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F O R E W O R D  

We are all words, in our entirety. Man was marked by it from inception, at the 

outset of things, and it in-turn measures his life to the very end. There are no 

limitations to the functionality of words: poetry, prose, drama or even art. The 

artistry and mastery, thoughts and imagination of words are subject to writers; but 

how to obtain these words, its taste and texture, is left to the readers. 

Dear readers, Lunaris Review’s Issue 7 is a tasteful compendium of art for you. It 

habours Home by Covenant Chimnonso who expresses: "I am a failed artist 

trying...to tell the story of the colour in his home". The post-colonial 

disillusionment of governance in most African countries, very disappointing, is 

projected in The Ballot by Wafula p'khisa. You cannot resist the wordplays, 

metaphors and enigma in the works of Ross Stager and Akor Emmanuel Oche. 

Abayomi Ogunniyi gives a stimulating description of Ibadan as "The art of clay 

painted in the mind of solitude..." Tchilaah Haitan offers you a tasteful art of a rural 

landscape punctured by people. There are even more to taste in works of C.J 

Anderson-Wu, Francis Dobbs, Robert Ebinabo Fortune, Pijush Kanti Deb and 

others. 

Dear reader, this issue is loaded with insightful and marvellous works for you. 

We are grateful to the contributors for entrusting their works to us. Thanks to you, 

readers, for without you, there will be no Lunaris Review. We will always give you 

the best. Thanks. 

 

Chinua Ezenwa-Ohaeto, 

Department of English and Lit., 

Nnamdi Azikiwe University, Awka. 
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The Ballot 

ugust 2017. It was nearly half past ten in the morning. The day, my father 

would say, was tender like a young girl who has not lost virginity. But it 

was dull and cold. The sun hadn't shown its face yet. It was still wandering secretly 

beneath the sky as though it had a quarrel with the earth. It had rained heavily the 

previous night and dark clouds still hovered above us, making us afraid that it 

could rain before we set eyes on the ballot. 

We had left our homes at cock crow to arrive at the polling station in time. We 

couldn't wait for the cargo trucks the aspirants had hired to ferry their supporters. 

Nobody wanted to find the queue stretching from here to heaven and die of 

exhaustion even before casting their vote. It had been, as part of our effort to 

consolidate our votes and make our voice prominent in the region's political forum, 

to mobilize people to go and vote early.  

''Murunga is taking this thing before mid-day,'' someone said, ''That boy Sabuni 

can't compete with an elephant to shit.''  

The ballot boxes hadn't arrived yet. So everyone delved into chit chat to kill 

boredom.  

Everywhere, there were posters of two men who were considered as the main 

horses in the race to the August House. Murunga and Sabuni had been allies before 

Sabuni opted out of Unga Revolution Movement (URM) to chart his own political 

path. He was now challenging Murunga on a Red Eye Movement (REM) party 

ticket.  

Murunga was defending his seat for the sixth time. For the twenty five years he 

had been in parliament, Natero Constituency had been ranked last due to poor 

infrastructure, poor health facilities, misuse of Constituency Development Fund 

A 
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(CDF) and insecurity among others. He had been overheard saying that people 

shouldn't smile at having electricity for it will burn them. Perhaps the only thing he 

did was distributing mosquito nets and giving pregnant women ksh 500 every 

month for filling homes which, to him, were more votes. But whenever we were 

cornered in public, he would say, ''We're in the kitchen cooking.'' So we needed to 

be patient and wait forever. This is what Sabuni had come out to challenge, 

promising to provide good roads, empowering the youth, improving health 

facilities and education through proper use of the CDF.  

''My people, I may not have anything to offer for now. But if you consider and 

elect me to serve you, I'll create opportunities for each one of us to earn a decent 

living,'' he said, ''Don't be fooled by Murunga's empty rhetoric that 'we're in the 

kitchen' yet you are hungry and sick while his stomach bulges. Don't be fooled by 

the ksh 200 he is giving you. That's your money. Take it and ask for more. In fact, 

if I hear that you refused to take his money, I'll clobber you...''  

He had gathered a good following. But because everyone was hungry, the listened 

to him and ran to Murunga's to eat and drink. Voters are like chicken which only 

follow he who feeds them. Even as we queued to vote, Murunga's agents slipped 

money in everyone's hand, whispering, ''Murunga for life, he's first on the ballot,'' 

as Sabuni's agents helplessly watched. He had hoped people will believe his empty 

words. However, being the incumbent, Murunga had manpower and resources.  

Voting started at noon. By then, everyone was tired and most people had left to 

drink immediately they received Murunga's money. Others had lost interest in the 

entire thing. One man, standing next to the entrance just left the queue, saying he 

hadn't wronged anyone to suffer like that. 
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 ''May the best candidate win. I can't die of thirst and hunger just because of 

Murunga or Sabuni,'' he said as he staggered away. There was no doubt he had 

irrigated his throat the whole night. He was joined by his friends.  

''Hey Jembe, has it ended?'' my father asked as I entered the house.  

He was seated with six other men under a tree, drinking. Brewers make a kill 

during the campaign periods. Politicians know well that for their supporters to 

scream and hawk their slogans afar, their throats need to be thoroughly irrigated.  

''There's still time. They close at 5pm,'' I said without looking at him.  

''We just know Murunga will win without our votes. He has really poured 

money...''  

Murunga was announced the winner the following day. Everyone went to 

congratulate him in his home. But he could not be seen, it was said he was resting. 

He flew to Los Angeles a week later to extend his rest. We have never seen him 

again, except on local dailies and television. 

Wafula p’khisa  
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Play Me 

ike the high notes 

of a guitar or piano 

stretched 

like currency 

in the pocket 

of the working 

poor, under stress 

like the saintly 

patience of a mother 

to a pair 

of irritated siblings 

-- strangers 

to their own kin 

-- dark spirits their 

only peer. 

Our last valid 

excuse just 

now ruined. 
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The Paradox of an Active Mind 

 token 

of respect 

for every 

statistic 

of suicide. 

Do we 

really 

gum up 

the internal 

works with 

a single 

moment’s 

meditation 

on the paradox 

of an active mind? 

Bringing 

to bear 

everything 

outside of it 

on what sits 

between 

our ears. 

Ross Stager 
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Multiple Functions 

he First Lady ordered the president’s office staff to engage a group of 

Russian experts to come secretly as soon as possible in reaction to the news 

that the local funeral home had reported that they could only preserve a dead body 

for a week at most. If long-term preservation of the corpse was a necessity, they 

suggested freezing the body or soaking it in a chemical solution. 

“No. Mr. President must appear to be sleeping beside me.” 

Considering that Vladimir Lenin’s body had been preserved for over half a 

century, the First Lady decided to consult the people who had taken care of Lenin’s 

preservation.  

In the conference room, the First Lady learned, with the assistance of interpreters, 

that the solution of formaldehyde, methanol, ethanol, and a pH balancer mixed 

with a little bit of red dye had been injected into the veins at the back of the former 

Communist leader’s neck right after his death to stop the decomposition.  Under 

his suit there were two layers of rubber that made sure his body was always bathed 

in the special embalming fluid. Every two years they redid the embalming, a 

process which included bathing the body in several different solutions in turn, such 

as glycerol, potassium acetate, hydrogen peroxide, and sodium acetate.   

The consultation and its prescription were costly, but the First Lady felt she had no 

other choice. The entire project took several months at the hands of five experts 

with several local people assisting them. During this time the First Lady held 

several meetings with the prime minister, who was the son of the president. In one 

meeting they talked about the replacement of the minister of interior.  

“Is Mr. Yuanda a good choice?” The prime minister inquired carefully.  

“He is, but Yuanda is obviously too fat for this position.” 

T 
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The prime minister was bewildered. A man’s weight would affect his job? 

“People expect to see a hard working public servant. Mr. Yuanda looks too well 

taken care of.” The First Lady explained.  

The prime minister agreed on this point and asked, “Is Mr. Kaimi suitable, then?” 

Kaimi was barely more than a skeleton.  

“Mr. Kaimi is a respectable man, but . . . didn’t he have an affair with his 

secretary?”  

It was Kaimi who had competed against the prime minister for the chair of the 

National Security Council.  He knew at that time that the only way to defeat Kaimi 

was to trap him with a sexual scandal. Sexual affairs do not destroy a man’s 

political career, they just slow him down, and the prime minister knew that his 

government still needed Kaimi. He paid a young woman in Kaimi’s office to 

seduce him; whether she had succeeded or not was of little concern, but they 

certainly would have been able to build up enough evidence for their purpose. 

Fortunately, Kaimi withdrew from the competition, so that fabricated materials 

were never used. 

“Uh, it was just rumor . . .” Saying so, it dawned on the prime minister that the 

First Lady, who was also his stepmother, had a candidate in mind. He waited for 

her to speak up. 

“Are you familiar with Mr. Laobuo?” 

“Yes, yes. We worked together in the Hometown Beautification Program.”  The 

so-called “beautification” consisted of bulldozing slums and getting rid of beggars. 

Thereby the land could be yielded to developers to put up decent apartments, and 

government officials would share the under-the-table-bonus - in this government 
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every project served multiple purposes. The prime minister then understood who 

was in the mind of the First Lady. There was gossip circulating that Laobuo’s wife 

was her lesbian lover. But how it could be? After all, she “slept” beside the 

president every night, didn’t she? The president was no longer able to verify it 

though. The prime minister couldn’t help but squint as he focused his eyes on the 

rigid, waxy body of his father in the bedroom behind her. 

“The new minister of the interior must be able to deal with the increasingly 

ferocious agitators nowadays,” said the First Lady. The prime minister was clear 

that she was talking about those people demanding a direct presidential election 

process. They criticized that the representative system was subject to manipulation, 

which was, of course, quite true. The president had been in power for twenty-six 

years, re-elected by the National Assembly every six years according to the 

"Temporary Provision for the Period of National Mobilization.” Small turmoils 

were inevitable, but they were put to rest quickly, thanks to the nation’s dense 

network of secret service agents and the tens of thousands of informants 

throughout the country.   

“Mr. Laobuo is a perfect candidate.” The prime minister consented, “What should 

be done with Mr. Pukiki?” Pukiki, the current Minister of interior, probably knew 

his position was in danger since the president stopped appearing in public events. 

Of course, to the public, the president still worked hard in private with his cabinet; 

he had no time for public appearances according to the Central News Agency, a 

state owned institution.  

“He will be the chairman of the National Land Planning & Development 

Foundation.” The First Lady said. It meant that Pukiki would be able to pocket 

quite fat kick-backs from all kinds of public projects. Now he wished he were the 

one given the position; being the prime minister he was nothing but a courtier of 

Father and his wife. Had the First Lady known how lucrative the foundation was, 
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she’d never have awarded the position to Pukiki, who was, in her eyes, an 

incompetent public speaker unable to guide public opinion, resulting in the spread 

of much unwanted information that led to troublesome activities. But who was able 

to control public opinion nowadays anyway? The influence from the West was 

greater and greater, uncensored publications were more and more accessible, and 

people absorbed different ideas easily. They no longer believed that social order 

and growth had to be sustained at the price of individual rights. Government 

achievements such as the full employment rate and the greatly improved 

infrastructure no longer entitled the rulers to conceal inconvenient truths.  

Confining dissidents to prevent them from making trouble was increasingly 

difficult. In addition to a growing chorus of voices urging due legal process for 

every criminal charge, the government had to deal with “Human Rights Watchers” 

sent from the US or Europe. Perhaps it had been a mistake that the government had 

emphasized education so much. Farmers’ children who went to college turned into 

spoiled brats. The “social equality” they never ceased talking about forced the 

government to face people from all levels: women, workers from the bottom of the 

society, and the disabled. It was really burdensome to attend their gatherings, visit 

their workplaces, and shake their hands. Why couldn’t people be satisfied with 

what their leaders had done for them? Didn’t their leaders deserve credit for the 

highways, schools, libraries and hospitals they had built? The democracy those so-

called intellectuals were demanding only made progress impossible. How could the 

nation operate if everyone had a say in such highly professional, complicated 

matters?   

“The new minister of interior also should start drafting the laws for direct 

presidential elections.” The First Lady said. What? I am not going to succeed my 

father?! What a bitch. The prime minister couldn’t find the words to protest.     
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“Of course we will do our best to help you run a campaign.” The First Lady 

assured him. 

That would be tough. People hated him; they hated him for being the president’s 

son and being the prime minister. And he doubted that Laubuo would help him. 

What could go wrong if they just announced the death of the president and made 

him the successor? Even if a few dissidents would be certain to protest, so what? 

The prime minister, feeling bitterly disappointed, was dismissed by the First Lady. 

In the following days the three major newspapers covered the president’s 

instructions for enacting laws to enable direct presidential elections, sidelined with 

the update of the new minister of interior who was appointed to be in charge of this 

historical task. The prime minister wondered how much longer the First Lady 

could continue this scheme. After all, even though their own people did not dare to 

question the long absence of the President from public occasions, foreign media 

would become suspicious.  

Not that they were all just power thirsty, they also wanted to be able to step down 

and move to an “advanced country” to enjoy good weather and comfortable living. 

Nevertheless after decades of governing this nation and its troubled multitudes, 

members belonging to the ruling class had formed a symbiotic unity that meant no 

one could be left alone. Everyone was relied upon the others and at the same time 

was extorted by the others. In order to bring the country forward, they all had to do 

a bit of dirty work. They had thought that once their national status improved and 

their development had reached the standards of the US or Japan, they’d stop. 

Unfortunately, the people had failed them. After almost half a century they were 

still far behind the US and Japan. Instead of working in step with the government 

guidelines for progress, the people cried out with all kinds of obscure demands that 

were irrelevant to the growth of their country. 
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One humid night in spring, the prime minister got a call from the First Lady, “Mr. 

President is sweating.”   They knew they had to take drastic measures quickly. The 

president’s office called Moscow, unfortunately the Lenin Mausoleum was 

undergoing its bi-annual maintenance, so no one was available for consultation at 

that point. The prime minister rushed to his father’s residence, and to his great 

regret, he saw the melting chunk of dead flesh with its rapidly deteriorating facial 

features. An abhorrent smell began to waft from the body. Neither of them knew 

what to do. Then all of a sudden, the earth quaked.  

The next morning the headline of the major newspapers was, Great Leader Passed 

Away During the Earthquake. The story went that when the earthquake happened, 

the president’s chauffeur drove the car onto the bridge, and their car, along with 

another eleven vehicles, was smashed under the weight of the bridge. Eight people 

had been killed, including the great leader. That was a convenient plot, the prime 

minister thought, and the bridge had served multiple purposes as well, including its 

fall.   

The bridge had been constructed 14 years ago, as part of a project called the Ten 

Grand Constructions financed by the US. At that time US was afraid that many 

smaller countries along the Pacific Rim would be absorbed by the Soviet Union, 

thus US paid for many of their infrastructure works. The US also pressed these 

countries to improve their human rights records, for example, secret arrests were 

intolerable. Of course the demands were ignored, US has no right to interfere their 

domestic affairs.  

They selected a contractor to design and construct the bridge. The mountains in the 

east contained rich cement ores, so several friends of the prime minister; as soon as 

he grabbed the political power, established a company to get hold of the mining 

rights, and the prime minister was given a substantial percentage of the shares in 

the company. Ever since the establishment of the cement company, all the public 
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works, from design to construction, were encouraged to use as much concrete as 

possible. And because the cement company was almost a monopoly in the 

business, the price of cement remained high and the prime minister enjoyed a 

bulky bonus every year. Of course the cost of excessive concrete for the 

construction of the bridge had been compensated; the issuance of all kinds of 

licenses and permits had been waived.  

In order to build the bridge, the largest span ever in the country that connected a 

harbor city in the north and a rising town in the south of a river, the slums on the 

two banks had been completely wiped out. So where had the poor people gone? 

Honestly speaking, the government did not care. Those were the uneducated, 

loathsome and jobless people who never paid taxes and never contributed to 

economic growth anyway.  

The fall of the bridge made the prime minister suspect that in order to make up for 

the expense of using such large quantities of concrete, the contractor had most 

likely used as little steel reinforcement as possible.  

Nevertheless, the prime minister thought, people killed by the fall of the bridge had 

been unlucky; but it was lucky that the bridge served multiple purposes, including 

its failure. Still, according to the Guideline for Disaster Prevention and Mitigation, 

the prime minister was obliged to explain the causes of the fall, he ordered the 

contractor to present a technological report of the damage. 

The memorial service for the president was held two weeks later, and the funeral 

procession was miles long. The grieved but dignified widow of the great leader, in 

black suit and veil, won adoration from the news media. “How come people hate 

me as the son of the ‘dictator,’ but loves her as his wife?” The prime minister was 

annoyed at the double standard.  
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Both the First Lady and the prime minister agreed to announce that the country 

was under a state of emergency and the direct presidential election had to be put 

off for a while. It was also natural under the circumstances that the prime minister 

would temporarily serve as the acting president.  But to his surprise, the prime 

minister was informed by the president’s office that, rather, the First Lady was 

going to be the official acting president during the emergency period. The prime 

minister rushed to the presidential residence and confronted his stepmother, who 

spoke not a word but handed him a pile of pictures. They were taken when he was 

with the woman he paid to seduce Kaimi. Although they had hung out together 

only to talk about their scheme, from the arrangement of the pictures, the dates, 

their outfits, their schedules of meeting and departures, as well as the lewd 

expressions on their faces, it could easily be made to look as if they had been 

dating each other frequently over a lengthy period of time. He has no idea how the 

First Lady got the photos and how did she see it. Was she the mastermind behind 

it, or was she made believe of the affair? After all, in this government, every 

project served multiple purposes.  

By the time the prime minister left the presidential residence, he promised to 

endorse the First Lady as the acting president. It takes so many lies to operate this 

government, the prime minister thought to himself, and the power actually relied 

on the very strong willingness of everyone to believe the lies. The morality 

embraced by the public - a nation’s leader must be austere and faithful - was 

shaped by the regime over the past decades, and everyone in the ruling class was, 

at least in the mass media, selfless with great vision, virtuous close to a saint. 

Those who rejected to accept the alternative reality and those who criticized the 

gullibility of the public were either discredited, or badly oppressed.  
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Back at his office, the prime minister told himself he should be positive about what 

the First Lady had used against him. An affair, true or not, was not meant to 

destroy him completely. He laughed to himself bitterly.  

The report of the broken bridge was on his desk. He opened it and saw a picture of 

the First Lady at the inauguration ceremony. He immediately understood it to be a 

hint from the contractor that the First Lady was also involved in the construction, 

so a real investigation wouldn’t do anyone good. The report attributed the failure 

of the structure mainly to the earthquake, naturally.  

The prime minister sank into deep thought. Before completely giving up his hope 

to lead the nation, how could he have this project, a bridge which no longer 

existed, serve one more purpose. 

 

C. J. Anderson-Wu 
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Echoes 

aves of time and seconds, 

the passage of years and 

Seasons. 

The memory are drawn to the 

remnants of deeds in the air of 

time and moment. 

The wandering touch our soul  

absorb as water to thirsty 

breeds. 

Minds far away from its bridge, 

The breathe of ignorance that fell  

across its ditch. 

Eyes gaze at the hills, 

Roaming thought unseen across 

the wild lines of your mind. 

Wandering voice of the soul, 

The passage of scars in the fury 

of the past. 

The ageless sounds of memory, 

If days were brilliant miles of 

duty, 

the night are long sojourn of 

mystery forgone within the 

shadows across the clouds. 

 

 

 

 

W 
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Ibadan 

andscape hidden in the 

shades of tree and  

grasses. 

The art of clay painted in 

the mud of solitude for 

the comfort across the 

valley. 

Cold street of twisted 

tales and script of the 

night. 

The desire for knowledge 

beneath the scrolls of  

culture and tradition. 
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Stars and War 

he lines are bright beneath 

your dark surface oh earth. 

Far above your walls I move 

unseen,  your hands are unclean 

to touch my cloak. 

Oh earth no place to rest my  

head, 

wandering in your shreds of  

manipulation across the  

sphere. 

We watch you smote by day, 

We observe your burial of breeds 

by the tick of the dark. 

Abayomi Ogunniyi 
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Sloshed 

 wouldn’t have looked into this at all if Dan hadn’t asked me himself.  

Bill was an older man, probably in his middle fifties, with shorn gray hair and 

deep crags in his forehead. A plain, no-nonsense, moderate-Republican sort of 

man.  

“Dan?” 

His companion was tall and slim and had a thick mop of dirty-blonde hair. They 

sat across from each other at one of the fifteen local Starbucks, in a corner where 

no one would hear them or even remember they were there. 

He took a swig of his black coffee.  

Dan Johnson.   

“Ah. Of course.”  

His companion clinked a spoon in her teacup. 

Neither spoke for a long moment. Normal café sounds mulled in the air. A pack of 

high school girls buying fraps. A few worn-out artists with nowhere to go, 

muttering into their lattes. The morning rush had died hours ago and those gearing 

up for the late shift had yet to arrive. 

Bill gave a gruff, throat-clearing cough.  

Like I said, I’d never have looked into this. Probably wouldn’t have thought twice 

about it. I’m retired, you know, and it’s not like I was ever a detective to begin 

with. Just a patrol officer. 

“But Dan asked you.” 

I 
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Yes, but Dan asked me. I could tell he didn’t expect anything to come of it either, 

but his wife was having fits. Absolutely hysterical. She needed answers. 

Bill rubbed the loose skin under his eyes. He hadn’t slept in days.  

I suppose I’d have wanted answers too, if my daughter had turned up dead at some 

party. But it’s not like it’s exactly unusual, though, is it? 

He waved vaguely off into the distance. 

You see it in the papers every fall. Another couple dumb college freshmen have 

gone and drank too much and gotten themselves killed. But Jeanie kept saying: 

“My girl didn’t drink! My girl never would have drank! You’ll see.” 

At least Dan had some sense. He remembers what it was like to be young and 

stupid. But he asked me to look into it anyway, just to give his wife some peace. 

“Sounds like a tall order.” 

You can bet your ass it was.  

Bill scowled into his coffee.  

So I went off to her campus. It’s local, you know. Talked to some of the kids who 

had been at that party. Sure enough, they all said she’d been drinking. Not like I 

was surprised. But, funny thing was, all those kids said she hadn’t drunk much, and 

never the hard stuff. Just those sissy little sweet drinks. You don’t get alcohol 

poisoning like that. Didn’t add up. 

And another thing, all the kids I talked to said that she’d gone off with a boy 

around two in the morning. Even the designated drivers confirmed that. So I pull a 

few favors, right? Talk to the coroner, fearing the worst. I mean. No one wants to 



Lunaris Review                                                                                               Issue 7 
 
 

 20 

tell a man that his daughter was raped. But nothing happened. She was clean as a 

virgin. Well. Almost. Don’t think I’ll mention that to Dan, though. 

But it didn’t make any sense. Some boy goes to a party, gets a girl alone, then 

doesn’t do anything? Don’t think they make boys like that. It’s either one way or 

the other. Maybe I’m just old fashioned. And another thing—how’d her body end 

up back at the party if she’d swanned-off with some boy? No one saw her come 

back. By that point they’d all left or passed out. Anyway. None of it is adding up, 

but there’s nothing more I can get, so I go back home. 

“How could you find out anything there?” 

I wondered that myself. But a few days later, when I was reading the morning 

paper, I stumbled across some other poor girl’s obituary. Same circumstances. 

Nineteen years old. College Freshman. Died of alcohol poisoning at a party. Her 

name was Destiny Mercer. And I think to myself: 

“Jesus, another one? Can’t they just stay away from these death traps?” 

But I keep thinking about it. I keep thinking and thinking until it drives me crazy. 

After a couple days I just can’t take it anymore. I find out where the party was—

got a good friend at the newspaper, you see—and he gets me in touch with some of 

the girl’s friends. Most of them were either at the party or know someone who was. 

Same old story. Drinking, but not too much. Ended up leaving with some man 

around two in the morning. Body showed up back at the party when no one was 

looking. 

“And you talked to the coroner again?” 

Yep. Absolutely nothing happened. 

“So you think this man is behind it?” 
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Possibly. Doesn’t make any sense, though. Where’s the motive? That’s what I 

want to know. 

“I suppose. But it’s not like any of this is reliable. It’s all hearsay.”  

The young woman squeezed lemon into her tea. 

Bill chuckled.  

You’d be surprised just how much of police work is just hearsay. 

He took another gulp of coffee and added a packet of Sweet n’low.  

I can’t seem to find anyone with a motive at her school, so I decide I’m going to 

stop by the poor girl’s wake. Felt like I had to, you see. And while I’m mingling 

and talking to relatives and I overhear the mother say something. You know what 

she says? 

“What? 

She says that they’re getting support from some good friends of theirs, the 

Renzakowski’s, who lost their own daughter a couple months back. Also to alcohol 

poisoning. And you know what else she says? She says that their daughters used to 

be best friends back in middle school. The same middle school that Maggie 

Johnson went to. 

“Really?” 

Really. So I go to their middle school. I know it pretty well. It’s the one my Vicky 

went to. She’s older than these stupid girls, thank God. Out of college. 

“Yes, I remember Vicky. She’s pretty nice.” 

Thank you. We’re very proud of her. 
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Bill smiled in satisfaction. A moment of diversion before returning to his story. 

Anyway, I go to their middle school, right? It’s the only solid link I’ve got between 

Dan’s daughter and these two other girls. I mean, besides how they died. And that 

doesn’t tell me the “why,” just the “how.” So I talked to some of the teachers. The 

younger ones can’t tell me jack, but there’s this one old Algebra teacher who’s 

worth all the trouble. She just raves about these girls, on and on. It’s pretty useless 

until she says: 

“All four of them were such good girls, and the very best of friends.” 

And I say, “What do you mean four of them?” 

And she tells me that Destiny Mercer, Maggie Johnson, and Kelsey Renzakowski 

were all friends with a girl named Sarah. Sarah Arretti. 

Bill’s companion stared into her tea, as if fascinated by the dregs at the bottom of 

the cup. 

She also happened to mention that those girls were never quite the same after 

Sarah’s accident. 

The teacup rattled on its saucer for a second, then calmed. 

“Accident?” 

Oh yeah. Apparently, end of seventh grade, Sarah was in a bad accident and died. 

After that, the girls stopped hanging out together. I mean. That makes sense, right? 

You know what’s not making sense, though? 

“No, what?” 

The fact no one can tell me what exactly Sarah’s accident was. 

The blonde stared at him, eyes impassive. 
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So I look over what I know. And I realize that I haven’t got squat. I know three 

girls died of alcohol poisoning. I know two of them were picked up by some guy. I 

know they were friends in seventh grade, along with a girl named Sarah Arretti. I 

know Sarah Arretti died in seventh grade of an “accident.” It’s circumstantial at 

best. 

He was silent, as if waiting for his companion to enlighten him. The café buzzed. 

Bill folded his hands on the table. 

Now how the hell does that all fit together? Birds of a feather flock together? Were 

these girls just bad eggs that blew up in college? Maybe. But it doesn’t feel right. 

So I talk to my daughter, Vicky. Didn’t mean to talk about the case. Just mentioned 

Dan’s daughter died. Said it was a shame. And you know what she told me? 

Silence from the other end of the table. 

She says: 

“I know Mr. Johnson’s your friend, Dad, but I wouldn’t feel too bad about 

Maggie.” 

And I ask what she means and she tells me: 

“Maggie was an evil little girl, Dad. And her friends? They weren’t any better. I 

mean… Unless they were the ones getting bullied by her.” 

I ask how she knows this and she looks at me like I’m crazy and says: 

“All the students knew. I was in high school at the time and even I heard the 

stories. Besides, if you ever got Elaine Arrettito talk about them…” 

And the name rings a bell. I say, “What do you mean, Elaine Arretti?” and my 

daughter tells me she went to high school with her. A handsome, boyish-looking 
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girl. That her sister Sarah was in Maggie’s class. That Sarah was bullied for 

months and months before her “accident.” 

Bill Smith looked up at the blonde sitting across from him. 

Isn’t that right? 

Only the tinkling of a spoon broke the silence. 

So that’s why I’m here. I’ve talked to everyone else. 

He stared at her, knuckles knitted on the table before him.  

Now I want to hear it from you. 

A small smile spread beneath her thick mop of hair. 

Francis Dobbs 
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Condolences 

or those whose  

sanity went on suicide voyages and  

died in the last depression,  

for her whose season of shameful show  

arrives when others choose to  

rape coldness in the solitude of their huts.  

She cries with a voice calling  

all to join in her maddening chants.  
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 Sea, heal  

 

o the sea: 

cool my blazing  

with your ephemeral touch,  

open your shores, oh rival of the flame,  

let your waves heal this land.  

I come to your banks,  

not to listen to them  

that stagger me to stupor--- sermons---  

of Africa lost in  

the annals of  

history that farts  

her left, right, and  

center. My  

land knows no peace;  

heal her scarlet wounds,  

lick them like a caring  

dog, with the whoosh  

of your waves. Heal me too 

 

Akor Emmanuel Oche 

 

 

 

 

 

 

t 
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Of Snakes and Stairs 

hey say you have some of the best experiences you will ever have in the 

secondary school. I don't know about best, but I did have some memorable 

moments that make me laugh now, despite myself. I was a wallflower in my 

school, you see; the kind of girl that wore oversized uniforms, the same pair of 

socks every day, and eternally dirty rubber sandals that urgently needed the 

services of a shoemaker. Oh, and I was not particularly big on ironing, so 

sometimes I'd go to school looking like I substituted my nightwear with my 

uniform. I was also a bookworm. A spark for my schoolbooks came to life in my 

senior year, and it never died. Due to my shyness, I had a small circle of friends 

and wrapped them protectively around me whenever I could. We were the gossips 

of the class, those pesky flies on the wall that recorded everything, and then buzzed 

excitedly about it for hours afterwards. That rather unhealthy habit of ours led to a 

rift at some point, but that's a story for another day. Despite my introversion and 

relative geekiness, my more vivacious classmates still gave me moments to 

remember. Like the time a snake entered the class. 

I attended a Catholic secondary school, so it was managed by Catholic priests. 

Anyone who knows the ways of the Catholics knows that they value education. 

Our priests were no exception. To make matters worse, our administrator (we 

called them administrators, not principals) was transferred to my school from 

Loyola Jesuit College, Abuja. Yes, that made matters worse. When you transfer a 

Father with big ideas from a highfalutin school attended by the children of the rich 

to a school located on the mainland in Lagos and attended by children of the 

middle class, of course you're looking for trouble! Father Emmanuel, tall and fair 

and scary, turned the school upside down with his policies and ideas. Well, he 

developed the school in many ways but he stepped on many toes in the process.  

T 
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One of his ideas was the establishment of boarding facilities in the school. I 

assume the school's management wanted to see what it would cost, both financially 

and otherwise, to have students living in the school. So, out of the blues, the SS3 

students were informed that they would live in school for the duration of their 

external exams. You know, WAEC and all that. The school's management met 

with the parents and informed them, and though it was a surprise, they agreed. That 

was how I found myself a boarding student for about six weeks. After the sixth 

week, we were all sent back to our respective homes, ostensibly because we were 

more than a handful; we were a bucketful and then some. Personally, I think the 

school management had run out of money to support our continued stay on the 

premises. But what do I know? 

Anyway, imagine this. About a hundred plus young people with wild imaginations, 

raging hormones, and the proverbial youthful exuberance suddenly find themselves 

living in close proximity to each other for a number of weeks. True, there were 

teachers and priests and others who were supposed to keep us in line, but come on. 

A couple of older people were not going to keep resourceful teenagers from the 

objects of their infatuation. Laws are meant to be broken, after all. Indeed, laws 

were broken! Cell phones were smuggled into the hostels, boys and girls found 

ways to meet even at night, we got up to all sorts of amusing tricks to entertain 

ourselves during prep. 

Actually, that’s how we got into trouble. The curious case of the snake in the class 

was apparently one practical joke too far. At least that is how I see it in retrospect. 

Interestingly, the prank was played by the girls, during prep. You see, the guys and 

girls had their night prep in different classroom blocks a field apart from each 

other: to ensure propriety and all. Eventually, it turned out that the girls were the 

ones they should have kept a very close watch on.  
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The night a reptilian inhabitant allegedly joined night prep started out as a peaceful 

one. After dinner, the ladies and gentlemen went to their respective blocks for 

night prep. Shortly after we settled into our respective classes to read, a noise 

started from one of the classes at the extreme end of the block. Soon, a stampede 

ensued outside. Girls ran out of their classes, nearly falling over each other in their 

haste to get out of there. Those in my class looked up, baffled. What’s going on? 

“There’s a snake in the class!”   

What! 

Of course those in my class joined the frantic throng outside. Who wants to die? 

We hadn’t even gotten into the university yet! In my hurry to get downstairs, I fell 

down. Quickly, I picked myself back up and rushed into the class right in front of 

me. This class was filled with quiet girls quietly poring over their books. When I 

threw myself at the door and stumbled in, they, well, most of them, looked up and 

at me. 

“Can’t you guys hear what’s happening? They say there’s a snake in a class.” 

“A snake?” somebody else said. “I doubt that jare.” And they refused to budge. 

Well. Now I felt rather like a moron. Of course snakes can’t climb stairs. It was 

probably another prank. 

Unfortunately, one of us ran straight to our no-nonsense administrator to tell him 

about our alleged reptilian visitor. Enraged at the suspicion at yet another prank 

form these godless children, he strode to our block and went directly to the 

offending class, where he discovered a scarf. A scarf that from a distance, and a 

little hallucination, could be passed off as a snake. Father Emmanuel flipped. He 

ordered all of us into the field where we knelt down in a cold drizzle while he 
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harangued us, wondered why we were so irresponsible and said other things angry 

things when they have been pushed to the very limit of their patience. I really 

didn’t care about what he was saying, to be honest. The chill was seeping into my 

very bones; all I wanted was to get into a warm room and under my warm wrapper. 

I remember a girl shivering violently when we were eventually allowed back into 

our room.  

It certainly was an experience. The next day, I heard about how I had been 

trampled to within an inch of my life (I had no idea) and teachers wondered why 

the girls in my set were naughtier and more irresponsible than the boys. What kind 

of mothers and wives were we going to be? Then, the future of the females in my 

set as mothers and wives did seem really grim. At least, that was what we were 

told. Well, some of us are either engaged or married with children now, so I think 

we turned out quite nicely.  

Still, one good thing came of that experience. Our departure date was moved up to 

the very next Monday, as opposed to the two weeks we were still supposed to 

spend in that place. I was indeed grateful about that; I had missed my family so 

much! I still chuckle when I look back and remember the general reaction to the 

punishment. I have never seen any group of people look so happy to be ‘punished.’ 

I look back on that day and chuckle. I might have been a wallflower, but I did have 

some memorable moments in secondary school. 

Oluwatoyin Ajagunna 
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Gentle Breeze 

ewail paltry ministry that gentle breeze chants. 

Impatience and dream hack milestone and God’s 

whisper.  

Bad the bat and die the ants 

An ilk of life, best worse minister 

Since sin seems some sound sister 

Zip zome zips zat zare zes ztar. 

But Hope soon finds hope 

Go by the gentle breeze and bring hope. 

Lief, lief, lackey of milky joy 

Mothered by pureness as a boy 

Gently, gently, gentle breeze,  

He flags the rags on the meadow where he sleeps 

Gently, gently, gentle breezes 

He declaims the meager ruddy leaves that ruin thee  

And Immanuelically perfected the immaculate blueprint 

A death only known by his fingerprint 

Gently, gently grip me  

I’ve felt the thrashing of licking, defeating me 

Maturely in our ill-bred head 

Never has life been so tortured in a stead 

But with his gentle touch that comes from the measureless 

measure- 

Of his hand, I feel a fine fragrance of the future. 

Maturely in our ill-bred head 

Never has life been so tortured in a stead 

 

Robert Ebinabo Fortune 

 

B 
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A Camouflaged Mirror 

either telepathy is known 

nor an effective time-machine is owned 

yet the race towards you 

seems to be so automatic that 

the frightening distance 

between you and me 

and the ongoing mocking circumstance 

from my land to your sky 

fall like rain on my roof 

forming two options for my destination, 

either enjoying a bath 

and returning to the old central point 

or centralizing oneself in that new point 

where capricious water flows me down. 

Alas! 

I am still not contented and restless 

bearing the tight wrapping 

of a long mysterious tape of life around me 

and the resultant brain-beating 

for unabated detection and solution 

embracing someone like you 

who is still a camouflaged mirror to me 

as I look more at you 

so I know more about myself 

instead of you and your love for me. 

 

 

 

 

 

N 
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A Quixotic Project 

o sooner 

treasures started following 

my remunerative projects 

and flowers became praise-worthy to me 

than 

I asked the rising sun, “What is love?” 

The sun took time to reply 

but I took no time 

to dip myself down and down 

in the depth 

of glittering pools of beckoning eyes 

with no fear 

and 

of course, with no penitence at all, 

only a folk of tickling interest 

and a king’s heavy treasures 

assisted me to be hidden therein 

until 

the bubbles of interest started flying up 

and the treasures became diluted in the water. 

At last, 

I had to float myself up 

facing the setting sun 

and witnessed the subjective meaning of love 

written on its burning screen 

“Love is a quixotic project” 

 

Pijush Kanti Deb  

 

 

 

N 
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Home 

 am a failed artist 

Trying desperately to  

Paint the image of home;  

Trying to capture the biting sarcasm 

And highlight the blur of dry jokes; 

Trying to illustrate the beauty of hearty laughter 

Shared over a bowl of fufu 

Lying beside the accompanying soup; 

Trying to describe  

The spittle dribbling down chins 

And ribs quaking with mirth. 

I am a failed artist  

Trying so hard to tell the story 

Of the colour in his home. 

  

I 
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Innocence 

he sound of music 

is wild screaming  

and flying hands 

in the afternoon breeze.  

bare buttocks 

barely covered  

by threadbare underpants  

discordant tunes of laughter  

filling eardrums 

on a week end.  

Covenant Chimnonso Benjamin 
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Bird, Now Shunned by Other Birds 

 bent a bird’s wing 

so she flies crooked all her life. 

Some call her Rocker. 

Some call her Feral. 

Some call her Blodeuwedd. 

Some call her Saint Jude . 

Flying towards the Southern Tyne 

to only arrive at the Northern, I bid her 

forgiveness, as she is tossed in circles, 

looping as Ouroboros 

eating wind. 

Until the gods build her a contraption, until 

her body is blessed by death, ‘til then 

she goes with limp, carrying a stone; 

and I am to blame. I alone. 

I, vile sinner of such distinction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I 
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We Can Not See the End, until we are in it 

1. 

hey instruct, 

“The mountain is not far.” 

2. 

On a narrow highway with one hundred vehicles 

I am a lone pedestrian. 

3. 

A thing has crept into my boot 

with its prickly nature, a sea urchin 

desperate for warmth. 

4. 

I slouch and drag my way 

through a flatland with hollow soil. 

5. 

Praying, I bend forward as the breeze 

presses me sharply to turn back. 

6. 

They do not understand. 

7. 

The mountain is moving; if I do not make it, 

it shall sink headlong into the horizon. 

8. 

A windmill tilting at me, 

eating at my still forming self. 

9. 

I’ll carry all I can with me. 

A. Marie Kaluza 

T 
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Raising St. Elisabeth 

rs. Campbell opened her mouth and inhaled the sour smell of fermentation. 

It was like a kiss from her grandmother. Using a wooden spoon, she mixed 

sugar, water, oil, and flour with the starter from the Mother. Then she floured the 

worn wood grain of the kitchen table. Little clouds of flour settled on her rolled up 

sleeves and disappeared into her ivory linen apron with the large pockets on the 

hips of the pleated skirt. Mrs. Campbell kneaded and pound the dough into a 

pliable texture. Her arms sinewed from years of bread making. Graying and red 

curls escaped from her bun, loose on the back of her head. Her hair, even now in 

later years, was too thick to bind down, too tangled to control. She worked in the 

full sunlight, filtered through the large window that took in a view of their apple 

orchard. With one fist knuckled into the dough, Mrs. Campbell used her free hand 

to brush back the strayed curls from her face and inadvertently floured her hair. 

She rested and gazed out over the tangled limbs of the apple trees, the crooked 

rows of verdant green under a bright sky of unadulterated blue. Then she covered 

the bowl with a towel, patted it lovingly, and left the dough to rise.  

The white porcelain crockery that held the Mother was stored on a shelf in the 

cupboard. Here it was out of harm’s way, but handy for weekly use. It was 

common, non-descript save for the pock mark on the lip of the container. It was 

scarred from a fall that occurred when she had kept the Mother out on the counter. 

She was chastised by guilt every time she looked at it. Mrs. Campbell had been 

distracted, consumed with envy over Mrs. Lovejoy’s apple pie. Mr. Campbell had 

said, “Why this is the best apple pie in Yakima County,” as he lifted a hefty forkful 

towards his mouth, gluttonous for another bite. She had turned rough and blind, 

armed with a rolling pin, and swept the heavy crockery off the counter. Thankfully, 

it had not broken into shards and damaged the Mother inside.  

M 
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Mrs. Campbell had guarded this Mother from Ohio to Yakima County, 

Washington just as her grandmother had carried it from Ireland to America. Her 

grandmother claimed this Mother was over a hundred years old. And that was 

when Mrs. Campbell herself was just a snub nosed child peeking over the counter 

to get a whiff of the sourdough as it was worked into formation under the gnarled 

fingers of her grandmother.  

Mrs. Campbell returned to the pantry and piled 10 small beets into the pockets of 

her apron, when she heard wagon wheels fast approaching the house. It was not a 

good sound. It was urgent. Mr. Campbell never rode the team of horses like that; 

he was a clam, steady man. She hurried out of the front of the house to meet him.  

“What is it?” she called out to Mr. Campbell. 

Mr. Campbell had left that morning to meet his tenant Henry Johnston and work on 

a blocked irrigation channel. Henry had been digging in the ditch trying to remove 

a tree root that was obstructing the water flow. With the final upheaval of the ax-

battered root, a surge of water rushed through, sweeping Henry off his feet.  

“He must of hit his head,” said Mr. Campbell with his hands on hips. Mr. 

Campbell always stood in a wide stance looking up into the sky with hands on hips 

when he was trying to fight back a display of emotion.  

“I just don’t understand where all that water come from,” he had said to a blank-

faced Mrs. Campbell. Henry was in the back of the wagon: glistening, waxen and 

cold.  

In a flurry, Mrs. Campbell entered the Johnston home. The bun loosened from the 

back of her head and her face flushed from the rough, fast-paced ride. Death 

brought a sense of impotence to the Campbells, who were a hardworking, 

purposeful people. They met this feeling with a sense of urgent duty. But as Mrs. 
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Campbell stood in the empty, smoky front room of the house she became 

momentarily disoriented.  

“Henry! Here, I’m in here,” Mrs. Johnston called out in undisguised panic.  

Mrs. Campbell bust into the bedroom that was adjacent to the front room, and 

froze taking in the sight of Marie with her legs and skirts hiked-up.  

“Thank God, you’ve come,” Marie said, breaking into a sob. 

Mrs. Campbell shrewdly swallowed her desperate news, tightened the bun on her 

head, and asked Marie when the pains had started. She had not expected to find 

Marie like this. Mrs. Campbell had never witnessed a birth nor given birth, but her 

sewing circles were rich with women’s war stories – the births of children and the 

scars they left behind. She tried to recall the facts she would need now. Her mind 

was frenetic, her movements staid. Marie reached her arms out to Mrs. Campbell 

like a child. Mrs. Campbell positioned Marie’s body, without resistance from 

Marie, in a state of repose and tucked her in with the bedclothes. Marie gave over 

to Mrs. Campbell’s direction and allowed her body to rest between erratic labor 

pains. Smoke drifted lazily into the room curling around the carved caryatids on 

the four posts of the bed. Marie buried her head in the feather pillow to block the 

stench of burnt stew from infiltrating her nostrils.  

“Marie, what’s been burning?”  

“I was afraid the whole house would burn. I’d been cooking when the pains 

started. I came in here to lie down, just for a bit. But the pains grew worse. And I 

was all alone,” Marie cried.  

“I’ll take care of everything,” Mrs. Campbell said patting Marie on the hand. And 

she went in search of the smoldering fire.  
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After removing the cast iron pot from the stove, Mrs. Campbell dumped its charred 

contents in the front yard where Mr. Campbell waited with the tarp covered wagon 

and a weary look. She gave a quick explanation and dispatched him to construct 

Henry’s coffin in the barn aside the small three-room, wooden-framed house. Mr. 

Campbell sawed planks of wood meant to be an addition on the home for the 

growing family. He sawed the timber, too green that it wept. He labored inside the 

suffocating heat of the barn under a high noon sun. Cold, stiff Henry was his 

companion.  

Mrs. Campbell returned to the kitchen, filled a fresh pot with water, and put it on 

the stove. Then she returned to the bedroom to tend to Marie. Mrs. Campbell 

surveyed the room, over-furnished for such a small house. Marie had arrived in 

Yakima County like a haggard princess after a long journey. Mrs. Campbell had 

always been reserved and polite with Marie, but stood in judgment of this silly, 

younger woman’s pack of luxury items that served her poorly here on the outskirts 

of society. The bed took up most of the space in the center of the room, and 

dwarfed the rest of the pieces which looked plain in comparison to it. Matching 

bedside tables, a small ladies chair finely upholstered in pink velvet, a dresser with 

mirror, and a cedar hope chest seemed to gather round the bed and Marie like loyal 

subjects.  

Marie whimpered and reached for Mrs. Campbell’s hand. “The pains are worse. 

They started in my back like a dull ache, but now when they come they grow sharp 

around me. Please, help,” Marie said. Mrs. Campbell allowed Marie to squeeze her 

hand and watched the woman buckle under an invisible vice-grip of pain.  

“Try to focus on something else,” Mrs. Campbell said with false authority. Marie 

turned her head and looked to the fine details of her hand-carved oak bed. “What 

are you looking at?” Mrs. Campbell asked.  
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“My mother. That is the face of my mother on each of the carved women. My 

father made this bed for me, after she died.”  

“It’s beautiful,” Mrs. Campbell said. And she compared the simple carvings of the 

headboard and footboard with the four pilasters. The four wooden women certainly 

displayed craftsmanship of grace and detail under the weight of the canopy. 

The day faded away and the baby had not come, yet. Mr. Campbell continued 

constructing the coffin out back. Mrs. Campbell lit candles and kept water boiling. 

She took a seat on the cedar chest by the door to rest for a moment, and thought 

about how she had come to break the news of Henry’s death, to do her duty and 

comfort Marie in her time of grief, but now found herself in the role of mid-wife to 

a widow. At least the early birth was delaying the message of Henry’s death, she 

thought while chewing on the inside of her cheek, an absent-minded habit. Rising 

from her seat on the hope chest, she selected linens to use during the birth while 

she phrased and re-phrased, in her mind, how to tell Marie about Henry.  

Mrs. Campbell again moved about the room. She listened to the symphony of 

labor: the repetitive low moans; the swish of her own skirts as she fetched the tools 

of birth: a knife, scissors, and a wooden spoon; the whispering song of creaking 

oak, a soft lullaby from a wooden tongue. The contractions gained with steadily 

shortened intervals.  

Marie called to Mrs. Campbell, “Soon, soon.”  

“Oh. No, dear. Your water hasn’t even broke yet,” said Mrs. Campbell as she 

bustled about the room, hummed low and pretended to busy herself with further 

preparations.  

She deliberated what to do with Marie. It was true, the contractions were now only 

two minutes apart, yet Marie’s water still had not broken. Mrs. Campbell grew 
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distressed at the thought of attending a deathbed rather than a birth. But then she 

was swept-away with the solace that Marie would soon be joined with Henry in 

heaven. Crossing herself she whispered a little prayer, thinking of the orphan babe 

she might be blessed with and the house Mr. Campbell would be saddled with to 

rent. But that was a small price for a child of her own after forty years of a fruitless 

marriage.  

“Now, now I think it’s coming,” Marie grunted. Mrs. Campbell turned back the 

bedclothes and checked. There was no change. 

 “Not yet, but soon,” she said with a smile and continued with her charade of 

comfort. She settled down comfortably into the pink, velvet chair she’d placed next 

to the bed. She picked up the worn, leather-bound Johnston family bible from the 

bedside table. “How would you like me to read to you a little, dear?” She did not 

wait for a reply, but opened the good book and began reading from the gospel of 

Luke.  

“And there appeared unto him an angel of the Lord standing on the right side of the 

altar of incense. And when Zacharias saw him, he was troubled, and fear fell upon 

him. But the angel said unto him, Fear not, Zacharias: for thy prayer is heard; and 

thy wife Elisabeth shall bear thee a son, and thou shalt call his name John,” read 

Mrs. Campbell.  

She paused and listened to the rhythmic, heavy breaths of Marie.  

“For thy prayer is heard, for thy prayer is heard,” Mrs. Campbell repeated. She 

continued reading the passage.  

“And after those days his wife Elisabeth conceived, and hid herself five months, 

saying, Thus hath the Lord dealt with me in the days wherein he looked on me, to 
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take away my reproach among men,” she glanced up from the bible, and watched 

the twitching dance of Marie’s eyes under closed lids.  

Mrs. Campbell grew tense and anxious in the chair. She rose to stretch. With the 

good book in hand, she paced around the bed. Her heavy cotton skirts swayed with 

each step as she read. Marie groaned low in the embrace of the creaking bed. 

 “And Mary arose in those days, and went into the hill country with haste, into a 

city of Juda; And entered into the house of Zacharias, and saluted Elisabeth. And it 

came to pass, that, when Elisabeth heard the salutation of Mary, the babe leaped in 

her womb; and Elisabeth was filled with the Holy Ghost,” Mrs. Campbell came to 

an abrupt stop The room stiffened, and neither a breath, nor swish of skirts, nor 

song of labor was heard till a thick, dull pop. The water had broken. The sheets 

were saturated a pale green. Marie exhaled deeply. Mrs. Campbell dropped the 

bible, and rushed to the bed. She grabbed a wooden spoon from the pocket of her 

apron and put it between Marie’s dry, cracked lips.  

“Bite down, Marie. Bite down hard and push,” she said as she positioned herself at 

the foot of the bed between Marie’s legs.  

A fleshy, dark maroon protrusion with a gray sheen glistened and pulsed at the 

opening of the birth canal. Marie grunted and bore down. A tumultuous chant 

echoed inside Mrs. Campbell, “thy prayer is heard, thy prayer is heard.”  

With the final push, the crimson bubble with the underlying gray luster burst forth. 

And the air was choked with a metallic, yet pungent smell of excrement and an 

open wound. Inert with bated breath, Mrs. Campbell clutched in her hands a baby 

in a wrinkled placenta, perfectly intact. Blood flowed from the pale, wide-eyed 

Marie. Mrs. Campbell regained her wits, took the carving knife and peeled away 

the placenta from the babe with the skill of a woman who has spent her life in the 

kitchen. It was as if every apple she ever peeled was in preparation for this 
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moment. Her adroit motions concluded with the swift slice of the umbilical cord. A 

soft cry burbled forth. “It’s a girl,” said Mrs. Campbell. With blood stained hands, 

Mrs. Campbell swaddled the newborn in clumsy motions and backed away from 

the bed. She cradled the baby girl and mutely watched the color drain from the 

listless Marie. She’s turning blue, like Henry. The silence splintered with the final 

axe splitting whispers of Mr. Campbell’s labor. The sound was swelling, deafening 

inside the room, inside Mrs. Campbell. It was like an unnatural sprouting of 

branches, growing, reaching, and striking out to claim life. Marie gave a violent 

shudder, and the silken canopy slipped from the oak frame. Withered apple 

blossoms and rose petals that had been tucked into the folds of silk rained down 

upon the flagging Marie.  

Mrs. Campbell laid the baby carefully upon the bed. Slowly, uneasily she moved to 

stop the blood flowing from Marie, twisting the linens and packing them into the 

wound between Marie’s legs. She worked with firm pressure to stop the flow of 

blood. Time seemed to stretch and lengthen. The scent of apples and roses 

burgeoned within the room. It was a sweet, dusty aroma. Mrs. Campbell breathed 

deep. She was rapt upon her bloody task, and enmity dwindled for this pale woman 

in her hands. This woman who had just done the one thing Mrs. Campbell never 

could do. She brought life to this world. She knew this was the closest she would 

come to experiencing birth, and a compulsion to fight for Marie’s life overcame 

Mrs. Campbell. She watched Marie’s face, and whispered prayers to St. Elisabeth. 

Gradually, Marie’s pulse grew under the fervent pressure of Mrs. Campbell’s 

hands. And Mrs. Campbell knew the fine linens had staunched the bleeding.  

With Marie resting amid crushed petals and unchanged bedclothes, Mrs. Campbell 

held the babe in one arm and cleansed her with the water from the wash basin and 

her own tears. They were tears given freely in a ceremonious act, a kind of witness 

to a miracle. Mrs. Campbell knew what she must do. She sprinkled water upon the 
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baby’s forehead, made a sign of the cross, and named her: St. Elisabeth, her own 

patron saint.  

She took the baby to the front room, and presented St.Elisabeth to Mr. Campbell, 

who had been waiting in the comforting glow of the fireplace. St.Elisabeth was 

swaddled in fresh blankets. But not before every finger and toe had been counted 

and kissed, was she so protectively wrapped. Mrs. Campbell dipped the tip of her 

own pinky finger in heated milk to feed the babe, a makeshift suckling, and her 

withered nipples tingled with want of use. All grew drowsy under the heavy scent 

of apples and roses. It permeated their clothes, the fresh linens, and the oak table 

and chairs. It hung from the rafters. It soaked into the tight-fit floor beams, and 

clung like paper to the walls. They breathed and swallowed the perfume of apples 

and roses. And they slept. Mrs. Campbell slept the light, listening sleep of a new 

mother. She was aware of each gurgle and sigh from the baby in her arms. She was 

ready to attend to every want and cry. The smell of afterbirth returned to claim the 

shut off bedroom. The petals ceased to fall from the canopy. Marie was 

unconscious; her head afire with fever and her arms empty of the life she had bore. 

The bedroom was frigid. Only the sputtering flame of an uncovered candle stood 

watch in the night. The front door swung open with a bang. A hulking, bent figure 

filled the door frame before shuffling inside. It was Henry. Mrs. Campbell jumped 

up with the baby in her arms and stood behind Mr. Campbell in the fine 

upholstered chair. Mr. Campbell, never rising from his chair, said “Well, hello 

there, Henry.” Mrs. Campbell stared at the shivering, wet man. A scream lodged 

deep inside her. “What happened?” Henry said. “You bumped your head,” Mr. 

Campbell replied. Mrs. Campbell looked into his face. She knew he kept his 

answer short, for he had no answer as to how this man was standing before them; 

speaking to them. She’d been married to Mr. Campbell long enough to know it was 

shock that gave him a false appearance of calm. He slowly rose from the chair and 

put his arm round her trembling shoulders.  
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Henry was wet. His clothes clung to his stiff body. He moved with difficulty. He 

shuffled his large mud-caked boots forward across the wooden floor. Mrs. 

Campbell made a sign of the cross over her and the baby, while she backed away 

from the fire towards the kitchen and backdoor. Mr. Campbell stepped forward and 

guided Henry into the chair he recently vacated. He then stoked the fire into a 

blaze. Henry sat still staring into the fire. Mr. Campbell asked with a tremor in his 

voice, “Would you like a cup of coffee?” Henry didn’t reply. It was the first time 

in her life, Mrs. Campbell saw Mr. Campbell in an uncomfortable silence. Mr. 

Campbell presented a mug of coffee to Henry, who continued to stare into the fire. 

He pressed the steaming mug into Henry’s hands; slow to pull his own hands 

away. Mr. Campbell sat down across from Henry.  

Deep shadows were cast upon the pearl-blue sheen of Henry’s face from the flames 

that flickered and jumped under the prodding of the iron poker. Mr. Campbell 

looked askance at Henry as he absentmindedly poked at the blazing logs. Mrs. 

Campbell stood at the doorway of the kitchen clutching the baby. Henry reminded 

her of a snowman in reverse; he seemed to be melting into life. He had already lost 

his stiff stature, and sat stooped with his head bent over the mug of coffee. His thin 

lips sipped continually at the mug. Slowly, a tint of pink infused his mouth and 

cheeks. Despite the coffee, Henry’s lids grew heavy. His wide-set brown eyes no 

longer seemed to bulge, but recessed more naturally in his face. Henry drifted into 

a soft slumber, his hands still holding firm to the mug. Mrs. Campbell slipped into 

the bedroom.  

The smell of blood was overpowering. I need to clean this, no man can see this. 

Mrs. Campbell stuffed an apple harvest basket with a clean blanket and put St. 

Elisabeth inside. She then began stripping the bed of the stained linens, careful to 

move Marie gently from one side of the bed to the other. She piled the soiled linens 

on the floor, and then she began to strip Marie of her clothes and bandages. She 
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wiped off the clammy Marie with the now chilled water from the pot and dressed 

her in a clean cotton gown with a lace yoke, Marie remained unconscious. Mrs. 

Campbell then redressed the bed, added a thick quilt, and tied up the bundle of 

soiled clothing and linens. She stood on the threshold to the front room and called 

to Mr. Campbell.  

“These need to be burned. They’re foul,” she said.  

“Where do you want me to burn them?”  

“Make a fire out by the barn. We don’t want the smell over here.”  

Mr. Campbell glanced back at Henry. “I don’t want to leave you in here with him.”  

“Well, take him with you. It’ll be a bigger fire. It will probably do him good.” 

Mrs. Campbell closed the door and listened. She held perfectly still till she heard 

them both step out the front door. Then she opened the door and breathed a sigh of 

relief. She had tried to hold her breath while cleaning Marie and stripping the bed. 

But she had to keep stopping and breathing into the skirt of her apron, which she 

lifted to her face. The room needed to be aired. It wasn’t good for anyone, 

especially the baby. Marie left the bedroom door open. She opened windows. 

St.Elisabeth began to stir. Mrs. Campbell felt pressure, fullness in her chest. She 

needed to get her and the baby out into the fresh morning air. Mrs. Campbell 

stepped out the back door of the kitchen with the baby in the basket on her arm. 

The Sun was beginning to light the orchard. She walked down a row of trees and 

rejoiced in the clean, sweet smell of apples. The baby was waking. Mrs. Campbell 

kept walking. When she looked back, she couldn’t see the house anymore. There 

were trees in every direction. Suddenly, the pressure came back in her chest. She 

had to set the basket down at her feet. She was forced to take shallow breaths. I’ve 

walked too far. Mr. Campbell would never hear me. Again a full, binding feeling 
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surged inside her. She sat down under the boughs of the apple trees. St.Elisabeth 

cried. “Please, baby, please, don’t cry,” Mrs. Campbell pleaded, her nipples 

tingled. The orchard was filled with a hunger. She could feel it. Mrs. Campbell 

ripped open the front of her dress to release the pressure. She massaged at her 

heart, afraid, and the pressure increased. She looked over her shoulder, and brought 

the hungry babe to her breast. Just to feel. Just to know for a moment what it was 

to be a mother. Past her days of childbearing, Mrs. Campbell nursed another 

woman’s baby and was released. 

Leah Holbrook Sackett  
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Art evokes the mystery without which the world would not exist. – Rene Magritte 
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http://lunarisreview.com/journalsubmit for guidelines and our Facebook page, 

Lunaris Review for further details. All submissions should be mailed to 
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The purpose of art is washing the dust of daily life off our souls. – Pablo Picasso 
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