
Three Poems by Charles Rammelkamp 
 

 
Periodic Table  
 
Chemistry class was always a bitch 
with all those two-letter symbols 
for the elements, about a hundred of them, 
that we had to spit back on tests – 
metals, halogens, gases – 
stuff I didn’t care about, 
since I was planning to major  
in Philosophy once I got to college. 
 
But it was the lab experiments 
that really freaked me out, 
mixing acids, growing crystals, 
immersing an LED in liquid nitrogen, 
heating mercury thiocyanate 
to produce Pharaoh’s Serpent. 
 
All thumbs, I always got stuck 
with lab partners inept as me, 
as if we were the last kids to be picked 
in gym class, when choosing sides. 
 
But one time I was teamed with Diane McCall, 
sitting hip-to-hip on the high stools 
at the heavy granite lab table 
deflecting a water stream with a charged rod. 
She was wearing some girlie scent, 
which excited me, as always. 
 
Our rod happened to be negatively charged, 
so it attracted the hydrogen, 
bent the stream toward it. 
Diane and I looked at each other, shrugged. 
Then Diane touched the bump in my pants 
where an adolescent erection had sprouted. 
 
“What’s that?” she asked with feigned innocence. 
 



Peaches and Cream 
 
Half a century ago 
my older brother received his letter 
from the local draft board. 
He was going to college in a few weeks, 
but he still had to get his physical. 
  
That evening he told us the story, chuckling: 
the hillbilly guy in front of him, 
the doctor’s disgust 
when he bent over for the rectal exam. 
  
“Well wha’d you expect?” 
the hillbilly shot back, annoyed, 
“Peaches and cream?” 
  
The phrase entered the family lexicon. 
Any time one of us seized up 
with revulsion, a cat rounding its back 
at an odor, a behavior, a comment, 
the response was always, 
“What did you expect?  Peaches and cream?” 
  
My brother dead a decade now, 
the war for which we registered 
long forgotten, replaced 
by others no less pointless. 
 
I remember his death, not even sixty,  
a sudden mysterious illness, 
his widow falling apart with sorrow, 
now in an assisted living facility, 
a broken woman, full of guilt and grief. 
 
A second marriage for both, 
for a while they’d been so happy, 
as if, all along, 
they’d expected nothing  
but peaches and cream. 
  



Embezzlement 
 
I’d just turned eleven 
when I realized I hadn’t seen Uncle Leslie 
in a very long time. 
Not that I saw a lot of him anyway – 
he and Aunt Roberta lived in Springfield, 
a couple hundred miles away – 
but she came to my party, alone, 
looking tired and a little lost. 
 
It seemed odd to see her without him, 
and I was aware of Uncle Leslie’s absence 
the way amputees still feel a missing limb: 
why wasn’t he here? 
Didn’t he know it was my birthday? 
 
But when I asked my parents, 
their fuzzy responses made me think of the time 
our  cat Jeff was run over 
and they didn’t tell me what happened, 
until finally I just forgot all about him 
and a while later we got Grover.  
 
When I saw Uncle Leslie again, 
a few years later, 
his face drawn, cheeks slack and gray, 
stubble on his chin, 
no longer dressed in a sharp suit and tie, 
I learned he no longer worked at the bank. 
My father used to boast about his brother, 
Uncle Leslie’s power and wealth and importance. 
 
“Uncle Leslie!” I cried, 
bewildered but delighted to see him. 
He’d always had a dollar for me. 
“I haven’t seen you in –” 
I left the sentence hanging, arms spread. 
 
 
 
 



Uncle Leslie’s wan smile was a locked safe 
keeping me away from his private thoughts. 
 
“I’ve been away,” he shrugged. 
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