










































































































































































Matter of Proof - Michael Gammon

“I dunno, Sam, I’m probably workin’ or somethin’.”

“No, I'm telling you — you got to come see me during the personal
contact visit.”

Alonzo was silent for a bit, then spoke slowly. “Okay, Sam. Yeah, alright,
I’ll be there.”

The day of the visit Alonzo showed. The first thing Sam did was kiss his
wife while he grabbed her chunky backside. “You better be around to fix my ribs
in a few years. Alonzo is going to watch out for you, alright?”

He shook his nephew’s hand, “You got that?”” Then he leaned in close
and said in a low voice, “Martin’s own people are after him now.”

Alonzo nodded. The men let go of each other and they spent the next
hour making small talk and joking around. Alonzo was glad he came. His uncle
knew he did security for the crack house on 15th St. and Officer Martin was
annoying around there, but didn’t tax too often. The people who were really sick
of him had recently hired Alonzo to do prostitution security. They'd pay a guy a
lot to do a cop.

He presented them with an offer, the most he felt he could reasonably
ask.

“We already got the go-ahead. You can have the job if you want but it’s
virtually no risk — the investigation is already decided. It’s worth about a third
of what you’re asking,” Alonzo was angry but wouldn’t let it show. “You could
be the right guy for this because we want it done on your side of town, not ours.
Everything goes right and we’ll think of you in the future.”

Somehow they always knew what was going on -and already had the
whole thing coldly assessed. Alonzo respected that. He took the job, knowing that
it would pay more down the road. I'll end up with a Chevy not a Cadillac.

Alonzo stood in the park. It was chilly. He wore a ski mask and his hood
was up. From a distance he watched Martin hassle some kid. The fucking coward
always goes after the young ones — a bottom feeder. The cop released his prey
and waited a minute, watching the kid all the way to the street. Then he shoved his
meager spoils in his sock. While he was bent over Alonzo quietly approached him
from behind. He put ten rounds in the dirty cop. Five probably sunk into Kevlar,
but at least three went into the man’s head. Alonzo ran until he was on a path
shrouded by the shadows of trees. When he reemerged in moonlight, his mask was
off and his hood was down. Within an hour the pistol was at the bottom of Lake
Michigan. Fixed investigation or not, I'm covering my ass.

Pete finished his sit-ups and sat at the small metal table bolted to
cinderblocks. A month passed since the court granted him the right to see files
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from the arresting officer’s record. His public defender wasn’t returning his calls
and his desire to sleep let him know that he was beginning to get depressed. If I
exercise more and write a few more letters to friends and family then I'll snap out
of it. He was staring at his notepad with nothing in mind to write when someone
called his name. He looked up and the turnkey was standing there. “You have
court in an hour.”

“When was this scheduled?”

“T don’t know but the superintendent says you can get a shower now if
you want.”

Pete showered, shaved, and brushed his teeth. The turnkey took him
to a conference room where his public defender was sitting. “You’re in luck.
A documentation mistake made the physical evidence in your case invalid. The
charges will be dropped at the hearing today.”

Pete’s life was in disarray and he was trying to rebuild everything from
his mom’s place in Cicero. While he ate breakfast, he stared at the pattern on her
linoleum table and thought. He thought about his former employer — wondered
if he’d give a good reference. He thought about his credit cards - they jumped
to maximum interest because he missed payments. Pete’s motorcycle was gone.
From jail he told his brother to sacrifice it in order to save the work truck. It didn’t
yield even half enough to make bond, but it was enough to prevent a repo. Now
Pete hoped to find work in time to make the next payment. Despite it all, he felt
preity good. The Beast swallowed me, but it spat me out — and I survived.

Pete left his mom’s place for a day of job hunting. He got stuck in traffic
on his way to meet a contractor. The first chance he took a side street. He sped
down the road, didn’t see the parked squad car, but a moment later he saw lights in
his rear view mirror. Goddamn it to hell! I'll never make it to this appointment and
I'sure can't afford a ticket. He pulled over and the officer approached his truck.
Pete hoped the guy would be reasonable — maybe listen to why he was speeding
and give him a warning,

The cop asked for no explanation, said only, “License and proof of
insurance.”

Pete waited. He knew the officer would run his name for warrants.
Oh shit, my arrest record! Pete felt painted black. He wondered what an arrest
without a conviction looked like to 2 cop — wondered if the technicality that got
the charges dropped would linger between the lines of his record.

The officer came back to the truck with his hand on his gun. He paused
behind the driver’s side door and peered into the hatch. Then he asked, “Do you
have any drugs or weapons in the vehicle?”

“No sir, no weapons or drugs. I don’t use drugs.”

“Do you mind if I search the vehicle?”
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Self-Made Man

By Caron Tate

You know this boy?
I know him

See he was never
good
enough

never
enough.

So okay okay
he made
good
made IT
good.

Found Bach and
learned to say
Bach not Bock
so if you knew
about such things
you’d hear his
German lessons
talking

(90 day free trial learn
to speak like a

native

full money back

gua ron tee).

Found white women
bespoke suits
800 thread count
(and that’s a lot of threads)
jag-gyu-ars
cause if you say
jaguar like that
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you are
somebody

Learned that greenbacks
earned a measure of
respect

never reserved for
black skin

Let the church
say A-man.

You know this boy?
I know him

Wouldn’t have nothing
less than
a Blonde
on his arm.

Won’t stay in a
Holiday Inn
or eat
that soul food.

Can’t remember
when soul food was
a delicacy
when food was
a delicacy.
Won’t remember.

He learned the ways of
etiquette

knew all the forks and

spoons and stuff and

where to escargot.

Could name the wines

and grapes
and smell a cork
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turn up his

nose

and wave his hand

so hoity toity like who knows what
Back to the kitchen!

(off with his head?)

Yeah he could dance and get
buck wild
but having learned
the box step and the
fox trot
Nevermore will make a move that
makes one
sweat
Not one drop.

You know this boy?
1 know him

Finally had a
daughter

Made a child as
perfect

as he never was,

Isn’t she lovely?
Perfect creamy skin
She got

Good Hair
so looong, so pretty

Doesn’t get to see her.
Mommy said
You fool you’re with me cause
I’m White
Took his daughter
good hair perfect skin
Found herself a
Good Black Man
who
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Loved her
for
Herself.

You know this boy?
I knew him,
Knew him when the
blonde girl number 3 or 5 or more
Crushed his heart
like dead and
dried leaves
Leaving him
heart-less

And he found
me
treated me as badly as
second best
should
be.

Sneered at my
nappy hair
and table set
with

only

two
forks...

You mean you don’t speak
French?

You know this man?
I know him

Last seen

pouring out his

bitter middle years

into the everfull glass at
the clubs
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where

everybody
knew his name
“That Old Guy
who will
always buy
a few rounds”
before trying to choose
from among the
less than perfect
more than adequate
who knew that they were

good enough.

who laughed and left
That Old Guy
to drink alone and

try again
next time.

You know this boy?
T know him

Still a little boy
never
good
enough
never

enough,

Did his best to
make it

Best to make
it
good.
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But it was
at last
only good enough
fora
Self -Made

Man,
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Tillie’s Last Hammock

By Eric M. Christians

How is it that two oaks, the only pair of trees in Tillie’s backyard, grew
exactly ten feet apart? There’s one maple, one walnut, one cottonwood, and one
willow, not including the old elm stump. There’s a grove of pines, all at staggered
heights, and three fruit trees — an apple, a cherry, and a peach. But there were two
oaks, as if God had denied the spot to the oaks but someone else said, “There have
to be two there — there have to be two oaks.” God didn’t plant two oaks in Tillie’s
backyard. But there they stood.

Tillie’s bony hand trembled as she wrapped the rope around the trunk of
the oak and tied a perfect square knot. She groaned a little while she paced toward
the other oak and bent down to pick up the rope. The canvas of the hammock
flapped in the wind while she tied the loose end to the twin. The first knot had
been easy. This one, however, needed to be tight. She wasn’t securing a ship to a
dock or wild stallion to a hitching post, but the knot bad to hold the weight of a
hundred and twenty pound woman — maybe a hundred and ten. As she gripped the
rope and felt it burn in her hand, she looked down at them, amazed. Were these
her hands? Hers had been pink and pudgy, her little fingers belonging to cookies
and cakes, her tiny nails once adorned with mauve or shell. Now the skin on her
hand clung to the bone, her nails chipped and dirty, and what used to be pink now
looked more yellow, maybe even green. The rope may have burned, but it could
do no more damage to these hands.

“It’s too cold.”

Tillie ignored the words. She laid the blanket across the hammock
canvas and dropped a pillow at the east end. She looked at it for a couple seconds
or moments, but not minutes. There wasn’t time for minutes. Every minute had
to count. Thinking about every step, every move, every twist, Tillie turned her
body and eased it into the hammock. The rope slid maybe a half an inch down the
east tree, but that was all. There wasn’t enough weight to strain the ropes beyond
that — maybe a hundred and ten pounds, maybe less. Once she laid her head on the
pillow she pulled the blankets across from each side and tucked them under her
chin. “Ahh,” she exhaled, her little body still swinging a bit from the movement
into the hammock.

“Where are all your friends?”

Tillie closed her eyes and squinted. Her lips moved ever so slightly but
only the faint whisper of air could be heard in lieu of anything being said. Her
sunken cheeks, once rose petal pink and smooth like a plastic doll’s, looked brown,
almost bruised, the lines under her eyes having turned into sinkholes, brown near
the eye and yellow on the rim of the skull. For over fifty years her nose had been
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almost nondescript, a tiny triangle dropped into the center of her face, the envy of
her childhood peers. As she lay in the hammock her nose jutted above the rest of
her face, blotches of red and scales of skin joined with the dampness of sickness
and loneliness. Her lips kissed many a boy in her day — Michael, Rudy, Saul, and
Joshua to name a few. Those soft, moist, sweet lips disappeared with the likes of
those boys and turned to thin, cracked, scab-filled portals to her long forgotten
mouth.

“You wanted this, Tillie? To die beneath these two oaks?”

She had never been for want as a girl. Her father treated her like a
princess. Her mother told her she should enjoy life and not tie herself to one
man, Her father gave her a car and a stereo. Her mother bought her books about
self-awareness. Her father gave Michael a hundred dollars when he picked Tillie
up for the prom. Her mother took her to the doctor a month before the prom. Her
father said, “Marry a good Jew.” Her mother said maybe he should have taken his
own advice. Her father left home a month after Tillie’s graduation. Her mother
died in Tillie’s house ten years ago to the day.

Tillie opened her eyes and stared at the empty space in the yard. “Well?”
she said. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

The wind rushed across the yard and blew the leaves from the west to the
east. But there never was a point where west was empty and east was full. They
blew and they blew and they blew. There were always enough leaves in the west
and never too many in the east. An iron chair, one of its legs buried in a couple
inches of dirt, sat next to a defunct fountain. Tillie couldn’t imagine right away
why it was there, but finally remembered that she used to watch the goldfish in the
fountain pool. The last time must have been months ago — maybe years. She had
to have been heavy enough to embed the leg into the ground, perhaps when she
weighed a hundred and twenty or thirty. Now, her hundred pound frame would
scarcely affect the chair — if she even weighed that.

“Nothing to say, now?” she said again.

The screen door on the back porch opened with the wind and slammed
again, slapping the door frame twice before closing. A rake that rested against the
steps slid forward and fell to the sidewalk. She started to weep for a moment when
she thought how her mother would bring a couple glasses of lemonade through
that very door and the two of them would watch the sunset, her mother sitting in
the iron chair and Tillie lounging in the hammock. More than once her mother
knocked over a rake or a hoe or a broom that sat beside the back steps. And the
screen door always double-slammed shut.

“Why do you provoke yourself? Your memories bring nothing but
pain.”

Tillie shut her eyes. “My memories are all I have.”
“You relish your past?”
“It’s all I have.”
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“You find peace in your own singular life?”

“It’s all I ever wanted.”

“It’s all you ever got. You wanted more.”

Tillie pulled her head up and felt the breeze on her face. It was cool and
she was glad to be covered, but the breeze felt nice. As nice as it felt, she felt a
pain in her chest forcing her to breathe a bit heavier. A swirl of leaves surrounded
her for a moment and passed, so close were they that she could smell the scent
that’s usually not sensed until they are burned. The leaves stopped swirling but the
rustling never ended. “I wanted more.”

“Of course, you wanted more. You wanted more than a kiss from
Michael.”

“T wanted a life.”

“You wanted a life with him.”

“But I got a kiss.”

“And that’s all you got.”

“My mother got more than a kiss. And it was all taken away.” Tillie
rested her head on the pillow again. “I got a kiss.” :

“But that’s all you got.”

“And you can’t take that away from me.”

“You’re pathetic — happy to lie in your hammock. You watched the
world go by from that hammock. Now you’re going to see your last from that
hammock.”

“Go away. You never did me any good before. It’s too late now.”

“T did my best. But you wouldn’t listen.”

Tillie’s breathing grew more pronounced, as breathing through her nose
could no longer provide enough air. She lay still, the only movement now being
caused by her breathing — although her ninety-eight pound frame moved very
little.

A mass of gray clouds parted in the west and let a few rays of light pop
through as if painted by Michelangelo onto a canvas in the sky. The sun never
did reveal itself, but more and more rays wandered into view, one time casting a
light on the hill down the road. A silver star atop a monument from the cemetery
reflected the light of the sun for an instant, but faded quickly.

“You wanted more.”

Tillie could no longer speak easily, so she shook her head.

“You wanted more — and now it’s over.”

Tillie took a couple deep gulps of air and opened her eyes to stare at the
underside of the oak trees between which she rested. They towered high above,
swaying in the wind, still holding onto more green leaves than the other trees,
save the pines. Their trunks may have stood fast, but the great branches born
of those trunks rocked to the pace of the wind. Tillie thought she could hear the
sound of wood creaking in those oak branches. “Who says it’s over?”
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When Tillie stopped breathing her eyes remained affixed to the tops of
the oaks, her mouth agape from the last breath, An acorn dislodged from the top
of the east oak and fell through the branches — knocking loose leaves, dead twigs
and other acorns — and dropped directly into Tillie’s mouth.

»
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author/staff biographies

Lori Basiewicz needs to learn to say no. In addition to serving as editor for The
Alchemist Review, she is the co-founder and former managing editor of Coyote Wild,
a speculative fiction e-zine, and is in the process of marketing her first novel and
finishing her second, which, at this writing, she hopes to use as her Master’s thesis.
She sporadically publishes magazine and newsletter articles, short stories, and satire.
Lori seeks balance by practicing aikido.

Nathan Bennett is a senior working toward his Bachelor’s degree in Visual Arts at
the University of Illinois at Springfield. He has served as secretary of the Art Student
League (ASL) and currently holds office as Senator At Large with the Student
Government Association. After graduation he plans to work as a graphic designer
and attend graduate school. His hobbies include art, outdoor activities, photography,
writing short bios about himself, and movies.

Eric M. Christians recently reached the age of 50. He has lived in Illinois most of his
life and has been writing since the age of eight. He has been published on a limited
basis in Lincoln Land’s The Harvester and The Ruptured Seed, and a local literary
journal, Prism Quarterly. Eric will graduate, hopefully, from UIS this Spring with a
BA. He majors in English and minors in Communication.

Mary Colligan is in her first year at UIS in the Online English Degree Program. Prior
to transferring from Illinois Central College in East Peoria, Illinois, she served the
college’s literary arts journal, The Summit, as its chief editor. She loves the opportunity
that working on an editorial staff gives to see the creativity, talent, and artistry of her
fellow students.

Michael Gammon the writer is irredeemably compelled to spread the leakage
from his mind. As an editor, he derives an odd pleasure from minutia, and a2 more
understandable pleasure from watching a product become far more than the sum of
its parts.

Gary Haddock is an old geezer who has survived several career reincarnations
without noticeable elevation to a higher state or better pay. Casual observers have
noted in their private journals that he displays a certain mental strangeness yet to be
accurately defined in a reputable psychiatric journal. Lunacy is the closest anyone has
come to describing it. Gary does not consider his condition an affliction but a goal.

Elizabeth Johnson lives at two computers, one at home for the UIS Online
English Program and one at work at a high school for drug addicts in foster care! She
plans to teach English to at risk youth after she graduates and gets outside more. She
enjoys being involved in the creative processes of the students at both homes.



Nyisha Johnsen is a sophomore in the English department and is currently in the
process of transferring to Columbia College to pursue a career in writing fiction and
screenplays. This is Nyisha’s first-time being published. She likes to read Edgar
Allen Poe, write, listen to music, and watch classic films from the 1930s-1980’s when
the movies were at their best. Occasionally, she also goes to the movies to see current
films that pique her interest.

Lola L. Lucas i3 author of At Home in the Park: Loving a Neighborhood Back to
Life, a collection of her columns about life, historic preservation and community
building in Springfield. By day a mild-mannered state employee, Lola moonlights in
the mornings as an adjunct faculty member at UIS. She’s won awards for her poetry
from The Wednesday Club in St. Louis and the National Career Development
Association. Her ambition is to win a Rhysling Award for science fiction & fantasy
poetry and her passions are kaleidoscopes, tarot, storybook architecture, her husband
Kevin, and their three standard poodles. She has just held her 10th annual invitational
cheesecake competition.

Amelia Maddox attends UIS online from the comfort of her home in Waco, Texas,
where she lives with her husband of 9 years, their three children, two cats, and a dog.
She has a constantly messy house, piles of projects to get to, and a perpetually long
to-do list, but she wears the insanity well. Having finally decided that she wants to be
a copyeditor when she grows up, she is thrilled to add “The Alchemist Review staff”
to her resume.

Lucy Marrero is finally graduating from the Online English Program! Her son was
happy to hear this until he found out that graduate school psychology means a whole
lot more of, “Not now, [’m writing a paper!” At least she’ll eventually have a few
degrees to show for it, though. This is her second year published in The Alchemist
Review. She’s also been featured in Sinister Wisdom and Hipmama Magazine.

Emily Martin, a woman who defies Earth time, will always meet deadline in the
middle. She spent several years editing and writing for the campus newspaper, all the
while keeping a full head of hair. Although she studied the art of English rhetoric at
UIS (under the austere title of “Communication”), Emily plans to take her writing,
editing and design experience to the farm. Understanding green design and sustainable
agriculture are among her next endeavors.

Curt Meyer holds an MA from the University of North Texas in English and is ABD
towards a PhD in American Literature. He taught at his alma mater and at Clemson
University before coming to UIS. He is the former editor of The North Texas Review.
Curt enjoys cooking, sci-fi and fantasy, role-playing, and mixed martial arts. He is one
of three Hare Krishnas residing in Springfield.

Petr Novak escaped his birth country of Czechoslovakia while still a child, spent six
months in a refugee camp and an obscure pensione in Rome. Afterwards, he visited
the Vatican where Pope John Paul IT kissed his head. In the years since arriving in
the United States, he has worked as a dishwasher, busboy, cook, been employed by



American Airlines, and served in the 82nd Airborne Division. He currently works for
a Chicago advertising agency and lives in Illinois with his wife and 4-year old son.

Julie Perino spends her time pondering the meaning of life and the true purpose of the
slinky. She is currently working on her Master’s degree in English and hopes to pursue
a career in publishing. She is positive that she’ll finish her education and be ready to
go out and get a real job any decade now.

Sarah Elizabeth Quigley is a sophomore Capital Scholar Honors English major at
UIS. A native of New Athens, IL, Sarah plans to teach high school English in addition
to writing about her exciting adventures growing up in the Midwest. She intends to
write her senior thesis about the fact that America’s favorite carbonated beverages are
called ‘soda,’ not ‘pop.’

Jim Stephens is a first year student in the UIS MIS MS program online. He lives with
his wife, son, and dog near San Francisco.

Melissa Beran Taft is a student at UIS in the teacher education program. She has
already recieved a BA and MA in English from UIS in 2004 and 2007 respectively.
Her Masters’ thesis was written about her favorite author, Sheri Reynolds. She reads,
writes, teaches preschool, and occasionally has time to catch a movie. She would love
to teach composition and literature one day... if she ever gets out of school.

Caron Tate is looking forward to her 60th birthday, which is very soon. It will be
the date for the acquisition of her first tattoo. Meanwhile, she will continue writing,
attending UIS as an undergrad, and deciding what she’ll be when she grows up.
There’s plenty of time.

Lindsey “Rory, The Machine” Tomsu rattles off 100 juicy business descriptions in
an 8-hour day as a business editor. The redheaded dynamo is equally adept with the
editor’s blue pencil as a UK copyeditor. She enjoys being a freelance editor and is
obtaining her English degree to supplement her sociology and philosophy degrees. Her
primary hobby is voraciously reading and collecting classic literature of all genres to
the chagrin of her boyfriend who screams, “But we have no room for more strays!!”

Thomas E Webb is revising everything.

Jeremy Wilburn is the Marketing/Recruitment Specialist for the Office of Enrollment
Management at the University of Illinois at Springfield. He graduated from UIS
in May 2007 with a degree in Visual Arts and minors in both Communication and
Computer Science. He is currently working on his Master’s degree in Communication.
Jeremy has been a photographer for around six years and has worked for UIS doing
photography for two and a half years. He also does personal photos on the side. This
is his second year contributing to The Alchemist Review.
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