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  Preface


As I put the finishing touches on this Preface, I find myself basking in the glow of a recent reading I had the honor of participating in. Many days, writing feels like the most solitary act in the world; all of those hours spent alone at the table, drafting, revising, dreaming, revising again, then sending out the work with the small hope somebody will want to help the work find an audience. But after a reading, I am always reminded of the glorious communal side of the writing process. In my opinion, there is no better feeling than sharing a piece of writing with another, and seeing what happens. 

An anthology offers us one of those rare opportunities to gather around literature — not in a room, but in a binding — and it's one to celebrate. We are not alone.

In this anthology of Rockford area writers, you'll find poetry, fiction, and nonfiction on a wide range of topics, but what they all have in common is a dedication to the exploration of our beloved city.

It was my pleasure to participate in the genesis of this project, and I hope you enjoy.
Jenna Goldsmith
City of Rockford Poet Laureate (2023-24)








  
  Blown out and Tuned Up

by M.K. Davis


It starts with a panic attack
echoing through the concrete structure of your body
Deep shudders crawl under the skin
Wired worms with no place to go
spiraling like ants who’ve lost the trail
When did the 9-5 become a prison sentence
When did the everyday become a noose
cinching tighter around your throat
clawing for air against the hempen knot of modernity
The Army left your mind as bombed out
bricked out
fallen out
as the country you tried to conquer
The moon dust of Afghanistan still clogs your throat
Yet 
here you are
Trying
Attempting
to be something you’re not
To be anything but the 
broken down
rusted out
beat up station wagon
Still trying to maintain relevance in a world full of
SUVs and
trucks bigger than God
No spouse
No parents
No one to help steer the boat
Your only refuge
a small bookshop in Rockford
Nestled like a cat in a window between
a bar and
a crystal shop
In there you search for an escape
A means to end it
A subtle way to cut the rope around your neck
To uncock the rifle of every bastard
aiming down their scopes
ready to blow your brains against the brick wall
Every post army coworker who called you mentally unstable
Every boss who called you in to correct your behavior
Uncorrectable behavior
Every person who looks at you like a rabid dog
You go there to escape
It starts with a panic attack
A small revolt against your own body
The prisoners starting a revolution
with sharpened soap made of regret
It ends in a bookstore
It ends in the pages of Frankl
telling you that you can learn from your suffering
That you survived
That you crawled through the wire and made it
to something
to somewhere
Anywhere but oblivion
It ends with Rosner’s Café
and the stories of countless others
like you
Not survivors
That implies a passivity on your part
But people who have lived through it
It ends 
but nothing ever ends
It only ever begins
The prison riot in your mind turns into something
else
Something 
new
A revolution of a different sort
A changing of the mind
Of the way you see yourself
A revolution of thought
carries you away
You’re bombed out
You’re bricked out
You’re blown up
But now you’re tuned up
You are more than a shattered vase
The pieces now form a mosaic
A ceramic tapestry of lived experience
You are more than an event
You are fractured
You are whole







  
  About M.K. Davis


M.K. Davis is a writer, father, husband, and veteran who has been warmly adopted by the Rockford arts community. He has just finished his MFA in Creative Writing from Northwestern University and plans on doing something with his degree. Contrary to popular opinion, he is not a wereferret, doomed to shit in corners every full moon.  






  
  Hemlock House

by Kim Walker


I wasn’t always as I am now, so diminished, truncated, pieces of me hacked away by the greedy and the desperate, leaving me so reduced, a shadow of my former self. Once a beauty, near boundless, my myriad emotions played over an ageless face all couldn’t help but love. I was clad and painted in the finest of shades, the lushest summer greens and the purest icy whites, oranges and reds fluttering in the crisp breezes, and the palest tones of water skimming my curves and valleys. I was once glorious to behold. 
I wasn’t always as I am now, so sickly and ailing, pockmarked and cratered, putrid vileness running through my once-pure veins, injected there by the careless and callous. Once, I was bountiful and bright, a shining beacon of health and vitality. I gave and gave, but my cup never emptied, such was the bounty of my spirit. Injury would change me, surely, but never unhealable, never final, always simply a new scar in a vast tapestry of beautiful accidents. I was unbreakable once. I was.
I wasn’t always as I am now, hot, volatile, filled to the brim with limitless rage, wronged again and again by my own creation, for nothing more than convenience and greed. I was once temperate, kind, only giving and taking as needed to make my dear children shine. Grow, flourish, reap, and rest, a predictable cycle of my decisions. Everything reasonable, always rational, even while allowing myself the minor frustrated outburst, as all living beings are allowed. I was a good mother. I swear I was.
And now I am this, this box, this creation of timber and plaster and piping bursting from my earth like a boil. My four walls stand upright despite me, my shingles layer tightly, housing my fury. My body is a neat quarter acre on a corner, the streets named after a dead President and a massacred nation, in a city named after a river crossing that none even know how to accomplish anymore. I am this.
I am older, by far, than my hollow plastic neighbors, who squat soullessly on plots that were once me, my limbs and parts and skin. Their vacant husks cannot begin to imagine the changes I have seen since my eyes first came together in warped panes of bubbly glass. What was my favorite? Electricity, I think, though they had to cut open my walls and stuff me with wires. The gentle glow of early lights soothed me, felt so much like lightning running through me, and, for a time, I hoped that my children would settle, now that they had come full circle back to me. I was wrong. So very wrong. But that is not my story.
Have you seen what lives in the grasslands and forests, in the swamps and the trees and the rushing rivers? Of course you have. You’ve watched a television. But I had them. I had them all. And I had them here. They were mine, my own, my children. I sheltered them in my boughs, in my valleys and crevasses. I fed them with my bounty, my fruits and flowers, my seeds and roots and nectar. And I mourned them, as their home, my body, was cut away. I cried as their habitat, my skin, was poisoned with sprays and chemicals. I screamed in anguish as they were driven from me, further and further, crushed together in small sections where they couldn’t possibly sustain themselves. I grieved as they starved, because I couldn’t reach them.
And now I am this. This barren patch of lifeless green. This square of shallow grass surrounded by other squares of shallow, useless grass. I produce nothing. I feed no one. I exist, but sustain none. 
Many have come before. I have never stood empty, as these wretched destroyers, once my children, refuse to leave me be. They chop and paint and trim and pull and won’t allow me to simply give up, to return to the ground where I began. Each must hack and break the designs of the one before, wasteful and destructive. I rage at them, creaking and cracking, leaking and splintering, but they just patch me up and move on, oblivious to my fury. I hate them. I do. 
Then, this one. This one is not as the others. She seems content to let me be. She paints me in shades of what I once was. She doesn’t knock down my walls, doesn’t break holes into me for vanity’s sake. She lets my square of lifeless green grow wild, despite protesting neighbors: weeds sprouting, trees overgrown and tangling, seeds blowing in my breaths of wind. My glass eyes have seen birds alight again, red and blue and yellow and brown. Raccoons, opossums, rabbits, and even coyotes sneak on my tiny patch of wild green, the ancestors of my exiled children. She does not drive them away. She leaves them treats. I might not hate her.
I wasn’t always as I am now, but perhaps I can be something new. Something devious, something tricksy, a different approach to my previous defiance. For her, I will not creak and crack and sag and splinter. I will stand tall, her paints in shades of my sunsets and loam, sweeping my face like a badge of honor. Instead, a creeping sort of rebellion will seep from my foundations. One even the other squares of green will feel.
First came the pokeweed, and I admit, not my best choice, but their seeds spread so nicely, and I was ambitious. The pale green leaves and trailing white flowers are striking, and the dark purple berries even more so. Birds appeared, delighting in their bounty, while I waited quietly for little grasping hands to stuff them into greedy mouths. Unfortunately, the plant’s aggressive nature and height were too much for her, and for the first time, she pulled and tore at me. I snarled and snipped, popping a leak in my roof. More subtlety, then. 
The nightshade came next, bittersweet, an innocuous looking vine with delicate leaves. Its dainty violet flowers brought the big fuzzy bees, their bumbling antics adorable to watch. The berries, a bright, shining red, fed the birds, my newly returned friends. She smiled at the pretty tableau, and let the vines be. Best she not eat them though. Not her, anyway.
And now, now we are here. Where we meet, her and I, finally. It started, the hemlock, with just a small spot, the emptiness where a tree was felled. Hemlock, bane of philosophers everywhere, looks like nothing so much as a simple fern with lacy white flowers. To my shock, early in its sprouting, she picked some, and I bit back a creak of protest. Not her! But she showed no ill effects, incorporating my dubious gift into her work. Much to my chagrin, she began to care for the plant, nurture it, coddle this peddler of death on her very doorstep. She wears gloves now. She must know. But we have met in purpose, she and I.
I wasn’t always as I am now, but I see now. She has the yearning, same as I. And perhaps others, ones I can no longer see in my diminished state, have the same, this yearning for silent protest, this quiet rebellion. 
Maybe I won’t poison them all.






  
  About Kim Walker


Kim Walker is a writer and copper artist with an unhelpful degree in Photography. When not working on her small business, she can be found reading other people’s writing, gaming, and watching too many murder shows. She lives in Belvidere, IL in the real Hemlock House with her husband and 3 aging cats. You can find her and her copper artistry at Linktr.ee/BastAndBaetyl. 






  
  Where They Belong

by Cat Stark


Brian felt warmth infuse his body as Bethany giggled. He watched with love in his eyes as she ran her slender hand through her blond hair. It was her infectious giggle that made him fall in love with her in English 101. Tonight, a month after her graduation, and six months to his, they walked around the Rockford University campus, hand in hand. His sister Sheila was throwing a party for students still on campus. They had stopped by to drop off Pickled Sips. 
The hard candy and its name were from another realm with a language not easily pronounceable by humans. ‘Pickled Sips’ was as close as most humans could get. The candy was made with honey and plants not found on Earth. It gave humans a mild high and allowed them to see magic.
Brian had picked up the Pickled Sips yesterday, from his friend D’Azal, a mage from a different realm. After taking one each and dropping off the rest with Sheila, the couple headed out for a walk around campus. Places where people gathered or felt strong emotions, like school campuses, deserted malls, historical sites, tourist traps, and haunted places, were best to see glimmers of magic. For many reasons, humans seemed to leave a bit of their energy and emotions in those types of places. That caused pockets of tiny magic to form that could be seen, if a person knew how to look for them, or if someone used something like Pickled Sips.
Strolling around campus, Brian and Bethany noticed when the Pickled Sips took hold. They could see magic orbs dancing in the air along with fireflies and pixies. The fireflies flashed greenish yellow. The pixies danced about in pastel pink, blue, or green and the orbs’ colors shifted and shimmered constantly. The lights filled the air, but gave the couple their space.
Though it wasn’t the first time they had taken Pickled Sips, it was the first time taking them on the Summer Solstice. On this magical night, a lot more lights filled the air. Bethany tried to capture one or two, but all were too elusive.
“This is gorgeous. I’ve never seen so many.”
Brian sighed in contentment. “They’re here to see the most beautiful woman in existence.”
She turned back to Brian, a smile on her lips. “Thank you.”
He pulled her into his arms, gave her a kiss, but let go as she moved away to follow more lights. Brian followed her and soon, they found themselves at Adam’s Hall Arch. Brian stopped to look at the Arch, as Bethany moved toward its clearing. The large structure was built in 1891 and came from the original Rockford Female Seminary campus. It was right next to Starr Science Center and close to Fisher Memorial Chapel. The walkway was close by, as were the trees. The Arch was an entryway, and still had the concrete, stone, and glass from the original building. It looked and felt old. On the other side of the Arch was a stone bench. A lot of people used it as a make out spot. Some said it was haunted.
“You sure you want to be here?” Brian sounded hesitant.
“I like it. It feels magical.”
She reached out to the lights, which floated out of her way, then turned to Brian. Her eyes sparkled with laughter as she slipped her arms around his waist and held him close. She was taller than him by a few inches, which he preferred. Brian smiled as they snuggled close for a minute. When she moved away to look at the lights, he frowned as something scurried in the underbrush. 
“There are rumors the Arch is haunted.” He said with trepidation; he had never been here inebriated.
She giggled again and searched his green eyes. “We’ve been here so many times! I’ve never once heard a noise I couldn’t explain.”
Brian frowned but didn’t move. “I think D’Azal said it’s full of magic. Something about it existing in some form or another across multiple realms.”
She gave him a look and giggled, as she used the human pronunciation for the mage’s name. “I think Dazzle has a crush on you.”
He looked away and rubbed the back of his neck as his face grew warm.
“I think you have a crush on them.”
He looked back into her eyes in time to see a lot more questions brewing. He narrowed his eyes and looked away quickly. “Beth…”
“It’s ok, Brian.” She moved closer and placed her hand on his.
“I don’t know how you feel about all that.” He felt as his voice caught.
She shrugged. “It’s not a deal breaker. You’ve known them longer than you’ve known me, and you’ve never done anything about it.” She moved away as she sighed. “And I mean, he’s a giant cephalopod. Earth cephalopods don’t have sex like we do. How would all that work?”
Brian frowned. “I’ve wondered that, too.”
Bethany turned her head to follow the movements of some stray lights as they danced by. She shook her head and giggled. “Wow, this is too serious a conversation for me right now. I don’t know why I brought this up. Can we talk more about it tomorrow?
He gave a soft laugh. “Sure.”
She looked around the clearing. “This really is perfect, don’t you think?”
Brian looked forward and sighed. It was perfect. The trees stirred a bit in the wind. The moon shone through the trees and lit up the Arch in a halo of soft, white light. He frowned, looked around, then nodded. The nearby overhead streetlight was off. As he looked around, worry left him. More and more lights danced about the clearing. It filled him with peace.
“What’s that?” Bethany moved forward, towards a steady, flat, purple light.
Before Brian could say anything, she touched the purple light that hovered in the archway. As the shimmer spread, they could hear gunfire and screams of pain. Then, as the portal grew large enough to step through, they saw the other side. Sunlight illuminated a large field of grass, which looked more purple than green. Maybe a mile away, there was a line of trees, with deep green, almost blue leaves.
 Something exploded in the other realm, close enough for the couple to feel the vibrations in the ground. They could see dirt flying up where, presumably, a bomb had hit. Brian reached out to Bethany and grasped her hand lightly.
“Back up. We don’t know what’s going on.”
As he started to pull her back, a guttural, gravelly voice full of pain yelled, “MEDIC!”
Brian did a double take. Though the word wasn’t in English, he understood it. His eyes grew wide as he tried to pull Bethany to him. Instead of moving back she pulled her hand from his.
“Coming!” Bethany bellowed in English.
Frozen in fear, Brian watched as Bethany leapt through the portal.
“Bethany! No!” He screamed as the portal closed behind her.
Six months later

“How goes the search?” D’Azal’s smooth voice soothed Brian’s raw nerves.
“The Portal Mages stopped the investigation today. Bethany’s parents and I tried to convince them to continue, but since she went through of her own volition, they refuse to do anything.”
Brian stood at the door to D’Azal’s workshop, in
The Summer Solstice

One Year later
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