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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Looking at Backbone Mountain on a topographic map, one can see the
tight lines indicating elevation, can follow the ridge north from West Virginia
into Maryland, can trace the Youghiogheny and Potomac Rivers away from the
mountain and through their respective veiny networks toward the Mississippi
and the Chesapeake Bay. 

I recently watched a video in which staff from the Chesapeake Bay Program
asked people on the street to describe a watershed. The respondents gave a
range of answers, including “Is it a building?” When asked if they live in a
watershed, only a few respondents were able to say that they do. 

As a person interested in water and water systems, it’s easy to be smug
about knowing the correct answers, but then I remember that I know my
watershed because I’ve walked through a bit of it, have seen the Potomac’s
North Branch headwaters near Fairfax Stone, have followed it along the C&O
Canal to Great Falls, have waded in the Chesapeake. 

So what is a watershed? John Wesley Powell, a Civil War veteran, scientist,
and explorer, described it as “that area of land, a bounded hydrologic system,
within which all living things are inextricably linked by their common water
course and where, as humans settled, simple logic demanded that they become
part of a community.”

That community—connected by water, but also connected by the natural
impulses of people to congregate—is what we find, here, in this issue of
Backbone Mountain Review. The journal, with its regional affiliation, is concerned
with the people of the region, with their talent and cultural diversity. 

Through my appointment to the Center for Literary Arts, I’ve been
handed—by participants in our readings, workshops, and festivals—a different
sort of map by which to trace our literary community. Where before I might have
been tempted to see individual writers, now I see the tug of connection,
upstream and down, to those most elemental of human desires—to create, to
voice, to document, to tell a story. Words are drops adding to the larger river. 

This journal that you hold in your hands is, itself, a map, lined with the
work of people writing both in and about the region; of people who read,
selected, and compiled that writing; of people who secured the resources to
ensure its publication; and of people who will read and carry with them the
words of those whom they may not see, but to whom they are connected. 

May you enjoy your wading, 

Jennifer Browne
Director, Frostburg Center for Literary Arts
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S I D  G O L D

T H E  WORD

You can work, do a job,
out in the weather if you must.
Heat, cold, wet: it’s all the same.

No problem, you tell the boss,
half-believing it yourself & counting on
the saying to make it so.

Come quitting time, your eyes
thirsting for sleep, you give
your drawn face a quick glance
in the mirror & say nothing.

Last you checked, no one here
was paying you by the word.

A F T E R N O O N
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S I D  G O L D

V ENDOR S

All evening long, their eyes
blurred by routine, the rose vendors
make their rounds from bar to bar
as every joint on the strip basks
like a secular heaven in its neon glow.
If lust or love should blossom
amid the jumble & crush
of bodies, they will gladly provide
just the souvenir to urge it on.

By now I recognize quite a few
& my face, for better or worse,
is familiar to most. We nod in passing
like old soldiers whose exploits
sound rehearsed. Years ago
I purchased a bunch, both red & white,
for a woman who, some months later,
declined to return my calls.

Nowadays we, the vendors
& myself, appear resigned to our roles.
They carry their blooms throughout
the streets like torches & although it
may take them hours to arrive
where I linger, I’m there as always,
patiently waiting for fortune
to illuminate the night.

S I D  G O L D

T H E  B LU E S

A couple of years later
I got the letter she’d promised,
not from L.A., where the guy behind
the wheel of the Volkswagen bus said
they were headed, but Chi-town.
I haven’t forgotten, she crooned,
her words like syrup on the page,
but the lack of specifics, the skimpy details
shrouded by a mist of endearments,
told me she was planning to.

I wrote back anyway,
hoping that with her flaming hair,
those eyes like cut emeralds,
some sympathetic Southside postman,
his blood rising to a high simmer
whenever he ambled down her street,
would slip my letter under her door.

We all know what happened
or didn’t, next, although I will tell you
I kept that returned envelope on hand
for quite a while. I can go to Chicago,
I thought. I can ask around, knock
on doors. I can learn to play guitar
& stand on a corner, singing
Those mean woman blues.
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the fields came the barking—
those oversized, mixed-breed shepherds
barking furiously, a half-dozen or more, 
like artillery before an assault.

S I D  G O L D

B I G  D OG S

He spoke at length—even-voiced,
without blinking—about some big dogs
in the neighborhood, work dogs
no longer put to work & allowed
to roam wherever a fresh scent led them,
how he had talked to their owners,
how he was ready to put down one or two
of the more troublesome if it came to that.

By then some of us, having heard 
enough, had looked away, yet others
remained attentive, their eyes locked
into that middle-distance stare,
hoping all the while to discover
the human being behind the disguise.

It was a fine afternoon, sunny
& mild, the woods at the property line
generously bestowing their green mercies
on the world, the closest neighbors
living down backroads a visitor
found only by accident or luck.

One night not long ago, Josh told us,
he was taking the curves of a backroad
faster than he should when the front axle
of his pickup snapped like a wishbone
& the truck careened into the trees.
A ditch halted his forward progress,
leaving him sitting there bruised
& battered but intact & cursing
the darkness to his heart’s content.

We liked Josh’s story better
but it was time to be heading home,
the day dimming like an old photograph,
& as we rose & turned, from across
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M E L A N I E  M I C H A E L  V O G E L

F I S H  F UN E R A L

She wanted a fish funeral.
I rolled my eyes.
You’re thirteen.
She might not do
these things much longer
Mom said.
We all sat down by the old
knotted tree out back
and listened to the eulogy.
Later, years later, I
thought Mom was right.
She never did those kid 
things again.

O A K
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M E L A N I E  M I C H A E L  V O G E L

T RU E  S TO RY

I found a dollar bill under
a 64-ounce V8
in the grocery
store on Saturday.

(I can buy
a KitKat bar.)

Bubble words coming
from George Washington’s
mouth said, “Repent!
For the day of
the Lord is at hand.”

I put the dollar
in the offering
plate on Sunday. 

Damn baptist guilt.

M E L A N I E  M I C H A E L  V O G E L

UN T I T L E D

On the cusp of Armageddon I am
trying to lose a few pounds for
bathing suit season.
Juice from a ripe
peach I’m eating
rolls down
my blouse front.
I go to change it
just as the bombs drop.
This is bad timing, I think.
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rows of trees, and sometimes I take a walk and pick up trash in the ditch near the
orchards: Coke cans, empty cigarette boxes, Walmart bags. Once I found a picture
of a migrant worker—it was passport size. His hair was slicked to the side, and he
had on a boring white button-up. The picture was filthy at the edges; it looked as
if it’d gone through a dusty windstorm. I wanted to name the man. Call him
something other than tired. I put the picture in my pocket and walked home.

I named him Jose. I wrote it on the back of the picture, and taped the
picture to the bottom of our alarm clock. My boyfriend never turned the alarm
over, too tired to make love most nights and mornings, too tired because he
teaches ninth graders, and he has nightmares of the real things that happen to
his students: one caught a bathtub on fire, poured gasoline in the claw foot tub
that was outside his grandmother’s trailer where he lived. The fire burned down
the whole trailer park. Philip was devastated. He didn’t sleep for nights. I’d run
my fingers down his back, trace his freckles and the round part of his stomach,
growing rounder and rounder as he ate to quell the stress. Beer and donuts and
pizza. I’d trace the shape of bottles. The shape of pepperonis on a triangle. The
runoff of chocolate pouring off dough. When I traced these things, I thought of
Jose. How fit he was from picking fruit in the orchard. How he wasn’t lonely
because he had a big family.

Philip rarely talked to his family. He held things against his father. I asked
him to forgive him, but he wouldn’t. Philip with the soft heart: soft like a child’s
blanket, rolled at the edges, the love in the creases, protected.

The animatron ant alarm clock never rests in the same spot. It always ends
up in the strangest spots in the room, but spots that Philip never walks over or
through. As it rests, I can count on Philip to be leaving the shower; he doesn’t
dry off, so the water will run in a line behind him. Over the industrial carpet,
something like a Hansel and Gretel trail. The clock will rest, and Philip will come
blowing in the room, and he does.

His pants go up around his wet waist, a struggle, and the blue button-up
has a crooked look, like he missed a button, but he hasn’t. And then, he starts
his routine, as I pretend to sleep, I push my eyes shut hard, “Olive, where are my
shoes?” I push my eyes closed harder, so hard the black and red behind my lids
blends together. I try to imagine images, push myself off the rocks, and into
sleep.

“Olive, where are my pants? I mean, shoes? Olive. Olive? Olive. My shoes?
I’m late where are they?” He stomps through the room. I want him to step on the
alarm clock. I want him to turn it around. I want him to see Jose staring back at
him. Jose with his long lashes. 

“They are,” I start, and putting my head under my pillow, I try to imagine
his shoes, one straight, one turned over, ugly loafers I love. Faded at the toes,
“They are, in the closet?” I ask in a muffled way. 

T E R E S A  P E T R O

I N  COME S  T H E  R I S I N G  S UN

The alarm clock jumps on my chest. It’s in the shape of an ant. An
animatronic ant. But it doesn’t make any sound. It scuttles across my bare legs,
and I kick and I kick, but regret my kicking as the blankets fall in a heap at the
end of the bed and onto the floor. 

“Philip,” I call to my boyfriend, “this alarm.” But the water keeps running,
and he’s standing there swishing Listerine in the shower. I can hear his gargles.
And when I go to take my shower later, I will step in the circle of green bubbles
that didn’t make it down the drain. It happens every day. It makes my mornings a
real sigh parade.

I try to remember what I dreamt—the one thing I can rely on for
entertainment. I was with my family, and they’d just moved into a big house next
door. The living room had five different types of carpet, and the fridge was in
front of the sofa. My dad made me clean the fridge: sticky soda and maple syrup
coated the doors, the food, the carpet. I didn’t want to do it. “They should hire
someone,” I said to myself. It felt so real that I almost start to gag from
remembering the smell.

One day when I was working at Macy’s, I met a man and told him about my
vivid dreams. He asked if I wanted to learn how to lucid dream, and I said, “No
thanks.” He wrote down a number and told me to call his friend. I don’t know
why I told him. He was bored waiting for his wife in the fitting room. I was bored
waiting for his wife. It was a slow day.

When I wake up from my dreams sometimes I finger the paper he wrote on.
I keep it under my pillow in case I change my mind. I don’t think I will though.
From what I’ve seen, this town is only filled with men who want to get in bed
with other men’s women. I doubt Richard at 736.9567 really knows anything
about controlling dreams. Maybe more than I do. What I know comes from sci-fi
movies.

The water stops, and I curl in a ball. I’m too lazy to get the blankets from
the floor even though it’s late November, and the heating in this old house is
horrible. I didn’t want to move here. I liked the apartment we were renting, but
Philip wanted to get away from traffic, so we signed a new lease. A house next to
a small polluted lake in a small park. There’s a city trash can near our side porch
and a sign that says, “Do not eat more than 16 ounces of fish from this lake per
year.” I read the sign every day when I have my morning cigarette on the porch.

There’s a homeless man that lives in the park. He sleeps near the lake when
the weather is warm. I’m not sure where he goes in the winter to sleep, but I see
him rooting through trash, and sometimes he looks in our window. I don’t like
living here, but it’s near orchards, and sometimes I ride my bicycle through the
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Phillip is livid. I hear the door slam. My car starts up, the muffler a dying
animal. How am I going to get to work? His car is a clutch. I don’t drive a clutch.
I hear him pull down the street and imagine my Honda going across the railroad
tracks to the school where he teaches. I picture myself at warp speed catching up
with the car, then sit on the edge of the bed. I didn’t want to go to work today
anyway. I reach under my pillow, think of calling Richard, the dream man—decide
to try it on my own.

I will dream of a fish, a cartoon fish with wings flying through the stars. I
rotate it through my mind, the way a one-night stand once told me to do. It
spins like it’s on a circular device. It will always spin this way.

He stomps to the closet, the doors pushed open. Grabs them. Sits hard on
the edge of the bed. I imagine the wet spot from his bottom. He gives me a kiss.
Hard. On the cheek. He’s envious I’m still in bed, and I like it.

“Have a good day,” I tell him, “I love you.”
And as he leaves the room, I think of coffee, I think how I will need to get

up in a few minutes, how I will walk through the trail of his water. My bare feet
will get wet. I will curse. I love Philip, I remind myself, I love him. His garlic
breath, his underarm stench, his bright blue eyes with perfect vision.

“Olive!” His voice rises up the stairs, “Olive! Where’s my wallet? Where is my
wallet? Damnit! My wallet,” he starts up the steps.

I roll out of bed and walk into the loft where we watched TV the night
before. I lie on the floor and reach under the futon. It falls out of his pants
pocket every other night. I open the wallet to see what kind of cash he has. I
slide a five-dollar bill in my pajama pants pocket, “For coffee,” I say aloud. Then
sail the wallet down the stairs, a rocketship, no like a flying boat. It hits the
floor, and I hear him picking it up.

“My keys?” He shouts, “Where the hell are my keys?” I close my eyes and
walk back to the bedroom, careful on the one stair between the rooms. One stair
up. One stair down. I have it memorized. I will not trip. I walk to the doorway
and balance myself with a hand on each frame. I want to climb up. The red
behind my eyes shines.

“My keys? Olive, baby? Where are my keys?” Philip asks.
“I don’t know,” I say with my eyes still closed. I raise one leg up to touch

the frame and wonder why I gave up my ballet lessons as a child, “Where did you
have them last?” I ask the obvious question.

“I don’t know, Olive, that’s why I’m asking you.”
I bring my other leg up, I am spread like a weird shape, I can’t think of

which. I was never good at geometry. I can’t hold myself up. Wonder about
volume and how to do it, with a cylinder, it’s broken apart somehow, like spread
out.

“Olive? Did you go back to sleep?” I hear his feet coming up the stairs,
open my eyes and slide down to the floor. I want to crawl under the bed where I
imagine the alarm clock.

“No,” I say, and think hard about his keys. Think about the antique key ring
holder I bought Philip for Christmas last year. How many times had I taken his
keys from the floor, washing machine, counter top, and hung them on that rusted
nail? Not last night.

“Where the hell are my keys?” Phillip shouts. I can hear him opening
drawers and cabinets. I picture the contents strewn on the floor. I will pick them
up later, put them back in their space. Everything has a space and everything in
its space, I hear my great grandma’s voice.
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S U E  A N N  S I M A R

E L E C T I ON  2016

Yesterday’s weather … as beyond reach as

tomorrow’s dreams. 

—Charles Bernstein

Trees dangling darkness and light,
red-related scatters of green,
an extra shade of yellow.

There’s a lot going on with
the weather now,
its la-la-la percussion.

An arbitrary cloud joins cloud
to sky—an unquiet eye
tears at it.

A M E L I A  M A P S T O N E

F LOUR I S H I NG

At night, my jaw disconnects,
flies out to join bats in the trees.

I wonder if you’d like me 
as a skeleton—segmented— 
without all this goddamn hair.

I think you despise my pink 
cheeks, so I’ll slice them off
and trade cypress for pine.

I know you prefer the flourishing 
hips of an aspen, so I’ll wrench
the stem out and sell it to the trees.
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M I K E  W E D D L E

D R EAM  HOU S E

In the cold fire
of my dream house I lost everything,
and when I woke up
I lost it all again. 

A M E L I A  M A P S T O N E

F ROM  TH E  W I NDOWS I L L

You watch rain become 
gold pebbles of citrine.
They grow and solidify, 
then pile neatly.

Blood is a coveted treasure— 
rivulets of your soul. 
In denial, you defile 
your skin with stars. 

You want to speak—to spit
curses your mouth’s too weak 
to hold—but you can be cold like rain.

You can loosen the hinge,
stretch your fingers—with
wet words—orchestrate rebirth.
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Massage above the pubis following the relaxing tissue until two or more signs of
release occur, such as heat radiating from the body or the client taking a deep
breath. 

I continue to press.
There’s not sufficient heat,
but we’re getting there. 

M I K E  W E D D L E

T H E  MANUA L  O F  S AC R A L  T H E R APY

Before beginning traction-release to mobilize the sacrum, 
roll the client toward you on the table 
and place one hand through the space between her upper thighs.

Cradle her sacrum in the palm of your hand. 
Help the client onto her back so the weight of the sacrum stays firmly pressed 
into the palm of your hand. 

It’s OK. I’m a professional.
Excuse me as I adjust my hand just a little. 

If it helps to disengage the sacrum, 
you may lift her pelvis off the table with her legs extended 
and use the legs as levers applying traction.

I could use the word “him” as easily as “her.” 
With every memory there is an emotion attached which aids in retention. 
And retention is important. 

Place the second hand beneath the lumbar spine, 
and the arm that is between the legs can be moved in both directions, 
back and forth, moving the sacrum up and down. 
Pause at the extremes of movement, pushing and pulling. 

I am rocking in my chair, the movement committed to memory.

To release the sacroiliac joints, lean across the patient, resting the arm across the
pelvis. Squeeze the spines of the pelvis together, widening the gap. 

Use your hand extended between the thighs to glide the sacrum up and down.

It’s OK. I’m a professional.
Having no hands,
I lower my face to wipe the sweat with my sleeve. 
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J O D Y  W A L K E R

MAK I NG  R OOM

Somewhere inside the thousand mirages of time the delicate membrane tore,
exposing its transparent layers to children much too young. If an image is an
incantation, then on that day the dirge began its deep, pulsing lament and the
flashback I carry is so charged with grief that even now, a sudden trigger
instantly hurls me to the old front stoop of a hot sunny morning. It was June
29th, 1955. I was ten. Our family lived in a tiny house on a dead-end street with
lots of kids and fathers in blue collars who worked in factories. There were no
fences and all the neighbors looked out for us. Summer reverberated with sublime
spontaneity as we frolicked in yards, in the surrounding fields and woods, on St.
Michael’s playground and yes, even in the street. 

I was running from Kathy’s yard across to our own when Mr. Wolf, our
milkman, and I simultaneously heard the scream. Mr. Wolf slammed on his brakes
and leapt from the huge refrigerated truck. I stopped short and cringed in horror.
A phantom, earth-shattering wail gushed from somewhere deep within the bowels
of the earth, drowning my whole world in its deluge. The left rear tire of the milk
truck had crushed a small blue bundle. It could have been a rag doll but somehow
I knew better.

The driver vaulted back up into his seat, sobbing uncontrollably, as the
neighbors debated whether it would be better to back up or pull forward. Either
action, regardless of how precise, would cause more damage, so Mr. Wolf again
plummeted to the cobblestones, braced his spine against the bottom edge of the
enormous vehicle and began lifting. Tears and sweat streamed down his swollen
face as moans sporadically escaped his lungs. Even the boiling air around him
seemed to strain as he put more and more force behind each attempt to raise the
massive vise. It was in those few seconds as the bulbous veins in the man’s neck
prepared to burst that recognition dawned. Jimmy! Jimmy Fa’get (fa-jay’)! 

Our neighborhood instantly deployed like a well-coordinated unit. Their
heartbreak didn’t mitigate their ability to act, as little Jimmy lay prostrate,
running out of life. My aunt Laura, a former WAC, surged to the scene with towels
and a sheet while my Great-Aunt Angela approached the tiny house she rented to
Jimmy’s family. My mom and Shirley attempted to corral the kids into our
backyard so we couldn’t see. We pretended to do as we were told. At some point
as I continued to dart back and forth between houses, my body imploding with
gut-wrenching heaves as I heard Mrs. Fa’get’s first screams. Her shrieks pierced
the late morning as she ran frantically back into her house, crying for her
husband’s shotgun.

G L A R E
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Two minutes later the impossible happened! The truck rose. It rose! It had
lifted just enough to allow Laura to slide the tiny lifeless body toward her, quickly
swaddling him in towels. The ambulance was still on its way, but the car was
ready. Miner’s Hospital was only two blocks away, so Angela gently guided Mrs.
Fa’get into the back seat of her Buick and Laura, holding Jimmy, got quickly in
beside her. They sped to the emergency room while we all stood in their wake,
crushed into a nauseous, deadening silence. 

Drenched by a dark wave, afraid and confused, I bolted forward, racing
toward that bloody vehicle, following, as they turned right onto First Street. I
couldn’t keep up and stopped my pursuit in the alley behind The Hotel Gunter,
gasping for air and sobbing uncontrollably, thinking of moms and dads and of
pain, a pernicious, permeating plague of pain. I couldn’t imagine Mrs. Fa’get as
seconds ticked and terror escalated. I pictured her holding her blood-soaked son,
unable to see his head, praying for a miracle, longing for her own demise if her
pleas went unheeded. 

Some fluid lingered behind. It pooled between the cobblestones right in
front of our house along with pieces of a saltine cracker, the one my mom had
given a gorgeous little boy in a sky blue jump suit a few minutes earlier. He had
apparently dropped the cracker under the truck and had crawled under to get it
just as Mr. Wolf was pulling away from the curb. Of course, this Super-Human
fractured his back, collapsed onto the road in a fit of agony and soon went by
ambulance to the same hospital. 

A few years later when we heard of his death, the heaviness that had
plagued my heart began to lift. What a gentleman! What a gentle man! He had
suffered through a series of nervous breakdowns before his heart finally gave out.
He had become a hero to me along with Jimmy’s mom and dad who chose to keep
on living. 

I have a black-and-white of Jimmy, standing by our front stoop wearing a
cowboy hat. I don’t need a picture of the courageous man in uniform nor of all
the scarlet liquid that created a permanent stain long after it had been washed
away by the fire department. We found no trace of the saltine cracker though I
searched every day for months. Mom was just being kind as she always was. She
was our neighborhood’s greatest blessing, my greatest gift. I prayed with grave
intensity that she wouldn’t blame herself. Seeing her cry had opened me to a
universe that wasn’t as simple or secure as I had thought. Worlds within worlds
had surfaced revealing an underbelly unstable in its grounding.

The Fa’gets moved on soon after. They had another child in another town,
though I never saw them again. I felt that everyone responded exactly as they
were meant to respond. I was proud of my mom and my aunts and of all my Welsh
Street neighbors. Their courage and calmness gave me a new respect for grown-
ups. I knew I would never have been able to react with such precision, with such

dignity. I was allowed to fall apart. I never told the adults how much we had all
needed them that day, how much I had needed them.

I’m sure my playmates were marked for life just as I have been, though we
spoke very little about it afterwards. I imagine a shared torment, frightening
visions of our own inescapable, indefatigable defeat. It’s astonishing to me that
some of our deepest wounds, our most grievous tragedies, don’t syphon off our
blood supply or leave physical scars, yet they are permanently branded along with
the sound of crushed bone against cobblestone and the horrific grunts of a
human being lifting a two-ton death trap. And I realized in my own immature
way that that epoch of total emotional lassitude was neither the beginning nor
the end, but had been experienced by humanity since the beginning of time. It
was part of being alive, something we shared in common.

I scooted over on our small front stoop then, making room for a mother and
her lost son, a husband who received the dreaded phone call, an unborn child
who had a brother he or she would never know but would always know, and
especially for a kind-hearted man who was broken in two by an unearthly
strength to save what couldn’t be saved.
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C A N D A C E  M E R E D I T H

S P I L L E D  M I L K

I feel a prick
at the base of
my neck to the
sound of glass
shattering. A
mother holds 
her crying baby 
whose bottle 
lay in remnants 
upon the floor;
I feel relieved 
as her mother 
gently caresses 
her back over 
the splatter of 
milk and she 
gingerly nudges 
the shards with
open-toed shoes
as the café
worker brings
out the mop. 
“How can God
help you” a woman
says as she darts
her eyes toward
the baby’s milk,
“when he has fifty 
others to help”
she says amiably 
over a hot beverage 
and sips with a 
quivering lip, lined
in rose gloss, “you have 
to help yourself.”
A passerby doubles 
his fist, one with

a latte, the other
a bottled water,
and paces between
the open door—
enter the gym,
exit the café,
and vice versa.
I kink my neck 
to the now-clean
floor and lament:
the outside is
grieving.
Another whose Eagle 
is ablaze on his 
shirt is nearly 
barefoot in
sandals, thanking 
the Heavens he
doesn’t muse over
shards of glass 
and the gym shorts 
are wishy-washy
on hips that could
be all gross and 
sweaty if black
were not her color
and the mascara lines
beneath her brows
were not giving her
away. She cries
over bleeding babies,
too. And the weather
doesn’t mean much. 
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A N G E L A  M I C H A E L I N A

D EW  D ROP S

All life has great thirst
Even the tiniest leaf on a 
small young shoot
needs to be quenched
Think of how it collects dew

on its margins—
That’s as if it turned on the

spigot and poured itself a glass

P I R O S A L
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S H E R R Y  C H A P P E L L E

F I R S T  FA L L

you are not here
Om Nom

single-eyed open-mouthed
silly green stuffy

where do you hide
you three-inch logjam of loss

so important to one small boy
he cries

how did you walk out of his life
hurt him so

how can he bear
that like his mother

you are not here

S H E R R Y  C H A P P E L L E

N AV E L  G A Z I NG

There you are, first scar. 
Healed well, T-shaped and tiny,
though never yet the goblet 
for some man’s honey-sipping desire.

Even Adam’s umbilicus
was painted on the Sistine’s ceiling
to pain the Pope, a belly button
begging the question of his maker.

You, afloat in my sea of stomach,
were the terminus of the cable,
that bloody cord that ferried streams 
of breath and food and waste to me.

You knobby fingerprint, ompholos, nafela,
who knows what pains you welcomed,
or what joys escaped in those forty weeks 
we were tethered to our source.

Now only home for fuzz and staph,
you are a placeholder,
a zero, a nothing 
that once held everything.
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S H E R R Y  C H A P P E L L E

W I N T E R  B ON E S

Broken by the mullions of my living 
room window, the sycamore raises bare arms,
in a sun salute to Gaia. Its winterscape of black, 
India inked by a master artist, 
pokes against grey-white January, 
orders the horizon in stark poses.

A triage sparrow arrives to knock off
the sprinkle of snow where he perches.
High up he descants to the dim light.
Even with the ticks and dings
of uncertain weather, he sings fertile soil.
Together we apply for the knitting
of sun and sprout.

S H E R R Y  C H A P P E L L E

T E RM INA L  E N T R ANC E

a snarl of black clouds hangs at the horizon
your destination, a seat by the exit
waiting room, baggage claim, wind shear
there will be no security, no soft landing
your father is on life support at the other end
there will be no security, no soft landing
waiting room, baggage claim, wind shear
your destination, a seat by the exit
a snarl of black clouds hangs at the horizon
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W I L L I A M  H A A S

YOU  C ANNOT  S T E P  I N TO  T H E  S AME  R I V E R  TW I C E

Mother leads him to gather rocks by the river. She hefts each one before
tossing it in a wicker basket. His pruned fingertips mimic her. He secures the hem
of his sweater in a tiny fist, collecting pebbles in the wool basket. Arm elbow
deep in the water, he points at a boulder that resembles a sleeping woman.
Mother looks only at her wicker basket and sings a song. The words he does not
understand, but the melody slices him. Rocks rattle in her basket. Rain begins to
fall. She tugs his collar. The hem slips from his scarlet fingers, splashing pebbles
in the river. Tears form on his cheeks. She caresses the curve behind his skull, but
he cries and cries. She takes a rock from her basket and pops it in her mouth. She
makes an O, showing only the river rock in her lips. A smile cracks across his face.
She hums her song as they walk to the moss-roofed house.

He watches raindrops spatter and stream down the window. Damp sleeves
scrunched up his forearms, his muscles quiver in the chill. He hears twine
tighten, listens to the song that will haunt his memory. Tongue warms teeth.
Eyelids tilt toward busy hands. She ties baskets to her calves and fills the baskets
with rocks. Slamming a foot, rocks scatter across the cedar floor. He swallows, too
proud to show fear. To warm his muscles he fishwalks. Mother collects the spilled
rocks. She tightens the twine. Legs thick as an elephant’s and heavy with stone,
she sings her ancient song. They walk back into the rain, along the path to the
river. Wet as a washcloth, her jacket clings to his skull. Her breath warms his
earlobe. Her song is the green fuse, and with each step she breathes it into his
ear. Chin to collarbone, ear to carotid artery, her heartbeat calms him. He hears
water ripple around rocks. He sees a grey sliver, mud-spattered legs. Her grip
tightens so he can barely breathe. Her heart thumps. Clenched feet submerge,
then calves, thighs, and pelvis. His stomach knots as his saphenous vein freezes,
pumping bloodcrystals toward his heart. Whitewater drags them under, concusses
his eardrums, deafens him. The rain sound is gone. He reaches toward Mother’s
mouth. He wants to snatch her song from lilac lips and hold it in his palm
forever. He jams his hand in, plucks the song from her throat, and squeezes the
cold hard thing in his fist. Pulse violet, her grip loosens. The rocks around her
legs drag her to the river’s black bottom. He does not sink with her, but drifts
until sunrise and washes up on a rocky shore. Mucus encrusts his nose. Blood
flakes his ears. He opens his fist to see Mother’s song. He shakes it by his ear,
but the river rock is mute.

L E A P
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K E S T R A  F O R E S T

T H E  LOV E R S  ( V I )

The Lovers card is about the man you cry over while your husband is asleep... 
two figures so entwined, they destroy each other.

–Jessa Crispin, The Creative Tarot: A Modern Guide to an Inspired Life

Easter afternoon mists upon a trimmed lawn 
& plastic eggs; pale hues veiled by lace 

droplets. Linen curtains damp along the glass-
sliding door flowing with skull-shining breaths. 
I am learning to boil eggs: 

spooning them with a child’s furrowed precision. 
The pleasure of cupping a warm, round thing

& cracking it against the dark granite of my childhood
kitchen counter. Pale shards crushed in a child’s palm: 
a barn calico pinning a wren, all those hollow bones 

under paw (the indecency of carnivores). Yet, 
I’ve since discovered ortolans 

eaten whole. Bones prick gums with a phantom 
song as dark meat nests on the tongue 
with rosemary & cognac. 

At times, love is that songbird drowned 
in a jar of brandy & served as a French delicacy 

& we so desire a minuscule of carnage. 

K E S T R A  F O R E S T

WAK I NG  TO  AN  O P EN  W I NDOW  

I

Last night’s storm remains draped
upon the dogwood
by his bedroom window:

puckered leaves
tour je from their branches.

Loose-leaf love notes.

Early morning musk rising
like a harpsichord melody
—the sheer gray curtains, 

a breath, swelling along
the window—time helixes

into a dream projected on dust.

II

Through the fabric
I watch morning scroll
by without me. The neighbor’s

bedroom lights flick
on after spooning sex,

so he’ll be up to grind 

his coffee, soon: the rich black
scent haunts his palms. 
I think to leave

before he wakes. 
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III

Loneliness is that abandoned kiss
hidden below my hairline 

yet, I’m still here if only
because our last goodbye
thundered inside his bedroom

& I’m afraid to reach for him:
a familiar shape atomizing 

into black flies,

& when I touch it,
they scatter
throughout the quiet rooms.

K E S T R A  F O R E S T

L I S T EN I NG  TO  “AV E  MAR I A” C E L LO  S O LO  I N  MOUNT
SAVAG E ,  MARY L AND  

For Alex Stevens 

Ever since we discovered that Earth is round and turns like a mad spinning-
top, we have understood reality is not as it appears to us: every time we 
glimpse a new peek of it, it is a deeply emotional experience. Another veil 
has fallen.  

—Carlo Rovelli, Seven Brief Lessons On Physics 

Cold rain swells leprous sycamore roots & glass shard creeks. Almost spring equinox
amid Savage Woods, a cluster of common ferns bows over blue-tinged skin. Macro
raindrops trickle into many blood clots, still fat upon vibrant greens, a petite oasis
among winter trees. 

Silence palpable like moments after a symphony as the audience anticipates a
swell of applause—yet, horse-hair strikes cat-gut in a swarm of unexpected 
cello overture (this piece isn’t finished yet). Pan down to his violet bare feet 
streaked with damp soil. 

Hear the first spring peepers call within a porcelain tub; abandoned, claw-foot &
faucet-rusted. Veiled in sticky tall grass grown up through cracks. Brimming with
foam algae & the translucent geometry of frog eggs, simple.

Cut to Savage Woods at early dusk. There is a faint halo in the fresh darkness 
reminiscent of candlelight. Listen for footfalls—so deliberate—how many 
were there? 

Van Gogh believed Death sails us to another star system, & I think I may know
where they are: among the melting faces of saints whose names I never committed
to memory. Crimson & teal helix together, incandescent, in Gogh’s skilled impasto
upon maple church floors.

Are we not all brailing our own dark corridors, groping for Starry Nights? 
Another veil has fallen. After the burial, high beams ignite gilded reflectors, 
stitched down double yellows; a trail of American Spirits kindling the way 
home.  
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K E S T R A  F O R E S T

A L PHAB E T I C  N O S TA LG I A  

Appalachian winds shake the mountainside pines
by September moonlight & sweep out to our PBR

campfire. We’re drunk on loss & sitting on stumps as
deer wander through the woods around us like lost spirits: 

each of them pauses to listen to our songs of future dawns—
fingers on strings singing of haunted squats.

Get us out of these small towns with Republican clubs 
harmonizing with church bells. We want neon lights

in city blocks & shows on stages rather than basements.
Jesus, look at us, we’re too much for this town: doped on

ketamine to feel less trapped, but we wanna get a few
licks of Kerouac’s raw-bodied America all bop &

Midwest rides on flatbeds. We are the generation of raw
nostalgia for what we never experienced &

our concept of authenticity dwells within 
photographs hung in old horseshoe bars. 

Questions of where we’re going linger like the smoke
rising from the charred firewood. Our beers run low,

so, the night is coming to a slow crescendo.
The embers glow red & orange like the horizon’s

unadulterated shades of early sunrise, that
vixen, always bathing everything in warm light.

We’re still buzzing on PBR & in whiskey-town, &
Xanax, & yes, we all have work in a few hours,

yet here we are, still 
zealots for escape. 

S H A R O N  Y O D E R

S E QU E L  

You can find 
the rest of the story 
if you gather 
the pieces

and carry them 
to some far-flung shore 
where you wait 
beyond the sun’s sinking, 

and listen 

to the wind washing 
the wavelets
and a lone pike leaping
up into moonlight.

Listen until the voice 
of the loon calls 
and the stars gather,

until the loon tells 
the story,
and that telling 

knits  
the pieces
together.
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R I C H A R D  M A S L O W

TOO  CO LD  TO  R UN  NAK ED

Too cold to run naked
when wind and earth tilt turn,
tint, strip leaves, and drift them
into crispy (snap-crackle-pop) piles.
It’s the bargain entered
for four full seasons. 
But the tree in front catches
latest afternoon warmth
and still waits for a freeze
to drain the greening sap 
and rain-dry yellows,
four weeks before cold solstice. 

P E R C H
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with sweet wine and delicious Italian dishes—I was full after the salad, and that
he knew, so he ate my leftovers, explaining that it was good tradition in his
family not to waste food. 

Vinnie loved fine food, sweet red wine, late-night movies, walking the
beach near dusk, and driving with the top down—that I could relate to. We didn’t
let each other go that evening, my bare bottom against the rock, my face to his
neck, with the scent of his cologne. He told me he would call me and he always
did, but that was my summer fling of 1999 because Vinnie was too rich in the
passion of his art and he longed for women, especially those that he wanted to
paint. 

The last I heard from him he was somewhere in Arizona discovering in the
portrait a commitment to paint, over this woman, a permanent etch, being
something or someone he wouldn’t just rip out. Not starting anew. Somewhere
there is still an artist whose paint merely grazes the surface. 

C A N D A C E  M E R E D I T H

T H E  S UMMER  O F  ’ 99

I drove Coastal Highway with the top let down; going through Carlsbad, I
passed by an art show and decided to get out and walk on by because I have a
knack for exceptional art. This is the story about the summer of 1999 when I took
a break from studies in pharmaceuticals and drove all the way to California alone,
from East to West, in my Volkswagen. The drive took five days or three thousand
miles and I only stopped to sleep overnight in some mediocre motel. I can still
count the bruises on my rump, but before I get there, it’s imperative that I think
first about the hours it took to get my mind off the portrait of the flamenco
dancer and concentrate more on the beach—its sand, the Pacific Ocean in plain
sight, and Vinnie staring somewhere in my vicinity. So I looked over my right
shoulder to catch a glimpse of his view—his perspective of something near me—
perhaps the exquisite art was too his obsession. But it wasn’t exactly what he
was doing there when I finally noticed in his lap a thick, black number two, used
for stenciling; he tossed an ashy palm in the air edging me backward, not to walk
on. It dawned on me then that he was drawing something within that notebook
with its spiral binding full of paper litter—assuming there were many pages torn
apart from the seams. 

His hair was long, jet black, and blowing in the breeze, and it wasn’t until
he said hello that I would know he was French by his accent. Then he began to
wave the notebook at me with its pages fluttering, wrestling with his grip in the
Southern California wind; he opened both sides with a firm grip, revealing to me
my own self staring from among the white space—and it dawned on me that
sitting there was the artist whose work I had been staring over, and there he was
stenciling my face in his pages, waving me in his direction to see myself as I had
been, with the flamenco dancer—a gaunt face in admiration; I was not a dancer,
and having a big brain was not a gift of beauty, and I saw myself assuredly as
nerdy; my thick frames were black as his hair, my nose slender but pointed, and
my hair brushing about my face. I didn’t see myself that way in mirrors but he
called my portrait exquisite: the way I feel about flamenco dancers. 

“I would know,” he said, and I could only wonder know what. 
“I’m an artist,” he continued, and I searched for his meaning, obviously

looking perplexed.
“I know beauty when I see it,” he explained, folding my portrait within a

collection of torn seams. “I draw what I see as beautiful, and I saw you admiring
Anita over there.”

Anita, the woman he named in his portrait, being his ex-wife—as if I
wasn’t already awkward enough. He briskly, nonchalantly, swept me off my feet
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T I F F A N Y  S A N T O S

WHAT  I  D ON ’ T  S AY

When I tell the story, which is not often, I never say 
I asked him to stay with me. 

He was on his way to his bedroom 
but I didn’t want to stay on the couch by myself—

drunk and alone in his mother’s living room. 

I don’t say getting drunk was not an accident—
I knew I should have stopped 

before those last three shots of tequila. 

I don’t mention he thought the couch was too narrow, 
but I pleaded, how at first, 

with his arms around me from behind 
to keep me from falling off the edge, I felt safe. 

I don’t say I rubbed him first 
or when he fingered me 

it was the best I’d ever had, ever would have since. 

I don’t say we got each other hard, 
how sorry I was when I had to leave him 

to go to the bathroom. 

When I crawled away 
because I was too drunk to stand 

I hoped he was watching my ass. 

I don’t say we’d been talking about sex for weeks, 
I was more desperate than in love, 

more concerned with the dirty carpet 
than his cock, 

he made me take my own jeans off, 
I can’t remember what I was wearing. 

I don’t say when I felt him inside and it started to hurt, 
he asked me if I was alright. 

T I F F A N Y  S A N T O S

T H E  L ANGUAG E  O F  H E R

I lick honey from her chocolate nipples
like a starving woman—slow at first then
by mouthfuls, savoring every sticky
drop. Along the ridge of her clavicle
my tongue traces trimmings of lace trailing 
to the velvet down at the back of her
neck. I finger every bump of her spine,
every twist in the ropes of her muscles.
Flesh on flesh we slide, the smooth folds of her 
stomach beckoning my desire to 
explore her—to see her country, to learn 
the language of her. Her hips bear my weight
as I churn, overflow full of heat and
we tumble headlong into ecstasy.
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T I F F A N Y  S A N T O S

T H I S T L E S

A thistle is a symbol of love
and “the various forms of unhappiness 
that accompany any true, deep relationship.”

—from H.D.’s Notes on Thought and Vision (1919)

We’ve spent all summer 
making each other miserable. 
Now it’s winter—

I’ve been glad to have someone 
who I can spend some time with—
even if it’s related to your work.

I need a project coordinator
more than I need a girlfriend. 
You dog my steps—

I’m not certain how things are for you, 
but I often have you on my mind. 
I haven’t been wanting to push you.

You can’t push a stone that is rooted in the ground.
I’ll give you flowers, a bunch of thistles, 
wrapped in day-old newsprint,

the crowns of purple 
ironically soft 
against the darkening pricks. 

T I F F A N Y  S A N T O S

V I S I TAT I ON

Pen in hand, my great-grandmother stands 
outside a door on the top floor of a tall building.
She writes invisible words of prophecy on the paint.
Her lips move, thin and sour and eight years dead.

She tells me I’ll see the words if I believe,
her faith unwavering despite not being in heaven
or in earthly paradise.
At her feet, a box of holy-tinted books.

I take a yellow one with fancy red writing on the cover.
Wasps have nested along its spine,
the rocky outgrowths of their homes 
crumble in my hands.

I ask her why she appears in my dreams
so often: I did not love you.
I ask when I will leave the old religion behind:
I was removed from the flock, chose not to go back.

And I ask why she is still so unlovable.
I hand her the book: 
I don’t want it any more.
Without moving her eyes from the door

she tells me: For someone with so many words
it is sad you cannot awake to your own answers.
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P H I L L I P  B O R D E R

I F  W E  GO  U P,  E V EN TUA L LY,  W E ’ R E  G O I NG  
TO  HAV E  TO  COME  B AC K  DOWN

Humans are made entirely out of stardust.
—Snapple

We were made to be beautiful, 
I say to my older brother,
who looks up to me,
when he fills his mind
with whiskey & thirsts for more
wisdom, because he knows he’s running
out of liver to cover up our memories—
what we call the grey years now,
due to the practice of forgetting.

But tonight, he is bent on feeling
drunk & optimistic. Each weekend,
when I pick him up from his mom’s, 
it’s the same spiel, “trust me Phil, 
I’m gonna get my money saved 
and get my license and find
an ol’ cheap mustang to fix up real nice.” 
It’s been three years now,
and the only things I see him saving
are the empty bourbon bottles in his closet.

So I continue saying how death
is heaven’s way of giving us a break
from the density of matter,
and that we form new stars
while old ones explode
with the energy of a second shot
at life.

Will, I know this becomes harder
to understand when we’re only teenagers
learning how to give our mothers
advice on money, and God, 

P H I L L I P  B O R D E R

S A P L I NG

There is more truth outside
the flesh. More meaning
in trees. Who now sees 
the forest within? 
During the quiet,
when I don’t feel
cut down, I imagine
God’s dream to grow
inside us—a little earth, 
a few drops of rain, 
and some light 
to get us started.
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and sex, while watching them nod 
their heads in confusion, which is the same
as suffering. We were the ones
who had to put on our fathers’ shoes
while they went away. Babysitting
our new siblings whom we love
and know they will never grow 
to understand why 
we’re always fucked up.
But you deserve to know brother
that we were made to be beautiful.
All you have to do is believe
in the will that can make it
to the stars and back.

P H I L L I P  B O R D E R

T H E  R A I L ROAD  B R I DG E  OV E R  T H E  N ARROWS  

we own. Days and nights we keep
returning to it with cheap jerky, dip
spit, beer, and sometimes nothing
more than song. Here, an old heart
can practice youth again and pretend he’s going somewhere along these tracks,

something always easier to imagine
in spirit. Tonight, one of us will picture the body
as a zipper wanting to be
let down, and the soul as a rare form of sun
light piercing the seams of these tracks, rolling towards some warm, zipped-up
future.

Here, we play the kings who dictate
ourselves without power, order,
or praise. We drink till you only have to look
up at the sky to know the beauty
we all possess, enough even to say that these lines, without seams, simply run on

truth. Only at the bridge, do we let go
of worldly egos like baby
balloons, flying away from what we can’t
grasp and ascend swimmingly to the stars, waiting for us to rise, and shine
through.
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V I C K I  S I L V E R F E A T H E R

MY  YOU TH

I tried to recapture my youth,
But it ran past me

Down the street
Blowing raspberries all the way.

V I C K I  S I L V E R F E A T H E R

T H E  MOON  I S  A  F I N E  COMPAN I ON

WFWM still out of range,
In the blue light,

I listen only to moving air

The moon slips higher, the sky holds new secrets
It watches me, knowing ...

Gliding pearl along the lake,
Follow me home

Along the pines of Route 68

A I R
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photography in various small presses. Her recently published collection of poetry, titled
Contemplation: Imagery, Sound and Form in Lyricism, can be found on Amazon.

Angela Michaelina is a resident of Seattle, Washington, but grew up in Cumberland,
Maryland. While creating visual media is her main focus, she occasionally writes. She has
had artwork published in Fangamer’s Psychokinetic Zine and has had artwork in Path with
Art’s Housing Is a Human Right exhibition.

Teresa Petro grew up in Frostburg, Maryland, and she attended Frostburg State University.
Later, she obtained an MFA in Creative Writing from Chatham University and a MLIS from
the University of North Carolina Greensboro. Petro has publications with Bluestem
Magazine, Weave Magazine, Pretty Owl Poetry, and Coal Hill Review, among others. 



CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS
Email Submission Deadline: Monday,, July 30, 2018

POETRY, FICTION, DRAMA, AND CREATIVE NONFICTION

REGIONAL AFFILIATION: 
Backbone Mountain Review (BMR) is an annual literary journal showcasing the
creative talents and cultural diversity of the people and places within the
Appalachian Mid-Atlantic. Thus, writers should reside in or have close personal
ties to the geographical region. Writers with no ties to the area may also submit,
provided their poetry or prose features the people or places within the BMR
community.

GU ID E L I N E S :
1. Writers are invited to submit up to five (5) pages of poetry (no more than one poem per 

page), or up to ten (10) pages of fiction, creative nonfiction or short plays. We request 
that writers submitting in more than one genre not exceed the ten (10) page limit.
Submissions in excess of these quantities will not be considered by the editors. 

2. All submissions must be previously unpublished, original works by the submitting author. 
Submission conveys first publication rights to BMR, including the right to digitally 
archive the entire issue for post-publication download from the Allegany County Library 
System and the BMR website’s archives, after which rights revert to the author.

3. All entries must be emailed to backbonemountainreview@gmail.com by the Monday, July
30, 2018 deadline.

• All entries must be submitted as email attachments formatted as MS Word or RTF (rich 
text format) documents.

• DO NOT include your name on ANY of the attached submission.

• In the body of your email, include your name, address, phone number, title(s) of work 
submitted, and your regional affiliation (whether you’re living in, connected to, or 
submitting writing about the BMR community).

4. Writers with work selected for inclusion will be notified via email by September 20.  
Contributors will have two weeks, until October 4, to proof galleys and/or provide bios 

by return email.

For more information, visit us at backbonemountainreview.wordpress.com or
facebook.com/groups/BackboneMountainReview/


