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Jacob Kobina Ayiah Mensah 
 

Leveler the Offing 
 
 
The black Bible is your travelling document 
and its contents are a mixture of truth and falsehood. A page is filled with blizzard, another 
page is filled with flood, it is still raining on the next page, and that leakage is spreading across 
everywhere you step. That is why everywhere you stop, you lumber out of yourself with your 
feet still hanging in the space to direct the air traffic, your fat lips begin to tremble loosely 
outside the tent.  I am looked like ineffectual and indeterminate before this responsive mumble 
of satisfaction for the final movement across the ridge, where everything will be obliterated                                                                                                                                                                          
among the dust and whirlwind and dry leaves; 
 
everything will be in blank and empty,  
we will go into a trance of composure. 
However, somehow in that curious twisted smile from a young man who looks very grievously 
and bitterly, you hear someone who is still  
 
giggling and hurrying up with  
the Arcadian insignia in one hand, 
we wait to hear more names built from the patch of cabbages, 
 
which have no vowels to soil rags, 
you allow your head hanging haplessly until 
those shadows we have painted reel into a corner 
 
to return with a passage that opens into immense distances between the hands and you 
suggest the next accent by using precise lips of crustiness. Every eye that follows in this passage 
is free beyond resemblance with the halo above your head. 
Half hale and hearty face of the a single movement down the steps, you grape your 
mouth in the handkerchief. Time and ice 
 



melt away in the same direction more than                                                                                                                                             
one sense, I ignore a fresh mind for playing 
the Infant stage to form a bridge 
 
between credit for a man and his 
energies untrammeled by precedent  
as barrel thundering as he half falls 
 
from unconscious conflict and neurosis, 
almost a standard methods in a very 
varied picture used for various crafts, 
 
I ask for water to drink water but we cannot 
take a sip, you flop and squirm on the floor, 
your dreams are soon eaten up by a black corona light.            
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Fabrice B. Poussin 

 

Remains 

 

It collapsed, bricks dust timber and slate 

to a shapeless form of a life not yet begun. 

 

The azure stubborn still bathes the ruins 

in a disrespectful shower of golden blades. 

 

Living roots too attack from all fronts unforgiving 

to reconquer a space not quickly enough fertilized. 

 

Fungus of jolly hats brown and spotted whites 

welcome the newborns of the butterflies and slimy slugs. 

 

It has fallen to burry in a deep grave the last hope 

white, pure, made of heavenly flour and sweet spices 

unseen now, still with death cooling to the icy waters 

below between the burn of the fiery wounds. 

 

The immoveable seizure of the bluish crystals 

the tomb large for a million, may yet be vanquished 

when the hand from above brings the celestial clouds 

to repel the deadly gazes, create the cozy womb. 

 



The throne under fall tonalities must not remain ghostly 

winter may not yet toll the bells of the kind hearted 

for it is too soon, for it must relive to soothe the one 

who on the bench awaits to appear upon a single call. 

 

On the desolate amalgam of an ancient dynasty 

the Kingdom will be built, the palace secret invincible 

as hope rises his name whispered through the fibers 

two on the bench of eternity will sit one at last under the tree. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sacred Boneyard 

 

Looking for parts to upgrade old chassis 

hand in hand they stroll in search of a miracle. 

 

A crow recites the song of his forefathers 

perched on the trusted rust of yesteryear. 

 

Strange lovers alien to prettier days 

they stare at a would-be sun beyond the storm. 

 

Wearing patches of ongoing hopes they dream 

worn out bones unwillingly playing a melody. 

 

Like the old Model T they once drove to the ocean 

they fancy a renewal promised on futuristic billboards. 

 

New limbs, a little used perhaps, but never broken 

organs made for the universal soldier. 

 

Their shoulders touch to the melting spot 

grown like conjoined Siamese legends. 

 

They still imagine the sunset of their parents 

when still sitting on the porch of endless possibilities. 

 



Hand in hand, they stumble between the rows of cadavers 

pressing upon their path into a thicker darkness. 

 

No hearts to be found here, nor any new fantasies 

just the eerie sounds of agonizing carcasses. 

 

Not a word is said between those two legends 

their lives finished under a reddish realm. 

 

One more step and it is done as if they had never been 

a weak aura remains of those ancient silhouettes.  

 

Soon others will follow the road already taken 

enticed by the gentle pull a forgotten old couple.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Soul on a platter 

 

The journey of a thousand years has ended 

tired the little guy longs for a moment’s rest 

to remember his birth, he can no longer do. 

 

Pacing the perimeter of a house of dolls 

he lets his sharp fingers seek his dying heart 

from within his chest to awaken, and to revive. 

 

Enveloped in the shroud of his fighting self 

in awe at the power of trees and flowers around 

he falls to the knees, hoping for hail. 

 

What is left for his blood to do, as the river dries 

all bottle up in a cistern with thickening walls 

yet the echo lasts for the void of galaxies. 

 

The package, tied with a broad bow of blue 

readied for eons to be the present of all times 

his beating soul devoted on a deep golden platter.   

 

 

 

 



The Fall of a Lifetime 

 

Upon a midnight stroll 

braving elements sought after 

daring death to come on its frigid chariot 

in a long coat he ventured out as if a ghost. 

 

Under the icy rains of solid blue 

hoping for the embrace of a last instant 

braced within the rags of misery  

a tremble seemed to resonate through the city walls. 

 

Caressing streets of purplish asphalt 

the surface was as satin to the innocent touch 

he stopped to fathom the most mysterious scape 

comforted for now in a welcoming truce. 

 

the atmosphere was warm with stony daggers 

to open a crevasse before his uneasy gait 

a flash of light blinded the wanderer  

who continued uncertain a step forward.  

 

Destiny awaited on the traitorous path 

a steamy edge under the weary passenger 

for him to disappear as he collapsed into the glow 

a gaping welcome to the fortress so long unattainable.  



 

The city returned to its common fury 

its mouth satiated once again yet unaware 

that the lone wonderer was safe 

in the arms of his own fancy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Touching to a shiver 

 

The invisible wand makes a spark in the realm 

giving life to a satin inch so long in slumber. 

 

It is a task for the tireless magician  

a promise he made on the sacred day 

to warm the dying soul. 

 

Sadness is conquered at the gentle approach 

of a single intent stated in warm silence. 

 

A granite memory awakens to a new dawn 

under the silky cloth of a grand new life 

limbs softly bend in a subtle giggle.   

 

He writes another word upon the parchment 

for the story to begin again and her sorrow  

to melt away in the heat of eternal sunshine.  

 

 

 

 

 



Robin Wyatt Dunn 

 

Refugees from America 

 

1. 

 

I’ll come up over the horizon, in my name, and in the spitting of the holy from your lips, from your 

crown, the being who is you—who was me—dined and wintered in Los Angeles, made ordinary, cruel, 

wishy-washy and uncurled, fluorescing in the midnight sun, summoning hungry women, luminous with 

their blood—it is a new year, come into the circle, and be healed, and wrench out from your brain the 

password, the ancestral names, reasons, children and guardians in all forms—take it into your heart, 

what was, and could have been—could still be, however unlikely, under the bright and dead ritual space 

of the Doctor signed over to your case: 

 

O Doctor! 

 

O Doctor! 

 

Doctor mine 

 

They tell me in the graduate student pub in Canada:  “Soon, I’ll be a doctor.” 

 

And I say:  you know, Doctor is a very dangerous word. What it means is “to make appear right.”  

 

Ah, Good for you, the senior man says to her, while she sips her white wine, and I say: 

 

“Shameless.” 



 

Shameless is right;  there is no shame, nor any reason for it, in the fall from not only grace but life as you 

had known in—come in, it’s going to be all right, I promise, I have my finger on the trigger, somewhere 

near to your gut, made from the finest Youngstown steel, I promise you, I will not fire until you say: 

 

Doctor, Doctor, midnight mine, tell me:  is it winter where you are?  How many times have I written of 

it? How many times will I be given the meaning of your terrible bright ornery knife? 

 

“What is it that brings you in, Robin?” 

 

“It could be anything, Doc. I mean, when are we talking about?” 

 

“Why don’t you start at the beginning?” 

 

“There is no proper beginning. I think we understand one another that we’re going to have to lie, and 

we might as well agree what kind it’s going to be, don’t you think?  Don’t I need to be socially capable, 

industrious, well-laminated, and cheerful in disposition, cleaned, laundered and not too wealthy, cut 

into the shape for your performance, my love, tell me:  is it true shrinks are the craziest people on this 

earth?” 

 

“We can take as long as you like, Robin. It’s your money.” 

 

“Not really. It was my money and now it’s your money. Money is money. You wanted the story. Which 

version?” 

 

“The simplest version?” 

 

“Right. That isn’t as simple as it sounds. Where I’ve been and where I want to go are all mixed up 

together. But let’s say I know the simplest version. They gave me a new life, Doc, you see. They gave me 



a new piece of plastic, and then two other ones, and I’ve put them in my wallet, I’ve had my photograph 

taken, and I’ve paid the fees, bills, deposits, costs, bribes, installments and remittances, all for the sake 

of this story, you see doc, your hourly rate is inconsequential in comparison—it could be zero, or 

infinite, it wouldn’t matter, because you don’t have the ability to tell me what this is going to mean.”  

 

- -  

 

Not that doctors are so bad. We all have to make things appear right some time. So do I.  

 

It’s about going mad. It’s about Los Angeles. It’s about America. The future. The ancient past. My 

heartache— 

  

well.   

Hospitalization—that special word, inclusive within it the other –izations:   institutionalization, 

organization, compartmentalization, and though it has no z, repudiation, of the past, present, and most 

of the future:  they make you sign a lot of forms. 

 

It’s like coming to Canada, you see. 

 

Come into the hospital. 

 

Sign here, and here, and here. Here, sign away your rights. Here, sign freely away your rights. Here, sign 

freely away your rights, and be healed. 

 

- -  

 

There was a young woman—I’ve written about her before, but not well enough. Her name was Lucille 

(not her real name), a pretty blonde from Pacific Beach, California (not her real town), who with me was 

a prisoner at Hanbleceya Treatment Center (its actual, bullshitty name), where the bright colors of 



madness recede behind a careful drug-filled haze, and the most powerful drug is a special series of 

words . . . 

 

the magic phrase . . . 

 

the primium ordum . . . 

 

the 33rd Degree . . .  

 

Hahahaah—well. She was a sweet young woman. She liked making false rape accusations, but we 

forgave her for that. She had her problems. She had her carriage—as a mile, inside a French novel, not 

too far, but far enough, over a plain without any plainly determined kind of weather, in a void, in other 

words, a terrible void that they nurture, you see, that’s what doctors do, while they’re making things 

appear right, they nurture the void within you, hoping that it’ll eat you alive . . . 

  

Where was I. If it’s of interest, here is the proto indo european etymology of “doctor”: 

 

c. 1300, "Church father," from Old French doctour, from Medieval Latin doctor "religious teacher, 

adviser, scholar," in classical Latin "teacher," agent noun from docere "to show, teach, cause to know," 

originally "make to appear right," causative of decere "be seemly, fitting," from PIE root *dek- "to take, 

accept." 

 

Do you take and accept this woman, not as your own, and not as ours, but as a holy vessel for your holy 

work?  Do you take her now, furious words over her lips, blunted industrial suburb repainted in 

charmless colors behind us, the croquet game unfinished, and the counselors frowning vaguely like evil 

characters from the pages of Madame Bovary, or Buddenbrooks, nerveless peons filled with the unholy 

and self-righteous spiritual energy of the Southern California elite (or rather, those aspiring to it), with 

no pretensions to grace, or thought, or mode of operation, but just the same old slavish obedience, to 

the leeches and their mantric rites, straight from out of the depths of the mysterious and poisonous 

earth . . . 

  



Like so many things, you’d have to see it to believe it. Except that’s a cop out, isn’t it. I have to make you 

see it: 

 

She has a pair of crutches. Her family has money but it’s not hers. Drugs, alcohol, depression—these are 

all the reasons on paper for all of us, rearrange them like Vanna White, but it doesn’t really cover the 

story, because we’re here for political reasons. We’re refugees from America, and my name is holy, 

unwritten, and so is Lucille, holy woman, striving to be, not dependent, or independent, but 

interdependent, and why not good looking while we’re at it, trying to understand what has happened to 

us, and what the money has done . . . 

 

The money can do so many things. Like god, it has no ultimate reasons. Like god, it comes in infinite 

disguises. Like his high priests, money rapes you in secret, and tells you horrible things in your ear that 

are not so easy to forget: 

 

We need you to PAY ATTENTION Robin because your own self-improvement is implicated in EVERYONE’S 

self-improvement and you don’t want to LET DowN YOUR FAMILY do you? DON’T Want to LET DowN 

JEEBUS CHRIST himself, now do you?  Now do you? 

 

Lucille has the energy of a wild boar, and a voice like one too, it cuts through the room: 

 

“HE FUCKED ME!” 

 

They take her away. 

 

- -  

 

Refugees from America are a peculiar breed. They don’t go on lifeboats. Don’t carry wire cutters to get 

through the Macedonian farmland. Don’t drown off the coast of Africa. And, to be fair, being a prisoner 

of my class, this old and thankless middle class, I can’t fairly say I know the experience of the much 

larger number of poor American refugees, cast out from our dead cities, onto the dead sidewalks, with 

no name, voice or future . . . 



 

Still it’s more similar than you might think, to be dispossessed of whatever modest resources you might 

have had. Your debit card is taken away. It’s your money, but not anymore. They give you six bucks a day 

in cash. And if you smoke, four of them are gone. 

 

Everyone smokes at Hanbleceya. There’s nothing else to do, except what they tell you. Except listen to 

the voice of God inside: 

 

- -  

 

I’ll come up over the horizon, in my vengeance. We buy by the barrel. The barrel of the sixgun, Samuel 

Clemens, ink and lead, and the long arc of the future, signed away on the Mayflower, and then again in 

La Mesa, California, 

 

all to the glory of the ruling class 

all to the glory of the blood drinking scions beneath City Hall . . . 

 

give me the knife, doctor, and I’ll make the incision 

 

where are you going to cut, Robin 

 

right across the throat 

 



2. 

 

I’ll come up over the horizon, into Los Angeles, I promise. I’ll come again, into the theater, Mrs. 

Rosenberg, 

 

I will rise and recite my lines and pirouette under the gymnasium fluorescents, and cry, as you teach us, 

Sorgay of Everest! 

 

(we call up to him, to practice our voices, in acting class) 

 

Later I tell all my students they must take acting, because it’s all an act. 

 

It’s all an act, motherfucker. So let me take out my cock and you can pretend you care about it. 

 

Act Two 

 

In which the protagonist realizes the city is already burning 

 

Act Two 

 

In which the protagonist sues a famous Hollywood actress for stealing his work, and learns how the US 

federal courts, ever since 1985, are no longer open to pro se pauperis cases, in the interests of the rich— 

 

Act Two 

 

In which we surmise the element of surprise may still lead to our victory, from out of the camps, from 

out of the institutions, and into the light, but not yet— 



 

Up over the horizon, from where I fled the prison of America, after Kerouac’s many promises were dead, 

and the continent raped so thoroughly it can no longer properly form speech, and I determined it was 

near time— 

 

There’s so much to say about Los Angeles. 

 

But we have to get moving— 



3. 

 

Mrs. Rosenberg taught acting at LA Acting Academy (not their real names).  

 

Lucille made it out of Hanbleceya, and returned to her nice little beach community, like Lebowski’s, 

where the fires burn every night, over the white beaches, and the limpid eyes of all the freaks are filled 

with a slow, sly delight . . . 

 

The refugees from Hillary Clinton’s war in Libya suffer rape, murder and slavery, imprisonment, 

drowning, capture, and then back to the top of the list, again, but the one thing I share with them is that 

the story doesn’t make sense after the fact— 

 

What do you think history is?  Is it written by historians?  

 

By poets? 

 

Refugees from America cannot leave. America follows us everywhere. Even into our dreams.   

 

Uncle Sam rattles his cup under the chassis of our Toyotas, and the television channels follow us across 

the World Wide Web, as we try to forget, what has happened to us, and what we’ve done to others. 

 

Well. 

  

My time’s almost up, isn’t it doc? 

 

“Actually, you can take as much time as you want. I don’t have any other appointments today.” 

 



“It’s like the problem,” I say, “of trying to determine how deep of a lie you need to tell your parents to 

get them out of the house long enough to penetrate the liquor cabinet and enjoy some of its contents 

before covering your tracks . . . too deep, and they’ll grow suspicious, not deep enough, and they won’t 

leave the house. The problem is that if you really want people to understand what’s happened, you 

really have to fuck them up. Then they can understand your state of mind. But you still have to leave 

some thought behind, so that the events can be pieced together, which, even if they don’t make sense, 

can still be remembered. I want you to remember, you see. Because you’re going to go there too. Soon 

enough. I’ve scouted ahead, and it’s a beautiful and glorious hill we’ve been dying on, and I want you to 

see it.” 

 

“I like that idea, Robin. That you’re a scout. In fact I agree with it. Artists are often the canaries in the 

coal mine.” 

 

“Yeah. But I don’t want to die, you see. I can’t be the canary. I have to be something else. I don’t know 

what.” 

 

“The scout, like you said.” 

 

“Yeah, the scout. I have to report back, captain. Report on the enemy movements. Even though the 

enemy is us.” 

 



4. 

 

Doctors aren’t about healing, you see. You go to a healer for healing. To your mother, or your lover. 

Doctors are for making things appear right. And that’s so important, that appearance, and occasionally it 

does coincide with things actually being right, but not very damned often. Usually right is a long way 

away, and you have to make it over and across ten thousand miles of enemy territory with no weapon, 

unable to speak the language . . . 

 

Maybe you know all this already. Maybe I misunderstood and you’ve been over this territory before. 

Maybe my report is already outdated. 

 

Well, here it is anyway: 

 

O captain My captain 

 

Our fearful trip is done 

 

Our fearful flight is flown 

 

it’s all gone. 

 

O captain, my captain, rise up 

 

the bugle, she trills 

 

and for you the masses howl, lost in regret, tearing out their eyes in the dark: 

 



Captain, though I have foresworn my pledge and burned my uniform, I must give you my final report. 

 

Hospitalizations:  nine. 

Years lost:  let’s just say ten. Give or take. 

Nations visited:  three. Three relevant nations. 

Works of art generated:  one film, twenty books. A bunch of stories. 

Observed and incidental details: 

 

1)   some of our politicians like eating kids in basements 

2)   so many writers go through the same thing. It’s like madness is a recruitment tool to this fucking 

organization 

3)   the working method, overall, is insurrection 

 

O captain my captain  

rise up 

for you the bugle trills 

for you they call, the swaying mass, their eager faces turning to you on the scaffold: 

 

- -  

 

Stories are supposed to have a beginning, middle and end.  

 

Let’s say I understand which is which. Let’s say I remember what which part looks like. 

 

The beginning might have been in La Mesa, California. Walking over yet another freeway bridge, and 

seeing America for the first time. All that concrete. All that emptiness. All these years, and years, and 

things hinting and hunting against your brain. 



  

The middle is probably Canada, where I am now. 

 

But the end is in the past, before it all started. When I still had no criminal record, and no list of angry 

readers with their insults in the bottom of the comments section, and no idea whatsoever what I was 

supposed to do with my life. 

 

American refugees are moving slowly into the past, like Doctor Who, navigating the dimensional 

boundary so as to determine, like good scientists, what fatal flaw dislodged the ship of state from its 

dilithium crystal wake, and to determine too what it is we lost before it all happened.  

 

Like victims who forgot that they were raped as children, only to recall it in dreams twenty years later, 

the refugees from America are skin diving, under the Jungian waters, twenty feet, thirty feet, thirty five 

feet, forty:  

 

Looking for a watch. Or a wallet. Or a small box, with a list of names and addresses. 

 

O captain, my captain, I bring you a little black book. 

 

Let us rise, o captain my captain, over the five hills of Rome, and over the Masonic Stars of Washington 

DC, to track the arc-second inclination of the Master Plan . . . 

 

You see, it doesn’t matter if there was no Master Plan. 

 

Because if you look for one, you’ll find it. 

 

And if you find it, you can make it to the end, which is in the past, before the Daleks ever learned to go 

up the stairs, and before Americans ever bought their first radio or television, and before I moved south 



into the City of Angels, where the Crazy Ray finds every unprepared little Film Director and Aspiring 

Actor like a hapless ant under the magnifying class of a psychopathic child . . .  

 

- -  

 

Americans are not allowed to apply for political asylum to any nation in the world. The closest we can 

come is to live illegally in Mexico. Even Canada is closed to us now, as Stephen Harper’s government put 

an end to the unofficial refuge Americans had taken from the Vietnam war and other atrocities . . .  

 

Uncle Sam’s hand grows longer and longer, but more and more frail. 

 

The problem with this story isn’t that it doesn’t make sense. Lots of stories don’t really make sense 

when you get down to it. The problem with this story is I’m not telling it an American idiom, which is the 

idiom where some salvation is possible.  

 

Or maybe I’m wrong. Maybe this story is as American as apple pie, but I’ve failed anyway, because I 

couldn’t take you far enough over the edge to make you see the beast that lies below, underneath the 

magazines and taxicabs and job application forms, into Los Angeles intersections that seem to move like 

the Labyrnth’s under Jennifer Connelly’s blue slippers, into the infinite midnight of a recurring nightmare 

that occurs only while you’re awake . . . see the beast who is America, with his glowing eyes. 

 

If I really want you to understand the story I’m going to have to drug you. And I’m not ready for that yet. 

Not quite yet. 

 

But I’ll tell you what the drug is:  the drug is storytelling. 

 

 

 

 



Pat Ashinze 

 ALPHA. 

 

in the beginning, 

there was only light and darkness. 

the light breathed fire across the darkness  

to the four corners of the universe.  

the light gave birth to the Sea and the Sky. 

the Sea gave birth to The Earth and the 

Earth gave birth to all that breathes  

and all that is breathed upon. 

the light roared into the darkness one last time  

with intense lightning and mist and then 

Man was made... 

…from light and dust… 

…and darkness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



IMPRESSIONS 

 

a public creed teaches us 

that first impressions are lasting ones  

by which we build people’s characters, 

premonitions and limitations from.  

do not believe it, dear reader. 

it is an old and rusty philosophy. 

it has not evolved with time. 

it is an often misguided truth. 

 

i have known prostitutes  

whose portals have entertained demons 

and legions of insatiable men at the start,  

but once you get to know these women 

of the night street for the humans  

that they really are, you get to see for  

yourself that even darkness illuminates; 

that even ashes spark fire. 

 

i have known exemplary saints who have 

sworn to the earth and sky and sea and fire 

that they have seen God;  

that they have heard his voice  

and perceived his deafening heartbeat but 



if you get closer and deeper to their soul realms,  

you would see abysses and wormholes 

that can swallow a nation and send 

chills down the spine of angels. 

 

see, my dear reader, life is hard. 

the heart roams around in sheathed cycles, 

hiding realness and portraying illusions. 

it takes time to differentiate worms from caterpillars.  

it is only one that turns into a butterfly. 

be illumined. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



LOVELORN 

darling, i see you sailing in my dreams. 

i see you riding the tides with eagerness 

i see you fading into twilight 

as torrential waters veil the beauty 

of your body and soul. 

 

hear the music of my soul, my woman. 

my voice is dull and  

my senses are insensate. 

i am withering… wilting and dying 

away in this constantly widening distance. 

 

come back to me, my sunshine. 

do not allow the waves to separate us. 

come back and let me rain down  

desire into your fertile body. 

i am yours and you are mine. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 



CHILDBIRTH 

  

childbirth is the mother of adventures. 

you hear of heavens, rocks and earths 

getting split opened like the mouths of lovelorn soldiers roaring irate, vocalic grunts  

on an harmattan-baked morning. 

 

childbirth tells squeamish tales: 

how the body shuts itself  

into utter disharmony, yelling out in 

arrhythmic intensities as stormy memories  

invade the grey matter. 

these memories - are memories that wander through deserts, drying lakes, pools of hemorrhage, scars, 

fantasy, anger, pain, violation and happiness. 

 

the hips of a woman are maps  

to the source of a universe. 

little wonder why nature prefers  

making them conduits for morning birds  

to fly, tweet and welcome sunrise. 

 

if you see a mother tending to her child, bow! 

they are conveyors of a realm - 

where blood, grit and moans first met 

to create a new song:  

a song… called Love. 



Steve Slavin 

 

Catholic Guilt 
 
Maureen was a Dubuquer born and bred. She and her younger sister 
Rosemary, grew up in this friendly Mississippi River city, but neither of 
them had any intention of living there any longer than they had to.  
 
Their dad died of a heart attack while still in his forties, when Maureen was 
just a first-grader and Rosemary was getting ready to start kindergarten. 
Barely one month later their mother was stricken with polio, and would 
need iron leg braces and iron crutches to get around for the rest of her life.  
 
A fiercely determined woman, she learned to drive a hand-controlled car, 
worked full-time as a school secretary, and was voted Mother of the Year 
multiple times by her fellow Dubuquers. What made her proudest was her 
familyôs regular attendance not just at Mass, but its participation in many of 
the activities of their church. 
 
Since its establishment more than three hundred-fifty years ago, Dubuque 
has been a Catholic stronghold. It is said that there is hardly even one 
degree of separation among Dubuquers, and thatôs was no exaggeration. 
Everyone in the city knows Mrs. Sullivan, or knows someone who knows 
her. If you stood on a street corner in downtown Dubuque and asked 
passersby if they knew who she was, probably each one of them would 
reply, ñYou betcha!ò  
 
Maureen and Rosemary attended parochial schools from kindergarten 
through high school, where they were both star pupils. Their mother was 
puzzled that neither daughter was content enrolling in either of the cityôs 
fine Catholic colleges ï Loras College and Clarke University. Instead, they 
insisted on enrolling at the U of I in Iowa City ï which was called Sin City by 
most Dubuquers. Still, with their scholarship money and low in-state tuition, 
both daughters were able to make the case that it would cost less at the U 
or I than would living at home and attending either Clarke or Loras.   
 



When Maureen moved to New York after college, Mrs. Sullivan buttoned 
her lip and never uttered a discouraging word. She had always been fully 
supportive of her daughtersô wishes whether or not she actually approved. 
They knew what she thought, but once they were out from under her roof, 
they were completely free to make their own decisions and live their own 
lives. 
 
There was really just one thing she did ask of them, but was truly just a 
wish ï not a demand. It was really so little to expect in the scheme of 
things. She knew they led busy lives, but was it really too much to ask that 
just once a week, they attend Mass? 
 
Now, to be perfectly clear, this was not a direct order. Far from it! It was 
merely an appeal to conscience. She was fully aware of how grateful her 
daughters were for all her sacrifices. But now that they had left Dubuque, 
they would not always be surrounded by the same wholesome influences. 
Still, was this too much for a mother to ask? 
 
Every Sunday afternoon Mrs. Sullivan would call her daughters, hoping to 
hear how much they enjoyed Mass. Then she would regal them with tidbits 
about friends and neighbors, and, of course, all the doings t their church.  
 
If the girls -- now in their early fifties -- didnôt mention anything about having 
gone to Mass, then Mrs. Sullivan would be forced to ask them outright if 
they had attended that morning. She could not help asking, even though 
she already knew their answers. 
 
Maureen, although still a devout Catholic, had grown somewhat lax in 
recent years. She attributed much of her missing Mass to her poor sleep 
habits, and occasionally to a faulty alarm clock. But Mrs. Sullivan knew that 
deep in her heart her daughter felt considerable guilt, and would surely try 
harder.  
 
She often gave thanks to God for giving her two daughters who, no matter 
what, would never lie to their mother. Indeed, she readily conceded that 
their truthfulness -- not to mention their fundamental goodness ï was even 
more important than whether or not they were as devout as she would have 
hoped. Still, it was just such a small think that she asked of them. 
 



One Sunday afternoon when I was visiting, Maureen put her mom on 
speaker-phone. They chatted for a while, but Maureen hadnôt said anything 
about attending Mass. So finally, her mother needed to ask: ñMaureen, 
were you able to get up in time to go to Mass this morning?ò 
 
ñNo, I didnôt, mom. The alarm went off, and I thought I put it on snooze, but 
I must have turned off the alarm.ò 
 
ñHoney, I know how hard it is for you to get up in the morning, but you 
really should try a little harder. I know how important it is to you to attend.ò 
 
ñYes, mom. Iôm going to look for another clock. Maybe, if I have two clocks, 
I wonôt have this problem.ò 
 
 
 
 
The funny thing about Maureen was that she was truly devout. And her 
church, which was just a short walk from her apartment, was indeed quite 
an impressive place. St. James was the headquarters of the Bishop of 
Brooklyn ï actually one of the most important church posts in the United 
States. Mrs. Sullivan was quite proud that her daughter was an active 
member.    
 
I happened to be dating a woman who sang in the choir of a nearby 
Catholic church. Surprisingly, Maureen had never gone there, even though 
it was actually a break-away from St. James.  
 
St. Boniface was housed in what had been an abandoned Protestant 
church that had been rebuilt by a dozen or so younger couples who, for 
one reason or another, had not felt comfortable at St. James. They held 
much less ornate and formal Masses, and one might even say that the 
place kind of rocked.  
 
So, I made Maureen an offer that she could not refuse. I, a card-carrying 
Jew, would accompany her to Mass at St. Boniface. She made a 
counteroffer. Since she would feel guilty not going to St James ï and since 
they started an hour earlier than St Boniface ï why not attend both? 
 



And so we did. St. James was huge. Itôs vaulted ceiling must have been 
more than eighty feet high. I was especially taken by the striking colors of 
the stained-glass windows. Everything about it was formal. Interestingly, 
there were no more than a few dozen worshipers. Perhaps many other 
parishioners had faulty alarm clocks.  
 
Well before the Mass was over, we crept out and walked over to St. 
Boniface. As we entered, Maureenôs expression was beyond priceless. She 
was literally wide-eyed, staring at all these people having such a great time. 
This was not the religion she had grown up with. This was actually fun!  
 
Afterwards, Carol introduced Maureen to her friends in the chorus and to 
the assistant priest.  
 
ñSo, Maureen, first time here?ò 
 
ñYes, Father.ò 
 
ñYou can call me Jimmy. And I can tell you,ò he said, giving her a wink, ñIôve 
been called a lot worse.ò 
 
ñSo, Jimmy ï or maybe I should address you as óa lot worseô ï everybody 
here seems to be having a great time.ò 
 
ñAnd youôre wondering, Maureen, whereôs the guilt?ò 
 
ñIndeed.ò 
 
ñPerhaps an even better question might be, where does the joy come from? 
Now, I see you are with your friends. Perhaps we can continue our 
conversation another time.ò 
 
 
 
After brunch, the three of us went back to Maureenôs apartment. At two 
p.m. sharp, the phone rang. Maureen put the call on speaker-phone. 
 
Her motherôs voice sounded rather frail and tentative. But she quickly 
picked up on Maureenôs good mood.  
 



ñMom, see if you can guess what I bought last week?ò 
 
ñDonôt tell me you bought a new alarm clock.ò 
 
ñMom, you must be a mind-reader!ò  
 
ñMaureen, thatôs wonderful!ò 

 
ñThanks, mom!ò 
 
There was a long pause.  
 
ñSo dear, does the new clock work well?ò 
 
ñMaybe you should sit down while I tell you what happened.ò 
 
ñI am sitting.ò 
 
ñI actually I woke up at seven-thirty this morning!ò 
 
ñThat is such good news!ò 
 
ñAnd mom, I invited my neighbor, Harvey, to come to St. James with me.ò 
 
ñYes, Harvey is that nice Jewish boy who lives in your building?ò 
 
ñMom, that nice Jewish boy is fifty-two years old.ò 
 
ñOh, I knew that, but if he were a Catholic in Dubuque, heôd be among our 
most eligible bachelors.ò 
 
ñI suppose that would be true. Anyway, Harvey wanted to introduce me to 
his new girlfriend, Carol. So we had made arrangements to meet her after 
Mass for brunch.ò 
  
ñHow nice!ò 
 
ñAre you ready for this, mom? We actually got to Mass before it began!ò 
 
ñNow I know why you wanted me to sit down. 



 
ñMaureen, all kidding aside, I am so glad to hear that. I know how hard it 
must be for you living so far away ï and in such a big city. And, quite 
frankly, I was beginning to get a little worried about how all the distractions 
may have sometimes é well, letôs not go there.ò 
 
ñWell mother, I have still more news!ò 
 
ñIôm all ears.ò 
 
ñAre you still sitting down?ò 
 
ñYes dear, I am.ò 
 
ñHarveyôs friend, Carol, sings in the choir at St. Boniface.ò 
 
ñYes! You told me two or three years ago so about them. They broke away 
from St. James.ò 
 
óSo, mom, Harvey and I left St. James a little early and walked over to St. 
Boniface. Itôs much smaller than St. James, and the music is wonderful!ò 
 
ñIt must have been so nice to hear the choir.ò 
 
ñYes, it was.ò 
 
ñSo Maureen, I am so happy youôve been having such a good time today. 
You see how well things turn out when you place yourself in the Lordôs 
hands?ò 
 
She paused for a few seconds. It was the meaningful pause she employed 
when she wanted to make a special point.  
 
ñMaureen? Now I want you to understand how happy youôve made me 
today. But then I was thinking?ò 
 
ñYes, mom?ò 
 
Maureen, waited. But there was just silence.  
 



ñMaureen?ò 
 
ñYes, mom!ò 
 
Maureen, donôt you think going to two Masses in one day might be  
overdoing it just a bit?ò 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Joe Farley 
 
 

 
evil waits 

 

It waits 

it lingers 

it need not hide 

but bides its time 

evil knows 

there will always be 

a next time 

another chance 

to make mayhem 

cause pain 

and destroy 

all that we 

poor ants that we are 

have assembled 

out of sand 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



rebel 
 

do not be 

easy to catch. 

 

don't let them 

pin you down. 

 

they will try 

to capture you 

 

in a bottle 

but don't let them. 

 

wriggle through 

their fingers. 

 

bite 

if you have to. 

 

don't go 

quietly. 

 

don't lie down 

before the tanks. 

 

be a pestering fly 

always on the move, 

 

as dangerous as 

a disease 

 

and slippery as jello 

nailed to the wall. 

 



Rivers and Bridges 

 
Too many rivers crossed unseen 
too many bridges rattling beneath wheels. 
 
In darkness only red tail lights ahead; 
in the day too much need to arrive, 

 
missing now and lacking time to watch 
waters brown or green or clear 
 
moving sluggish or fast along 
their age dug channels, feel what's lost, 

 
disappearing with the flotsam 
out passed the mile markers 
 
pointing the way to Chesapeake Bay, 
and darker deeper currents hidden 

 
beneath crested Atlantic waves 
where all lost things gather 
 
at the bottom, waiting in the sands 
for the end of days and the resurrection 

 
of all things old and lost 
as well as those new found. 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



the fire below 
 
you cannot own the flame 
that burns inside you. 

 
you cannot own the flame 
that burns inside her. 
 
the fire will go out 
or disappear from view 

 
all your bellowing 
and smashing of bricks 
 
will not stir 
a single coal. 

 
the flame will come out 
where it will, when it will, 
 
and burn burn burn, 
ferocious as lava 

 
on another part of the island 
where you are stranded, 
 
together, or with someone 
you have yet to meet. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



After the Divorce 

 
She dates three guys 
and I watch TV, 
She brags how wealthy 
they are, 
how well endowed, 
skilled in the arts 
of the Kama Sutra. 

 
"You are a man 
with no name, 
a nothing," 
she says, "A zero. 
Just a piece of DNA." 

 
Thus the support checks. 

 
While ego shrinks 
into a ball 
and goes to hide 
in a corner, 
 
it is worth taking note 
that we all must be 
dismantled, 
torn down to nothing, 
become zero 
 
in order become 
one with everything, 
or anything at all. 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The rest of us 
 
None of us or very few 
get the lives we want. 
We just get the lives we have. 
 
Sometimes that is good enough. 
Sometimes it's not. 

We all have heard the sound 
of dreams crashing down, 

felt the ground tremble, 
and watched hopes 
turn to smoke. 
 
We are not alone, never. 
No, we are among the many 
who never had a chance, 
or blew the small one we did. 

Yes, you can win if you play 
all your cards right, 
and the others at the table 
cave in to your bluff. 

 
But it sure helps 
to have been dealt 
a good hand from the start 
to make your nerve strong, 
 
and have enough chips 
to raise the ante 
high enough to chase 
average players from the table. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



Kindling 

 

There is no magic in these words. 
This is no sacred prayer. 
No gods shall answer, 
no demons caged, 
only a voice from the dead 
singing of life and pain 
in mumbled tones 
for the few gathered 
before a fire 
tossing tired pages 
into the flames. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Wildfire 

 

All the grass has dried 
and withered yellow. 

 
No sparks needed 
beneath this sun 

as clouds rub 
against flint sky 
 
and a stray cigarette 
drops from a passing car. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Forever Spring 

 

It’s best to live at breakneck speed 
taking every risk without fear 
of living or dying. 
 
Do not wait for age to settle on you 
falling with the weight of stone 
from azure skies. 
 
Make spring now and forever. 
Live as if summer will never come. 
And winter? Well, forget about winter. 
 
If you do things right 
you will be full enough, 
and have no need for snow and ice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Look Back 

 

The past looks over your shoulder 
beckoning you to look back. 
You know if you turn your head 
you will lose it, turn to jelly on the floor. 
Centuries of fools call down a long corridor. 
Add your name to the list. 
The garden was made for more than gazing. 
Do not dwell on the sweet harvests you have missed. 
Remember, if you must remember anything, 
those few ripe fruits that sweetened your tongue, 
and forget the bitter roots you grub for now 
in the vast desert of your life beyond the garden walls. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Graying 

 

The penalty for growing old 
is to see the green turn yellow 
withering off all the hills, 
the passing of storks over head, 
sky tilting south to where things grow 
and the world is new and ripe 
as it once was and should have remained. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Ghost 

 

Your face and body chase me through the night, 
climbing walls and crawling corridors 
draped in sheets or gray and naked. 
Gone from me farther than death could have taken you, 
nestled in strange arms, the latest of many, 
while I am left with dreams and the wound 
that came from loving and losing you. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Exit the Moon 

 

The moon has gone. 
Its light no longer 
illuminating your body. 

All in dark,  
you slip out, 
 
gone never to return. 
 
No need for sky or stars. 
No need for moon or dreams. 

 
What has left has taken with it 
every ghost I had ever hoped 
to be haunted by. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



In search of balance 

In between the obscure and the cliche 
lies a middle ground where we seek to roam. 
In that place, and only there, can words speak 
with justice and honesty. 

 
Make it new. Yes, we try, 
and if not new, somehow different, 
sculpted from the unique soil 
from which we sprang. 
 
These words may never grow 
tall enough to blossom, 
yet the seeds must be sown, 
the risk taken, 

 
for silence is worse 
than condemnation, 
a fist in the mouth better 
than no response at all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



You Asked To Be In A Poem 

 

You asked to be in a poem. 
You don’t understand. 

Words are air, noise, emotion. 
Teeth and bones last longer, 

Three million years 
In the right soil. Words 

Too often fall on barren ground. 
No fruit or fossils there. Just rocks 

You’ll probably throw at me 
For saying, “I wrote this for you.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



This Love We Purchase At A Price So Dear 

 

My favorite robot 
Stares out the window. 
The rain has spoiled 
Our plans for a picnic. 
The oil can and the battery 
Are in a wicker basket 
Along with packaged food stuffs 
I can eat if I choose. 
“We could dine indoors,” 
I suggest, but she says, 
“It’s not the same.” 

 
How hard it is 
To love machinery, 
Or humans for that matter. 
I guess this will continue 
Until she finds out 
She’ll live forever, 
Or closer to it than I will. 
My batteries already 
Are running low, 
Only so many summers 
Before I go. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Truth 

 

Tomorrow is a lie, 
Just like yesterday. 
And today, well, 
We’re making that up 
As we go along. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



In Summary 

 

Keep it short. Keep it short. 
Give them the old razzle dazzle. 
Don’t give them a chance to know 
What you’re doing until, 
Poof. It’s done. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
  

 

Jacob Kobina Ayiah Mensah 

 

Illumination Archetype  
 
 
In the mid-air, where agonies are blundered                                                                                                                       
down the staircase floating, 
where heads are smouldering and everything is replaced with its measure, 
where you are singing 
and filling the musical cadence 
left behind in the meaningless spectres 
by a late great grandfather, 
where your body is an alluvial plain and has become all that I hale on me when I am waiting for 
the next flood or a missing river, I hear the door clank shut. Outside is still tepid, and your voice 
is arresting a deadly locution, 
the audience still waiting 
to trace those collective words 
from the gulf and beyond. If words that surpass all understanding are guarding the steps you 
have moulded from one staircase to another in the whirlwind, are the in complete silence, 
everything will reverse all the damage that you have done and I will successfully endure your 
shadows glistening with sweat and still wait in a soft and muffled voice behind the rain, where 
children scream and others wake up suddenly from lost dreams. 
Here, your uncle after long interval 
with physical existence 
in the deepest slumber, 
claps and he is teased by 
old paddies and soldiers, 
who carry trays full of cups, 
the bird sits in an up draught 
and the sky returns its night  colour, which                                                                                                                                                
is packed with stars and sulphur smelling. 
Life remains the wet heads of the early dew, we are small treats to become plenty for all,                                                                                                                                    
we are burred in fatigue, 
under the wings of the order between leisure and spurt in the bow. 



Edginess 
 
 
 
The cloudstreet hums, 
walls vibrate, the district floats. 
 
Rooms are filled with sea currents, 
sickly smile covers the flood. 
 
 Every part of life is floating, 
everything shadow crosses the rough strip  
 
and every house built with the sun loses its material, 
loses its weight, everything is brought by hunger, exhaustion, and genial compassion as the 
large debt, 
 
nothing seems to escape shadows following 
the shape of things to come. 
 
It is time past thirty years 
and we lie awake,  
 
 
predicting  
forthcoming changes,  
 
everything through 
the blur of the water,  
 
everything remains flatulent. 
 
 
Coming its way, 
a ray of moonlight 
 
without shedding itself, 
everything looking like a urine sample in a faraway land in warmth and decency.  
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