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Nothings 



“Nothing”is 

the force that renovates 

 the world. 

  -Emily Dickinson 

 



Introduction 

One of the treasures of my youth is a paperback collection of Emily Dickinson’s 

poems illustrated by Rex Schneider. On the front and back, if I splay open the 

two covers, Rex and Emily bend as if toward each other. She communicates 

gently with a boy by a pond, while Rex — the young boy grown? — pencils, I 

imagine, both the dual cover image and some of his “hitherto unpublished 

books.” They evoke a quiet Nothing, a quiet Nobody. (Who are you?) 

  

Hearing from Jeanie Murphy that Louise Glück received this year’s Nobel Prize in 

Literature, I searched online:  

Shall I be raised from death,  

the spirit asks.  

And the sun says yes.  

And the desert answers  

your voice is sand scattered in wind.  

Only Jeanie did not tell me what happened. She wrote the poet’s name, like a 

bell, chiming in her subject line, as though I would know what it meant, or find 

out.  

The voice of sand carves a canyon millions of years deep.  

Nothing but the river and the wind and time.  

How often do we address the world with “Nothing”? As answer to a question, as 

activity, as gesture of emptiness, as a blank page or limitless thought. In 

conversation one evening close to midnight Eastern Standard Time, I heard a 

woman in her nineties say to her friend in the midst of our Zoom meeting, “Look 

at the blackness of the night.” I have been following her command, though it 

wasn’t to me. I’m looking, lately, at the blackness of the night, at the yellowness 

of a leaf, at the transparency of water, often too at the brightness of a screen. 

What is there to see or do? What is it that whispers in an ear, that force that 

Nothing is? How do we give our sincerest thanks for “Nothing”?                

               — Rachel McKeen, for Quelle Presse 
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Barn             By Jeanie Murphy and Rachel McKeen 

      
      

 

Cow stalls and piles of old magazines 
the barn became a ghost. 
My grandmother sat in a lawn chair and watched in her usual black 
when the movers came. 
The sun streamed through its windows and it was a church. 
 300 years whispered by. 
The tiny white handkerchief bordered with lace 
tucked under her belt. 
Wisps of dreams of the old meadows. 
All we knew was that we could die. 
Still, the barn breathed slowly, steadily 
the only place of refuge left for my father, 
a postcard, a backdrop seen 
from the windows in the kitchen or my brother's or our maid's room 

When the huge truck from the Fogg Museum lumbered up to carry away the 
crates, 
the glacier of truck crept down the narrow driveway. 
My mother, as a  mysterious mosaics of archeological digs 
included Tethys and all her mysteries, 
served the workmen sandwiches and lemonade, 
took a picture of one of them napping afterwards 
out in the scrubby part of the lawn. 

The Tethys mosaic flew off 
her wings sprouting from her forehead. 
I wish I'd known she'd been there, even all in pieces. 
I'd have stolen something of her, fiercely wanted 
if I could have, from those old mysterious countries, 
full of old names from generations 
of Titans. Tethys, daughter of Uranus and Gaia, 
I can see the pieces come together, her long dark hair flows down... 

The gray shingled barn up on hill behind our house 
began to breathe its last. 
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Events with my Friend Flaubert         By Rachel McKeen 

I am writing scraps of other people’s language in my journal (since 
forever, but also today) and I wrote, “I have this strange and I imagine 
sweet idea that Garcia Lorca would notice me in real life.” There’s a story 
I will someday write there, and the character who narrates is also 
somewhat of a secret Flaubert. Do you remember a phone conversation 
we had once where you wondered, “What if I really am Flaubert?” Or 
something similar? I was driving to a coworker’s home in some off the 
highway region of West Valley in the 72ish zone that I never like to go 
except to see this particular woman. You wouldn’t have known that 
because you were on the other end of the phone. I like the weird reality 
that these clear image associations from the same conversation would 
be entirely different for two people because they are not in the same 
environment. On the other hand, “Popperton event in the shade of that 
one tree” is a shared image. That one tree and that other tree when that 
one tree was previously occupied. Those were nice events.

 
To say  
linoleum print  
Jen Miller 
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Cracks            by Gretchen Raynak

The day we filled the cracks with Juniper or orange ash berries or 
minced roots or dried blossoms. The child and I, suturing the surface with 
minuscule leaves, golden sand, the tiniest of fancy things. Finding empty 
nodes, furiously filling them up. I carry a satchel of little fancies.  

Offerings to the state of being broken, but not quite.
Failure in all directions.  
We follow the lines of breakage, openings,
Colors in relief to the deadening grey.

Sometimes I imagine I am causing the cracks, or part of the process 
anyway. Patterns of habit, of mind, moods, surrender. Or something 
much more violent, crushing collective grieving, heaving with too many 
dried tears for one season.

Students of breakage. Voids, expansion, freeze & thaw, premature 
drying, repeated loading, stresses that exceed strength.  Do they not 
resemble the branching trees, neural networks, capillaries, waterways 
forming the same patterns. Progress and failure, kin.

“Crazing cracks”  The fine surface cracks. Spiders’ webs. Hardly 
visible. 
 
We’re looking hard at them, a series of narrow fissures.  We might fill 
them up with ground lavender, no? Powdered ochre, mottled feathers or 
shavings from yesterday’s thoughts? Or wait and see what takes over, 
takes root without us. The child wants to move on, done with this 
activity.  I linger there, on the crack in everything. 

It is my perfect offering. 


  
 

 
 
      Activity 
      by Jack Lovett and Kate Brandy 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