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Letter from the Editor
I was a methodical child. When we learned subtraction in grade school and the teacher told me that
those zeroes magically turned into tens for the purposes of subtracting 77 from 100, I didn’t believe
her. I was so frustrated at being told to just trust her and do it that I came home crying. My mother
had to explain it to me, how it all made sense, how no numbers, in fact, went unaccounted for.
And when she was teaching me how to drive, I asked her how many times you turned the wheel for
a right turn, and then how many times you should turn it back. I really did. I wanted order and rules.
I was not a drive-by-feel kind of kid. To her credit, she didn’t laugh.
When I took my college placement exams, I did better in math and science than in English. I sat in
that testing room and debated the answers for English—really, was this the major theme for the
reading selection, or was the larger (and largely implied) argument what really mattered? And why
didn’t any of the answers correspond to what I really thought, anyway?
I ended up majoring in English. I became a poet. Now when I talk to my students about poetry, I
remind them that it isn’t math, that in poetry sometimes 2 + 2 = minestrone, or butterfly, or orange.
(I might have stolen that. Teachers, as well as poets, steal.) They always laugh. But how else to
explain to them that usually short enjambed lines make you read a poem faster, but sometimes it’s
actually slower?
At the allergist’s office the other day, the nurse made chit-chat with me while she stabbed me with
three separate needles. On finding out that I teach poetry, she said, “Oh, I never got poetry.” I
smiled. I told her that if she were in my class, I’d help her. And then I told her that I never really
“got” art. It was a moment of solidarity, and she smiled.
In this issue of Sweet, alongside our amazing poems and essays we offer a few more images—some
graphic memoir, some poetry-art collaborations. I exaggerated when I said I didn’t get art—I love it,
it pushes and pulls me like seaweed in the tide, like words do. But it’s a little more mysterious to me
than words, as I haven’t dedicated 20-plus years to its study. I like the mystery, though. A
bureaucrat by nature, perhaps, I continue to seek out what can’t be translated into formulas and
rules. I gravitate towards what I almost-understand, what I can almost-know. The writers and visual
artists in this issue are reaching after, reaching toward, things that are essentially both mysterious
and important, and I’m thrilled to be along for the ride.

—Katherine Riegel
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Laura Merleau
Heart of Darkness
Gamma rays burst, looping
blue flashes at the center,
making me something
I am not. My body
feels cold, like a photograph
of night torn to pieces
then reassembled in
the shape of three
crescent moons. You
turn to watch the comet
dust settle on our
hands, but something
gets in the way when
you reach out to touch
my lips, many uncertainties
too numerous to count.
There are parts of
my dream that feel
like an open field
of long dry grass blowing
in the wind on a

sunny day, but the other
parts remain in shadow,
the color of night
and the idea spreads
its wings suddenly
flying into the distance
where you feel warm
or alive or maybe
even somehow real.
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186, Heart of Darkness, Wieslawa Contoski
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Stained Glass Window
It was odd that the sky
should have had
a contented look,
now that the snow
was so thick across
the gardens, open
to all military
officers and finite
ideas about love.
So we stayed
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inside looking out
through the symmetrical
vacuum of space,
wondering–what
is it exactly?
What exactly is
it that makes
us feel we
have everything we’ve
ever wanted right
now? So I cried,
running to meet
you in the light
distance, inside
and outside but
mostly somewhere in
between, where
the snow never
touches anything
near the heart.
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123, Winter Window, Wieslawa Contoski

sweet:
Cabinet
If there were anywhere else
I could hide my heart
straining not only up
to the heavens but also out
to sea, I would hide it
in the waves–in the waves
deep below, in the dark
water where my heart
dreams separate from my body.
My head is in the clouds
meanwhile, keeping track
of time by the moon.
Seashells are everywhere,
doing their own soulsearching, giving me glimpses
of distant landscapes where
you seized me and swept
me away beneath
some hazy trees while
a hornets’ nest buzzed,
I curled into my furs
and slept again. Falling
into the Black Sea in
large numbers of fearless
somersaults, turning away

3.1

from what lay beyond
some melted innertubes and hundreds
of ironclad warships,
I sank past even
my desire, yet knew I was
never farther than a halfday’s swim from my savior.
Still I couldn’t see
any way to get back,
since it was so much
easier to be brave when
I was asleep.
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131, Cabinet (of Things Gone), Wieslawa Contoski
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Katharine Whitcomb
Sweet Time
The glioma pushed on my mother’s brain as she floated with a smile
in the in-between. I imagine her lying with her friends on a sun-warmed island,
a rushing river, cheek flat on her hand. She can see someone’s blowing hair,
a line of scrub trees, reeds. Current roars with stone-rolling strength, late summer
wind beats noise to the left and noise to the right yet down low in the heat
a calm core free of memory rises and everything she brought with her disappears.
The world is a wolf. His hot breath at the keyhole, his terrible threats—let him wait.

sweet:
This Is Your Brain on Physics
Dr. Kim started all his lectures with Moe and Joe
at different sides of the universe and afterwards
I would spend evenings grateful for the library basement’s
hissing steam heat with The Dancing Wu Li Masters
propped open in front of me, reading my homework.
Physics for Poets. PHYS 111. Dr. Kim’s narratives sounded like
fabulist tales ending with questions and disclaimers.
A cat in a box? Waves and particles? Uncertainty?
Beyond the library Minnesota winter creaked
and snapped tree branches, fields slept
under long sheets of snow. I just wanted to sit up
all night stoned with my friends playing Elvis Costello
records, watching reruns of The Twilight Zone
and laughing. To surround myself with energy.
I leaned over my book: the real problem is that we are used to
looking at the world simply. This physics defies
conceptualization, impossible to visualize.
A science of the unverifiable. Planck, Born, Heisenberg
theorize towards a mystical vision of unity.
I thought about quantum theory in the studio
while Professor Celender lectured on Duane Hanson;
I thought about consciousness as Dr. Ward discussed
the exploitation of the Victorian underclass.
I was so young then my heart hardly stayed in my body,
always imagining the unimaginable. Of course things change
because we observe them. I could buy that.
I could buy consciousness and an endless profusion
of possibilities. Particles annihilate themselves
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in beautiful ways. We almost crashed the car
driving home from Octoberfest burning on
Windowpane acid, left the gas station without paying
because we forgot. Winter forced us inside those
brick buildings where I sat still enough to read
for a few hours. The big wooden table hummed
under my elbows. I had notes from PHYS 111
about rooms moving through space, baseballs, closed elevators,
Michaelson-Morley, Lorentz, time-travel! All those particles
blowing up and making themselves new. Feynman’s
diagrams looked like sculptures, like petals and
in my notebook I had written each part of reality
is constructed of all the other parts. A slice of time, with infinite
parallels, there in that place, vibrating and open-ended.
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Brent Michael Canle
We Want to Be Birds
He said we are trees but we want to be birds.
I asked him if I could be a bell
because I love the way the bell swings.
Some friar pulling his weight against mine
on twisted rope,
and the cadent moments
until the clapper gains momentum
and sounds.
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Flower Conroy
Now Invisible & Naked & Slaked I Crawl
from the dipping pool’s belly onto the underwater ledge:
tropical afternoon weekday sunlight tattered by the palm
frond’s fringe makes shadow skeletons, flexible bones
of light’s blockage on the patio pavers. Among the leaves
Jackson Pollock splatters of sun so that shadow moves
into light, light slips into shadow, what is bright is exchanged
for what is dull, what is dull is broken into what is bright.
My white parts glow, the migrating birds spy before taking
flight, the motorized waterfall seduces gravity, the dog sips
from my plastic cup of ice water, sneezes, laps some more,
& the sky is an obnoxious, clear, fun blue without a single
cloud but with the occasional plane slitting across it. I pick
up my book. It’s the same story. A daydreamer dreaming
about the dreams of the rich & famous, daydreaming about
being rich & famous, what being rich & famous tastes like—
does it taste like this? Does it taste like late spring on an island,
when the buds begin to spill their odor, does it taste like the beetle
between the grackle’s beak, the condensation of this cup of cool
water sweating in the sweet & wooly late afternoon sun, does it
taste like the waxy sunshine pooling in the cupping hands of leaves,
does it taste like the freedom of being naked & invisible in my

backyard, wasting a few hours with a book while the sun scatters
splinters of light on my glowing shoulders, does it taste like the water
in my hair, on my lips, like you, covered in sweat & tired, coming
home early to find me, does it taste like that this ecstasy, like raw
day broken open & sucked, like my body greeting your body, how
lips & skin taste bitter, like yolk, like a dream spoiling in the acid sun?
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Margaret Walther
The Ink of Evening
is different from the ink of day. no coluratura trills, thrills. no
sun-lacquered lake.
let the horizon blur. turn come into calm. enter the space just
before or after a note of music.
close your eyes, scoop evening into yourself. sit against a tree. let
its windows go dim.
find the tree inside the tree. echoes of birdsong coming from
within. let leaves grisaille into grail.
cricket black. dip yourself into the vat of evening. hang up the
negatives to dry.
let austerity wash over your mind. as the tide goes out, it will take
what it wants. make a poem in the holes.
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David Moody
Creation Theory
Assume we need a father.
Make him a figment,
Christ-like, a king, a carpenter,
Arthur with hammer and saw.
Give him nails of all different types:
flat head and box nails, 5/8th in fistfuls,
but make sure the hammer bangs his thumb.
Watch him close then. Make sure he can bruise.
He should have filament eyes,
should shine but be hard
as hail that needles harvest soil,
should be something of sapphire
but smell of charcoal and ember.
He has to be calloused, be old.
And if this alchemy fails,
then azaleas will dance
like steak knives swirling in a basin of dishes
with leftover bones and petals and suds.
Should a father be out there

when we slice open our palm
then he will come cursing our blood,
the inspired edges, the whole damn regime
of long-bladed things. Bed time or not,
he’ll tuck us all in.
Instead of good night,
he will whisper his name.
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Joanne Lowery
Passion
The night winter blew in
it chose rain, scratching at my front window
like insomniac squirrels, or something scratching
to get out. This was the night
I spilled broccoli cheese soup down the front
of my bathrobe. This was the night
I watched a movie about a person
who never existed finding a self
that never existed. They don’t make movies
about squirrels. They don’t make movies
about spilled soup. I turned down the heat,
the furnace gone silent, and sure enough
all of us felt a little less: the squirrels.
Of course, the squirrels, and the movie stars
who eschew broccoli cheese soup.
And the rain bouncing off the glass
to spatter my bushy-tailed longing.

sweet:
Raining Up
Because the leaves are already dead
they don’t mind falling down.
Biodegradable, being gone is temporary.
But raindrops are recalcitrant.
Their glistening brains resist gravity,
tiny versions of themselves weeping
down their rainy faces.
They sprout wings of dewdrops
that flap them skyward
back up to their cloudy beds.
Otherwise they might flood
or erode or bear poisonous
effluvia. Give deserts cholla hope.
Raise duckweed higher.
Force earthworms onto sidewalks.
Find themselves in our cupped hands
about to slake.
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The White Deer
Paul Lisicky
I can't exactly say why I went to church on Saturday for the five o'clock mass, but that's just what I
did. I don't know why that feels like I'm confessing to some dirty impulse—maybe it's just that I'm
still drawn to the liturgy—the music, the patterns of it—in spite of my exasperation with the Church.
I hadn't gone to church by myself since my teens, and as I walked into the sanctuary, I thought,
okay, I'm home. When I'm with someone else—for Christmas Midnight Mass, or a funeral—I
usually feel some tug of loss, a loss I can't quite explain. But not this time. Maybe it helps that the
church is a progressive church—many gay and lesbian parishioners, people of all ages and
nationalities. Think of it as a Unitarian Church—but with communion.
I'm usually not so big on homilies. I usually think of that as the time when the celebrant makes
meaningless noises in order to fill up some space; time to look at the songbook, but this was
different. He was talking about hospitality—what does it mean to welcome the people we love? I
was thinking on that, my arms outstretched on the back of the pew, when a line of his jumped out at
me: "The closer we get to someone, the more we must stand humbly before his freedom." Every
molecule in me was turned to him. He said it once more, as if he wanted it to sink in. "The closer we
get to someone, the more we must stand humbly before his freedom." What on earth could such a
thing mean?
Later that night a friend told me about a white dog showing up at another friend's house. The other
friend looked at the dog's tags—the address was three miles away, all the way on the other side of
town. There were fireworks in town, extravagant fireworks, and it was likely the dog had run across
woods, marshes, highways to get to the friend's house. The friend looked out the door and saw what
she thought was a white deer. But it wasn't any white deer. It was a dog, a white fluffy dog, who
walked right into her living room and dining room, muddy paws and all. The dog looked around a
bit, submitted to the friend's petting, then slumped, turned on his side and fell asleep.
The friend called the numbers on the dog's tags. No one answered at the numbers. The friend left a
message, and when she didn't hear back after a while, she started to get suspicious. Maybe the dog
was hers, the mystery beast coming up the street in the dark, out of the briars, the woods.
The next day the phone rang. A terse, gruff boy on the line, and the story comes darker, clearer. The
dog's human, his protector, his mother, drowned in the pool the night before. Did the dog see it
happen? Did the dog jump in the water after her, try to rescue her? Was it a suicide, a heart attack, a
slip off the side while she was heading back into the house with armful of dry clothes? The friend

didn't feel she had the right to such questions, but she did ask the boy—the woman's daughter's
boyfriend—if he'd be willing to let the dog stay with her for a while. "He seems so comfortable
here," she said. And the boy agreed to that, if reluctantly. And who could blame the friend if she
started to make plans, if she thought about driving to the store for dog food. Life with the white dog,
the white deer—and wasn't she already relieved that she had a reason to keep herself from going so
many places? A root in her midst. Finally, after so much running around.
I suppose I don't need to say that the family wanted the dog back the next day. I suppose I don't need
to say that the friend was inconsolable, as the dog jumped in the back of the family's car, so grateful
to be back with his familiars. Of course his mother wouldn't be there at the house when he jumped
out of the car, but he didn't know that yet. And all the losses of the friend rose up before her like
ghosts turning to flesh, needing to be dealt with.

sweet:

3.1

Love Story
The lights went down. The heating system hushed. The man behind us pushed his hand inside his
popcorn barrel, but did I take in the sound? I didn’t take in the sound. I was too busy concentrating
on the figures up there, a man and a woman whose shouting matches made as much sense to me as
the boys and the girls who had sex in the woods.
My mother’s arm leaned into my arm, her bare skin thinking, shifting, as if there were a mind in it.
Was I seeing what she’d wanted me to see? “I have to take him to the movie,” she’d said yesterday,
a little shy, defeated, to her friend. “Maybe then he’d put some feeling into it.” She was talking
about my school solo of course, which was coming up in a week. I went on practicing as if I hadn’t
heard her through the wall. The metronome clicked; the songbook slid off the rack onto my hands,
the floor. I couldn’t figure out why it wasn’t enough to play the notes right. Not enough to keep the
tempo steady, not enough to press and release the pedal at the end of each measure. I was holding
the song like a house in my hands, but feeling? What was feeling? When I thought of feeling I
thought of all the things I wasn’t supposed to think. I thought of my grandmother, and her mother:
hard dry loaves turning to stone in the ground. Or worse, what I did late at night when my hand went
inside my pajamas. Headlight patterns fell like screens down the wall. The man from the movie
leaned down, warmed my face with his mouth, just as he’d warmed the face of the dying girl to send
her off for the night. And in that moment when I’d expected to find tears on my pajamas—yes, tears,

would this be the night?—all I felt was dry, the dry of old leaves.
At the concert I played as I’d always played. All the sharps were sharp, all the flats flat, and the
pacing? As steady as the metronome on the piano back at home. The audience went away. Even I
went away. All that was left of us was sound, one note leading into the next, as if the music built a
pathway into the thicket. We saw it ahead of us: a cold dank woods with Kleenexes on the ground.
The concert hall went dark. The exit sign switched off. We grew taller, each of us swelling to the
size of actors on a screen. We imagined ourselves touched, not by our own hands, but by those who
wanted to know us, remember us. We didn’t cover our faces. And when I stood up to take in their
applause— Were those tears in my pants? Of course not, but something had changed, even if I was
only dreaming the wet down there.
“That was beautiful,” my mother’s friend said afterward. “Look at me,” she said, “I still have tears
in my eyes.”
“Did you hear that?” my mother said. “Did you say thank you?”
But her face told me that feeling was on the other side of those woods.
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Mothers in the Trees
You say, mothers in the trees?
Most often we rush beneath them, thinking only of the rabbits who bounce away when they see us
coming. But raise your head sometime. Whole households live up there, old mothers, young
mothers, in-between mothers, always watching, always making sure we wear our windbreakers, or
rinse our cups, or dowse the fires we start in the marshes. Every once in a while one comes down in
the form of a bear, and we hide inside our bathrooms, trembling as she looks for sweets in our trash.

...return to Table of Contents

Paul Lisicky is the author of Lawnboy, Famous Builder, and
two forthcoming books, The Burning House, a novel
(forthcoming 2011), and Unbuilt Projects, short prose pieces
(forthcoming 2012). His work has appeared in Ploughshares,
The Iowa Review, Five Points, Black Warrior Review, Story
Quarterly, The Seattle Review, and has been widely
anthologized. He has taught in the graduate writing programs at
Cornell, Sarah Lawrence, and Rutgers-Newark. He currently
teaches at NYU and lives in New York City.
Paul's favorite candy is Junior Mints, you can find more of his
work here, here, here, here, here, and here, and he can be
reached at paullisicky@earthlink.net.

sweet:

3.1

Here Come the Barn Cats
Greg Schwipps
I grew up on a working farm in southeastern Indiana, and running around on its nearly 200 acres
were two kinds of cats: house cats and barn cats. (There might’ve been three if you believed old Doc
Wiel, the veterinarian who lived at the tail of the dead-end road. He claimed a mountain lion had
leapt across the lane right in front of his truck near our house. He was probably right, as our farm
was surrounded by fields and woodlots and thickets – perfect for hiding a big cat.) Certainly our
farm, with its house and multitude of wood and metal outbuildings, was good habitat for felines.
Like my brothers and me, the house cats lived at least part of their lives in our house, but this step up
the cat evolution ladder had taken years.
When I was young, we had a new home built behind our old one and then we watched a bulldozer
knock down our old house. I loved bulldozers and this was one of the coolest things I had seen one
do. The new house had more rules, mostly set and enforced by my dad, and one was simply, no cats
in the house. At any time. Then, after a year or two, a particularly beautiful and disarming barn cat
named BDBDB charmed his way into daytime house visits. He came in, wide-eyed and amazed at
all the technology, drank some milk from a bowl and then got escorted back outside, purring all the
while. BDBDB was mostly blind and borderline retarded but he was a trendsetter. Eventually a few
lucky cats could stay in the house all day and all night, year-round. It was like Orwell’s Animal
Farm: the rules kept changing. For the animals in that story, one of their laws states: “No animal
shall sleep in a bed.” Later the pigs alter the rule: “No animal shall sleep in a bed except for the
pigs.” The house cats were the pigs on our farm.
But the barn cats abided by dictums as rigid and abiding as the barn itself, built in 1883 and
constructed with wood pegs instead of nails or bolts. Their rules, had they been painted on the
barnside, would have read: The Barn Cats Live and Die in the Barn. Like the wise creatures in
Orwell’s story, the barn cats knew it was bullshit but they were too honorable to play the dirty pig
game. House cats grew fat and sassy, sleeping on the carpet and eating canned food; barn cats were
expected to keep the mice under control.
We knew the origins of some of the barn cats. We knew their mothers. We could say, “Well, Bear
had four kittens, and now they all live in the barn. Their names are Patches, Dumbo, Snowball, and
Champagne.” (Our mother had once called a kitten “champagne-colored,” so any kitten born that
color got named similarly. My brothers and I were in single digits at the time, and friends must have
wondered about our home lives when we introduced them to the adorable little furballs Beer and

Whiskey.)
But other cats just appeared on our farm. I am not referring to the miracle of life. No, some of these
cats came full-sized. In the evening we’d go out to feed the cows and the barn cats and new cats
would be walking around, meowing for the food, pretending like they knew the routines. Sometimes
they were healthy – cute, even. Other times they were sick, with mucus dripping from their noses
and goopy eyes.
“What the heck!” we’d say. “Where did you come from?”
The mystery was solved to an extent when my mom taught one particular boy in her first-grade
classroom. She was talking about the cats on our farm. I am not sure exactly what she was
explaining – maybe something about social classes. This little boy raised his hand.
“I know what to do with extra cats,” he said.
“What?” my mom asked, fearing the worst.
“You take them to this house. They like cats. This house is out on Old Milan Road, and you know
you are there when you see a big red barn, and you go out there at night and you throw the cats out
and they run into the barn….”
He was describing our place.
***

The house cats got regular shots and went to the vet’s office as needed. When a house cat, Kali,
dislocated her hips during pregnancy, Mom took her to have a C-section. House cats got pregnant
after visiting the barn – a trip to the wrong side of the farm they couldn’t resist taking several times a
year. That, or the big ugly tomcats with scarred heads and torn ears skulked around the house,
slinking under the bushes and waiting for the house cats to come outside. Mom would talk about a
cat “feeling the heat” and sometimes this happened even in early spring. (This is how I learned about
the odd, if brief, pairings of sex.) The house cats had kittens and months later returned to the house,
without the kittens. (It’s true: an upper-middle class house cat can give birth to kittens that are all
barn cat class.)
If a cow stepped on a barn cat, and this happened, since the cows lived in the barn in the winter, only
the cat’s name changed. Skippy became Skippy NoTail, or maybe TC would become TC Threelegs.
These incidents never surprised us, but you never knew what to expect. You could swing open the
barn door, the squeak of the hinge calling the cats out from under the mangers and down from the
hayloft, and something would be different. You would then go back to the house and report it.
“Minx’s tail now hangs straight down,” or “Billy can only walk in a circle,” you might say.
***

The last cat I called my own was Jitsu, and he stayed with me for twelve years. He was barn-born,
one of a litter from our best mama cat, Patches. I quickly claimed Jitsu, because I liked his markings
of orange on his white fur, and the goatee of orange around his mouth. I named him after a He-Man

action figure my younger brother had. Jitsu came to the house. He won the cat lottery.
Jitsu had a sister in that litter with similar markings. We named her Sika. I don’t know why. (We
constantly had to come up with new names, and we often had to dig deep. We named a cat The
Missing Link once.) If Jitsu won the cat lottery, Sika did more than just not win it. Somehow she
lost it.
Sika was born small, and living in the barn shrunk her. The contrast became something we all
watched: a science experiment in the middle of summer. A cat in the house, eating canned food and
getting a vet’s care, versus a barn cat of the same lineage. Who would get bigger, or be healthier? It
was like one of those science experiments that scarcely held any wonder. Like, which cup of dirt and
grass seed will grow better: the one in the sun on the windowsill, or the one in the dark closet? If
you thought about it at all, you pretty much knew what was coming.
But, to be fair to the control group, Sika was hardly a normal cat. Like a cartoon action figure
herself, Sika had a secret power: the sonic sneeze. When she sneezed, a rope of snot would shoot out
and wrap around something. Walking by Sika was risky, because she might toss a snot rope at you
and tangle your legs together. This made us less inclined to give Sika the love she needed.
We never conducted scientific measurements, but Jitsu soon weighed over ten pounds. Sika’s head
eventually became full-sized, but her body never grew. I bet she never weighed more than a pound.
She lived for years, though.
We observed other feline scientific oddities on our farm. Once, my uncle, who lived on the farm
bordering ours, was standing with my dad in our barn, looking at the cows. It was winter, and the
snow blew through little cracks in the walls and sifted into tiny piles. The cows would come in from
the lot with layers of snow on their backs, and clumps of ice on their eyelashes.
While my dad and uncle stood there, a cat wandered over and sat, staring at them. The cat seemed
all right, but its extremities must’ve gotten frostbitten. Because when it suddenly coughed, part of its
ear flew off.
***

On one of my recent trips down there, my mom and I went to the barn to feed the cats. They have
fewer barn cats now, but the ones out there have similar maladies. Mom opened the door and about
twenty cats came running. She poured dry food into a pan and they gathered to eat. One cat was a
cyclops. Another examined us with eyes set so far apart on its head it looked like it had been inbred
into another species altogether.
Mom carried a glass of milk she was taking to feed a mother cat and her kittens in a different shed.
“This is my goal,” she said. “To make the lives better for the barn cats.”
She is retired now, and has time for more goals.
I looked at the swirling mass of cats. Some of them did seem healthier. But then I spotted one with
half a tail, clumps of excrement in its fur on the tail it did have.
“Mom,” I said, “Dad’s gonna have to cut that one’s tail off. It’s broken.”

“Well, before, when the cows were in here, they would lick it off. Now the cows are in the pasture,
and it kinda builds up,” she said.
“Ooooof,” I said. “But I’m serious. Flies will lay eggs on its tail. Then it’ll get maggots.”
“It’ll be okay,” Mom said. “What can I do, anyway?”
***

These days, my wife and I have two dogs. They live in the house, even at night, and get treated like
children. We spend thousands of dollars on their care. I have forgotten, almost, what it is like to be
responsible for over seventy living, breathing animals.
Indianapolis is surrounded by pet superstores. I know of maybe ten pet stores that are bigger than the
grocery store in my hometown. When I go in one of these superstores, I go straight to the cardboard
box display, as big as a kitchen stove, filled to the brim with pig ears. It has become fashionable to
take the severed ears of pigs from slaughterhouses and dry them and add a little barbeque flavor.
These make chewy treats dogs love. Some of the ears have tattoo markings that were used to
identify the pig back when it was alive. There are also displays of pig joints, where you can pick up
a knee joint or a leg bone, maybe an esophagus, for your dog to gnaw. (Orwell’s pigs wouldn’t have
raised dogs if they’d seen this coming.)
This seems to me like a good use of what would be a wasted part of the process of eating pork. I am
always a little surprised, though, to see the different kinds of people pawing through the box of pigs’
ears. Little kids. Old men. Clean women in fancy clothes. It doesn’t appear to bother anyone,
although it seems like it would. We don’t like to be reminded of slaughterhouses.
Picking out the biggest pig ears always reminds me of home, where I was a little closer to the
process of killing. Although we never raised hogs, the pig ears remind me of the barn. I often think
of our barn cats, and feel sorry for the way some of them have to live. I am sorry that some of them
have to heal themselves or die. I might also feel a little anger toward the kid who told my mom he
knew of a good spot to drop off unwanted cats. I will feel outrage toward the people like him who
are raised to think it is acceptable to drop animals in the country, where inevitably someone else has
to take care of them and feel guilty about their fates.
But then I think of the little boys waiting at our home: the little benji-type mutt mix and the
Labrador, and I think of how excited they will be to see me carry this plunder into the house. They
will come running from where they’ve been napping and they will jump and whine and sniff the
plastic bag. They’ll be as toasty and warm as cookies and they’ll sit and thump their tails on the
floor, pleading with their eyes. Drool will spill from their mouths at the thought of biting into the
cartilage of the dead pig. They are as spoiled as animals can be.
Still, the pig ears remind me of life out in the barn on my parents’ farm, where the barn cats live and
die; where animals are still animals and it is not always possible to care for all the sick and wounded
wandering through this world.
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Our Daily Toast
Brenda Miller
Today, for no good reason, I ate two slices of toasted cinnamon/raisin bread at 9:30 a.m., a mere two
hours since breakfast. I slathered the first one with whipped butter, and even as I ate it I made up a
reason to have another. It was that Ezekiel, biblical bread, made with sprouted grains touched by
Jesus, so it couldn’t be that bad for you, could it? It might even lead to a brief bout of cinnamonscented clarity. So I toasted the second one and ate it slowly, slowly, biting off the crust first to leave
a perfect round to nibble until I reached the center. The center eaten, and then there was a perfect
nothingness—see? Enlightenment. And then a little nap.
Okay, I admit it: I have an unhealthy preoccupation with toast. Do I eat toast socially? Yes. Do I eat
toast when alone? Yes. Do I lie about my toast consumption? Yes. Do I hide the evidence of toast
consumption? Yes, Yes. Do I make up lame excuses for toast consumption? Why yes, yes I do.
My dog loves toast even more than I do, a fact that makes for an ever-ready handy reason to get out
the bread sack and fire up the Sunbeam. My dog, contrary to popular belief, can be a little standoffish at home, preferring to nap on (or under) my bed, or to disappear altogether upstairs, when her
job (clearly laid out to her when she was hired) is to keep me company at all hours of the day. So,
rather than endure union negotiations, sometimes I resort to bribes to get her to sit next to me on the
couch. Popcorn’s always a good one; as soon as the Redenbacher starts whirring, I can hear Abbe’s
feet scrabbling down the stairs, and then her eager face appears in the doorway to the kitchen. No
matter how many times we do this, she goes into a posture of worship below the kitchen counter,
staring at the popper with such intensity you’d think this billowing cloud of popped kernels really
was a miracle. And as soon as those white drifts start spilling into the bowl, she jumps up on her
hind legs, tail wagging, glances at me wide-eyed, tongue out as if to say: Do you see this? Do you
SEE?!
For popcorn, my dog will jump onto the couch and put her head on my lap, eyes rolled up to watch
every blessed movement of hand to mouth, and I’ll feed her a few pieces, one by one. She chomps
every piece with gusto, her lips wide open and smacking, a lusty girl who loves with abandon. It
makes me laugh, this face, and thus I eat a lot of popcorn. And I watch a lot of TV to justify the
popcorn eating, but that’s another story altogether.
Toast is a different matter, makes us a little quieter in our devotions. More like communion than a
tent revival. More domestic. Toast is thoughtful, whereas popcorn is scattered, hare-brained. Toast is
private. After all you don’t order a bag of toast in the movie theater (though believe me, I would

love to!) Toast is something eaten in your pajamas; toast lends itself to the contemplative perusal of
each bite, the way one’s teeth make pretty little scallops in the surface. My dog takes the bites of
crust I offer her delicately, politely, and ducks her head as she eats them, then looks up and places
her nose right in my ear to say thank you. Abbe and I could eat toast all day and be very happy girls.
It occurs to me that confessing I bribe my dog for love can appear a bit pathetic. It may be just my
history of love, a love that even in childhood always felt a bit like barter. You give me this, I’ll give
you that, and everyone’s happy. Toast seems to have always hovered around the edges too: rye toast
made from the fresh loaf bought at the Delicious bakery, my mother calling out, do you want a piece
of toast darling?, a call that could always bring me back from whatever worlds I had wandered into
while playing. I sat placidly at the kitchen table and ate rye toast with butter, keeping my mother
company as she put away the rest of the groceries. I kept my eyes on her to see where everything
went, on the look out for Mallomars and Suzie Q’s. As I got older, I would make my own toast after
arriving home stoned and a little giddy, the toast making the most pleasing crunch in my mouth as I
posed at the window, my lips still tender from kisses. I could hear my parents turning out the light in
their bedroom, able to sleep now that I was home. The smell of toast meant all their children were
safe.
And even later, when I lived with one man and then another and then another, toast could allay even
the most bitter arguments. When I lived with Francisco in our mildewed canvas tent at the edge of
Lake Powell, we made toast on the iron skillet, a process that required patience and watchfulness
and diligence. We spread it with cheap margarine, ate it in silence in the early morning cold. When I
lived with Seth at Orr Springs, we made toast on a griddle pan, from loaves we made ourselves, big
heavy wheat bread always a little too moist in the middle, studded with hard specks of millet.
Toasting made it better, and we spread the slices with homemade apricot jam, made it something to
linger over in the mornings before all the chores—wood to be chopped, leaks to be fixed, weeds to
be plucked—crowded in to oppress us.
When I lived with Keith, we toasted bread at all hours of the day as we both wrote in our rooms in
that little house in Green Lake. He would say, in passing, this is my life! and sometimes this cry
meant: “I can’t believe my good fortune, eating toast with you in this house on the hill!,” and
sometimes, if the writing weren’t going so well, it meant: “I can’t believe this is what my life has
come to, eating toast with you in this house on the hill.” But in any case, we enjoyed the toast, made
with grainy, slightly sweet bread bought at the co-op down the road. Eating toast made everything
good enough, for a little while at least.
For about a year I embarked on a diet (excuse me, I mean lifestyle change) that didn’t include much
bread at all, and one day I realized I hadn’t used my toaster in over a month. I put it away, swept off
the crumbs that had accumulated underneath, proudly announced on the Weight Watchers message
board that I had committed this virtuous act. I got lots of congrats and virtual high-fives, but after a
while I looked mournfully at that empty spot on the counter, my dog looked mournfully at me, and I
caved. The toaster got trundled out, and I made one Thomas’s Light Extra-Fiber English muffin.
Then, a few days later, another. And then a piece of cinnamon toast. On the Weight Watchers board
I blamed my dog, but no one bought it. I still lost 25 lbs and kept them off, but toasts of all varieties
gradually wormed their way back as a daily ritual.

This daily toast doesn’t often lead to epiphanies, not of the startling kind, just inaudible sighs,
moments of fleeting gladness. Often I hardly notice I’m eating at all, not until my dog puts her paw
on my knee, reminds me something momentous is happening: look, toast! Do you realize you’re
eating toast? I could eat some of that toast. I peel off a bit of crust, the part coated with sesame
seeds, and offer it to her just out of reach, so she needs to stretch a little, showing me she wants it
enough. She always does, the tip of her snout touching my fingers just for a second, and then her
eyes stare into mine, holding me caught in her love as she chews and chews and chews.

...return to Table of Contents

Brenda Miller is the author of Blessing of the Animals (EWU
Press, 2009), which received the “bronze medal” in Foreword
Magazine’s Book of the Year Award. She is also the author of
the essay collection, Season of the Body (Sarabande Books,
2002), and co-author of Tell it Slant: Writing and Shaping
Creative Nonfiction (McGraw-Hill, 2003). Her work has
received five Pushcart Prizes and has been published in Fourth
Genre, Creative Nonfiction, Brevity, The Sun, Utne Reader,
Georgia Review, Seneca Review, and Witness, among other
journals.
She is a Professor of English at Western Washington University
and serves as Editor-in-Chief of The Bellingham Review. Her
favorite dessert these days is frozen bananas topped with a
chocolate-cinnamon sauce.

sweet:

3.1

...return to Table of Contents

KATE

AND

KIM BOLEN are sisters from Upstate New York. As

graduates of Oswego State University, each found their forte in
the arts—one as a writer, the other a graphic designer. Visit
breakherdesigns.com for a sneak peak of Kim's latest creations.
As for Kate, you'll find her between her computer and the

kitchen where she's whipping up the first fall batches of vegan
treats!

sweet:

3.1

...return to Table of Contents

MCKENNETH TYSON BLUE was born in Dublin, Georgia in
August of 1984. He moved to Walworth, New York when he
was seven. Years later, he graduated from SUNY Oswego
where he double-majored in creative writing and film. For over
three years he was the creator of My Generic Webcomic, which
has since ended. His other works include the short story
"Kittenbottom Remembered" which appeared in the Great Lake
Review, and “The Worst Best Man,” a ten-page play that
garnered him a win in the New Voices competition at SUNY
Oswego. McKenneth is currently working on two novels with
the help of diet soda and Bordeaux cookies.

