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Submission Guidelines

Editorial Policy
The Awakenings Review publishes original poetry, short stories, dramatic scenes, essays, 
creative nonfiction, photographs, excerpts from larger works, and black-and-white cover 
art—all created by persons who have had a personal experience with mental illness.

A writer for The Awakenings Review (AR) need not have a mental illness—we are open 
to submissions from family members and friends of people with mental illnesses. We do 
prefer that a creator have a mental illness of some type, and be willing to write about it, but 
that does not have to be the focus of the writings. 

In most cases, at least three members of the AR editorial board review each submission that 
makes it beyond the first yea or nay. We strive to give this initial review of a submission in 
as short a time as possible. 

Contributors selected for publication are not paid for their work. However, they will re-
ceive a complimentary copy of the journal in which their work is published when it be-
comes available, and additional copies at a discount.

Needless to say, do not send the AR the original or sole copy of a submission. The AR does 
not accept responsibility for lost or damaged submissions.

Cover Letter
Authors should include a cover letter describing their relationship with mental illness: 
either self, family member, or friend of someone who struggles with mental illness. While 
this information is voluntary and its absence will not preclude your work from being con-
sidered, if your work is accepted for publication you will be asked to submit a short biog-
raphy where we would like you to supply this information.

Prose Requirements
The maximum length for fiction, creative nonfiction, interviews, dramatic scenes, book 
chapters or essays for a given issue is 5,000 words. We do not review short pieces or flash 
fiction less than 300 words in length. 

Pages should be numbered, and the writer’s name, address, phone and email address should 
appear at the top of the first page of each piece submitted.
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Poetry Requirements
The AR is looking for a representative body of work from a poet. This may be 3-5 poems 
that would fill several pages of the journal (followed by the poet’s biography).  We do not 
review single poems sent to us.

Authors should be aware that an individual line of poetry that exceeds 60 characters in 
length cannot be printed as a single line when published.

If you are submitting more than one poem by email, they should all be grouped together 
into one WORD file, not sent as individual files. Please do not send PDF files.

Again, the poet’s name, address, phone and email address should appear at the top of the 
first page of each submission. 

Biography
Upon acceptance, we request that a writer or poet submit a biography of no more than 150 
words to us. We ask that they at least mention their relationship with mental illness.

Artwork and Photography
The AR reviews B/W photographs, ink drawings, etchings, charcoal drawings, paintings 
and graphics to be considered for cover art. Send your work to AR@AwakeningsProject.
org in a .jpeg format. Include “submission” in the subject line.

Rights
Writers, poets, and artists retain the copyright to their material. By submitting work, they 
agree to assign to The AR one-time rights for publication. 

Material must be offered for first publication. In most cases, we do not accept previously 
published work. Simultaneous submissions are allowed. However, if a submission is ac-
cepted by another publisher as well as by the AR, the author should notify the AR of their 
preferred publisher.

Privacy
By agreeing to allow their work to be published in The AR, writers whose work is accepted 
agree to allow The AR to publish a brief biography of them in the print copy of The AR, 
and to permit The AR to publish their names and titles of their works on The Awakenings 
Project web site. With the author’s permission, the work itself may also be published on 
The Awakenings Project web site. The Awakenings Project will take measures to protect 
writers’ names from access by Internet “web crawlers” to ensure, to the best of its ability, 



vi

the writer’s privacy. Access to information published on The Awakenings Project site can-
not, however, be guaranteed to be inaccessible to all web crawlers.

Format
Submissions are accepted on an ongoing basis. Email submissions should be in a .doc or 
.docx format attached to an email sent to AR@AwakeningsProject.org and include the 
word “submission” in the subject line.

Manuscripts can be mailed to:
The Awakenings Review
P.O. Box 177
Wheaton, IL 60187 

Upon a positive initial review, most authors who reach us through the mail will be asked to 
email a copy of their works to AR@AwakeningsProject.org.

No correspondence will be returned to the creator unless their submission is accompanied 
by a self-addressed stamped envelope (SASE). 
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Foreword

In this past year of the Covid pandemic, we have seen mental illness escalate. 
Depression and anxiety; insomnia and fear; bipolar disorder, alcoholism, sui-
cidal ideation have risen in youth and adults alike. People have given up hope. 
These are not generally uplifting subjects, but in the Awakenings Review it 
is our mission to give voice to those who suffer directly or second-hand from 
these maladies. Our mission is to provide a safe haven where writers, both ex-
perienced and fledgling, can go to express their feelings and to advance their 
writing in the process, for The Awakenings Review ultimately prides itself on 
its professionalism and the zeal with which it encourages writers from around 
the world. 

It is difficult to say where the boundaries of the pandemic lie in this 
issue of The Awakenings Review. Writing, by nature, is a lonely business. Suf-
fice it to say that we saw a substantial increase in submissions over the past 
year, spurred on perhaps by the months of isolation people found themselves in. 
Nothing feeds mental illness of all kinds more than isolation, being apart from 
others. Quarantines exacerbate an already dangerous situation for one who is 
contemplating suicide or sinking into the depths of depression. For many of 
those who suffer, writing out their feelings is the only way to survive in an 
insurmountable situation. The pain of mania and despair can be seen in Pat An-
thony’s poem “Beneath a Wolf Moon”:

I have crossed
     barbed wire for this
     thinking to step
only into heavy timber
     perhaps a sapling woodland
     a place to pass through
now trapped in this
     alley’s dead end I press my scarf
     to my face breathe through wool
against cloying miasma
     rising from deer-stomped hedgeballs 
     of orange rot

My own experience in writing during the pandemic has been frustrating. 
At first, spurred on by images of life versus death, I gradually became dulled 
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to the routine of a life without a social life, world without input. There was 
nothing new for me to listen to, to hear, to see. The winter was cold and long 
and I was sick for many months, not with Covid, but it might as well have been. 
Depression choked me. I did manage to write a poem that I liked:

Chalk Messages/2020

The children leave bright chalk messages
on sidewalks that spread out like a fork’s prongs
in our neighborhood,
little, eclectic messages of Hope:
faith not fear,
don’t worry, be happy,
we are all in this together,
decorated with rainbows and big flowers, 
birds, sunbeams and smiles.
A child’s way of dealing with covid-19.
They bounce on their trampoline,
ride bikes wearing halter tops and shorts,
missing friends but not school,
the makings of a happy memory,
a time when summer came in March,
and let them laugh, play, gaze at stars.
These are their independence days
of bottle rockets and sparklers, bonfires
long before the 4th of July.
I’d like to be a part of their Bliss 
but I am too close to 65.
It isn’t Wisdom that keeps me wary,
or knowing the Facts, because no one really does,
but feeling the Wolf’s breath hot on my neck,
my dead mother reaching out across my dreams.

Many do not live to tell the tale. That task is left to those who are left be-
hind. The anguished mother who loses her teenage son to suicide. The daughter 
who scatters the ashes of a father dead of acute alcoholism at an early age. The 
bereft mother whose son overdoses. Each of the selections in the review is care-
fully read, reread and read again. The editors have aimed for diversity in both 
content and genre, and there are short poems like Pat Anthony’s “Why Write?”:
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To my family it keeps me dry. 
To my friends
I’m organizing chaos,
overlapping like fish scales.
To myself I lie.
When really, I write
so maybe one day you’ll see my name
through a window
and read about yourself.
Really,
It’s so you might see me 
how I see
you 

as well as lengthy ones, shorter pieces of prose as well as a long, sumptuous 
piece by Sheryl Cornett titled “Pilgrimage with Ghosts” in which she takes us 
through the streets of Paris in gorgeous detail. New York poet Fred Yannantuono 
comes to us this year with piercing and stylish poetry borne of his take on both 
London and Bronxville. Selections are international as well as from the United 
States. We welcome Russian poet Elena Grebennikova who shares poetry borne 
of life in her country, conveyed to us in both Russian and in English translation. 
And in this issue we feature poet Chris Collins and her exhilarating interview 
with award-winning author, editor, podcaster, and comic C Cimmone.  And, 
yes, there are even some uplifting pieces about recovery and leading a new and 
happy life. Basically, like previous issues of The Awakenings Review, this issue 
of the Review contains a variety of work which will tantalize even the most 
dispassionate of readers. Whatever you might have been feeling, or have gone 
through over the past year of the pandemic, you are sure to find something in 
this 21st year issue of The Awakenings Review that will speak to your heart. 

Hope Andersen
Assistant Editor
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Preface

My friend Charlie has an astonishing capacity for words. When he speaks, he 
sometimes speaks in synonyms, conveying many of his ideas in a flurry of 
words that together unmistakably deliver his meaning. Charlie won’t say, “I 
like European history.” He’ll say instead, “I like, adore, respect, admire, adulate 
Europe history.” This practice is not pretentious as much as the language of a 
very well-tuned mind, a mind that grasps the etymology of a word; Charlie is 
fascinated with etymology. 

We have long conversations over the phone. Charlie, who can be 
long-winded, says that for him, speaking on the telephone is a delightful expe-
rience. And for me? I get the chance to match my wits with a gifted intellectual. 
Charlie has his idiosyncrasies, one being that he will correct me when I use the 
word “crazy.”  I may say, “I’m crazy about that film.” Charlie admonishes me 
that “crazy” is a pejorative term for the mentally ill, not unlike nuts, wacko, 
psycho or demented. I should use that word carefully, he says, it’s offensive to 
him. To Charlie, words hold great power, and in their use a person should be 
careful and alert. 

Words are indeed powerful. By words we learn thoughts, and by 
thoughts we learn life, said Jean Baptiste Girard, a French soldier, général and 
baron d’Empire. Words have huge capacity. They have scope for both emotions 
and analysis, for the scientific and the humanistic, for systematic and creative. 
They define all of us as intelligent creatures capable of expressing ideas, con-
cepts, designs and the commonplace. 

At The Awakenings Review, we are in the business of words. Words are 
our sustenance; they are the essence of what we deliver; they are what nourishes 
us; they are our aspirations. When the idea of The Awakenings Review was ger-
minated in 2000, it was a natural and inescapable direction for the Awakenings 
Project to follow. So we followed it and in twenty-one years we still pursue our 
aim—words. 

Ostensibly, we exist to gather and publish poetry, short stories, essays 
and literary material of all styles. But beneath this surface we are simply in-
terested in this: gathering strong words that mean something. This is what we 
look for in the work we review. Don’t confuse strong words with obscenities 
or vulgarities— that is not what we’re looking for. We’re looking for stories 
with action that draws you in, for poetry with beautiful imagery, meaning,  
originality, and creativity, for any literary form that edifies our readers. The 
work we admire may or may not be about mental illness (we only require that 



xi

a writer or poet have a relationship with mental illness). Regardless of the gist 
of the submission or the temperament of the writer, we are looking everywhere 
for words that are alive and have meaning. 

And we find them. We find them by the bucket-load. Or they find us. 
There are scores of writers and poets whose work we esteem, many more 
than we are able to put in one volume. And we read so many heartfelt per-
sonal stories: hard-scrabble stories, stories that inspire, stories that leave us 
concerned. When a writer or poet is able to harness the energy of their per-
sonal story and put it into words, they have most likely found a home in The  
Awakenings Review.

To paraphrase American psychologist Edward Thorndike, all is tempo-
ral and crumbles except for wise and well-crafted words. It is a thrill for us 
when we receive the work of a poet or writer whose use of words, play on words 
or imagery captured through words leaves us indeed humbled and introduces 
us to both our own limitations and our mission. We appreciate humility; it is 
through humility that The Awakenings Review grows and matures; it is a pro-
cess that is both painful and exact. It is a process that triggers our modesty and, 
like a ceramic blade, separates the old self from the new self. We hope that with 
each new issue of The Awakenings Review we will climb to a new self, evolve 
into a better publication, into a wiser and better source of words. 

Just today I emailed twenty writers and poets, who are published in 
this issue, asking them to send me their biographies. I asked that they at least 
mention their relationship to mental illness in them.  One writer replied to me 
quickly that she was well accustomed to writing biographies based upon her 
credentials, but didn’t know how to frame the very sensitive subject of her men-
tal illness. These were words that both eluded her and startled her—could I give 
her an example of a biography that we have already published? I did and she 
sent me back a delightful and poignant bio. Until she had done this, the sharing 
of the self, shedding of the old self, was new and untested for her. 

I’ve noticed in my life, some of the words I’ve used to describe my-
self—psychiatric, mentally ill, schizoaffective—are in ways still loaded with 
some of the fearsome meaning they’ve always held. Forty years ago, when 
I was newly diagnosed, I could scarcely mutter the word psychiatric with-
out great discomfort and shame. The word held grave implications: disgrace, 
dishonor, failure and indignity. Today, when I say “psychiatric” to describe  
myself, I still do so with some caution. The word is still pregnant with meaning, 
and the meaning is still alarming to some people, perhaps fewer, but still some. 
Even after forty years I am careful who I tell that I have a psychiatric illness. 
The stigma of some words dies slowly.  

But isn’t it true that words that were once pejorative can lose their bite 
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through repeated use? I think of the LGBTQ community and their practice of 
adding “queer,” a once scornful and derogatory label for a gay person, to their 
defining vocabulary. They know that through familiarity, through the courage 
of usage, words lose their power to insult and belittle. Shouldn’t we be able to 
do that with “nuts,” “psycho,” “demented” and of course “crazy?”

So, to Charlie’s dismay, I will continue to use the word “crazy” as I see 
fit. I will not relegate it to its derogatory meaning, I will air it out, as queers 
air out “queer.” “Crazy” is a great way to communicate how I feel about many 
things: I’m crazy about you, I’m crazy about the AR, I’m crazy about poached 
salmon, I’m crazy about my great-nephew Jack. I take some delight in being 
called crazy, I love that word.

Robert Lundin
Editor
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Fred Yannantuono

POSTCARD FROM LONDON
From that dizzying thicket of art and art galore
A dancing girl—no, more,
A whore,
Is flicked into my mail slot 
By my mailperson.

Your chin with the prodigal son, while apt,
In the time that it took you to drink it in, rapt,
Capped
Your resourcefulness
In seeking out something pedestrian.

In a holiday vaunted as merry and gay,
We’re all prone to err in liturgical ways, 
Cleric or lay, 
Hey!

Pandora Peaklets will mount to the bus
Under the cufflinks, over the truss. 
Printed in England 
(Plus Royal Mail). 
Hail!



WELCOME TO ELI’S
formerly owned by Lisa the poet, now moved on 
to poet’s hell, a university job in South Kingston 
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Fred Yannantuono 

via The Hygeia

where Stoned Bostonian Steals Basalt Bust 
Of Dog, the eponymous Eli, the Labrador Thalia, 
after cell phone call apostrophizing son to be a 
good boy, as if he knew what good or boy were, 
leading to the forming of a posse and Eli’s 
quick retrieval

where many dogs are pictured under glass, 
my dog too

where Spanish olives levitate the gin and bitters 
and canny locals mine suburban ore with trenchers 
heaped with thumbnail shrimp and jumbo crabs 
fresh fished for bulking up the summering marionettes

where Chapel Street meanders to the sea and another 
poet, Johanna (One-Hour Verse, Mother Death, 
Fuck Scarsdale), doesn’t show and did not call, 
probably writing something plangent and uncalled-for

where the ultimate poet, Jamie, being overextended 
in Italian in the hope of finding herself, whom the Doge 
could have located with a spritz of his aspergillum, 
won’t show either

leaving just me, solo and wheel-less, having offered 
up my car keys for the chase, and Clotho, Lachesis, 
and Atropos, or is that Stheno, Medusa, and Euryale?—  
one of those law firms—to fight it out, for the kid 
may have pleaded for a puppy as my dog works me 
for a bone, so that his last words before the misdemeanor 
may well have meant cause I don‘t stand a chance.
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HARMONYVILLE, OR ROGER  
ASCENDS TO BRATTLEBORO

Bronxville has ended.
The snooty brats
Engorged on cash and entitlement 
Have swansonged.
Anger tanks toward the past,
Overarched instantaneously by
Serenity Herbs and Teas,
Harmony Underground,
Beadniks,
The Brattleboro Holistic Center,
Whetstone Station,
And Mommy Asunta’s Assorted Paninis.
The streets are rife with bookstores,
Indian groceries, perambulatory 
Aroma of hashish. The cocktail of love 
Splashes in every woman’s face. 
And in two of the men’s.

Bronxville has ended.
The white trash is gone,
Their pretentious böites replaced by 
Main Street’s Annabelle’s Diner.
I’d worried at first you’d crap out,
Shock—flash of perdition,
Fish out of water— 
That brand of idée émersitàble.
Now I want to join you.
In Marlboro, Brattleboro,
Readsboro, Newfane,
Dummerston, Harmonyville—
Whatever fortress ratifies the mountains,
Green and smoky,
Ushering us onward into spring.
Bronxville has ended.
Ascendant, you rise.
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Fred Yannantuono 

AND ONE OF THEM’S FISH
Only two things in the world smell like fish. And one of them’s fish. 

      —Wm. R. McAndrew, Jr.

O King of the Blowfish, brooding moodily on your tattoos, 
the sailcloth under which you cruise your world, tell me, Joey Coho, 
your fists swelled up from clocking one you told me sucker-punched 
you, how did this occur? Make up a two-ton tale.

You slither like an eel beneath the question. Puff up like a grunt 
and rise to feed the bird. Then shunt me to your bodybuilding squeeze. 
The dog that bit me Michaelmas chewed the cord to the wireless, voiding 
the check—you cannot pay the rent. And shades to mask the shiner. 
The waiting for a kidney from a friend. I ain’t a-goin’ nowhere, leastwise 
jail. You’re giving me a haddock. You’re a shark.

You gillnet me some fish tales, which are cheaper than dough. Bills, pills, 
seines, weirs. At fifty-four, a little shrimp, having clocked a shark myself, 
I’m heartened at the fluke of a restraining order, and, sensing that I’m losing 
it,
ask you if you’re taking after me. I thought of you, to tell the truth.
Your boots are rife with swastikas. I glimpse the Hakenkreuzen on your chest.

I flounder and you carp. The parrot shits and squawks out I love you. 
Poseidon proud, you toss me off the tee shirt of a silk-screened cod, 
slick, combative, with milky opal scales, fins wrapped tight round a 
gleaming clutch of needles, as American as gunfire, clap me on the back, 
jimmy the fridge, flick me out a fish stick, and tell me what I’m not 
prepared to hear: Your father would be proud of you.
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ROSIE’S
Eat fast and get the fuck out.

—Dave
 

Of all the joints where one can hang one’s hat 
When I’m inclined to dine I frequent Rosie’s.
Dave’s on tap. If anyone can smell a rat 
He can. Just watch the way he moseys 
Back and forth dispensing hooch.
Emotionally, too, he’s not a mooch.
He lays it flat out on the fucking line,
Then knocks them back at the hermaphrodite joint till he’s supine. 
It’s all because he tenders to the benders— 
Thus the cussing prowess he engenders.

Fred Yannantuono writes, “My relationship to mental illness began with my 
wife having had a total breakdown when our kids were young. About 30 years 
ago. Bipolar. She’s on lithium and 5 other medications 4 times daily. My broth-
er has had OCD to the extent that no one can stand being around him, he’s so 
troubled and troubling. My sister believes in flying saucers and vacates to Cal-
ifornia twice a year to go underground to visit extraterrestrials in cult saucers. 

She shows me pictures of these aliens, but they all look like obese Americans. 
Many friends and associates have had or have mental problems. They’ve run 
the gamut as I believe most people’s relationships show. Thanks for your work 
and sensitivity on the subject. In this day and age when the wheels are coming 
off, it’s people like you who help us get through.”
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Marjorie Rosenfeld

SOLDIERS OF THE STILL SMALL
A tin horn announces how they assemble:
a line along sand, stiff backs to me.  
Buff, the hollow sky. Buff, the ground.  
No sound from them—
only the shush-shush of water.

Light wheels over our heads.  
The sky contracts. I shriek like a harpy:  
Turn!  Still they stand, backs to me, 
buff like the sand. And faceless.  
Unregarded, 
I become what I am.



THE FOUNDLING
“Let us then suppose the mind to be, as we say, white 
paper, void of all characters, without any ideas.”

John Locke

Today, another letter has come,
demanding response, prophesying doom.
Or no, something less than that—
minor misfortune: rain in the air, 
the disrepair of a dwelling place, 
a love affair gone wrong.
My father is a minor diviner of ruin
just to be right. For all of us know 
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that some degree of doom comes down 
each dawn or darkness somewhere 
for someone. Predicting this, 
he can seldom be really wrong.

How shall I answer?

Out of a sense of the irrecoverable.
My real father was royal. My father 
was prince of pyramids. Sunlight haloed him. 
The folds of his cape, trailing in striae 
of sunglow, gleamed. His tallness taught me
poetry. Father, 
you are diminished strangely 
to wear the peaked wizard’s cap.
I, born blank, born royal, write:

Give back to me You, as you were once, 
I was! Written on me is something larger:
if doom, then doom of dimension, deserved,
and not, at least, the less for that.

Yet I might never write at all
without this consciousness of dwindling.
The letter lorn are poorer, wordless,
shorn of their own bright heads’ beauty.
Sometimes I feel the touch of the bullrush
like a hair on my cheek, a drifting 
river’s rhythm still. Or birds, borne up
on great wings—their trailing feet
leave traces that tempt me further, 
faint compositions, watermarks
on the page.
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Marjorie Rosenfeld 

HOW DO YOU TELL A CHILD  
IT WON’T HURT?

That fall the birds refused to go south.
Each afternoon they sat in trees where cars were parked
and screamed. I walked there, waving my arms, shouting.
And still they stayed and made a shitty mess of things.

Then, suddenly, they were gone. As seasons grow,
so my father’s winter worsening. Cancer
clung to him like a claw. The times he tried to go
made noise like raucous cries of birds.

At the end, he wanted only to live.
Great wing laid over him, feathers finger soft
smoothed him to speechlessness. I promised him
No pain. Still, it is hard leaving. A body hangs on
anyway, anywhere: our hardest loss,
the place we never had.



RECLAIMING THE PAST
Always I think she will not reach him,
though I have seen it again and again—
an old movie unraveling itself,
a certainty I cannot grasp.  

At night 
in the cold and dark of her high room, 
he brings her dates and pomegranates.
Or lost in a war, unaware, 
he is the searcher 
who does not remember  
he searches for her too,
the Little Princess, Shirley Temple
with her halo of curls,
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Daddy’s Little Sweetheart.

On wet streets
that corner and cross this quilted night, 
she is wind through the empty trees,
keeping the faith—waif who slips down 
some long corridor of the heart, 
missing him, missing him, 
till she turns . . .

God save the Queen!
Sara, Sara,
O miracle! —

the good father forever found,
the trees shining with rainy stars.

Marjorie Stamm Rosenfeld is a retired University English Instructor and re-
tired U.S. Navy Missile Analyst. Her poetry has been published widely in lit-
erary journals and anthologies and also appears at various Internet sites. Her 
chapbook, Fringing the Garments, was published in 2013 by Pecan Grove Press. 
She writes, “My father had been diagnosed with manic-depressive disorder. 
Growing up, I was very much ‘Daddy’s Little Sweetheart.’ My father frequently 
said, though, that children should be seen and not heard. But children need 
to be seen for who they really are, and sometimes they need to be heard also. 
My poetry became my voice and is still my voice. My mother finally divorced 
my father. But the way an 11-year-old girl is likely to internalize this, subcon-
sciously, of course, is not as ‘My mother left my father’ or even ‘My father left 
my mother’ but as ‘My father left me.’ Thereafter, she is always searching for a 
good father.”
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ALL THE WAYS WE REMEMBER

This is not a love story, but it could be.
I could start with the strange, shy days, before we said each other’s 

names, before we’d ever kissed. Sharing spliffs on his balcony, watching Dub-
lin flicker in evening’s violet light. Talking about loneliness, hope and pain. 
“You have beautiful collarbones,” he interrupted one night, and didn’t look at 
me again. I heard his words in my sleep. His smile when I walked through 
customs, back in Ireland for one more semester. He’d forgotten what time my 
flight came in, had been sitting all night in a plastic chair. “You’re home.” The 
way his fingers tangled in my hair when we finally did kiss, as if he could hold 
us there forever.   

I could manipulate memory’s multiple dimensions, hold only the most 
beautiful hours to the light. Bouncing on his orange couch, high out of our 
minds on love and ecstasy. Hiking the sea cliffs of Howth, shouting to hear 
one other over the crashing waves. His fingertip tracing “I love you” onto my 
back because, he later confessed, he was afraid to say it. Alan understood fra-
gility. How the undertone of an exhale could undo someone, could collapse an  
entire world.

Those are the memories he’d want me to hold onto were he still able  
to want.

How we decided to get married, lying on cheap sheets in Sitges, our skin 
flavored with salty Mediterranean Sea. 

He touched my arm. “Did you mean it?”
We’d started telling people we were on our honeymoon, started pretend-

ing I wasn’t going back to New York, for good, in sixteen days.
“Mean it?” I wanted him to say it.
“That maybe, one day, you might want to, maybe, marry me?” 
Sunrise erupted in our window.
“Yes.”
Later, the two of us squished in a phone booth with a carafe of sangria 
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and a credit card. “I’m gettin’ married.” His smile reached across miles. We 
called sisters, friends, mothers. Ireland, England, the United States.

“She’s like, the girl version of me. You’ll love her,” he told an old friend.
I could cut from our reel the terrible night he called from a subway pay-

phone, screaming about the apocalypse. Silence the voices that began whisper-
ing through our days. Land us quietly in New York City. Hit mute. 

My twenty-third birthday. I could cancel out the sour taste of my hang-
over as I woke up to whiskey fumes drifting from his coffee mug. Leave my an-
noyance that he was drinking before noon, unvoiced. Pretend the ground hadn’t 
yet started to shift.

I could focus my lens on his grin as he reached beneath our shitty fold-
out bed and handed me a package. 

“Open it.” He nosed toward me, doe-like and excited.
I tore the paper and found a first edition of Charles Dickens’ A Tale of 

Two Cities.
“You told me that this was the greatest love story ever told.”
I nodded.
“Ours will be better.”
I nodded again. Our wedding invitations were in the mail. A white dress 

hung in the closet. My best friend kept asking, are you happy? But happiness 
was beside the point. This was a man who’d knelt in the snow at two o’clock 
in the morning to tell me, “I love you so much you almost make me believe  
in god.”

Illuminate that memory. Plate it with gold. 
I would never leave him.
He would leave me.

Memory has the power to quiet pain. To turn watching the saddest person I’d 
ever met die into poetry. 

Long nights listening to songs that made us cry. Alan rolling up his 
sleeve to show me the words “fuck you” carved so deeply into his forearm his 
skin looked knit-together. New Year’s Eve, disappearing under a table just be-
fore midnight, listening to voices wonder where we’d gone. His breath hot on 
my skin as I dropped off to sleep. “Happiness is just another way of being sad. 
But most people are cunts. They can’t see it.”

I saw it. The way he seemed to move through life with the rest of us, 
but existed on a different plane entirely. The way he emanated the quiet of lost 
things. The million little deaths he’d died, that he continued dying. 

Then he found me. Perhaps it was inevitable. If not Handel’s then anoth-
er bar. Walking down the single street that separated his apartment from mine. 
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“My whole life there’s been something missing, and now you’re here.” 
Cut and paste it just the right way, and our story was a fairy tale. With 

only one way out of the deep, dark woods. 
“You led him to his peace,” my teary cousin said. We were barefoot in 

my mother’s kitchen, the sharp light of August slashing our feet.
She’d barely known him, but I agreed. I had to agree. I had to be more 

than the last straw in his short life of large disappointments. It was the only way 
I could make it through the wakes, one in New York, another in Ireland, flying 
over the Atlantic Ocean with Alan’s body in a box.

 
It wasn’t my fault. But it could be, if you sewed it all together with that thread.

He’d always wanted to live in New York City, join its artists and vag-
abonds. Then Alan walked off the plane, and everything changed. He hated 
the subway, hated working long hours for fashion photographers, hated my  
busy schedule.

“This is like livin’ in the third world.” He spoke to the whiskey bottle 
that had become a permanent fixture on our kitchen table. 

“We can go back to Dublin after I graduate.” I had one semester left.
“Dublin is even worse.”
“What do you want, Alan?” My patience was all chewed up, ground  

to dust.
“You.”
“You have me.” I reached out and took his hands, which often shook.
The underarms of his shirts were often ringed with sweat. He was ner-

vous, racing against a clock he could not see. But he heard it. The ticking kept 
him awake at night. It came from the closet, he told me, and it sounded more 
like a drip than a tick. I checked again and again, but never found anything.

I knew he’d tried to kill himself before. “Six times,” he told me, shiver-
ing on Avenue A as we dipped our cigarettes toward a shaky flame. It was late, 
and he was too drunk to get into details. I was drunk enough not to press him.

We never talked about it again. 
I tried. Two weeks before he hung himself from a pipe in my moth-

er’s basement, I called his mother. “Something’s really, really wrong,” I sput-
tered. She said I was overreacting. Alan had never had psychological problems. 
Her son wasn’t crazy; he was moody. “You’d better get used to him slamming 
doors,” she laughed. 

Maybe I’d imagined his curbside confession. Maybe I was the one los-
ing my mind. 

He squeezed my hands so hard I winced. “I want whatever you want, 
Jackie,” Alan said.
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Maybe I could figure out the magic formula to making him happy, and 
then everything would finally be okay.

A day after burying him, I had a beer with Alan’s best friend. He lived 
in London, so I’d only met him twice before, but it was like we’d known each  
other forever.  

“I knew he would do this one day,” he confessed. The guilt was every-
where, seeping from the pores of those who loved him. Especially us. “But I 
didn’t think he would do it now, not when he had you. I could kill him…”

We laughed, because laughing and crying had become the same thing.
“He really loved you,” he continued.
I lifted my hand. “Stop.” He didn’t have to tell me how much Alan had 

loved me. Everyone told me. Everyone was desperate to remember how happy 
Alan was in his final days, married to a woman he loved so much she almost 
made him believe in god.

“You gave him that happiness.” That line. I pulled it tight around my 
undeserving heart. Let it drown out the roar of accusations that were breeding 
faster than termites in my stomach. He’s dead. You failed in the worst possible 
way a person ever could fail.

I needed a memory hole to disappear into, one that bore no trace of 
the sleepless nights, the fighting, the endless trying. No residue of whiskey or 
cocaine. Where no one said the terrible things I’d said, and no one left without 
leaving a note. I needed to find a place where I could stand still and feel the hug 
of his voice. Where I could remember the night he looked at me, long before 
we’d ever dreamt of living or dying together, and said, “No matter what hap-
pens, you’ll always have a friend here,” and believe it was true.

That’s one way to spin it.
Or I could pirate my best friend’s snapshots of an emotionally-abusive 

relationship that ended with her watching through my mother’s screen door as I 
choked out the story to a cop. Those memories are no more real than the blurry 
images that run through his sister’s head, the one who hates me, who sent me a 
drunken message expressing her wish that I rot in hell. “What did you do to my 
little brother?” she asked the last time I saw her, and I didn’t have an answer.

I still don’t.
I loved him. I loved him fiercely, but I was young. And very stupid. I 

didn’t know you could destroy someone you loved that much. I didn’t imagine 
it would be that easy.

 
It was shortly after 2 a.m. when we said goodbye, beneath the awning of the 
house I’d grown up in. His shirt was torn, and my pajamas were a detestable 
shade of pink. We hugged, and I held on longer than he did. I knew I was  
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choosing to save myself, but I didn’t know the price. I didn’t know what he 
meant when he said, “Tell my mum I love her.”

I didn’t know that when I gripped his arms and said, “I wish I could take 
your pain and make it my own” that this is exactly what I would do, every single 
day, for the rest of my life.

Jackie Stowers is a writer, educator and mother of two from Queens, New York. 
She holds an MFA in Fiction from the University of Southern Maine, Stonecoast, 
and her work has appeared in Cimarron Review, Romper, and Hamilton Stone 
Review. Jackie met Alan while studying abroad in Ireland. Three weeks before 
their wedding day, Alan took his own life. Neither Alan nor his family had told 
Jackie about his history of mental illness. Although an intimate observer of his 
suffering, without proper knowledge, Jackie was not able to get Alan the help he 
desperately needed. She strives to dispel the fear and shame that often surround 
mental illness through dialogue, art and empathy.
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SECRET SINS

Memory in its deepest alcove
has an unlighted closet filled
with not to be examined sins,
concealed in cowardice of mind

    Secret joy a father’s gone
    A yearning after Robin’s love
    Disbelief in Noah’s voyage
    or Jonah’s or Daniel’s
    Schadenfreude at Joseph’s pain

Incommunicado always, 
stored while years were gathered 
night visitants now with twisted 
jouissance, to be burned or buried 
with the carcass of the waning frail.  



REPRIEVE

Deep into a ripened autumn day
my love parleyed with death
the tall enchanter held her hand,
stroked her hair, pressed her to him
while I stood by cuckolded.
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Her fingers clutched at world and sun.
Reprieve, she cried, I love too much.
He offered all that I have failed, riches, 
hope, a dream of yes. 
Reprieve, he said, not today but soon.  



GHOSTS IN WINTER

Much of my spirit has gone South
for the winter.
What remains is complicit
with the snow and twilight waiting
with me for an uncertain spring.

By rigid will and orderliness
I hold consciousness intact against
the slow dissolution of senility.
The progress of an ordinary day
is orchestrated by fates malign,

not malign, absent, gone South,
malevolent would be welcome 
over nothing: Arise, shave for ghosts 
and dress for ghosts, rest, sweep 
for ghosts, rest, read aloud to ghosts.  



REVERIE

Memory and imagination are one 
and dreams maybe
all of the same aura of the brain
indistinguishable.
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Consider that summer we spent
at the Delaware beach.
The ramshackle cottage we used
was it shingled or grey wood?

I want it to have been wood;
it was wood, I remember clearly.
The tide poured to the porches
where we sat in intimate undress.

It had the smells of happiness
coffee mornings, salty air,
washed up creatures of the ocean
the body smells of each other.

Vivid smells, dancing in glad reverie
inconstant sustenance of the aged.



RHYTHM

The call came the week of Thanksgiving
Monday or Tuesday, I think. The ground 
was gaunt and the trees were skeletal.

Female voice, no name given.
Calling from the Device Clinic, she said.
Your heart rhythm has changed.

Irregularly irregular. Atrial fibrillation.
Independent of the pacemaker you have.
Stroke risk.  Cardioversion.  

We were three in the November wind:
She, mere emanation from my cell phone,
I skeptical, and I watching the tableau.
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She was quick to take umbrage at disbelief
How does she know?  Who knows 
what about me? Your medical big brother.

It is that damned electronic box  
came with the pacemaker, relaying impulses 
from my nightstand to God knows where,

Mars probably, the Andromeda Galaxy. 
Can they read a dream?  The universe 
is convulsed by my heart’s convulsion.

I watched a stealthy left hand
press my right wrist, vacant eyed. The world   
began a dance to a new rhythm. 



RENASCENT SPRING
The rituals of autumn
increase their evil portent
each successive year

The shimmering poplars 
undressed without you  
the swallows leave in haste
costumed children pass 
without a hail

A recluse under darkened sky
in an underworld of loneliness
and incommunicado snow

awaits a fickle renascent spring
gambling longer odds
each successive year  
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TWILIGHT
Dusk comes early in mid-winter
on stealthy feet, spectral,
hardly distinguishable from day,
the magical hour, the violet hour.

The swirling darkness tempts,
curbed only by shuttered panes 
and incandescent bulbs powered
by a dynamo hidden somewhere.

Then emerge my destitute lovers
to shiver the dusk of mid-winter,
the grey sinners I embrace,

con men and broken prostitutes
panhandlers and thieves, welcome
my beloveds to the dusky hour.



PLOWING BOTTOMLAND
The dark mother-stuff peels crumbling  
from the Jeffersonian moldboards

fetid with the smell of life and weary acres 
seated high above the shares and coulters

plowing where began the Darwinian
progress fueled by coupling and killing

produced a creature of foresight plowing
to anticipate harvest provisioning 
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upon whom spirit is perched like a yarmulke
or a mortarboard at commencement.

Plows dropped too deep turn up a yellow 
stripe marking how shallow is the domain

where an incarnate God may dwell but deeper 
darker every year as carcasses return home.

Do not ask Whence? Whither? The crumbling 
parturient soil gives and receives again.

After undergraduate study at Miami University of Ohio, Dr. Lloyd A. Jacobs 
attended The Johns Hopkins University of Medicine. He practiced surgery for 
twenty years, becoming Professor of Surgery at the University of Michigan. He 
was appointed President of The Medical College of Ohio in 2003 and became 
president of the combined institution when the Medical College merged into 
The University of Toledo.  He served in this role until 2015. He currently writes 
poetry daily, an art form he practiced desultorily for nearly fifty years.  He is 
under treatment for depression.  
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DOSAGES
I.

The day I quit the Lexapro,
an ox stood in my kitchen.
Its chin squared, masculine-like,
only I didn’t know what to do next.
I grabbed onto the ornate mirror.
It felt tarry and gleamed in grease.
I considered wiping it down with a damp cloth,
but remembered the car.
When was the last time you washed it?
My daddy called it man’s work. 
My mother scrubbed with a loincloth.
Her clean always meant so much more than mine.

II.

I pick up a bottle of pills from the kitchen counter.
I want to hide them in the drawer. 
A drawer fashioned in wood, 
its handle made of polished brass. 
Inside, it smells of old rosemary, 
or faded lavender at best. 
I can see the liner is creased,
it no longer aligns to the sides. 
I extend my fingers to fix this lapse, 
and notice my nail polish is chipped.
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III.

Last night, I dreamt of a coyote.
They’re supposed to run from you,
only this one stood its ground when I approached.
Her coarse tail billowed in the wind—
like a feather duster that lays unused in a kitchen drawer. 

She never shook, 
never looked at me, 
knew she would go unnoticed,
knew my pupils would dilate 
once I saw her mate. Three yards away 
directly in front of her. It’s not that he was bigger 
but he stared at me, and I grew timid.

There was a time I wasn’t afraid.

IV.

This morning the Internet sat on my lap
until it ran down my legs into a puddle 
on the floor. I reached down
to scoop up a handful and 
echoes of resistance
burned my fingertips. Without
this daily dose, how will I count the muffled 
beats shuffling through my head. One, two, 
six notches up the FM dial—I lose the bass.

V.

Two months off the Lexapro,
I took a train ride to Dallas.
The train stumbled, stammered on its way, 
but wouldn’t you know, I never left my seat.
Didn’t undo my seatbelt when the conductor asked me
for my ticket—my destination just around the bend.
I go there ever so often when the phone rings 
and no one answers. They’re fast asleep behind a screen.
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I tried to sleep on a train once, but it careened 
in the middle of the night—I was gazing 
at the city lights, refracting through the windowpane. The train 
rolled on through the city—a shrill pierced my ears. 
Wouldn’t you know, I stumbled reaching for the phone—

VI.

Because I could no longer see the door
I stopped quitting Lexapro. I have learned 
to never walk the high wire this way, 
except the higher I climbed 
the more I remembered the frame 
of the door, how the varnish was once sheen,
how the bell never rings
at midday or midnight
this never feels quite right 
and still
I climb. 

Tonya Suther is an award-winning poet and former news writer who suffers 
from anxiety and depression. She is a two-time recipient of the Ruth Scott Acad-
emy of American Poetry Prize (2020 & 2021), her very first sonnet can be found 
in WestWard Quarterly, and her very first chapbook is forthcoming from Danc-
ing Girl Press. Currently, she works as a graduate assistant at New Mexico 
State University, where she teaches Professional and Technical Communication 
and serves as a coordinator in the English department’s Writers in the Schools 
program. She also interns at Zoeglossia, an organization for poets who identify 
as disabled.
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BENEATH A WOLF MOON
black arms
 weave warp weft
 tapestries alive 
writhing twisting morphing
 desiccated stumps
  bleached bones

grayed in this death
scaly stumps split open 
 dust cascading 
 heartwood flaking 
  ground by worm

death 
host
 parasitic symbiosis 
fungi sprouting
 skeletal fingers knobbed swollen 
claws probing
  my bleeding face

*
I have crossed 
 barbed wire for this
 thinking to step 
only into heavy timber 
perhaps a sapling woodland
 a place to pass through
 
now trapped in this 
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 alley’s dead end I press my scarf
 to my face breathe through wool
against cloying miasma
 rising from deer-stomped hedge balls
 their orange rot

*
how you force me
 to embrace your wet trunks
  tongue red winter creeper
  wreathing my head
to sip the shining drop
 from its black veins
 glistening beside
  jellied figworts
     stellate mosses
layered peach pleurotus
 oyster mushrooms bulging 
 from peeling hickory 

*
I push past ashen cedars’ filthy scrim
too long draping forgotten flats
 brown bagworms slow spinning
 above where the black cat stepped
paw patterns in slickened damp
 cloying miasmas rising
 above rotting hedge balls
  stomped by deer 
 
turn now into my pillow 
 smothering respirations
behind my eyelids 
in the wake of the cat’s fleeing
 a single taupe snail
 I prise from its death-gripping suction 
 
cup its living 

warm in my mittened palm
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bend to entomb it
 oak mast and cedar shed
 
beneath my head
 its slow heartbeat.



NOT LEAKED AT ALL

He says the old well loses water
flows into the creek but she
knows it holds tightly 
to endless secrets 
unable to escape through
ancient mortar
weighty stones

once she removed all
the make-do covers
the wired lid from a bushel basket
the flat weighted by a red stone 
peered into its rusted maw
to look past the bound up
pulleys and saw

her face still there

not leaked at all

eyes wavering 
hair flowing face rippling
but still there and so 
she put back splintered boards 
added more stones
before she slipped behind
a blue spruce

watched furtively 
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to be sure nothing slithered 
through the gap
on the north side where
a warped board admitted
thick-bodied black snakes
which sniffed only to slink away

even as she worried how
they might drop down
the ladder rung by rung
steal what she’s worked for
that’s getting so hard to keep. 



GENE POOLS
Thirty years younger when
she simply went under

peered
into the abyss
realized
how

frantically
she stroked
to stay afloat

began to wonder
which was best

to sink

letting everyone assume
the soggy weight
of it all

took its toll
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or to keep
treading water

adrift
fighting the current
the white chop

no one coming

to see
her manic thrashing
wasn’t meant

to
entertain.



THIS AIR ON MY FACE
Ground throbs with the passing
of the southbound coal train trembling
fields as it hits the Beagle break

jittering my knees with the rocking
of each swollen car mounded high 
hopper bellies riding low

then rhythms change and I know it’s gone
halfway picking up speed
front cars breasting the long grade 

bituminous beginning to fly
chunks pulled from Colorado glinting
in the starlight until the pusher engine 

clears the crossing and eerie silence
is all that remains except for
this air on my face
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a miner’s breath
still clinging to lumps
pried from Gunnison

the Delta and at La Plata 
word has it that at West Elk 
they laid off eighty miners

five million tons of backlogged coal 
filling these cars while men without a mine
hunch beside woodstoves in their shacks

outside of Denver envying the lucky
yet working beneath the deep pine forests  
voices wedged between shards 

of black crystal whispering how it’s all
they’ve known since 1864 until 
words drift away swallowed by red

cedars bordering worn steel banking west
orange engines hurtling headlong 
the power plant’s waiting maw. 

Pat Anthony writes backroads, often inspired by the land and those who work it 
as she mines characters, relationships and herself. A recently retired educator 
and former poetry editor, she holds an M.A. in Humanities, poems daily, edits 
furiously and scrabbles for honesty no matter the cost. An equally fierce con-
tender with bipolar disorder complicated by schizophrenic tendencies and high 
anxiety, she writes from both compulsion and release as she copes with mania 
and crash. Between Two Cities on a Greyhound Bus is her most recent release 
(Cholla Needles Press)  and she has work published or forthcoming in a num-
ber of journals including Open Minds Quarterly, The Perch, River Heron, and 
Waterways, among others.
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WHEN FOREVER EXPIRES

Adoption. A word I once romanticized with ideas about love and family. Now, 
it only holds nightmares and memories of horrific events.

We had finished our training classes and prepared our house for the ar-
rival of a child. All we were able to do was wait. Weeks passed before the phone 
rang, the case worker’s name popping up on the caller ID. Butterflies fluttered 
in my stomach as I picked up the phone.

“Hello?”
“Mrs. Conrad, we have a six-year-old boy, Michael. His current foster 

home isn’t working out, and he’s in need of an emergency placement. Would 
your family be interested?”

It only took a second to reply, “Yes, we’re interested.”
“You should know, parental rights have already been terminated. Mi-

chael is available for adoption.”
Our desire was to provide a stable and loving family to a child in need; 

to adopt. Although I hadn’t yet met Michael, love for him already began to take 
root in my heart.

A few hours later, a minivan pulled into our driveway. My husband, 
Chris, and I waited on the porch steps holding our collective breath. The rusty 
door opened with a thump, and a much too small for his age boy cautiously 
hopped out. He remained close to the vehicle, wary of us, the new strangers. 
I could do nothing but gaze at him in awe. He lifted a dirty hand to brush his 
overgrown blond hair from his face, revealing big blue eyes. My heart claimed 
him as my son.

Those first few weeks were a difficult transition for everyone. It was 
an exercise in patience as we worked to earn the trust of a little boy who had 
a rough start in life. It was difficult accepting there were things in his past we 
would never know about. Everyday we showed Michael he was accepted and 
loved unconditionally, and everyday he seemed to grow closer to us; it appeared 
we were going to be a good fit for each other. 

We started introducing Michael to the word adoption. We read books 
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that helped explain what being adopted meant. We started making a Lifebook, 
a keepsake book telling his story, both the good and bad. We had some pictures 
from his birth mom of him as an infant that we were able to include, as well as 
some pictures collected on his journey through the foster care system. When we 
got to the pages that would represent his future, we knew it was the right time 
to talk about his adoption.

“We’ve been reading a lot of adoption stories lately haven’t we, bud-
dy?” Chris said.

“Yep.” Michael continued playing with his cars on the rug.
“Do you understand what adoption means?”
Michael stopped playing and looked up. “It means a kid who doesn’t 

have a mom or a dad anymore gets one.”
“That’s right.” Chris paused looking at me with a smile. “We have 

something important we want to talk to you about. Can you come sit up here?” 
Chris patted the couch cushion between us.

Michael grabbed his yellow car and sat down. “Did I do some- 
thing wrong?”

“No, not at all.” I put my arm around his tiny shoulders and pulled  
him close. 

A cautious smile played on his face as he wiggled away.
“Michael,” Chris began. “Lynn and I would like to adopt you. We would 

like to be your mom and dad.” 
Michael spun the wheels on his car with his finger, appearing to be 

thinking about Chris’s words. After a moment of silence, Michael dropped the 
car and threw his arms around my neck. “Yes. I want to be adopted. I love you 
Princess Mommy.”

My arms wrapped around this little boy, my son. I couldn’t contain my 
happiness as tears fell down my face.

“Why are you crying?” Michael asked as he wiped my tears with  
his fingers.

“These are happy tears, Michael.” I held his face in my hands. “Happy 
tears because of how much I love you.”

Over the next few months, while we waited to finalize our adoption, 
we discovered Michael never had the experiences most six-year-olds took for 
granted. We started the process of replacing the memories of his abusive past 
with new memories—rebuilding his foundation with love. We filled his Life-
book with photos of him licking his first ice cream cone, chocolate running 
down his face. Michael and I splashing in puddles after a warm summer rain, 
his now chubby cheeks freckled with mud. Experiencing the joy of Christmas 
morning. A full stocking with his name on it and presents from Santa under the 
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tree—presents he got to keep.
On March 8, 2009, we finalized our adoption. Michael now had a for-

ever family. Forever-a word that gives false security of time with no end. What 
we didn’t know yet, was our forever had an expiration date.

Within months after our adoption, Michael’s behavior changed. Gone 
was our lovable little boy, replaced with a child whose anger spewed like lava 
from a volcano. His now seven-year-old fists punched holes in walls. My arms 
longed to hold him, but he screamed and punched, scratched and spit. The an-
guish on my little boy’s face as he insisted on facing his demons alone broke a 
part of me that still hasn’t healed. Those memories will forever haunt me.

Almost overnight, his fits of rage took an ominous turn; our typical daily 
routine would never be the same. It was a weekday morning, Chris had gotten 
up and left for work. I was lying in bed trying to get a few more minutes of sleep 
before I had to get Michael up for school. I don’t remember exactly; perhaps it 
was a noise that alerted me to Michael’s presence in my doorway. Although his 
eyes were laser-focused on me, his expression was blank. 

“Hey buddy, whatcha doing?” I asked.
 His statuesque demeanor remained in place. I was beginning to think 

he didn’t hear me when he finally spoke, “I’m thinking about how to kill you.” 
A chill spread through my body as if someone opened a window and let 

in the frigid winter air. “Michael, go back to your room,” I said calmly, trying 
to hide my fear.

His expression gave nothing away. The sea blue eyes I had fallen in 
love with were now dark and stormy as they peered deep into my soul. After a 
few terrifying minutes, he simply turned and walked away. I remained frozen 
in place until I heard his bedroom door open and close. Tears streamed down 
my face as my trembling fingers dialed my husband’s number at work. Through 
choked sobs, I relayed the event that had just happened. 

That evening, alarms were installed on our bedroom doors, and cameras 
were placed in hallways. In the kitchen, knives were secured in a locked cabi-
net. What was once our home, now felt more like a prison. A wildfire of fear laid 
claim to my soul, consuming me piece by piece.

This event made it clear mental health treatment was necessary. The psy-
chologist asked what seemed like a never-ending line of questioning about his 
history, every detail we knew from his child profile as well as records we were 
able to assemble. Then the questions about his current behaviors came. Food 
stealing and hoarding. Poor sleeping patterns. His dislike of being touched. 
Even minute detail, even ones we never considered, were scrutinized. It was 
explained to us that because Michael was severely neglected as an infant by 
his birth-mother, coupled with his total of seventeen foster home placements 
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in less than three years, he was never able to establish a healthy bond with a 
caretaker. He was given the diagnosis of Reactive Attachment Disorder and we 
were given literature to read.

The following weeks I studied everything I could get my hands on. I 
learned that Reactive Attachment Disorder was a serious and life altering di-
agnosis, not only for Michael, but also for Chris and me. Suddenly, so many 
things made sense. Michael’s daily fits of rage when he didn’t get his way and 
his lack of remorse when he did something wrong. The hardest for me was not 
his lack of affection for us, his parents, but his overly affectionate behavior 
toward strangers. It all made sense now. We learned recovery, if possible, was 
going to be a long and difficult road. 

Armed with knowledge and a therapy plan, I had every hope Michael 
would beat the odds, but Michael refused to participate. Twice a week, for three 
years, I took him to his appointments. Michael either sat in the therapy room, 
refusing to talk, or ended up in the safe room. I would stand outside the locked 
door, helplessly watching through the tiny unbreakable window, while Michael 
took out his rage on the padded walls. The outlook from his mental health team 
was grim, but I was still expecting a miracle.

Like a movie, the events of Michael’s first suicide attempt still play 
in my head. It was an early fall evening; colored leaves floated in the breeze 
outside our kitchen window. We had finished dinner and started cleaning up. 
Chris washed the dishes, Michael dried, and I put them away. Michael was 
behind me. I turned around just as he dragged a knife across his wrist. His 
skin opened, rivulets of blood bubbled up and began landing drop by drop on 
the tiled kitchen floor. My body moved without conscious thought, holding the 
dishtowel over the wound. Michael didn’t scream, didn’t fight; it was as if he 
was no longer present.

We were rushed into the emergency room first to treat the laceration, 
then for Michael to have a psychiatric evaluation. The social worker tried gently 
talking to the fragile boy sitting on the hospital bed, staring at the wall in front 
of him—no response. Bribes of soda and popsicles were made—no response. 
Michael remained in his faraway world. No words, no emotions broke through 
his stone-like exterior. We would not be getting any answers as to why he tried 
to end his life. Michael would be admitted to an inpatient psychiatric hospital 
for the first time. That night left an indelible imprint on my heart.

Over the next two years, Michael’s mental state continued to deteriorate. 
He attempted suicide several more times and continued to express his desire to 
kill me. At the tender age of twelve, he had over ten inpatient psychiatric stays 
to his name. Each time his medications were adjusted, a safety plan was put in 
place, and he was discharged home. 
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With every discharge, I got my hopes up that this time would be differ-
ent, and for the first few weeks, things would go well. I later learned this was 
called the “honeymoon period.” But it never lasted. He always slipped back to 
his same pattern. Each slip stole a piece of me. 

A mother, whether biological or through adoption, is wired to not give 
up. I was determined to help Michael learn to love and trust again. In my ther-
apy sessions, I was counseled against taking on the responsibility of Michael’s 
behaviors—they weren’t mine to fix. My job was to make sure help was avail-
able, but it was Michael’s job to accept help. I was clinging to the last thread of 
hope while beginning to slide into a black hole of depression. 

The thread was severed one Tuesday afternoon. I was sitting at the 
kitchen table with my afternoon coffee and a book. The window was open, al-
lowing the warm Spring breeze to drift in. Beep. Beep. The horn of the school 
van sounded. My body tensed in anticipation of Michael’s arrival. As if on cue, 
the front door opened and slammed shut. Anger radiated from Michael as he 
made his way into the kitchen.

“How was school today?”
“Fine.”
“Do you have homework?” Why did you ask that? Big mistake.
“Yes, I have homework and, no, I’m not doing it.”
The battle lines were drawn, but I didn’t have the strength to fight today. 

“Fine. But the rule stands. No homework, no video games.” 
“I hate you!” Michael threw his backpack and stormed off to his room, 

slamming the door so hard it shook the walls, rattling the family photos hanging 
on them. Photos that displayed masks of smiling faces, hiding the pain that lay 
just below the surface.

I closed my book and took slow, deep breaths, trying to calm my rapidly 
beating heart. Find something to ground yourself. Looking out the window, 
I focused on the vibrant colors of tulips, now in full bloom. I got lost in the 
beauty of nature for a few minutes, a few hours—time ceased to exist until I 
realized the eerie silence. The hairs on my arms stood on end, nausea bubbled 
in my stomach when the faint sound registered. Footsteps moving closer and 
closer. About to turn around, I was stopped by Michael’s arm. Something cold 
and sharp pressed against my neck. How did he get a knife?

Michael’s voice was calm and steady. “Don’t move or I’ll kill you.” His 
warm breath by my ear caused goosebumps to travel down my arms.

Breathe. Think. “Can I get you a snack?” Please let this work. “I bought 
cookies, or I can make you a—”

“Shut up.” 
He applied pressure to the knife puncturing my skin. A stream of warm 
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blood trickled down my chest. I was paralyzed with fear, my lungs starved for 
oxygen. I’m going to die. My thoughts raced like a freight train. Michael, no 
longer a child, had grown in both size and strength. I can’t overpower him. My 
heart ached with the thought that Chris would come home from work and find 
my lifeless body. 

The sound of the knife clanging on the tiled floor startled me. Michael 
was gone. Slam. His bedroom door shut. Panic coursed its way through my 
body; blackness threatened to overtake me as I struggled to breathe. Some-
where I heard my husband’s voice. Michael must have heard him pull up. Chris 
walked into the kitchen and froze. 

I looked up at him, the tears I had been holding back now falling freely.
“Michael—” I tried to speak through sobs.
“He did this to you?” Chris’s anger was palpable.
I nodded my head, confirming his suspicions.
Sirens alerted us to the arrival of the police and ambulance—this part of 

the process now familiar to us. Michael was escorted from the house in hand-
cuffs, placed in the ambulance, and brought to the emergency room. Chris and 
I followed in our car. 

After an evaluation, Michael was once again placed in an inpatient psy-
chiatric hospital. The doctors at the facility, finally realizing the grave danger he 
presented, admitted him to a long-term treatment facility.

After two years of intense therapy, we started to get answers. Michael 
blamed me for his birth-mother losing her parental rights, something that hap-
pened two years before we met him. It didn’t matter how his therapist tried to 
explain this to him; she was not able to change his mind. He continued to make 
detailed plans proving his intent to murder me. No longer was he considered 
safe to live in our home. The recommendation was to petition the court to dis-
solve the adoption and have no further contact with him.

October 24, 2018, Chris and I found ourselves sitting in the same court-
room we celebrated in nine years earlier. Today, we sat traumatized, trying to 
accept we lost Michael to mental illness. The judge reviewed our case, pouring 
through paper after paper, each documenting the horrors we endured over the 
past nine years.

Dazed, I wondered how the blond-haired blue-eyed little boy who ar-
rived in our driveway, the same one who called me his Princess Mommy, grew 
into a young man filled with such anger and violence. My heart no longer held 
hope for recovery and homecoming; it longed for distance and safety. 

Without hesitation, the judge declared our adoption dissolved. We were 
left to grieve the loss of our son.

Even with the knowledge I was now safe, I continued to struggle with 
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panic attacks and repeated nightmares—PTSD from the war I fought. My battle 
wasn’t fought in a foreign land with artillery; it was fought in my own home 
against someone I had loved. It took a long time to accept I was wounded in 
that war, but not destroyed. Wounds take time to heal and often leave scars; 
reminders of the battles fought and survived.

Now and then, I think about Michael. Tears escape and the scars threat-
en to rip open. I face constant battles not to let fear win. Using words to express 
feelings hidden deep inside, the place where my pain still lives, has been essen-
tial to my healing journey. It has allowed me the strength and freedom to define 
the woman I am today. I am wounded, but healing. I am strong.

T.L. (Tara) Conrad lives in Pennsylvania. She’s the mother of four adult chil-
dren who make her insanely proud. She and her high school sweetheart have 
been married for 26 years. Her husband encouraged her to begin journaling 
as a way of coping with anxiety. This started her journey toward earning an 
MFA, an accomplishment she is exceptionally proud of. Tara typically writes 
in the romance genre but stepped away from it to share her personal story with 
readers. Writing about her family’s failed adoption was a difficult yet incredibly 
healing process. Tara still lives with the scars left behind from those ten years, 
but she is no longer afraid of them. She hopes by sharing her story, she may 
reach another person who’s living through the same thing, letting them know 
there is hope and they’re not alone.   
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EVEN WHEN I’M READING
Even when I’m reading 
it is the empty space 
that gives me the stomach flip.
Even at rest and focused
I am on the edge.
There is a blank opening 
That does not close
That does not heal.
Usually I say, Don’t look.
For a while there was longing,
Wanting to have things return, 
To materialize, to make demands.
But now there is a space,
An empty white light,



YOU SHOULD BE HERE
Where are you now?
You should be here
eating banana bread 
fooling with the dog
coming down the stairs 
outside the studio

You should be here
feeding the cat
planting seeds
grabbing a Powerade
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sending me science videos

You should be here
loading the dishwasher
watching Jeopardy 
being our son

We tried to pick up
recover your life
take you to work
make you dinner
start again
make it right this time

But something grabbed you
the old monster
the cave called
and you entered
your hollering echoed

Where are you now
while I wait on the porch
with your old shoes
and your clean clothes
folded into yet another backpack?



VISION
It’s not a shadow,
It’s a side view
As if you were flat.
If I try to look around 
The corner of the vision
It vanishes, and I’m dizzy.
I conjure you up
And regret it
And love it 




