridgeland. You pass the county line 
about five minutes from here.

RUTH Ah. Look, junior, do you mind speeding it 
up a bit?  I’m dying for a gin and tonic.

WAITER (very embarrassed)
Yeah, sure, I wasn’t trying to be annoying or
anything. 

RUTH Well I’d like a gin and tonic. What do you 
want, mom?

WAITER Oh, no—I’m sorry, ma’am, but we’re not
allowed to serve alcohol on Sunday.

Menu
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RUTH Excuse me?

WAITER It’s not our policy; it’s the county’s.

RUTH I don’t follow.

WAITER Abrams County, for whatever reason, 
doesn’t allow the sale of alcohol on Sunday. 
Something to do with religion.

RUTH How primitive. I’ll take water, then.

WAITER Would you like a lemon?

RUTH No, my day is sour enough already.

WAITER (to MAY)
And what can I get for you?

MAY I’d like a sweet tea, please.

WAITER Certainly. And would you care for an
appetizer?

MAY I hadn’t even thought about that yet, 
let me—

RUTH Actually, we’re kind of in a hurry, so we’ll 
have to skip it today.

WAITER No problem. I’ll be back in a minute with 
your drinks. (exits)

MAY (looking wounded)
I didn’t think you were in that big of a hurry.

RUTH I told you I have things to do.

MAY I know you did, but we don’t get to see each
other very much. I was hoping we could 
talk for a while. And may I ask—why were 
you giving the waiter a hard time?

RUTH Oh, what?  (changes voice, mocks WAITER)
‘Do I know you from somewhere?’  That’s 
the oldest pick-up line in the book.

MAY You’re too hard on people, Ruth. He was 
only trying to make conversation. He looks 
pretty young, he probably just started here 
and wants to do a good job.

RUTH He’s not going to get tips for talking; he’ll 
get them for fast service. He’ll find that out 
soon enough, I’m sure. There’s nothing 
worse than a chatty waiter.

WAITER ENTERS, CARRYING DRINKS

WAITER (sets drinks down)
There’s your tea. And your water.
(He studies her until she notices him staring
and gives him a dirty look)
So, are you ready to order or do you need 
another minute?

RUTH We’re ready. (WAITER flips open his pad, 
pen poised to write)  I’d like the chicken 
Caesar salad, with the dressing on the side.

WAITER Is that all?

RUTH Yes.

WAITER No garlic hummus or spinach dip for you, 
ma’am?

RUTH (irritated)
No, just the salad.

WAITER (to MAY)
Okay, and what about for you?

MAY I don’t know yet. Give me about ten 
seconds, you don’t even have to leave.

WAITER (after a few seconds)
So, what do you do at the paint store?  Are 
you a paint mixer?

RUTH Paint mixer?

WAITER You know, one of those people who makes 
the paint—blends the colors so they don’t 
come out wrong.

RUTH No one does that by hand anymore, it’s 
programmed into a machine.

WAITER (pleasantly)
Oh, right. So is that what you do, operate 
the machinery?

RUTH Aren’t I a little old for your taste?

MAY Ruth!  

WAITER (very embarrassed, stuttering)
I’m sorry ma’am, I wasn’t hitting on you—

RUTH Yeah, sure. You have no interest in an 
attractive, successful woman who, by the 
looks of her ring-less finger, is probably 
single. 

WAITER Ma’am, I didn’t even—

MAY (loudly)
So what are your specials today?

WAITER (angry and humiliated)
I was just trying to be polite, that’s all.

RUTH I think my mother has a question for you.

WAITER (flustered, turns to MAY)
I’m sorry, what was that?

MAY I want to know what your specials are.

WAITER (flipping through pad)
Just a second.

RUTH Mom, I thought you knew what you 
wanted.

WAITER (reading at top speed)
Our specials are Fettuccini Alfredo, $12.95, 
baked redfish with Tuscan beans, that’s 
$14.95, and the 12-oz. filet of beef, served 
with roasted garlic potatoes, and that’s 
$17.95. 

MAY Ooh, from what I could make out, they all 
sound good. Especially the steak. What do 
you think, Ruth?

RUTH (through gritted teeth)
I think the chicken cordon sounds good.

MAY I’m sure anything’s better than that hospital 
food I eat all week.

WAITER I’ll give you another minute to decide.
(exits)

RUTH ‘Hospital’ food?

MAY Don’t try to change the subject. You need 
to apologize to him. 

RUTH I need to apologize to him?

MAY You utterly humiliated the poor boy. 

RUTH Well, he was making me uncomfortable.

MAY He made you uncomfortable just by talking 
to you?  How are you ever going to find a 
husband if you treat people like this?

RUTH What?

MAY If you’re going to complain that you’re 
single, then—

RUTH I do not complain that I’m single. Unlike 
the old generation, I don’t need a man to 
take care of me. I like my freedom. I like 
my independence. I’ll be damned if I’m 
going to make sure dinner’s on the table by 
5:30 every night.

MAY Ruth, there is no need to curse. I swear, you 
act less like a lady every time I see you.

RUTH And you act more and more like an ancient 
relic from the past. 

MAY Well it’s nice to see that you’ve just written 
me off. Stuff her in a hospital somewhere 
and leave her to die. That’s real nice, Ruth, 
real nice.

RUTH Again, what’s with the terminology?  
Serenity Springs is not a nursing home or a 
hospital. It is a retirement community.

MAY The only thing that’s communal is the 
insanity. Some of the people in there are 
absolutely nuts. Last week I saw a man 
trying to eat the wax fruit in the cafeteria.

RUTH You should be thankful you’re not in that 
shape.

MAY Yet. I need to get more sun.

RUTH Well then go sit in the courtyard, it’s really 
sunny out there.
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MAY Your father likes to sit out there, of course. 
But it’s not sunny enough for me.

WAITER RETURNS

WAITER (never looks at RUTH)
Have you decided?

MAY Yes. I’ll have the chicken cordon.

WAITER Okay, it’ll be out shortly.

RUTH The cordon?  You wasted all that time for 
nothing.

MAY Yeah. (then, quietly)  Sometimes I think so.

RUTH (after a moment)
Do you want to bring something back for
Dad?

MAY No, he likes that wretched food they serve 
us. He won’t have anything else.

RUTH Wretched?  Don’t you think you’re 
exaggerating a bit?

MAY Not at all. It’s so bland. And they serve the 
same thing week after week. Mondays it’s 
fiesta rice, creamy corn, and pasta. 
Tuesdays it’s field peas, mashed potatoes, 
and some tough piece of meat. 

RUTH Steak?

MAY It depends. We get pot roast, pork slices, 
turkey dinosaurs.

RUTH Turkey dinosaurs?

MAY Little bits of turkey breaded and cut into the
shape of dinosaurs. Everyone else loves 
them, thinks they’re so cute. I always give 
mine away.

RUTH You didn’t have to get a meal plan, you 
know. You could have gotten a room with a 
kitchen.

MAY I thought it would be easier if I didn’t have 
to worry about cooking three meals a day. 
(pauses)  At least I’ll come out once and a 
while and eat real food. Your father won’t 

have it. He’s all settled in—permanently it 
seems. He’s not even bothered by the cold.

RUTH The cold?

MAY It’s freezing in our room. I tried closing the 
vents, but it made no real difference. 
(pauses, laughs)  Maybe we have a ghost—
plenty of old people lived there before we 
did. Maybe one of them died in it. 

RUTH (not amused)
That’s morbid, mom. Why don’t you ask 
someone to turn the thermostat down?

MAY The thermostat is in our apartment—we
control it.

RUTH So why don’t you turn the air off?

MAY The truth of the matter is that even if it 
were eighty degrees in the room, it would 
still feel the same.

RUTH Then it’s probably broken, mom. If the 
temperature doesn’t change when you turn 
it up, something’s wrong.

MAY Precisely.

RUTH So what are you going to do?  Sit around 
and complain instead of finding someone to
take a look at it?

MAY I think it’s a little too old to be ‘looked at.’  It 
needs replacing, I’ve decided.

RUTH You don’t have to pay for that, do you?

MAY I’ve already paid for it.

RUTH Oh that’s right—in the security deposit. 
Well, it’s too bad you won’t get the money 
back if you do decide to leave, but at least 
you don’t really lose any either. You should 
stop by the front desk and tell them about it
when you get back. 

MAY Maybe I should wait a week. If it doesn’t 
start working by then, I’ll do something.

RUTH What makes you think it’ll start working all 
of a sudden?  You and dad have been there 
—how long?  Five months? 

MAY Five months. 

RUTH And it’s been broken since you moved in?  I 
don’t understand why you didn’t say some
thing about it immediately. Then you 
wouldn’t be paying for it now.

MAY It was fine when we moved in. 

RUTH When did it stop working?

MAY About six weeks later.

RUTH I can’t believe you’ve let it go on for three 
months.
(MAY does not answer)
Nothing’s going to change unless you do 
something about it.

MAY That’s what I’m afraid of.

RUTH You’re afraid of the people who work there?  
Are they mistreating you?

MAY Oh no, heavens no!  

RUTH Then what’s the problem?

MAY For one, your father would probably be mad
if I had someone come and fix it, because 
he thinks the temperature’s just right.

RUTH Tell him to get over it.

MAY I think he’s been ‘over it’ for quite some 
time. (pause)  I just wish it were a little 
warmer. But obviously, I’m the only one.

RUTH Then wear a sweater.

MAY Don’t you think that’s a little bit ridiculous?

RUTH What?

MAY Wearing a sweater instead of asking some
one to fix the thermostat.

RUTH It was just a suggestion.

MAY I know it was. A silly one.

RUTH Not nearly as silly as you refusing to get 
someone to fix the damned air conditioner.
(RUTH sighs, exasperated. They sit in 
silence for a few moments until the 
WAITER comes back.)

WAITER RETURNS WITH FOOD

WAITER (sets plates down)
Here you go. Can I get you anything else?  
How about a refill?

RUTH No, I think we’re good.
(WAITER looks at MAY)

MAY I’m fine right now, thanks.

WAITER All right then, enjoy your meal.
(after WAITER exits, RUTH begins eating, 
but MAY just sits there)

RUTH Are you going to start eating?

MAY I—I don’t know. I kind of wish I’d have 
gotten the steak.

RUTH You like the chicken cordon.

MAY Oh I know. That’s not it, really.

RUTH Too hot to eat right now?

MAY No. (prolonged pause)  I really want to try 
something new.

RUTH We’ve never been here before, it is new.

MAY It’s the same chicken, just arranged 
differently.

RUTH Send it back if you don’t want it.

MAY But you have things to do. Don’t you think 
it would take too long?

RUTH You can always take home what you don’t 
finish.

MAY No I can’t either. Your father wouldn’t like 
that I’ve gone out to lunch. 
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RUTH Dad doesn’t care, what are you talking 
about?  And where are you going to tell him 
you went?

MAY He won’t notice that I’m gone. And if he 
does, I’ll just tell him I was in the bathroom 
for a while and he’ll believe me. 

RUTH Well, the waiter’s coming our way, so if 
you’re going to send it back, let me know 
now so I can wave him down.

MAY No, I think I’ll just eat it.
(starts picking at food)

RUTH If the Atenolol is making you lose your 
appetite, tell Dr. Watkins and he can adjust 
the dosage for you.

MAY Actually, I’ve had a pretty strong appetite 
the past month. But there’s nothing good 
to eat.

RUTH Is there any way you can cancel your meal 
plan? 

MAY Yeah—move out.

RUTH I didn’t realize they had catered and 
non-catered housing. That’s a big pain to 
have to move to a completely different 
building if you decide you don’t want the 
meal plan anymore.

MAY That’s not what I meant.

RUTH There are rooms in your building you can 
move to?  I thought you meant you’d have 
to move a good distance.

MAY I did.

RUTH (stops eating, looks up)
Mom, I feel like you’re speaking in riddles.

HELEN ENTERS, IS SEATED AT TABLE NEAR BACK 
OF SET

MAY Oh my God—is that Helen Christopher?

RUTH Yeah, it is.

MAY Wow!  She looks terrific!  (still looking)  I 
wonder where Henry is.

RUTH (leans in)
You know what I heard?

MAY (also leans in)
What?

RUTH I ran into Mary Evans two weeks ago in the 
grocery, and she told me that the 
Christophers got a divorce.

MAY What?  There’s no way. You can’t just 
throw away—what was it—thirty years of 
marriage? 

RUTH More than that.

MAY I wonder what happened.

RUTH From what Mary told me, it wasn’t really 
anything. They just grew apart.

MAY There had to be something.

RUTH (waves to HELEN)
She’s coming over here.

HELEN Well hey strangers!

MAY Helen, how are you?

HELEN I’m doing wonderfully, darling, wonderfully. 
And how are y’all doing on this fine 
August day?  

RUTH We’re not too bad. Just getting a quick bite 
before it’s back to the grind tomorrow.

HELEN Oh sure, sure. Are you still working for 
Morgan and Rogers?

RUTH I am.

WAITER RETURNS

WAITER Hey, Aunt Helen. (hugs her)  What a nice 
surprise!

HELEN Christopher, I didn’t know you were
working here. 

WAITER I just started last Friday.

HELEN (holding WAITER around the waist)
Oh, wonderful!  What a strange 
coincidence, Christopher, I was just about 
to tell Ruth here that your dad is looking to 
do a contract with her company. 

WAITER With Morgan and Rogers?

HELEN Yes, that’s right. He needs the offices over 
on Jefferson Street repainted.

WAITER (to RUTH)
Were you over at the office about a 
month ago?  

RUTH Yeah, I had a meeting with William Sands—

WAITER My father.

RUTH Your father—about what exactly he needed 
done to the rooms.

WAITER Yes, I remember. I was up there that day, I 
worked for him this summer. I knew I had 
seen you before.

RUTH (tries to salvage herself )
Oh right, right. Now that you mention it, I 
do remember you.

HELEN Oh, well isn’t that a wonderful coincidence!

WAITER (knows he has RUTH in a tight place)
Wonderful. I’m so glad to have formally 
met you. I’ll be sure to tell dad.

RUTH (laughing nervously)
No need, really, I’ll be seeing him next week
for another meeting. I’ll be sure to fill 
him in.

WAITER Oh, of course, but I know he’d like to hear 
what I have to say, too. He values my
opinion greatly, if I may say so.

HELEN Well then you can put in a good word for 
Ruth, honey, won’t you?

WAITER It’ll be my pleasure. Dad hasn’t decided 
which company he’ll be using yet. He wants 
to make sure he has the best person for the 

job, since it’s a pretty hefty one, you know. 
He’d hate to see the wrong company get it. 
(hugs HELEN)  It was great seeing you, 
Aunt Helen, but I’ve got to get back to my 
other tables now. 

HELEN All right, honey. Are you going to be at 
Richard’s birthday party in a couple of 
weeks?

WAITER I hope so, it depends on my work schedule.

HELEN Well hopefully I’ll see you there. Have a 
good day, honey.

WAITER You too, Aunt Helen.
(WAITER exits)

HELEN (after an awkward pause)
Ah—well, it was nice seeing you two. Good 
luck with the contract, Ruth. (to MAY)  
Tell your husband hello for me, May.
(goes back to table, talks to lunch partner,
looking over at MAY and RUTH several 
times, both with puzzled looks on 
their faces)

MAY What was that about?  Did you just lose 
your job?

RUTH No I didn’t lose my job, but I probably did 
lose the contract with Sands.

MAY So our waiter is this guy Sands’ son?  

RUTH And Helen Christopher’s nephew. Why did 
she have to come here, of all places, on this 
day—of all days!

MAY I hate to say it, Ruth, but maybe from now 
on you’ll be more careful about what 
you say.

RUTH I really don’t need that from you right now.

MAY It’s now or never, Ruth. Who’s going to tell 
you these things when I’m gone?  Your 
father won’t, I guarantee you.

RUTH You’ve still got quite a few good years left, 
mom. I’m sure I’ll be hearing it for 
some time.
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MAY I wouldn’t count on that.

RUTH Well are you sick?  Is there something 
you’re not telling me?

MAY No, I’m not sick. Just tired of the cold.

RUTH We are not getting into this again. (pauses)  
Hey, I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you order 
dessert so I can have time to think of a way 
to apologize to him so he doesn’t tell his father
not to hire me.

MAY Ruth, I’m sorry, but I really don’t think 
there’s a way for you to redeem yourself. 
What’s done is done.

RUTH That’s not true!  I’m sure there’s a way.

MAY Sometimes you just have to let go, and 
recognize when it’s useless to keep trying. 
It’s better that way, you don’t have to keep 
fighting for something you know you 
won’t get.

WAITER ENTERS

WAITER (to RUTH, smiling)
Are you finished?  Certainly looks like 
you are.

RUTH I am, and it was delicious. Tell me, what’s 
the secret to that salad dressing?  Is it 
homemade?

WAITER It’s Newman’s, right out of the bottle.

RUTH Oh.

WAITER (to MAY)
Still working on it?

MAY Actually, can you box it up for me?  

WAITER I sure can.

RUTH Can we get a dessert menu, please?

MAY Ruth, I don’t want any dessert.

RUTH Let’s just look at the menu. No harm
in that.

WAITER I’ll box up your chicken and bring back a 
couple of menus.
(exits)

RUTH I thought you said dad would be mad if you 
brought back leftovers?

MAY It doesn’t matter anymore.

RUTH Why not?

MAY Soon enough, he’ll have more to worry 
about than me eating out. (pauses)  Or not, 

who knows.

RUTH Mom, when’s your next appointment with 
Dr. Watkins?

MAY I don’t know. Why?

RUTH I’m a little concerned about you. You’re not 
making much sense lately.

MAY You think so?  I feel like I’m making more 
sense now than I ever have.

RUTH Maybe to yourself, but not to me.
(a few moments pass)
God, what am I going to do?

MAY I told you, there’s nothing to be done. Let it 
go. Other projects will come along.

RUTH Not like this. And what am I supposed to 
say to my boss?  Everyone was positive that 
Sands would go with us; what if he finds out
why they went with someone else?

MAY If he finds out, he finds out. Deal with it 
then. Don’t start worrying about it now.

RUTH I’ll probably be fired.

MAY If you are, you’ll find something else. Life’s 
not so concrete, Ruth.

RUTH Don’t say that.

MAY What?

RUTH I hate it when you say shit like that.

MAY I hate it when you curse.

RUTH Just add a ‘young lady’ and I’ll be back in the
ninth grade, mother.

MAY Ruth, manners are timeless. I hope you 
learn that one day soon.

WAITER RETURNS

WAITER I’m afraid I have some bad news. We’re 
apparently not serving dessert today
because some of the ingredients call for 
Kahlua topping, and that would be violating 
the no alcohol on Sunday rule.

RUTH Is that a joke?

WAITER No ma’am, I don’t tell jokes. I’ll bring you 
the check. Will this be together or 
separate?

MAY I’m paying for both of us.

RUTH There’s no need to do that, mom. I’ve 
got money.

WAITER You should probably start saving up. In 
case you lose your job or something. I’ll be 
right back.

RUTH He has to be lying through his teeth. I wish 
I could talk to the manager, so I could at 
least get him back for what he’s about to do.
(pauses)  Oh God. He’s right. His father’s 
going to get me fired, I know it. (pauses)  
But really, mother, I don’t want you to be 
spending money on me.

MAY It’s my treat. Consider it a parting gift.

RUTH (laughing)
A parting gift?  As in, we’re parting now but
I’ll see you again in four weeks?  You’re so 
silly sometimes, you know that?

MAY Ruth, there’s something very important I 
need to tell you. I wasn’t sure if should tell 
you or not, but I think it would be one less 
thing for you to be preoccupied with, in 
case something does happen with your job.

RUTH You mean ‘when’ something happens with 
my job.

MAY Hopefully not. But what I want to tell you 
is that I’m—

(at a nearby table, a couple is standing up to
leave, and just as the WAITER is coming 
towards MAY and RUTH with a tray of 
food and their check, a man with his back 
to the WAITER suddenly moves and causes 
the WAITER to spill the food everywhere)

RUTH Oh shit. (turns toward MAY)  I should help 
him pick up—maybe he’ll give me another 
chance if I do something nice for him. I’ll 
do anything to save my job, it’s my life. Wait
here, I’ll be right back.

(MAY watches RUTH, dumbfounded,
for 5-10 seconds. Then she smiles sadly, 
takes money out of her purse, leaves it on 
the table, and walks out. RUTH never sees 
her leave. The scene ends with RUTH, the 
couple, and the WAITER picking up his 
spilled food, and the lights go out when 
MAY exits on the opposite  side of the 
stage.)

END OF SCENE
END OF ACT
END OF PLAY

v
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Marley Braden
MCA Diversity Group Prize

the music squeals out of those golden hands.
every note is hot,
on fire.
every sound that escapes from those beautiful instruments
caresses my spine,
runs its rough hands along my neck,
tingling every inch of my skin
with its seductive melody.

the whole room is alive 
with past memories 
of steamy jazz clubs,
of one too many drinks,
and loose girls with southern drawls.
the music screams of dark nights,
sweat running down the face 
of the magicians behind the brilliant noise.

man, i wish kerouac would come get me.
i wish dean would drive up in that cadillac of his.
we’d drive off into forever,
stop at every torn down bar,
listen to the smooth tones 
of miles and monk.
i’d rise and fall
with the deep husky heat of bass notes
and the sweet bliss
of those high unearthly trumpet calls.
i’d close my eyes,
not move a single muscle, 
just fade away into the oblivion of music
while I died in a world of smoke and sweat.

Upon Hearing Wynton

Bird Pecking

Nicole Walter
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Leaf

Nicole Walter

Bethany Santucci

The name’s Cinderella, Cinderella with a smile.

I bring your two-sugars-please-latté in the Open-All-Nite café,
And you see me. 
I, you,
Through me, and 
to you

I tell of a life lived by one for three,
All for you, and none for me.
I am my father’s pride, 
My sisters’ foe, and
My prince’s glass slipper’s perfect fit. 
Sounds like a post-modern excuse for the Trinity,
doesn’t it?

Hmph, and you know what?
If you stay here for a while
And listen for midnight’s stroke,
Look out into Ever After Street and watch me soak 
Up the Open-All-Nite neon light’s glow, as I take on one more, 
Three lives of theirs, and 
Another, namely, yours.

Cindi
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the page as easily as sipping the sweet tea at your side.
But I’m not Katherine Ann Porter at Yaddo, I’m Ashley
Nichols at Millsaps College in Jackson, Mississippi, and
my closest link to this prolific world is a block away
from my dorm room in a file cabinet in Eudora 
Welty’s home. 

Few people write such passionate letters any-
more. We send emails, postcards, and singing telegrams.
Online companies offer to write stories about our lives,
based on an information form, for the small fee of $75.
People resort to anything to keep from committing
themselves to the page. I once lived with a girl who
downloaded an email program with prewritten messages
to send people she does not have time to contact but
would like to get in touch with soon. One reads as fol-
lows:

Dear [NAME], 
I know I have been absolutely terrible about writing but
please don’t hold it against me. 
I only have time to send a quick “hi,” but I think of you
often. 
I will call you soon and we’ll catch up. 
Miss You! 
Love, 
[YOUR NAME]

As students, we feel as though our lives are con-
sumed by email. Campus organizations communicate
primarily through mass distributions of messages. I find
myself checking my email at least once every two hours.
This behavior doesn’t seem in any way equivalent to
actually writing a letter; even now I am only writing to
you, some unknown innocent by-reader who exists sole-
ly to give me an audience. Imagining that I’m talking to
you, I can pretend to be what I’m not and find out what
I’ve got to say. 

When my History of the Novel course included
Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa, disappointment settled
upon our classroom. We weren’t upset by the plot.
Forbidden love can grab anyone’s attention, but the epis-

tolary style exhausted us. It was such a struggle to make
it through the five hundred and seventeen pages fine
print. This was an abridged version about a girl who
rebels against her parents and ends up with a man who
treats her cruelly. We were shocked to learn of its popu-
larity during the mid-1700s, when just about every liter-
ate person had been engrossed in Richardson’s serial let-
ters. We realized that he was trying to make his novel
seem as lifelike as possible; but writing three and four
detailed letters a day seems unrealistic to a group of col-
lege students who email each other one sentence ques-
tions as easily as making a phone call. Our communica-
tion consists of more text art than actual meaning ;).
Such a lifestyle hinders our ability to relate to characters
who went to great lengths to describe the actions of
their lives. They spent so much time writing; how could
the things they wrote of actually take place? How are we
supposed to believe a character can remember each
word of every conversation well enough to repeat it in a
letter?  The idea is romantic. But I cannot imagine try-
ing to record the events of each day in a letter.

As programmed as I am to live in a world of
technological communication, I cannot help wondering
why we have let the passion for writing letters become
lost between hard drives and firewalls. Is this simply
evolution or is there still a need for letter writing in our
lives?  We all learned letter writing etiquette in grade

school, but it seems those letters we practiced writing to
invisible friends about imaginary trips to the lake or pic-
nicking in the park have no place in our lives now. Every
once in a while, when a letter does make it into an enve-
lope, it seems its writer is only pretending. We only
grasp at what I want so desperately to feel: that I can
become one of the greats by practicing my trade. I want
the luxury, or burden, of being so good at writing that I
burst forth with clever expressions in my free time as
well as when I’m required. I’d produce enough letters to
bind a copy for those hoping to learn more about my
marvelous personal life. 

A girl I was once close friends with wrote a let-
ter to me recently. It was handwritten on notepad sta-

D
Dearest Reader,

I don’t know who you are, but I want to write you a letter. I’d like to pour
my soul out to you in eloquent phrases, making you realize just how
effortlessly I write. I want my thoughts to flow like the masters of litera-
ture. My analogies should make your jaw drop in awe. I imagine you pat-
ting your eyes with tissues and writing me back to tell me how moved
you are and how you think I should publish a novel. Humanity suffers
for the lack of my thoughts on the shelves of every book store. Your
approval governs my every strike of the keyboard.

I spent a semester visiting Eudora Welty’s house, reading letters
Katherine Ann Porter wrote to her. As I held those rumpled letters in
my hands, I found myself wishing I could take on a new identity. I want-
ed to be one of these women: young Southern ladies who had traveled
the world and were gifted writers. They lived during a time when letters
were polished through several drafts before they were carefully folded
and sent off to dear friends. If only I could spend my time composing
letters, writing aimlessly yet passionately about my gardening tech-
niques, only briefly mentioning publication deadlines. Reading letter
after letter, I wanted to be Katherine Ann Porter living in the artist com-
munity of Yaddo. Why wasn’t it me taking the time to write “Eudora
Darling,” about the house I’m building at South Hill, telling her I miss
her so and wouldn’t she plan to visit as soon as it is finished? 

Everything about their lives seemed so grand. It was as if life
was deliciously dramatic. Writing letters while sitting on the front porch
swing was an act of putting off work while letting your talent drip onto

Letter of Acceptance

Ashley Nichols

We feel like our lives aren’t worth someone else’s reading.
We would rather fill them in with a short, informal 
blurb and go about our day. 

Letter of Acceptance
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tionary and was close to fifteen pages long. Reading it, I
felt that it wasn’t written for my pleasure as much as for
her own release—much like the one I am writing now.
She admitted in the letter that she didn’t know why she
was writing—just that she felt compelled to do so. Then
she proceeded to tell me how wonderful God thought I
was and how faith in Him would lead me to a happier
life, explaining a depression she had gone through
recently and how religion had changed her outlook on
life. It was loaded with her favorite Bible verses and
amazing sayings the college youth minister had 
preached to her. 

So why wasn’t I amazed?  Am I so self-centered
that I didn’t want to hear about her life changing experi-
ence?  I felt like she was trying to push me to go through
the same thing. The letter did not make me want to
write back and ask her more. Instead, it made me feel
further removed from her than I had before she had
written it. This is not how Katherine Ann’s letters to me,
I mean to Eudora, had made me feel. I felt adored and I
adored her at the same time. I wanted to know how her
roses were blooming and what she thought about my
latest short story. I craved reading her letters. Maybe it
was because she was what I want to be, a successful
writer, but I’m certain Katherine Ann and I would have
been grand friends had I been alive at the time. 

So why can’t people my age write exquisite let-
ters like older generations did, even when we try?  I’ve
been going on for pages and still don’t have an answer. I
do know that if I were to write back to my friend, I

would end up trying to make myself sound so interesting
that I would get lost in the words. There would be no
me there, just a sloppy portrait—the kind a kindergart-
ner does and you are afraid to ask what it really is.
Perhaps we have lost the passion for expressing our-
selves well with written word. Hiding behind prewritten
email templates and empty thank you cards is far easier.
This is not to say that we don’t have emotions; we just
can’t craft them the same way Welty and Porter did. So
we don’t even try. We feel like our lives aren’t worth
someone else’s reading. We’d rather fill them in with a
short, informal blurb and go about our day. 

Just when I have discovered their attraction, the
letter writing days have faded away. I find it frustrating
to read such breathtaking language and know that my
life will never be preserved in the same way. Even if I
were to dedicate myself to the task of writing letters
daily, there would be no revival among those my age. It
is too late for us to become like those that have left their
written legacy in books and letters. Delivering ourselves
daily to our narrow Outlooks, we delete our bland,
grammatically incorrect emails. We keep no record of
any quality correspondence of any kind. Still, I try to
find my way back to Welty’s dining room table. Among
the stamps and envelopes sits an unforgiving typewriter
that hides no mistakes. 

Destined to be user friendly,
Ashley

Letter of Acceptance

v
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Nicole

Brick Legendre
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Charles Mock

the writer of the writer is not the writer’s writer
his name appears on the shelf but is never named

& there was a song in the mouth of a girl
floating through paper walls that collected her confessions in dust

there is a tomb on that omega, on that field of quivering lips
on that word that refused to come out amidst the bombs

the hallway gleamed with possibility
& a number of stairs let upward to the roof

where the vowels had been collected in the gutters     

above the apartment, volumes of dead encyclopedias 
flapped in the wind like listless, illiterate birds 

the latch was lifted & a door opened in a door
the eye widened, blinked, & blinded itself

i documented broken light bulb glass at midnight
& attempted to read the dry blood on my feet in the morning

zero is the number & the number is as useless as the sum 
of two numbers that cannot look themselves in the eye

but cannot look away either

the monologues were repeated as truth
there were no knives to cut out my tongue

in the perfection of circles the blank book 
was found & the library was complete 

a single gray hair marked a page in the middle of the middle of the book
remnant of someone who was reading it long after i died

i was writing that book years ago on a train
the white pages reflected in the sun

& i had to shut my eyes

Promethean Cirrhosis

Michael Pickard

At the funeral for someone
I barely knew.
Here because I felt asked to come.
The deceased had entered
our house on Saturday afternoons
of long ago to chat up my mother
in her cigarette sotto voce,
bringing the surplus tomatoes
or pinch of flour we needed
but would never ask for. Each Sunday
during that short year
she had given me peppermints
and whispered in my ear
all sermon long.

Today, the organist was sick;
the stand-in shaking too much
to hammer out “How Great Thou Art.”
The new pastor hadn’t known her,
had little to say. The service died out.
Afterward, no one talked. Her death
was like a sentence full stop.

Funeral
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Marley Braden

back before my little sister had nightmares
(of planes hitting buildings

and men climbing into her window).
back before i scrutinized myself
(pinching every inch of fat)
for hours in front of a mirror.
back before every calorie was counted
(every pound gained, my guilt,

every pound lost, my pride).
back before my mother stayed up late,
her stomach churning with stress.
back before my family sat by the bathroom
(after meals) to babysit me.
back before i fell asleep in fear
(my lullaby, cascading water,

my dreams, tears mixed with blood).
before was when i lived.
that was when i held out my hands,
stretching towards the sun
(with total belief that i could fly).
that was when i twirled under the stars
(spinning to sweet delirium)
falling (the soft ground as my bed)
and gazing in rapture at my kingdom
(of velvet and diamonds).
that was when my heart beat 
(purely, steadily)
to the rhythm of the grasshoppers’ song.
that was when my tongue tasted joy
(in the form of hot chocolate)
while wrapped tightly in a thick blanket
and warmed by the jumping flames.
that was my mind
(innocent,

pure,
naive)

before the world killed me,
or did i hold my own breath?

Back Before
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On the Streets of Rome

Kate Bruce
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Christina Giurintano

Walking backwards
disintegrated into the salt and peppered crowd
(lying partially wound on the scarlet velour)
till the thought of the jack-in-the box
led the child astray
a newly donned cloak of street crumbs
and her blond piped curls, flew to the cobblestone
when her creamed leather shoe caught an intentional
stone
passing through a foreign world—a proverbial Alice
in search of her jack in the box
wandering through the Parisian market
(a faberge egg in disguise)
hidden under layers of white lace
wind stained cheeks of the porcelain girl.

Walking Backwards
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Christina Giurintano

passion fruit cracked
(egg-yolk style)
over the western sky
amidst fields of wildflowers white
plucked by small hands with triumphant valor
golden highlighted figures sway methodically
framing her death with leaves vermilion
beside Michelangelo’s soft lavender strokes
a pebbled sky of murky cobalt outlines the path of a
gull
until she shuts her eyes
with the drowning of her veil
outlining the contemporary steel.

A Portrait of a Painting: 
16th Century Tuscany (Perhaps)

Artificial Intelligence

Edward McLaurin
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L
Love in the Time of Cholera was Lauren’s favorite book.
Truth be told she had never read it, but she thought the title was genius.
Whatever cholera was, it sure sounded poetic. Lauren thought of her-
self as an artist waiting to emerge—an author with more potential than 
written work. 

She knew that she’d be a great writer because she understood
that to sell books one must have both an exceptional title and an entic-
ing first line. The first (and only) story she had ever written began, “The
fat girl got her hand stuck in the snack machine early Tuesday morning.” 

That was really all she had written, but she had big ideas for her
premier masterpiece. Lauren imagined she’d let the story revolve around
the other students in the school of the fat girl. Maybe she could show
how the fat girl’s greedy snack needs affected everyone. Lauren wasn’t
sure yet.

Noting that she would turn nineteen in a week and six days,
Lauren figured it was time she got serious about her career as a writer.
In close to a year, she wouldn’t be a teenager anymore. She needed
something to show for it. 

“Maybe I’ll call it Love In Spite of Colic,” she said aloud in her
room. You can imagine how funny she looked devising offbeat titles for
her not yet written novel in her poster decorated room. 

Mary Ann Gray told Lauren last week that authors don’t put
posters of Ashton Kutcher above their bed. 

“But what about my muse?” Lauren had retorted. 
Mary Ann was right, though. Maybe she should put black and

white pictures up or something. Or maybe she’d just splash black paint
on the wall. That would show Mary Ann. 

Love In Spite of Literature

Casey Parks

But back to Lauren’s title. Her story had nothing
to do with love (well, at least not yet) and didn’t dare
discuss colic (“Eww,” she thought), so she threw the title
to the wind. 

If she didn’t even have a title, there was really no
use to have the room of an artist, so she vowed to keep
her poster boys up until she turned nineteen

v

Lauren woke up, dripping sweat like water after
a shower. She had dreamt that she lost her muse in a
boating accident or to drugs or both. 

“It was just a dream,” she whispered, but this
fact mattered little. Lauren would soon be twenty-four,

and she had yet to publish a story. For three years she
had been mailing off her collection entitled Raptures
and Revelations. She had penned the poetic title during
her sophomore year of college.

Technically, she had stolen it from a nerdy girl
who spoke often of Virginia Woolf, but she doubted that
girl would ever notice. And if she did, Lauren would just
pay her off with some of her earnings from her first
book. 

Raptures and Revelations was the perfect title
anyway. 

“People will take me seriously,” she told Mary
Ann Gray—her best friend and mother of three children
(with twins on the way!).

Mary Ann thought it sounded snotty. “Where’s
the little girl who adored TigerBeat?” she often asked
Lauren. Lauren was too shy to mention that Mother
Mary Ann wasn’t exactly the girl she had met on the bus
in junior high.

Lauren so desperately wanted to be a writer—a
real one. One that kids read in class and liked as much
as Catcher in the Rye (but not just because the main
character curses a lot). Sitting in her bed with sweat still
clinging to her hairs, Lauren decided to stake out the
publishing houses until someone noticed her. The
thought satiated her, so she drifted quickly into sleep.

v

At a very young twenty eight (Okay, who was
she kidding? Next week she’d be twenty nine), Lauren
had given up hope. A self-named straight-laced account-
ant, she never went for drinks after work. Instead, she
went home to watch reruns of Laverne and Shirley she
had taped from Nick at Nite’s Blockparty Summer two
years ago. 

She hadn’t kissed a man (or woman) in sixteen
months (and three weeks). Her meal of choice was
spaghetti without the meat. 

Sometimes her friend Mary Ann Gray invited
her over for a casserole, but Mary Ann had eleven kids,
and Lauren just wasn’t cut out for all of that noise.

During a commercial break one night (Lauren
never fast-forwarded through them), the telephone rang.

“May I speak to Lauren Soza, please?” a voice
said calmly. 

“This is she,” Lauren responded monotonously. 
“Oh wow! This is the Lauren Soza who wrote

Love In Spite of Colic, right?” the girl said with increasing
volume.

“Umm, yeah.” 
“Oh wow! See, I really identify with the fat girl

because I used to be so afraid that my hand would get
stuck in one of those machines.” 

“What’s your name?” Lauren interrupted.
“Chelsea,” the caller shrieked.
“Chelsea, how did you get that story?”
Chelsea’s squeals subsided for a bit. 
“My teacher passed out copies for class. She got

them from a friend of a friend—some lady who has like
thirty kids or something.”

“I see,” Lauren said.
“But I wasn’t supposed to tell you!” Chelsea

interjected. “My teacher is afraid she’ll get sued.” 
“No, it’s quite alright,” Lauren muttered with the

smallest semblance of a smile. 

She hasn’t spoken to anyone in seven months, and she
suspects that her neighbor’s son is leaving love notes under
her door at night. He says that she is his star-crossed lover.
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“If only I had used a pen name,” Lauren scrib-
bled to Mary Ann Gray. Lauren hadn’t seen her in three
years, but she bet Mary Ann was judging her right now.
At thirty-four (and eleven months and three weeks),
Lauren is a washed-up has been. She hasn’t spoken to
anyone in seven months, and she suspects that her
neighbor’s son is leaving love notes under her door at
night. He says that she is his star-crossed lover.

He carries around a stethoscope. Being the
weirdest guy she (sort-of ) knows, her neighbor’s son is
Lauren’s only candidate for love.

She has never spoken to him in person, but at
thirty-four, Lauren believes that her neighbor’s son is her
future. 

Years ago she had been famous—the acclaimed
author of Love In Spite of Colic and Other Stories. The
New York Times had called the collection inspired and
her appearance ravishing.

After she failed to produce another book,
though, Lauren’s fame had faded quietly away. No one
really made fun of her. She had never received hate mail
or accusations of being a one book wonder. But at thir-
ty-two, Lauren shut herself away. Of course, she had
done this with the intention of producing more bril-
liance, but instead she had found herself distracted by
reruns of Welcome Back, Cotter that she had taped one
summer off of Nick at Nite. 

By thirty-four and one month, Lauren had given
up on dreams. She had her groceries delivered and her
phone uninstalled. She wrote letters once a month to
Mary Ann Gray, a woman now famous for having eight-
een kids (that’s one set of triplets and two sets of twins). 

Once a week she received a love letter, which
she read in the bathtub while eating Oreos with milk.
She supposed that she sort of dreamt about love in the

bathtub with her Oreos and weekly letter, but she liked
to believe that she was no longer a dreamer. Her dreams
had ruined her early in life. 

v

At thirty nine years and seventeen weeks,
Lauren is shopping for groceries. It took years and sev-
eral phone calls from Mary Ann Gray, but she is finally a
full-functioning citizen again. Today she is looking in the
organic fruit section for papaya. She is just about to
select the perfect one when a man taps her on the shoul-
der. 

“Hi, I’m Will.” 
Lauren is confused, but extends her hand any-

way. She is sure she has never seen Will before, but he
radiates something very familiar to her. 

“I used to leave you love letters under your door.
You always seemed sort of sad to me, what with not ever
leaving the house or anything. I know I just moved out
without ever sending you a farewell letter, but I kind of
figured you didn’t care anyway. I mean, you never wrote
back.”

Her star-crossed lover. Here, in the supermar-
ket, clutching her hand in the longest handshake ever
not recorded. 

“Well, nice to meet you, Will,” she stuttered.
What else was she supposed to say to the man who got
her hopes up then left her alone with a bathtub full of
Oreo crumbs and tepid water? She expected him to
excuse himself at any second, but instead he said simply,
“Do you want to go out to dinner with me tonight,
Lauren?”

A thousand stories flashed before her eyes —
Danielle Steel lovey dovey stuff, but still stories. She
pulled her hand away and smiled coyly.

But of course she would. 

v
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J. D. Graffam, Jr.

With a notepad, I jotted down his broken English:
The towa is the ball used in the game of stickball,
A small, hard sphere of leather strips.
His woodshop looks normal enough, 
Planted on the reservation, except:
Four trees drying outside wood side,
And hollowed stumps wrapped tight with leather.
He has a smear of gray grease down his cheek.
The weather been back and forth
Between rain and hot. They’ll play, he says,
The weekend, whether it rain or no. 
Stickball wear no shoes, sometime no shirts.
They wear you out they do, run all the time.
His Delta compound miter saw clicks
And its screech echoes through the woods
And dissipates over the new highway
Into the crowded murmur 
Of the sun-thinned lights and concrete.
The thick heat burns my face, even in the shade.

When I get back to the office in Jackson,
I start to write a piece on their culture.
The eldest woodsman teases the oak
Into the proper shape, then pulls out his electric 
Wood burner and burns a crooked Nike swoosh.
His cell phone rings, he answers and speaks liquid.
All I catch is Nohola, which means stingy
And is what they call white people.

I stop writing and think of a squirrel I ran over
On my way to the woodsman’s home.
There’s no relation, of course, 
Between the squirrel and me and the Indians,
Except that I ran over it on their reservation.
But still, it’s in my memory and wants a meaning.
Actually, that didn’t happen. Maybe
I looked down for my cigarettes
And tail spun halfway into a ditch,
Corrected myself just in time
To miss a mailbox, flag up.
There was a car behind me,
So I couldn’t stop to catch my breath.

Writing for the Choctaw Indians
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A purpose of Stylus—as a college literary maga-
zine—is to foster writing communities among
Millsaps students. To begin, we’d like to find out
where you think writing begins?

You mean in a young person or a in a child’s life?

Either one; each is a good way of looking at it.

Well, I think it begins, for people who end up really
being obsessed with it, early in childhood. You begin
telling yourself stories, listening to your momma’s sto-
ries, or your aunt’s stories. Stories are where writing
begins. I remember when I was a little, little girl, I used
to tell myself stories in which I was the heroine. (laugh-
ing) Then I got a little older and found out that some-
times I wasn’t—a heroine, that is. I think also, as you go
along, the next thing that happens is, you get to be a
compulsive reader. That’s true for my generation, and
my son’s generations, but that may not be true for y’all,
because television, and movies, and radio, and VCRs,
and everything is taking the place of a lot of reading and
storytelling. So, for my generation, anyway, your life was
extremely different from what young people’s lives are
like now. Don’t you think so?

A number of Millsaps students have worked at the
Eudora Welty House with Dr. Suzanne Marrs, help-
ing her catalogue Ms. Welty’s correspondence and
library. What’s going to happen, though, when
somebody wants to refer to a writer of our genera-
tion’s correspondence?

There’s probably not going to be any.

It’s all email, now—

I don’t have for the last fifteen, almost twenty years of
my life. I don’t have much correspondence. I don’t write
to my grandchildren with a computer, I call them on the

telephone. It’s too bad, because writers’ letters, I mean,
writers in the past, their letters are just fascinating.
That’s one thing I really enjoyed reading when I was
younger, collections of letters from writers and writers’
acquaintances, and friends, and family.

T.S. Eliot once said you could tell a writer was seri-
ous about her craft if she was still writing after
twenty-five. Was there a time—or an age—you real-
ized you had crossed the bar (so to speak); that you
were not just an “aspiring writer” but really a writer?

Well, in a way, that didn’t happen with me. I think what
happened instead was, I fiddled around with writing sto-
ries and maybe didn’t think that I’d do something with
them before I got married, and I married, and then I put
them aside because I had three children. Not rapidly, but
I was preoccupied with my children for some years, and
then oddly enough, there was one evening when my
husband and I and a friend were sitting around talking,
and we began to talk about stories we knew and telling
stories and writing stories down again. All three of us
having done some writing before. And my husband said,
who was in fact a person who finished what he started,
my friend was a person who seldom finished what she
started (laughing) and I was kind of in the middle, you
know? He said, “Lets all write a story. Let’s each one of
us decide what we want to write a story about, and write
a story. And I’ll bet you that I’ll finish my story, and you
two won’t finish your story.” So, that’s what we did, the
three of us, and he was right. My friend, she didn’t finish
her story (laughing) and he did finish his story, but it

wasn’t much good, and I finished my story, and that got
me thinking back to my stories that I’d written before I
was married, and I began to go through them, and think
about what they were, and I began to realize that in fact,
they were connected with each other, and they were
probably a novel, rather than a group of separate stories.
And I began to think about the structure and the form
and how I could make that work. And that’s when I
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On the blue Sunday afternoon that Presidential candidate John
Kerry came to Jackson, four Stylus staff members—Bethany Santucci,
Michael Pickard, Lauren Bardwell and J.D. Graffam—sat down to talk
with Ellen Douglas.

Having just returned from the Kerry rally, Ms. Douglas invited
us into a neat living room (well-stocked, as one might expect, with all
manner of books) and waited while we fumbled with our interviewing
equipment. When she began speaking, her rich voice dispelled any ini-
tial nervousness. We became absorbed and talked more than an hour,
without sensing the passage of time. Afterward, Ms. Douglas showed us
the study in which she works and consented to several photographs.

Douglas’s work has centered on Mississippi and spans four
decades, from the novel A Family’s Affair (1962) to a collection of
essays to be published this year. She is the recipient of numerous
awards and grants, from the Fellowship of Southern Writers and the
National Educational association among others. Her novels include
Where the Dreams Cross (1968), Apostles of Light (1973), The Rock
Cried Out (1979), A Lifetime Burning (1982), and Can’t Quit You Baby
(1988); she has two collections of short stories, Black Cloud, White
Cloud (1963) and The Magic Carpet (1987). Apostles of Light was nomi-
nated for a National Book Award. 

For this interview, we focused on Douglas’s collection Truth:
Four Stories I am Finally Old Enough to Tell (1998)—a work that ques-
tions the possibility of easy classification into fiction or non-fiction
genres. One question often led to another, of course, and our conversa-
tion ranged across various literary and cultural landscapes.

Ellen Douglas photographed at her
home in Jackson, Mississippi.

Photo by Michael Pickard.
I think the writer’s responsibility is to the story. To tell the
story, as well as he or she possibly can. Not to answer
questions, but, rather perhaps, to ask questions.
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started seriously writing. It took me six years to write
that book, but I had little children, so I didn’t have a lot
of time to spend writing. It was an odd way to get start-
ed. And then, I still didn’t—I wasn’t thinking of it so
much as a professional writer, but rather, it was what
really interested me. 

And, when I published my first book—that was
kind of an accident. After I had put all those stories
together and made what was a draft of a novel out of
them, a friend of ours came through, a writer, a poet,
and man who was working on a novel, and I gave him
the manuscript of my stories, my novel, to take. He was
teaching at that time at St. John’s College in
Indianapolis, and he took the manuscript back with him,

and showed it to an editor at Houghton Mifflin, and
that’s how my first book got published. So the whole
process was not “Am I a writer?” or “Am I not a writer?”
It was a series of happy accidents. Not likely to be
repeated.

You mentioned your family and having children. Did
you find it difficult to pursue your writing career
and, at the same time, to be a mother?

I think it’s a lot more difficult for most people than it
was for me, matter of fact. More difficult now than it
was then, because then, in the south, middle class and
upper-middle class people had black help, and I always
had somebody who was working for me who would take
the children out for a walk if I needed to work. In fact, I
didn’t do much working in the summer because school
was out. In the winter, I had the house to myself in the
mornings, and I didn’t have a job, a career—my career
was what I was doing at home. And also, another thing,
that was very much involved for me, and I think would
be for any woman of my generation, but not of y’all’s
generation, is that I had a husband who thought being a
writer was an okay thing to do. It was okay if I stayed
home and looked after the kids, but it was also okay if I
spent my time working at my profession. But I think for

men of my generation, women stayed home and raised
children and didn’t have jobs. I’m talking about middle
class and upper-middle class women, of course, I’m not
talking about black women who were having a tough
time raising their own children and raising a white
woman’s children, too. So, all of that was involved 
with me. 

Well, I think something that would, in fact,
answer your question more for your generation: my
youngest son is a poet, so the situation is reversed. His
wife is a doctor, and she was doing her residency while
he was writing poetry and being a house-husband and
teaching. He would get up at five o’clock in the morning
and write for two hours until his son woke up, and then

he had to be a house-husband, while his wife was at
work—and well, you know how demanding that is. So,
he had to deal with that, and naturally, his wife thought
it was okay for him to be a poet. But, there’re not a lot of
husbands around in those days who thought it was okay
to be either a poet or a writer or a fiction writer who
hadn’t sold a book. 

That was a blessing, then—

Yes.

You said earlier that your mother’s stories really
inspired you. Storytelling is such a big part of the
South: to what extent do you think the South’s
atmosphere provides inspiration for such a vast
number of talented writers?

Well, I think growing up in a small-town, family-con-
nected world was very useful, not necessarily just the
South, but anywhere where that’s true. For example, I
think there were a great many Jewish writers of my gen-
eration like Saul Bellow, Malamud, and Sanger, wonder-
ful writers who had that complex relationship with fami-
ly that so many stories come out of. And that’s what
worked for the writer, not just for the Southern writer,

but for any writer who had a complex familial and com-
munity world to draw on. Where sometimes it seems to
me now everybody is so separated, particularly in big
cities. You don’t ever see your great aunts or your grand-
mothers or even your cousins. That is just the way the
world is now. I think immigrant families used to serve
that same purpose, for example, for writers who came
out of Italian backgrounds.

You seem to foreground the family dynamic in the
second story of Truth, “Julia and Nellie,” when you
talk about your grandmothers: Grandmother
Number One and Grandmother Number Two. Both
are storytellers, but in their own distinctive ways—

The kind of stories that one would tell, the other would
have nothing to do with.

So you’ve found the family a good source to delve in
your writing?

I almost think you can’t avoid it. You’ve got to buy into
it, throw it away, or do something with it because that’s
your life from the time you were born until you’re an
adult. That’s your life and that’s what work comes out of,
what stories and books come out of. However much you
may invent, it eventually goes back to the way you see
the world and what you have experienced—and I think,
too, one of the things that most interested me in these
stories, in Truth, the book you have all read, is how sto-
ries in themselves are not true or untrue, or funny or
tragic, but maybe both true and untrue, both funny and
tragic. That, it seems to me, is what I was driving at.
And, the line in those stories—once the writer says,
“Well, I’m going to go back and tell this story,” that is the
first story in the book, “Grant,” then “Grant” opens up to
one story after another—all of which are sad or horren-
dous in one way or another, but also true, and also full of
love and hate and self-deception, and deception of oth-
ers. All of that is involved in the writer’s progress from
story to story: “Well, I’ve told that story, now here’s
another story I didn’t really want to think about, but
maybe I’ll tell this story, too.” And then finally, in “On
Second Creek,” the most terrible story of all, the writer
says “Well, finally, I’ve got to tell this story.”

The story (or perhaps the art of storytelling), then,
supercedes determinations of fact or fiction?

I think that in that book, what I was interested in was
the degree to which it’s impossible to know the absolute
truth about anything, and the more you explore, the less
you think that it is possible to know the truth. 

You usually think about the memory or memories
being kind of a straight line, linear, accumulation of
facts—

But not so. All the time you’re in school, from the time
you go to kindergarten till you get really way up in col-
lege, you’ve been given facts. These are the facts, this is
what caused them, and this is what is going to come out
of them, and this is true. And, you find out in the world
that’s not really the case.

We started this conversation by talking about how
Stylus works toward developing a larger community
of writers. Weren’t you were a part of the Sewanee
Writer’s Workshop?

I loved working at Sewanee—the summer program is
great, and the writers I met there, I really enjoyed. We
didn’t spend a lot of time talking about writing, they
were just people I really enjoyed being around. And the
readings and lectures—all that was really interesting. I
used to do that; I do it less now that I’m older. I’ll tell
you a writer I met at Sewanee, I’d read one of his books
before I met him, Tim O’Brien, a wonderful novel about
Vietnam. And, hearing a writer read his own work or
her own work, and hearing that voice, to me, is really
valuable. And I still hear Tim read, and some of the
poets that were there when I was there, too. To hear a
poet reading his own work, if he’s a good reader, now, if
you listen to a record by T.S. Eliot, have you ever?

In the car; we listened to it on the way over.

He’s got a really weird kind of voice. It’s just strange
voice. A writer like Richard Wilbur is just a wonderful
reader. In fact, I heard him read in Jackson about twenty
years ago. 

Dylan Thomas, the Welsh poet, is another who read
really well.

Well, he’s really—his poems are not as good as his voice.
(laughing)

What writers did you read growing up?

Well, let’s see, starting out early, like when I was eight,
nine, ten, eleven, twelve, I just loved Edgar Rice
Burroughs, I read all the Tarzan books, all the Mars
books. And then of course, fairytales, I read Anderson’s
fairytales, Grimm. There’s all that. And when I got older,
I realized that Edgar Rice Burroughs was not a great
writer. (laughing). I began to read, I think really the first
serious non-fiction book I read, oddly enough, was a
book about Communist Russia, called President
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I began to read Tolstoy, Dostoevsky. Of course, Faulkner, I
was reading all of Faulkner, and then Welty, Southern
writers—and Conrad, I was crazy about Conrad—I can
go on like this. Katherine Ann Porter taught me a lot.
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Indicative by a journalist named Vincent Sheehan, which
got me interested in politics, and I’ve been interested in
politics all my life. And, then I began to read fiction in
my late adolescence, and when I got to be y’all’s age, I
began to read Tolstoy, Dostoevsky. Who else was I read-
ing in those years? Of course, Faulkner, I was reading all
of Faulkner, and then Welty, Southern writers, but the
writers—Conrad, I was crazy about Conrad. I was crazy
about Katherine Ann Porter. She was a good writer. She
taught me a lot.

You said you are into politics. May we move in that
direction? The poet Michael Harper taught a work-
shop at Tougaloo College a couple summers ago.
One thing he suggested is that there’s no way in the
world you can be a writer—at least a good writer—
and not be political.

Well, if you take “political” in its broadest sense, that’s
absolutely true. I mean, the “polity” means the city, the
community. As soon as you begin to write about people
in a community, you’re in politics. But I don’t think that
means that you are necessarily using your poems to pro-
mote a cause. I think that can be fatal. So, yes and no.

One question you can’t get around in talking about
Southern writing is that of race. Do you think
today’s writers deal with changed dynamics when
they talk about issues of race—that they have a per-
spective different than, say, Faulkner’s or Welty’s? 

I think everything has changed radically over the last
thirty years. Certainly, just radically. And, I’m at a terri-
ble disadvantage, I’m 82 years old and I can’t be forty or
twenty or even sixty, so that my vocabulary, my percep-
tion of the world, and my perception of relationships
with black people over my whole time is radically differ-
ent now, mostly in good ways, you know, mostly in good
ways. So, I think that my son and my grandchildren, and
their relationships with black people are entirely differ-
ent than anything I was able to be or do. My eldest
grandson is a DJ, very, very blonde, blue eyed, and he is
making his living in a world that is mostly very large,
very sophisticated, very rich black men. And that’s the
world he lives in.

People of your generation also have an awareness of
things that people of our generation don’t have.

I think that’s true too. Yeah, that we lived through a time
in which we were afraid. White people, and particularly
black people were afraid. The black people were afraid
that they might be killed, you know? That’s just a fact.
The white people were afraid to speak out about things
that they knew they needed to speak out about, because

they and we were often very cowardly. We had to live in
the world we were in. So—and I think all of that has
changed. 

What do you think about the writer’s responsibility
when these types of issues are raised? 

I think the writer’s responsibility is to the story. To tell
the story, as well as he or she possibly can. Not to
answer questions, but, rather perhaps, to ask questions,
but at the same time, I think it was Wayne Booth, a
wonderful critic, who said that to say Shakespeare, for
example, didn’t have a moral position, didn’t have
responsibility for what he put down in his plays would
be foolish. Of course Shakespeare had a sense, a moral
sense, of what he put in his plays. He knew what Regan
did to Lear was wrong, and that Iago was a bad man. But
his responsibility was to tell the story, not state his polit-
ical position.

During this interview we mainly have talked about
your collection of stories called Truth. Have you
attempted other genres like poetry or journalism?

Well, I used to write poems when I was like twelve, thir-
teen, fourteen, fifteen, and wisely decided that I was not
a poet. (laughing) My poems were not very good, so I
abandoned poetry. But I have a son who’s a poet, a very
good poet, have you read his poetry? His name is Brooks
Haxton. He teaches in the creative writing program at
Syracuse University. So that, in a way, addresses what we
were talking about a little earlier, a community of writ-
ers, because to have a son or a daughter or a husband or
a brother or a sister who shares your profession is really
valuable.

There have been so many great creative relation-
ships that have yielded powerful art: William and
Dorothy Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge,
or Robert and Elizabeth Barrett Browning, T.S. Eliot
and Ezra Pound. Have you experienced this kind of
creative community?

Well, when I was married and was living in Greenville,
there were two or three or four years in there that were
really valuable to me and my husband. That was such a
strange little town, and Shelby Foote was living there,
Walker Percy was in and out, and my friend—our friend,
Charles Bell, who gave my book to the publisher at
Houghton Mifflin was in and out, because his mother
and sister both lived there. And Hodding Carter was the
editor of the paper, so it was a very lively world—it is
strange to think about all those folks being there, but we
didn’t think it was strange then, we just thought that
that’s what it was like. It was a real plus, a real plus.

Why is it, do you think, that so many authors have
come out of Mississippi?

I think it’s true that the whole South, after the Civil war,
was such a boiling pot, such a difficult world, and diffi-
cult worlds, seem to me, to produce art, not necessary
books, but all kinds of art. And from Civil War times on,
into the present, with racial issues and poverty, and all
that has happened. I think that we have a very fertile
ground for writers. Why Mississippi more than
Alabama? I don’t know. I just—well, I think, one thing,
certainly it’s true of me, when Faulkner’s early novels
started to come out (I was in my late teens), it was like
permission to be a writer. It was like, somebody is taking
the world that I live in, that I know, the people that I see
every Saturday on their wagons, and has made books
about them. So, that was—that undoubtedly had an
influence on me. And, I’m sure that for Shelby [Foote],
the Percy family—well, Will Percy being a poet, and a
very sophisticated person who had music in his house—
that that was immensely important to Shelby and to
Walker, too.

Like the way Yeats made it somewhat easier to be a
poet in Ireland? 

Yeah, Ireland. That’s the same kind of world. And, of
course, Elizabeth Spencer left it behind. All of those
pressures that you read about in her memoirs were so
hard on her that she left.

She went to Toronto, right?

Well, she went to Italy for quite a long time; then she
lived in Canada for twenty years. Now, she’s in North
Carolina.

Do you believe it’s important as a writer to look at
your environment from the outside in?

Yeah, I think that’s important, and I think there can be
more than one way of doing it. You can go and come
back. For example, I married a half-Jew and half-Yankee,
which moved me into looking at the world of the South
in a very different way. So, yeah, you’ve got to find some
way to step back and be detached. I think that’s true.

In your story “Grant,” you tell about caring for your
husband’s uncle during the final year of his life. As a
young writer, it seems you walk a fine line any time
you grapple with issues like family illness or disabil-
ity. Do you have advice on how to approach personal
or family traumas in writing?

Well, I think a couple things, one is you need to read
very good books that deal with terrible things, and think
about how Dostoevsky deals with terrible things. And
you need—particularly for young students—you need to
be on guard for sentimentality and easy language and
back off from that, and be as detached as possible. You
need to read good writers and make hard choices.

Another thing a young writer hears is “Don’t write
about what’s happening to you today or this week.
Write about your childhood because you’re far
enough away from that. You’ve had time to reflect
on it, and it has had time to become a part of you.”
The idea, perhaps, is that it takes time for one to be
able to write about immediate experiences. What do
you think? The subtitle of Truth is Four Stories I’m
Finally Old Enough To Tell.

Yeah, I think that was definitely involved. The things
that are most difficult to write about you are least likely
to be detached from in youth or even in middle age. For
example, discovering that your grandfather committed
suicide; then to detach yourself from that, and to be able
to write about it, that’s what your training has taught
you all your writing life. And all kinds of sentimentality;
it seems to me that you have to be on guard, even more
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In creative writing workshops, young writers criticize
each other so ferociously, and I think, well, how can you
tell? Maybe next week she’s going to write something
that’s a lot better, and you’re going to like it. 
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on guard against the kind of sentimentality that deals
with violence in a sensational way. The kinds of things
you see on TV all the time. There has be a way of 
dealing with that. To me, you have to be really 
tough-minded.

So many movies that are highly acclaimed as art deal
with things in ways that are almost grossly violent.
Saving Private Ryan, for example. That opening
sequence is so churning, but at the same time—

It seems to me that’s what happens when it doesn’t
work, when you feel that you’ve been had, that you
begin to have complicity in the violence. For example, I
haven’t seen, have y’all seen—

The Passion of the Christ?

Yeah, I’ve read the reviews, but I haven’t seen the movie,
and I have no intention of seeing it as a matter of fact.
But the reviewer in The New Yorker said that long, fif-
teen-minute sequence on the cross, that’s fifteen live
minutes in the theatre about torture and death, that it’s
almost corrupting, it’s almost like you’re Hitler watching
the generals being strangled after the plot to kill him.
And that’s just something, if you’re a writer, that you
have to be on guard against. Maybe, it’s ridiculous to call
that sentimentality, but in a way it is, because it’s attach-
ing a charge of emotion not earned by the material.

That makes a lot of sense. We have a question about
the use of symbols in writing: that image at the end
of “Grant,” the bees that stick to the screen door—

That’s just weird isn’t it? (laughing) That really hap-
pened. I’ve just been lucky all my life (laughing). In fact,
that really happened, the night that Kenneth’s uncle died
the bees came and clustered on his door. Again, when
that happened, which was 25-30 years ago, I couldn’t
have done anything with it then because I hadn’t made

the connections that would make it work in the form of
a book or story. And then, gradually, over the years, if
you live long enough, connections get made. But, talking
about luck, do you remember in “Second Creek,”
Goldsmith Junior, he did in his old age join that
Vicksburg Cult of Black Jews and he did really change
his name to Dan. And, then—why did he choose Dan?
This is when I began to think about the story. I had been
to the funeral, so I knew he was Dan, and I went to the
Bible to see what blessing that Jacob had given to Dan,
and that’s the blessing. You know, it’s like, I can’t believe
God gave me that. (laughing) Sometimes, you’re just
lucky.

A lot of writers write so that a story is told, or so
they can express themselves. Or maybe they see
writing as therapeutic for some tragedy. What com-
pels you to write?

I think to begin with, it was maybe my life, mainly sto-
ries, wanting to tell stories, and then being just smitten
with language and reading, and then, as you go along, it
seems to me, you get really interested with the craft and
how things go, work together. It’s like making furniture,
as Faulkner said, writing a novel is like building a hen
house in a hurricane. (laughing) But the craft has to real-
ly interest you. Just like if you were a lawyer, the craft of
trying a case must really interest you. I think the process
gets to be a reward in itself. And for me, the beginning
students, they hate to revise, they don’t want to revise,
they just want to turn it in—but revision interests me
almost more, really more than first drafts, I wanted the
form to work, you know?

Was it James Michener who said he considered him-
self a mediocre writer, but one of the world’s best
rewriters? (laughing) Do you have particular writing
habits? 

When I have a project, when I’m working on something,
I try to sit down everyday and do something, move it
along. But, more lately than formerly, a lot of times I’m
not working on a project, I’m just doing a lot of reading,
and sometimes the reading will take me into something,
and then that’ll turn into a project. But, when I’m work-
ing on a story or a novel, I try to sit down everyday and
write a little bit.

So, you say to yourself, “I’m going to write this.”
Then you make yourself do it?

I try to, yeah.

Do you know your endings when you start?

Sometimes, once in a while, not always.

Were the four stories in Truth stories that stuck out
in your mind, or—

Only after I began to work on “Grant,” and that got me
thinking of other stories that I had not put to use, and
then that began to make the book come together.

One thing that strikes me about Truth is the lan-
guage, the way sentences are put together. You have
a very clear, vocal style; some writers—one gets the
feeling—“construct” their writing for the page. What
do you think of the role of the voice in writing?

I read everything I write aloud and hear it and that tells
me when it’s working and when it’s not working at all or
maybe not working as well as I would like it to. So, yeah,
I think a voice is really important to me. And then, I also
think that, for a character, when I’m building a character,
I very often, in the past anyway, have deliberately chosen
the voice of someone that I know to use for that charac-
ter. For example, the voice in The Rock Cried Out is the
voice of my youngest son when he was that age. I mean,
he wouldn’t have the same voice now—

But you can hear him in your head.

Yeah, I hear him in my head, and that also gives me his
vocabulary and the kind of jokes he remembers and tells,
and the things he likes and doesn’t like. It really unifies
the character to have a voice in your head.

That’s great. That’s something we may steal from
you. (laughing) 

Definitely, definitely. The voice in Where the Dreams
Cross? The main character’s, was the voice of someone I
knew.

Has the original for any voice you’ve adopted into
your fiction ever said, “That kind of sounds like
me?” or—

Well, for Where the Dreams Cross, I asked my friend’s
permission to use her voice, as a matter of fact. She said
it was okay by her if she didn’t have to read the book,
but I’m sure she read the book because she was very
curious about things.

Why do you feel compelled to speak to young writ-
ers and encourage them? What advice do you have
for them?

Two things. One, part of the way I make my living is
reading and doing workshops and teaching. Secondly,
yeah, I do like to talk to young people about their work,
and say pretty much what I’ve been saying to you all
today, to step back from your life and be detached and
try not to be sentimental and read a lot of good books.
Which is about all you can do. And then, with writers, I
say, sit down everyday and work. It’s amazing how much
you can do if you just write one page a day, if you can
think of something to say—or even one paragraph.

One more question. We were speaking of critics ear-
lier, and as writers we’re always adjusting to what
other people have to say about our work. How much
emphasis do you put on critical comments about
your writing? Do you ever find it a struggle to be a
published author, to deal with criticism?

I tend to be happy about good reviews, and try to forget
about bad reviews (laughing). And when I’m dealing
with classes, I’m really very leery of being too judgmen-
tal about a student’s work. And one of the most difficult
things, it seems to me, in workshops for young writers
the students criticize each other so ferociously, and I
think, well, how can you tell? Maybe next week she’s
going to write something that’s a lot better, and you’re
going to like it. So, settle down and don’t be so mean. I
think it’s wrong to humiliate people in a workshop.
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I think a writer is always on the fence, balancing
between comedy and tragedy, because so much that
happens in the world is ridiculous but at the same time
has horrible consequences.
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