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Submission Guidelines
Voices de la Luna is a quarterly publication dedicated to the artistic ex-
pression of a wide range of perspectives and topics. In the service of that 
goal, we welcome diverse, well-written submissions from every quarter. 
To submit material for publication in Voices de la Luna, go to voices-
delaluna.submittable.com.

——————————————————————
Voices de la Luna Monthly Literary Evening 

Poetry and Arts Presentation
Every Second Wednesday
Poetry Workshop at 6:00

Featured Poet at 7:00
Poetry, Music, & Open Mic at 7:30

Lyn Belisle Studio
1824 Nacogdoches Rd 

San Antonio, TX 78209
——————————————————————

Voices Mission Statement
Voices de la Luna inspires and promotes poetry and arts and serves as 
a platform for all poets and artists to share their work with others. It 
further uses poetry and arts for both educational and healing purposes 
in the community.

Child with a Whip
Pierre-Auguste Renoir 

Themes for future issues of Voices de la Luna:
November: Fantasy and Gothicism
February: African Independence and Postcolonial Literature

Editor’s Note
James R. Adair

As we stand at the midpoint of sum-
mer, we can look back to spring, when 
the year’s first flowers began to poke 
their heads through the soil in search 
of the sun, or forward to winter, when 
leaves will drop from the trees and icy 
cold winds will chill our bones. The 
prepositions we use to describe time are 
instructive: we look behind our backs 
to see the stages of life through which 
we’ve already passed, and we face for-
ward to look ahead to the uncertain future. No matter how old we 
are at this point in time, or any other, we can always imagine our-
selves standing at zero on the number line of our own lives, with 
our past accomplishments, joys, and sorrows lying to the left of 
zero and our future ambitions and dreams lying to the right. 

In this issue of Voices de la Luna, we address the theme of 
“Young and Old” from a variety of perspectives. We hear the 
perspectives of grandparents and youth, each with his or her own 
outlook on life, based not only on age but also on experience, 
background, and worldview. In particular, this issue offers an ex-
panded youth poetry section, featuring for the first time a group 
of students called the Barrio Writers. Our featured poet, Bryce 
Milligan, takes us on a car ride through a blizzard toward a final 
visit with a loved one. Renowned young adult author Rick Rior-
dan discusses his approach to writing for young people, compar-
ing it with writing for an adult audience. Other contributors recall 
the halcyon days of youth, either their own or their children’s. 
Still others recount memories of parents and grandparents or of-
fer their own thoughts on aging.

As always, select voices from the past join the chorus of con-
temporary writers (and, in this issue, a few frogs) on the pages 
of the current issue. We expand our poetry therapy section in this 
issue, as poetry therapist Cyra Dumitru joins Voices co-founder 
and poetry therapist James Brandenburg in offering her pespec-
tive on the role that poetry can play in healing. Voices board 
member Lauren Walthour interviews local artist Donna Dobber-
fuhl, a sculptor whose work can be found in such diverse locales 
as Northwest Florida State College and the San Antonio Zoo. 
The cover art comes to us courtesy of Adam Green, an artist and 
writer who splits his time between England and Spain. In this is-
sue we also bid adieu to the magazine’s longest-running regular 
feature, the serialization of the novel The Marchers by Voices’ 
other co-founder Mo Saidi—but not to worry, the entire novel is 
now available in print and online!

Finally, for those of us who are growing older—that is, ev-
eryone reading this—I will close with the words of poet Robert 
Browning, from his poem “Rabbi ben Ezra”:

Grow old along with me!
The best is yet to be,
The last of life, for which the first was made.
Our times are in His hand 
Who saith “A whole I planned, 
Youth shows but half; trust God: see all, nor be afraid!”

Welcome to the August 2016 edition of Voices de la Luna!
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Cover Page Art

Good Use
Photograph

by Adam Green
adamhalevi777.com

Adam Green is an artist, illus-
trator, and author. He trained at 
St. Martin’s School of Art and 
exhibited regularly in the UK and 
abroad throughout the 1980s. His 
high point as an illustrator was 
designing the cover for the UK 
paperback edition of the novel 
Billy Bathgate. He lived in Israel 
in 1970 and then again from 2009 
until 2012. He currently divides 
his time between London and 
southern Spain, where he contin-
ues to work as an artist, as well 
as make Moscatel wine. His first 
book, King Saul: The True History of the First Messiah, was pub-
lished to critical acclaim in 2007. His first novel, The Sons of 
Kohath: Tragedy, Travesty, Tapas and the Ark of God, appeared 
in 2014.

In 2015 Green visited San Antonio with his wife Dido and 
spoke at UTSA to a gathering of students interested in religious 
studies. His presentation, “Did God Work Out?” featured images 
of God in art and film. While in San Antonio, he took time to 
photograph sights that caught his attention. Two of these photos 
appear in this issue.

Artist Statement

The photo Good Use was taken in En Hod, a beautiful artist’s 
village on the northern Mediterranean coast of Israel, just south 
of Haifa. It’s where I hope to end my days. I think the image has 
a kind of dry nostalgia and speaks of things like retirement and 
a previous life well spent and well lived. For me there’s a kind 
of honest and humble nobility about the image—I think we’d all 
like the guy/lady who suspended them there on that metal gate.

These days, 
my artist he-
roes are people 
like Vermeer 
and Hopper.I 
admire their 
ability to distill 
otherwise mun-
dane moments 
and human 
h a p p e n i n g s , 
objects and 
situations, and 
imbue them 
with a sense of eternal relevance. In my own modest way, using 
a very modern form of “photo distillation,” I attempt to do the 
same thing.
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Featured Poet
Bryce Milligan

High Country Caravan
for Mary; in memory of Steve Frumholz

We drive a thousand miles
out of the sodden south
for this, the swish,

the whispers in the big sage,
murmurs in the piñones
and the highland pines

that rise above the scrub,
lifting their dark
and drowsy crowns

in an acclamation of elegance.
Your shadow-dappled arms
draw me higher still 

off on a high country caravan
singing the old songs again
seeking the silver-shaking aspen.

Nocturne for Bellsong and Train Horns

Last night the carillon sang of itself,
as it will when the evening winds befriend
the east-bound bats and the undampered brass
can hum unhammered, trending with the wind.

Beyond the bellsong, far trains rumble.

Two and one half miles exactly, southeast
of my pillow some Amtrak engineer
feathers his low horn like Coltrane easing
his way into some newborn melody.

So we enter the night. Evensong yields
to the nocturne sung by the silver trains
(holding back for the main act, as if
asking: Is anyone here? Anyone at all?)

Silence follows, dense and dark, and I slip
once more toward the borders of sleep when bells
break out—crossing bells now—less than a mile.
Chorded horns thrum loud, rising, insistent.

They demand: Are you there? And I reply
speaking to the night, speaking to the trains
as Samuel spoke to the Lord from his cave,
I am here.

The Watch
for Maxine

Once she began to slip away
her sterile chamber blossomed
and rainbows graced the gray
and futile prayers of petition
as sodden hymns grew wings
(once she began to slip away)
elegant as her ancient pearls,
so rich in remembrance
that rainbows graced the gray
loss that loomed so large,
tinting her snowy canvas
(once she began to slip away)
with pale shades and echoed light
—lunacies from beyond the storm
of rainbows that graced the gray.
The light that was was gone;
the light that was dawned again
once she began to slip away
and rainbows graced the gray.

There Is No Cure for Desire

Thwarted, it persists
         A young girl strikes matches
         one after another
         by an alley dumpster

Yielding, it persists
         Rain on the bus window
         bends as acceleration
         overcomes gravity

Denied, it persists
         Three agèd, black-robed priests
         sit in hoar tribunal,
         demand all her details

Fulfilled, it persists
         Creeks spill across the cracked
         drought-wracked plain
         as the vortex descends

Bryce Milligan was raised in Dallas but has 
lived in San Antonio since 1977. Milligan’s 
work includes children’s books, young adult 
novels, plays, criticism, and eight collections of 
poetry. He’s edited several anthologies, includ-
ing Daughters of the Fifth Sun (Riverhead) and 
¡Floricanto Si! (Penguin), both collections of 
contemporary Latina fiction and poetry. He is the 
publisher/editor of Wings Press. His latest book 
is Take to the Highway: Arabesques for Travelers 
(West End Press, 2016). Milligan is the recipient 
of the TLA Lone Star Book Award, the Gemini Ink 
Award for Literary Excellence, and St. Mary’s 
University’s Art of Peace Award. All the poems on this page are from Take 
to the Highway. An additional poem appears on p. 23.
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Questions for Donna Dobberfuhl
Interviewed by Lauren Walthour

Eclectic artist Donna Dobberfuhl works pri-
marily in bronze and masonry, producing 
large-scale three-dimensional sculptures and 
relief bronzes, as well as hand-carved brick 
walls, both interior and exterior. She also does 
smaller works appropriate for home and office 
environments. Her topics range from a mask 
of President Lincoln’s face to six life-sized 
Longhorns with a trail boss atop his horse. 
Her international clientele includes both indi-
viduals and public entities, and her art can be 
seen in private jets, churches, high schools, 
national museums, and her San Antonio stu-
dio. Dobberfuhl’s sculptures have been fea-
tured on CBS’s Sunday Morning, CNN, Fox News, The Discovery Channel, 
and Texas Country Reporter. Her website is www.sculpturaldesigns.com.

Lauren Walthour: Please describe the initial influences that 
drew you to study art? At what age did you feel like an artist?
Donna Dobberfuhl: At three years of age, I declared to my moth-
er that I was going to be an artist. As for influences, I don’t have 
a clue. But I saved my extra lunch money and bought oil clay 
from the dime store. It came in a package that featured strips of 
different colors. I took to or jumped on any art-related activity at 
school. I designed a complete ranch, including the cowboys and 
horses, out of clay. In high school I received my first commis-
sion, twenty dollars, for a painting of a family pet. So maybe that 
recognition spurred me to continue in the arts.

What artistic giants or influences inspired you to pursue your 
love of art?
My mother encouraged me. I was only a mediocre student in 
high school, but the art classes supported my average; otherwise 
I probably wouldn’t have graduated. In my senior year, I took 
note of other students planning their future education, and I asked 
my mom, “What am I going to do? I don’t have good grades.” 
Her response: “You could go to art school.” “Really, there are art 
schools?” I know to this day that each step forward was not dif-
ficult. I just did it without thinking much about it. I do know that 
when it came to having a family, art was the choice, because in 
my mind there was no other way.

Describe your artistic process before you start designing a 
piece. Do you focus on one project or work on several at once?
Each commissioned work starts with gathering facts, details, 
and the client’s desires. When it comes to personal work, it is 
an inspiration that often arrives via my waking sleep or through 
meditation in the morning hours. I have believed in the past that 
I work on more than one idea or design at a time, but in reality I 
work in a linear fashion, focusing so intently that I take no notice 
of things going on around me. I can sculpt in a crowd setting, 
but one thing I do not do is listen to music. I agree with Georgia 
O’Keeffe that music is its own creative presence, and it would 
interfere with the creative activities of my work.

Although we can find your portfolio at www.sculpturalde-
signs.com, tell me what your precious little elephant that long 
stood at the entrance to the San Antonio Zoo is saying?
That is an interesting question: is she saying something? Genesia 
is her name, and she is near and dear to my heart. The zoo moved 
her into the African exhibit area. She is fondly climbed on ev-
ery day. I have even seen adults sneaking the opportunity to sit 
astride her back. Maybe she is thinking of what mischief she will 
find herself in, or maybe she is on her way to show her mommy 

what she has found. I shall not say, for it is up to each individual 
to decide what she is up to. That is the best thing about art and 
especially sculpture: it can be so interactive, and viewers can’t 
help but create a story for themselves.

Genesia is one of your smaller bronze works. Please walk 
us through the artistic process on your piece Terrigena sed 
Infinitus. This is a 100-foot-long sculpted brick wall of four 
panels. What was your customer’s vision? What were your 
steps to create it? What feedback did you receive from first 
viewers? Where is it located?
Terrigena was a really fun project for me—a little abstraction, 
naturalism, and some mixed media of tile and glass mosaic added. 
The client did not have a specific topic or idea. The building was 
a new construction, with a library situated above a breezeway 
with a water feature to be included. The library was for Okaloo-
sa Community College in Niceville, Florida. The school is now 
Northwest Florida State College. The architect brought me onto 
the project. 

I met with the board and other personnel, toured the campus, 
and talked extensively with the architect. I asked to meet with li-
brary personnel also. That was quite an interesting gathering. The 
librarians just couldn’t fathom why I wanted to talk with them. It 
went well, and I think they appreciated it, for they got to discuss 
the project from their perspective.

The college had a nice naturalistic feel, lots of open green 
spaces and trees. When I arrived back at the studio, my mind was 
filled with the events of the past few days. I ended up proposing 4 
panels approximately 25' long by 10' tall. The idea was to use the 
four elements as the basis of the design, and I added my favorite 
subject: the human figure. I took that subject (the figure)—rep-
resenting the student body, officials, school personnel, and visi-
tors—and blended it into a surreal atmosphere of abstract design 
elements with naturalistic forms. The final point in the design 
was to use a mosaic addition that represents the “open book” (the 
library). I also mixed in mosaic throughout the panels. With the 
color tile I was able to add to the distinctiveness of each panel: 
red, oranges, and yellows for fire; greens, blues, and white for 
water; yellow and different blues and greens for earth; and finally 
wind, a mixture of all the colors.

The project steps include the original design concept, client ap-
proval, and reserving the sculpture studio at the brick plant. I 
send all the specifications to the brick plant. That allows them 
to fit the specified brick unit for the project into their production 
line. They also stack the raw brick units onto a substantial easel 
that can hold the tonnage. Mortar joints are included with the use 

of clay spacers.
I draw my designs to 

scale ahead of time. The 
raw units are larger than the 
finished product, so I allow 
for that factor in my draw-
ings. When I complete the 
tracing of the design onto 
the brick surface, all that is 
left is the funnest part, carv-

ing the design. The project contract was signed mid-2002. Project 
completion took one year-plus. The best material for carving is 
Endicott Brick & Tile, from Endicott, Nebraska. I rent an apart-
ment and stay until that part of the project is completed.

The job isn’t quite complete, though. The personnel at the 
plant remove the carved brick units one at a time, hand drill the 
core holes, and number each unit. Drying takes approximately a 
month, and the dried material is hand stacked. The firing time is 
approximately five days. Again personnel step in and remove each
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unit, return them to the sculpture studio, and hand stack all four 
panels to make sure there was no loss during the firing process. 
They are 99.9% successful. The entire project is hand packaged, 
marking each pallet for assembly.

I am always at the job site to supervise the installation, and on 
this project I was very lucky to have an excellent brick mason to 
work with. 

Often I am not around to see the response from viewers as they 
approach the art space. The feedback that I received from the ar-
chitect, however, was delightful and very satisfying. He assured 
me the project was well received. 
 
The impact of some of your work is very emotional. For ex-
ample, the brick sculpted wall and bronze figure you created 
for your National POW memorial is deeply moving. Describe 
how you tapped into the POW experience to create this com-
bination of brick and bronze sculptures.
The National POW Memorial was dedicated in 1996. The project 
took seven years. However, my work didn’t take that long. It was 
the Congressional fundraising process that took time. It was quite 
a privilege to have been chosen for this project. I was selected by 
the National Park Service because of my combined skills in the 
execution of brick and bronze sculpture.

Again, the privilege was very special, because I worked with 
the national POW organization. A committee of ex-POWs pro-
vided their insights and some horrific stories. The memorial I was 
commissioned to design is located in Andersonville, Georgia, site 
of a former Civil War stockade that confined tens of thousands of 
Union prisoners. In one fifteen-month period, 13,000 POWs died. 
Someone recommended that I read Andersonville, a history of the 
prison, and from that source I learned that the most serious prob-
lem was lack of access to water. A curious event occurred once 
after a heavy rain: a spring erupted in the compound, but the water 
was flowing into the dead zone, close to the stockade wall, and 
prisoners would be shot if they approached that area. That stream, 
which flows to this day, is called “Providence.” The stories people 
told me were often brutal. When it came time for me to tour the 
museum, I lasted about one minute before I had to leave—all the 
stories I had been told resurfaced.

I chose to feature water in my concept. The bronze figure in 
front of the sculpted brick panels has water trickling from his 
hand. The three panels are naturalistic, depicting scenes of cap-
ture, incarceration, and isolation. I realized that the bronze figure 
had even more significance when a member of the committee, a 
POW of the Vietnam era, told me his story. “I was imprisoned in 
[one of] the so-called ‘tiger cages.’ I had been captive for some 
time before I was allowed out to go to the stream and wash myself. 
The person I saw reflected in the water was not me but the emaci-
ated figure you depict in the bronze figure. I will write you a letter 
and tell you more of my story.” He did write, but it took several 

months before I received 
the letter. He opened it 
with, “I thought I was 
over the experience and 
had successfully worked 
through it, but that was not 
the case; that is why it took 
so long.” For me, writ-
ing about the project now 
brings back the memories 
and tears of the time spent 
on it. I met some wonder-
ful people and got just a 
flavor of what it is like to 
sacrifice for this country.

Taiwan Elects First Woman President
Alice Frederick

Earlier this spring, Taiwan—also 
known as the Republic of China—elected 
its first woman president, Tsai Ing-wen of 
the Democratic People’s Party (DPP). In 
addition to being the first woman presi-
dent, Tsai is also the island’s first unmar-
ried president and its first president with 
Taiwanese aboriginal ancestry. 

The DPP is one of the two largest po-
litical parties in Taiwan. The other party, 
the Kuomintang (KMT), was founded on the island in 1947, 
when its leader, Chiang Kai-shek, fled mainland China during 
the Chinese Civil War and established a military dictatorship in 
Taiwan. Since then, the KMT has historically dominated Taiwan-
ese politics, even after its gradual democratization and the lifting 
of one-party rule in the 1990s. President Tsai is the second DPP 
president to be elected. 

Although its administration functions wholly apart from main-
land China’s, Taiwan is not recognized as a sovereign state by 
most states, including China, which maintains that Taiwan is part 
of its territory. Taiwan also does not have a seat in the United 
Nations. Nevertheless, it has the largest economy of any country 
outside the UN and sustains strong economic relations around the 
world. Taiwan has official diplomatic ties with twenty-one states 
and unofficial ties with many more.

Obama and Abe Visit Hiroshima Memorial  
Peace Park

On May 27, U.S. President Barack Obama and Japanese Presi-
dent Shinzo Abe laid a wreath near a monument in the Hiroshima 
Memorial Peace Park. Obama is the first U.S. president to visit 
Hiroshima, site of the world’s first nuclear detonation on a civilian 

p o p u l a t i o n , 
since World 
War II. He 
used the occa-
sion to speak 
of the urgency 
of making 
peace instead 
of waging 
war. “The 
world was for-
ever changed 

here, but today the children of this city will go through their day 
in peace. What a precious thing that is. It is worth protecting, and 
then extending to every child. That is a future we can choose, a 
future in which Hiroshima and Nagasaki are known not as the 
dawn of atomic warfare but as the start of our own moral awak-
ening.” In conjunction with the visit, NPR interviewed Setsuko 
Thurlow, who survived the Hiroshima blast as a 13-year-old stu-
dent and went on to dedicate her life to peacemaking and oppos-
ing nuclear proliferation. For more on this story, see www.npr.
org/2016/05/26/479635810/hiroshima-survivor-recalls-bomb-
ing-in-fight-to-achieve-nuclear-disarmament.
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Collaboration in Literature & the Arts
The UTSA English Department

colfa.utsa.edu/English/

Creative Writing Reading Series

The UTSA Creative Writing Reading Series hosts outstanding 
writers from around the country and beyond. All Creative Writ-
ing Reading Series events will be held in the Business Building 
University Room, BB 2.06.04. Hourly parking is available in the 
Bauerle Parking Garage, which is a short walk to the Business 
Building. 

Grisel Acosta and Vincent Toro
Friday, September 23, 2016
7 p.m.

Grisel Acosta is a writer from Chicago 
who teaches at The City University of 
New York’s Bronx Community College. 
She received her Ph.D. in English and 
Latino/a Literature from UTSA in 2010. 
She has performed her work at the Nuy-
orican Poet’s Café and the Bowery Poetry 
Club in New York City, as well as the 
Guadalupe Cultural Arts Center in San 

Antonio and the Chicago Poetry Festival, among many other 
venues. Her creative work has been published in Nineteen Sixty 
Nine: An Ethnic Studies Journal, Voices de la Luna, MiPoesis, 
Pembroke Magazine, and other publications. Her scholarly work 
has been published in such places as The Routledge Companion 
to Latino/a Literature, African American Women’s Language, 
Western American Literature, and Diálogo. 

Vincent Toro is a poet and playwright 
who teaches at The City University of 
New York’s Bronx Community College, 
as well as for The Dream Project, a non-
profit organization that places working 
artists in the schools and local communi-
ties. He recently received the Sawtooth 
Poetry Prize for his collection of poems 
Stereo. Island. Mosaic. (Ahsahta Press, 
2015). He earned his M.F.A. from Rutgers University and re-
ceived a 2014 Poet’s House Emerging Poet’s Fellowship. He was 
also awarded a New York Foundation for the Arts Fellowship in 
Poetry in 2014. His poems have appeared widely in such journals 
as Rattapallax, The Paterson Literary Review, Vallum, Border-
senses, Kweli Literary Journal, The Buenos Aires Review, Re-
ally System, Five Quarterly, Codex, and Duende Literary Jour-
nal, and in such anthologies as CHORUS and The Waiting Room 
Reader 2. 
 

  

Barbara Hamby and David Kirby
Friday, November 4, 2016
7 p.m.

Barbara Hamby’s books include On the Street 
of Divine Love: New and Selected Poems (Uni-
versity of Pittsburg Press, 2014), Lester Hi-
gata’s 20th Century (University of Iowa Press, 
2010), Seriously Funny, co-edited with David 
Kirby (University of Georgia Press, 2009), All-
Night Lingo Tango (University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 2009), Babel (University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 2004), The Alphabet of Desire (New 

York University Press, 1999), Delirium (University of North Texas 
Press, 1995), Skin (a chapbook, Silverfish Review Press, 1995), 
and Eating Bees (a chapbook, New Sins Press, 1992). Her work 
has appeared in numerous anthologies, including The Penguin An-
thology of 20th Century American Poetry, Good Poems: American 
Places, Good Poems for Hard Times, and in Best American Poetry. 
Recipient of a Guggenheim Fellowship and an NEA Fellowship, 
in addition to numerous other prizes and awards, she is a Distin-
guished University Scholar at Florida State University. 

David Kirby is the Robert O. Lawton Distinguished Professor of 
English at Florida State University. His many 
honors include a Guggenheim Fellowship, an 
NEA Fellowship, four Pushcart Prizes, and 
a Brittingham Prize in Poetry. His work has 
also appeared in many anthologies, includ-
ing Best American Poetry. The most recent 
of his over twenty books include The House 
on Boulevard St.: New and Selected Poems by 
David Kirby (LSU Press, 2007), Ultra-Talk: 
Johnny Cash, The Mafia, Shakespeare, Drum Music, St. Teresa of 
Avila, and 17 Other Colossal Topics of Conversation (University 
of Georgia Press, 2007), The Temple Gate Called Beautiful (Al-
ice James Books, 2008), Little Richard: The Birth of Rock ‘n’ Roll 
(Continuum International Publishing Group, 2009), Talking About 
Movies with Jesus (LSU Press, 2011), The Biscuit Joint (LSU Press, 
2013), and A Wilderness of Monkeys (Hanging Loose Press, 2014).

Antonio Ruiz-Camacho
Friday, February 3, 2016
7 p.m.

Antonio Ruiz-Camacho was born and raised in 
Toluca, Mexico. A former Knight Journalism 
fellow at Stanford University, a Dobie Paisano 
fellow in fiction at the University of Texas at 
Austin, and a Walter E. Dakin fellow in fiction 
at Sewanee Writers’ Conference, he earned his 
M.F.A. from The New Writers Project at UT 
Austin. His work has appeared in The New York 
Times, Salon, Texas Monthly, The Millions, and 

elsewhere. His debut story collection, Barefoot Dogs, won the 
Jesse H. Jones Award for Best Book of Fiction and was named a 
Best Book of 2015 by Kirkus Reviews, San Francisco Chronicle, 
The Texas Observer, and PRI’s The World. It was translated into 
Spanish as Los perros descalzos by the author and is forthcoming 
in Dutch. Antonio Ruiz-Camacho lives in Austin, Texas, with his 
family, where he’s currently at work on a novel.
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Fingers ripple into the palm,
dive under her thumb and
reach out for the next 
strings, but they always
fall short of the incessant
tock, tock, tock. 
Each hand a spider, fingers 
tumbling up the red, white, 
white, black, white, white, 
white, red string, rolling
one over the other,
clutching each finger,
fourth, third, second, thumb,
to her palm after it strikes
its string. But crossing under
the thumb, fingers tangle and fall, 
tripping off the nylon and gut
like unraveling braids.
“Slow down.”
Now she clenches her fists, waiting
five beats before touching her fingers,
cupped and tense, to the strings.
“Patience. You must have patience
for the crossings.”
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UTSA Featured Poet: Alexis Haight 
 

Scales on the Harp

Alexis Haight is a graduate student in UTSA’s M.A. in English program. She has published a flash piece with The 
Flash Fiction Press and penny fictions with Haunted Waters Press. She is also an editor for UTSA’s literary journal 
Sagebrush Review.



The Train to Crystal City  
by Jan Jarboe Russell

 Reviewed by Carol Coffee Reposa
 

On February 19, 1942, President Frank-
lin Delano Roosevelt signed into law Ex-
ecutive Order #9066. A response to the 
wave of fear and hysteria that engulfed the 
U.S. after Japan’s surprise attack on Pearl 
Harbor, this act mandated the arrest and 
detention, without arraignment or trial, of 
hundreds of thousands of Japanese, Ger-
man, and Italian citizens, both American-
born and immigrant, as well as additional 
thousands of Japanese living in Latin 
America. The order further authorized sei-
zure and liquidation without warning of detainees’ homes and 
businesses. Stripped of dignity and livelihood, these so-called 
“enemy aliens” would sit out the remainder of World War II in 
various internment sites scattered across the nation. One camp in 
particular, a 290-acre complex located two miles outside a dusty 
town in south Texas, is the subject of Jan Jarboe Russell’s har-
rowing history, The Train to Crystal City.

In operation from 1942 to 1948, administered by the Immi-
gration and Naturalization Service, Crystal City was the nation’s 
only family internment camp. Less well known is the fact that 
the site also served as headquarters for a secret prisoner exchange 
program by which German and Japanese internees in U.S. deten-
tion centers could be traded for Americans imprisoned behind 
enemy lines in Europe and Japan. Drawing on national archives, 
interviews, FBI files, diaries, journals, newspaper accounts, and 
personal correspondence, Russell creates a richly detailed com-
posite of daily life in Crystal City. The reader sees, seemingly 
firsthand, many amenities: its schools, library, hospital, beauty 
shop, beer garden, movie theater, and swimming pool. Russell 
leaves no doubt, however, of the facility’s primary purpose: “A 
ten-foot-high fence surrounded the camp. Guards with long rifles 
were positioned in six guard towers at the corners of the fence 
line. Other guards, who wore cowboy hats and chaps made of 
cowhide, patrolled the perimeter of the fence on horseback. At 
night, the searchlights from the camp could be seen across the 
border in Mexico” (xvi).

Despite formidable research, The Train to Crystal City puts 
a distinctly human face on this somber chapter in our national 
narrative. Russell traces the fluctuating fortunes of scores of de-
tainees, political figures, and government officials, charting their 
upheavals, losses, and unlikely triumphs, but pays particular at-
tention to three teenage girls whose lives are irrevocably trans-
formed and intertwined by the vagaries of war. Ingrid Eiserloh, 
an American citizen born to German immigrants, is interned at 
Crystal City with her family, “repatriated” to war-torn Germany 
in January 1945, and finally allowed to return to the U.S. in July 
1947. Sumi Utsushigawa, a Los Angeles native of Japanese de-
scent, also is incarcerated at Crystal City but later sent to her 
devastated ancestral homeland. She too returns stateside in 1947. 
Irene Hasenberg, a German Jew trapped in Germany’s infamous 
Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, joins the prisoner exchange 
program with her parents and brother, thanks to fake Ecuadorian 
passports, and ultimately makes her way to freedom and a new 
life in the U.S. Russell delineates these three girls in all their 

complexity, allowing the reader to see them as vibrant adoles-
cents, each with aspirations and yearnings. Ingrid, for example, 
has a rich singing voice and enjoys German opera; Sumi trea-
sures her collection of Mickey Mouse memorabilia and looks 
forward to her first prom; Irene follows the scholar’s path after 
her liberation, earning a doctorate in economics from Duke Uni-
versity. What is true for these three applies to everyone profiled: 
all emerge as authentic individuals, not as mere icons of injustice 
or oppression.

Although it would be easy to vilify all those associated with the 
internment program, Russell rises above that temptation. Assess-
ing evenhandedly the actions of both major actors and bit players 
in this shameful drama, she creates a context for the diaspora and 
uncovers surprising magnanimity as well as predictable baseness 
in the events she records. She documents the quiet heroism of Jo-
seph O’Rourke, officer in charge of the Crystal City camp, who 
did all he could to make life normal for those behind the fence 
line. Displaying consistent compassion for those in his charge, 
he supervised operation of the camp’s three schools, spearheaded 
construction of a swimming pool, and arranged for a high school 
prom. Once, during a long, hot transport of internees to Crystal 
City, “the train stopped, and O’Rourke left… . When he returned, 
he was laden with sacks of ice cream bars. He walked through the 
train car and distributed the ice cream to the children and teenag-
ers on board. The teenagers unwrapped the cold bars and quickly 
ate them” (130). Russell also notes first lady Eleanor Roosevelt’s 
personal opposition to internment, as well as the conscientious-
ness of INS chief Earl Harrison, who in 1944 resigned in protest 
over U.S. immigration policies. After the war, he toured Bergen-
Belsen, by that time a displaced persons camp, and its many in-
adequacies prompted him to write a scathing report demanding 
immediate reform.

Russell doesn’t overlook the other side of the equation, though. 
She captures memorably the fearful delirium of the time, citing 
this exhortation by Westbrook Pegler, who in his column for the 
Washington Post writes, “The Japanese in California should be 
under armed guard to the last man and woman right now and to 
hell with habeas corpus until the danger is over” (23). Equally 
strident is this outcry from General John DeWitt: “I include all 
Germans, all Italians, who are alien enemies… . Evacuate enemy 
aliens in large groups at the earliest possible date… . Get them 
all out” (23-24). Russell also reveals the spiteful paranoia of FBI 
director J. Edgar Hoover, who with FDR’s authorization quickly 
expanded the agency’s field staff from 300 to 600 investigators 
and greatly widened its reach: “Under Hoover’s direction, Roo-
sevelt’s modest directive soon ballooned into a vast and illegal 
national campaign of targeting hundreds of thousands of politi-
cally defenseless immigrants… who if left to their own devices 
would have continued to live quiet, harmless lives as their chil-
dren joined the mainstream of American life” (26-27). Not con-
tent with monitoring immigrants and first-generation Americans, 
Hoover authorized surveillance and maintained dossiers on any-
one with a political vision at odds with his own, notably his nem-
esis Eleanor Roosevelt, on whom he kept a file until the day he 
died. This document, one of the largest in FBI history, numbers 
4,000 pages. Russell further demonstrates that bigotry was not 
confined to the treatment of those linked, however remotely, with 
Axis powers. She discloses, for example, the blatant anti-Sem-
itism of General George S. Patton, who once commented that 
Jewish displaced persons “either never had any sense of decency
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or lost it during their internment by the Germans” (272).
World War II ended in 1945. Soon after, the INS began to dis-

mantle the Crystal City camp, and its gates officially closed on 
February 27, 1948. Nothing remains today but a granite monu-
ment bearing these words: “World War II Concentration Camp. 
This marker is situated on an original site of a two-family cottage 
as a reminder that the injustices and humiliation suffered here 
as a result of hysteria, racism and discrimination never happen 
again” (316). Given the mounting xenophobia in today’s feverish 
political climate, both that inscription and the book in which it is 
quoted seem eerily well timed. Jan Jarboe Russell’s The Train to 
Crystal City sounds a cautionary note, reminding us all of George 
Santayana’s famous aphorism, now carved on a plaque at Aus-
chwitz: “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned 
to repeat it.”

The High Mountains of Portugal 
by Yann Martel

Reviewed by James R. Adair

A man, haunted by devastating losses, 
walks backwards through life as a way of 
coping with his pain. A woman asks a coro-
ner to perform an autopsy on the body of 
her deceased husband, which she brings in 
a suitcase, because she wants to know how 
he managed to deal with the loss of their 
son. A retiree loses the love of his life and 
seeks comfort in new surroundings and in 
the company of a most unusual companion.

Yann Martel, author of the best-selling 
Life of Pi, presents to readers stories of love, of loss, and of living 
again, told through the lives of three unrelated yet interconnected 
inhabitants of Portugal living decades apart. Running through all 
the stories and binding them together is the question of survival 
in the face of the loss of love. Sometimes the characters express 
existential angst: “Human life is no more than this: an attempt 
to feel at home while racing toward oblivion.” At other times 
sorrow seems overwhelming: “What are we without the ones we 

 

love? … He is a ghost who haunts his own life.”
Despite the theme of loss, however, Martel’s story is not de-

pressing. On the contrary, it is funny (in an absurdist sort of 
way), heart-warming, even joyful. Tying the three tales—labeled 
“Homeless,” “Homeward,” and “Home” by the author—together 
are the mythical Iberian rhinoceros (last glimpsed in the sixteenth 
century), an unusual crucifix, backward walking, purposeful 
journeys, faith and doubt, murder mysteries, chimpanzees, and 
a setting in the rural “high mountains” of Portugal. The three 
stories share elements of magical realism in different measures 
and at different points in the narrative, so the story progresses in 
sometimes unexpected ways.

Death itself is a hidden character who lurks behind the scenes 
in each of the tales, prodding the living to consider their mortal-
ity and the meaning of love and life. These are some of their 
conclusions: “Love is a house with many rooms”; “We must do 
the same with death in our lives: resolve it, give it meaning, put 
it into context, however hard that might be”; “We are risen apes, 
not fallen angels.”

In The High Mountains of Portugal, Martel tells a story full 
of warmth and humor in the face of tragedy and the inevitable 
parting of ways that all people face. If Life of Pi was a story 
that would make a person believe in God, as the main charac-
ter states, Mountains in a story that reminds readers that life is 
worth living, even in the face of devastating loss. It is a book that 
should be read and re-read.

Roald Dahl at 100

2016 marks the centenary of author 
Roald Dahl, whose fame today is based 
primarily on his beloved children’s 
books, such as Charlie and the Choco-
late Factory, James and the Giant 
Peach, Matilda, The Fantastic Mr. Fox, 
and The BFG. Many of these works fea-
ture children in conflict with adults who 
seek to suppress the youngsters’ desire 
for a happier life. They also portray chil-
dren as naturally mischievous, perhaps 
a reflection of Dahl’s own antics from 
youth, such as the 1924 incident in which he and his friends put 
a dead mouse in a jar of candy in a candy shop in Wales, his 
birthplace.

A less well-known aspect of Dahl’s colorful life was his service 
in the British RAF during World War II as a fighter pilot, earn-
ing him the title of flying ace for his combat exploits, and as an 
intelligence agent and spy, serving alongside Ian Fleming, future 
author of the James Bond novels. Stationed in Washington, DC, 
Dahl’s mission was to gather information for the British intelli-
gence agency MI6 and to persuade Americans to support the war 
effort, countering the message of U.S. isolationists who held to 
the beliefs of the recently-disbanded America First Committee.

After the war, in 1953 Dahl married actress Patricia Neal, a 
union that lasted thirty years and produced five children, one 
of whom died in childhood of measles. After divorcing Neal in 
1983, he married Liccy Crosland, to whom he was married until 
his death in 1990. To date Dahl’s books have sold over 200 mil-
lion copies and have been translated into almost sixty languages.
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Woodcut of Rhinoceros Sent by King Manuel I of Portugal  
to Pope Leo X in 1515

Albrecht Dürer



Interview with Rick Riordan 
Lyn Belisle

With more than 30 titles to his credit, San 
Antonio native Rick Riordan writes detective 
fiction and fantasy for both adults and adoles-
cents. His Tres Navarre series showcases the 
adventures of a Texas private eye, while his 
Percy Jackson novels trace the exploits of a 
lively teen who discovers that he is a son of 
Poseidon. During his long career, Riordan has 
garnered many honors, including the Shamus, 
Anthony, Edgar, and Mark Twain awards, and 
his The Maze of Bones topped the New York 
Times Bestseller List on September 28, 2008. 
His works have been translated into 37 languages, with volume of sales 
exceeding 30 million copies. He is interviewed here by his mother, Lyn 
Belisle.

Lyn Belisle: You first made your name as an author with your 
award-winning adult mystery novels featuring an unconven-
tional private eye from San Antonio. Why did you choose that 
particular genre, this city, and that particular protagonist? 
Rick Riordan: Growing up, I often asked teachers what I should 
write about, only to be given that old axiom, “Write about what 
you know.” I hated that, since I didn’t know anything. It was 
only after moving away from San Antonio that I realized what a 
unique place it was. I needed distance to write effectively about 
my hometown, so along with “write about what you know,” I 
usually tell aspiring writers that they must appreciate what they 
know. My first novel was driven largely by homesickness.

Growing up in San Antonio also affected my writing style. The 
Southern storytelling tradition and the tall tales of the Wild West are 
still very much alive in San Antonio. A good yarn must be colorful 
and exaggerated. As a child, I remember sitting around campfires 
at the Frio River, listening to the ways stories were told—some-
times the same stories year after year, but each time they would 
change and get grander, funnier, stranger. I imagine things weren’t 
too different with tales of the Trojan War in the time of Homer. 

In my Tres Navarre novels, setting is a character. I try to design 
each story so that it could not possibly happen anywhere except 
South Texas—at least not without losing its essence. A quote at-
tributed to O. Henry, perhaps apocryphally, listed four cities in 
the United States with a completely unique, unmistakable char-
acter: New Orleans, San Francisco, Boston, and San Antonio. I 
think it’s no accident the first three locales have long histories 
as literary settings, but when I began writing, I had San Antonio 
pretty much to myself. It is indeed a rich location with its mix of 
cultures and its long colorful history. 
 
When you decided to write for young readers, there had to 
have been challenges as you shifted to an entirely different 
audience. You were quoted once as saying, “If anything, writ-
ing for kids is more demanding, because kids are a tougher 
audience.” Why is that?
I think young readers are less forgiving! They demand a cohe-
sive, well-paced story, and they will not stay with you if you start 
to lose focus or meander. I always draw on my experience as a 
classroom teacher. When I write one of my children’s books, I 
always imagine myself telling the story in front of my own class-
room. I try to fashion a story that works well read aloud, that will 
keep the attention of a young audience. The more instructive a 

 

book is, the more entertainment value it needs. I am interested 
first and foremost in telling a good story, but it is always my 
hope to teach in a subversive manner, so that students don’t even 
realize they are learning something. Judging from the comments 
of librarians, who tell me their mythology sections are getting a 
heavy workout these days, I’d say my plan is working! 

I remember when you were writing the first Percy Jackson 
story because Haley, your son (and my grandson), encour-
aged you to do it after he heard the bedtime stories that you 
invented for him. What do you think appealed so much to 
Haley about Percy as the main character? Did he see himself 
in Percy?
When I was writing Percy Jackson, Haley was in the process of 
being tested for learning differences. He was having trouble read-
ing and some trouble focusing in the classroom. The teachers were 
wondering about ADHD and dyslexia. He was frustrated about 
learning to read, and we had to explain to him that the testing was 
designed to help the teachers help him, not to make him feel bad. 
Putting his struggles into Percy Jackson’s story helped Haley feel 
better about what was going on. It was a way to explain a diffi-
cult time in the format of the hero’s quest. Haley definitely shares 
Percy’s sense of humor, his cynicism, and his general outlook on 
life, though fortunately Haley rarely has to battle monsters.

A lot of well-known authors like Harlan Coben and James 
Patterson are writing books for younger audiences these 
days. Who comes to mind as someone who has done an excep-
tional job of writing for young audiences after having been 
successful as an author of adult books?
There are many! Thriller writer Ridley Pearson does a great job 
with his Kingdom Keepers series and, writing with Dave Barry, 
the Peter and the Starcatchers series. 

J.K. Rowling tried writing adult novels after her spectacular 
career as Harry Potter’s creator. She didn’t have much success 
until she wrote an adult mystery using a pseudonym. I remem-
ber that you used a pseudonym when you first submitted The 
Lightning Thief, the first in the Percy Jackson series. Why do 
established authors sometimes do that? Why did you do that?
Using a pseudonym is like going to a costume party. It’s fun to 
see how people will interact with you when they are not sure who 
you are. Submitting under a different name gives you a chance to 
see how your work will be received without the legacy of your 
former works and your reputation (good or bad) as an author. I 
imagine that was especially important to Rowling, who wanted 
to write something so different from Harry Potter. 

Wild-card question: If you were stranded on a desert island 
and could take the work of just one Texas author, whose work 
would you choose? Why?
There are so many great Texas authors, that is really tough. For a 
desert island, I think I’d have to take the works of Naomi Shihab 
Nye. Even if I were stranded in the middle of the ocean, it would 
be hard to lose hope if I’ve got Naomi’s poetry! 

Thanks, Rick, for your thoughtful answers for our Voices de 
la Luna readers—all of us here in San Antonio miss you, but 
we are so proud of your success and your commitment to lit-
eracy and learning, especially your mom!
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Art and Culture in the City

San Antonio Poetry Archive
Alice Frederick

Untitled Mural at the San Antonio Poetry Archive
Sculpture and Ceramics II Students at Palo Alto College 

8' x 12', glazed ceramic tiles and aluminum

In late March of this year, just before National Poetry Month, 
Palo Alto College’s Ozuna Library officially opened the San An-
tonio Poetry Archive. Its primary purpose is to house the pub-
lished and unpublished works of poets from the San Antonio area. 
It collects not only poetry but also other artifacts of its writers, 
including photographs and journals. The Archive was opened by 
Laurie Ann Guerrero, former San Antonio Poet Laureate, current 
Texas State Poet Laureate, and an alumna of Palo Alto College. 

The archive is accompanied by a new mural, designed by Palo 
Alto College professor Cakky Brawley and executed by Palo 
Alto College ceramics and sculpture students. The mural, meant 
to exemplify the spirit of poetry, features loose pages floating 
before a swirling sky and green field, bordered by trees and more 
familiar Texan and Mexican artistic motifs, including cacti, mo-
saics, and a golden sun.

The archive is one of San Antonio’s best resources for local 
literature. It is open to the public by appointment, and it actively 
accepts donations of materials from local writers.

Downtown Vista
Adam Green

Father William
Lewis Carroll

“You are old, Father William,” the young man said,
“And your hair has become very white;
And yet you incessantly stand on your head—
Do you think, at your age, it is right?”

“In my youth,” Father William replied to his son,
“I feared it might injure the brain;
But now I am perfectly sure I have none,
Why, I do it again and again.”

“You are old,” said the youth, “as I mentioned before,
And have grown most uncommonly fat,
Yet you turned a back somersault in at the door—
Pray, what is the reason of that?”

“In my youth,” said the sage, as he shook his gray locks,
“I kept all my limbs very supple
By the use of this ointment—one shilling the box—
Allow me to sell you a couple.”

“You are old,” said the youth, “and your jaws are too weak
For anything tougher than suet;
Yet you finished the goose, with the bones and the beak—
Pray, how did you manage to do it?”

“In my youth,” said his father, “I took to the law,
And argued each case with my wife;
And the muscular strength, which it gave to my jaw
Has lasted the rest of my life.”

“You are old,” said the youth, “one would hardly suppose
That your eye was as steady as ever;
Yet you balanced an eel on the end of your nose—
What made you so awfully clever?”

“I have answered three questions, and that is enough,”
Said his father, “don’t give yourself airs!
Do you think I can listen all day to such stuff?
Be off, or I’ll kick you downstairs!”

Thanks to Voices Intern Alice Frederick

Alice Frederick has served as the first 
summer intern in Voices de la Luna’s 
history. She has shared her poems with 
us, two of which we have published, 
and she has also written news items on 
the San Antonio Poetry Archive and 
the election of Taiwan’s first woman 
president. In addition, she has helped 
us with archival matters which, while 
mundane, are of great value to the organization. Frederick is a 
rising senior at Princeton University with a major in anthropolo-
gy and minors in linguistics and creative writing. She is an active 
member of Princeton’s spoken word poetry collective. Following 
graduation, she hopes to pursue further postgraduate degrees in 
linguistic anthropology and education.
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Youth Poetry

Kalua Pork
Dylan 

North East School of the Arts

On a granite counter, 
she smooths down plastic wrap, 
and dumps a chunk of uncooked pork 
over the surface. 
Her bony, white fingers rub paprika into the meat, 
making it orange and 
letting the paprika clump up from the wetness of 
the meat’s juices. 

Three slices of bacon
are gently set in the bottom of a crockpot
with spicy orange fingertips. 
A small steak knife
held with white knuckles 
digs into raw meat, 
and tiny fingers shove cloves of garlic 
in the holes. 

The raw meat is pressed into 
the crockpot,
and it is closed. 
My mother, 
apron covered in paprika and meat juices, 
sits down 
and begins to browse Facebook. 
She has eight hours, 
then she will answer 
to the hungry stomachs of her family.

The Jellyfish in the Sky
Mia 

North East School of the Arts

Sailing along gusts of wind,
The jellyfish navigates the currents
Its frail, paper-thin frame
Swiftly slicing the air, left and right
Before finally settling on a steady soar.

The green speck in the sky
Led by an invisible string
Shies away from its natural aquatic habitat below
Struggles to float above the surface
As long tentacles flutter frantically
Scrunch closer together with every tug upwards
The strained wisps straighten out with each release of tension

Two unblinking cartoon eyes
Vacantly gaze at the ground
Where its owner stands
A grown man
Accompanied by a wife and a daughter of his own
Gazing happily back at the jellyfish in the sky.

The Grandfather Clock
Sarah 

North East School of the Arts

Youth

As a child, the grandfather clock frightened her.

It had stood in their foyer guarding the house
with enough pomp and prowess for the whole street.
Eyeless face ticking away seconds of her youth as she played 

under it,

terrified.

It wasn’t till much later that she realized
clocks are around a lot longer than little girls.

Middle

He shoved her into the grandfather clock, 
Breaking the glass door, jagged shards
digging into her shoulder blades,
Scars that would not leave. 

The clock looked down at her,
disgusted.

She hated it.

Old Age

Many years later, 
as she lay on her deathbed,
the woman regarded the clock with newfound respect.

The clock which now stood facing her 
smiled back, and ticked out the minutes she had left
Before death would overtake her.

I Have My Doubts
Haddie

10th Grade, TMI: The Episcopal School of Texas

I have my doubts.
As all of us I think do.
But they don’t harness me to a table
And torture out of my trembling lips
A definite, thorough, all-encompassing dedication
To a faith which many know little about,
For if they did, they would be hypocrites mocking a reflection of 

themselves.
They doubt, as do I,
The credibility of my physical and spiritual existence.
For without doubt there is no believing.
With believing comes faith:
Not a faith driven by total dedication,
But one driven by doubt.
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Barrio Writers is a free community workshop focused on empower-
ing teens to aspire to higher education and find their individual voices 
through creative writing. This particular group of young writers was led 
by poet and Voices associate editor Gerard Robledo at The Guadalupe 
Cultural Arts Center during a one-week intensive program.

My Skin
Olivia Valenzuela

My skin:
American.

The kind of skin that burns red
because of my ancestors and not because of the sun.

My skin
is the kind that is stared at when
I walk with my birth father,
his red, white, and blue hand holding mine
Gold, brown, and red
Xicana native.

My skin
the color of temples built
by the hands of Aztecs.

My skin
danced in pow wows
until the beat of drums shook itself alive.

My skin,
raped
by the Scottish man whose blood overtook
every ounce my father could’ve inherited
from his indigenous mother.
Skipping a generation, 
my skin was stared at
wondering if I was just another mutt 
or if I was stolen too.

Of course,
my skin is fucking stolen.
Stolen by the woman who sprays her daughter down before a 

pageant,
bought by the man who lies in a tanning bed every Saturday,
photoshopped onto the African woman on the cover of Cosmo.

My skin
it is only praised when anyone has it but me.
My skin
is the kind that the white man mass-murdered. 

My skin is the kind from my grandmothers and their grandmothers 
looked down upon because my father and I do not match.

Look at me 
remember how my skin
is being erased from your textbooks. 
My skin has fought past SB 1070 copycat laws.
My skin will not be characterized.
Jaime Riddle and Valarie Angle can not paint my heritage red.

This Is
Glory Fisher-Jones

Being asked to take off your scarf that’s covering your hair, by 
your teacher in third period in the middle of class, half-assed 
quietly, because of a wimpy excuse that

“Boys will ask why you can wear a hat.”
And you respond, “But it’s a scarf.” 

Is—

Telling your parents about it and them knowing that you’ve worn 
the same scarf in the same style to school, that you went to the 
same classes and had no complaints before

Is—

Wearing the scarf the following day and your teacher from fourth 
period asks you to take off the scarf

And you respond no
With the explanation that “My mom told me to leave it on.”
And your teacher responds, “Well, I’m going to have to call ad-

min.”
You just say okay knowing that this 

Is—

After the admin comes and the class is dismissed 
Your teacher calls you and says, “I’m sorry if I offended your 

religion or you—”
And you respond with “No that’s not it” and a passive smile 
Before she says, “And I don’t mean anything by sitting you in the 

back of the class.”
Being told this by a white teacher 

Is—

Mom
Zion Talavera

Wake up in the morning knowing I have to go to work 
nine to five the standard hours. 
My son will wake up make himself something to eat 
with anything we have left in the fridge. 
I work doing everything I can to support myself and my son, 
staying overnight to get work done, 
even work double shifts. 
I work so much but get paid so little, 
rarely affording enough for us to live with a roof over our heads. 
Same job, same work as a man, but they still end up only having 

me work part-time.
It’s been two years already watching my son grow with lack of 

guidance. 
Showing love and giving him hope for better. 
Sometimes I wish I could give him a family, a house on the hills. 
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Select Poems

Nocturne for Rattlesnakes and Lechuzas 
Joe Jiménez

i.
Anzaldúa once admitted it took her 40 years
“to enter into the serpent, to acknowledge I
have a body.” 

I used to think I’d never hold 40 years 
in my mouth.

She was cutting quelites with her
family. Wild Mexican greens. The ones that
had “outlived the deer’s teeth.”

Fuck, she can write so beautifully.

When I die, I want to also be buried
in deer’s teeth. I want my mouth to fill
gently with sand and lechuzas.

A few times I have thought of laying
my big body beside a deer—.

Near a road.
In a field made of huisache and moon—.

To hold its long breath, to beg its hot
deer-heart to beat slowly 

and only for me.

ii.
Tonight, I near 40: I trace an owl on a pad,
watch a television show where people make
beautiful things 

out of organza and seams.

The owl steadies my hand:
wing covert, torsus, face-disc—,
scapulars and steam.
My wrist believes it is young.
The control comforts my heartspan,

where it rests.
The alula, it seems—

but I also want to make beautiful things—.
Sometimes, I want others to see me 

as beautiful, too.
Not rough, not voracious. 
Not ever wielding the machete of my

body, splitting anyone in two.

But I don’t want to have to lose
the brownness I’m in to obtain it—beauty,
gentleness, flight—.

My body is full of tunnels.
Hollowness, but not like a bird’s.

 

I’m ashamed for fearing heights,
so I’d make a really fucked-up bird. 

Sometimes, I think not wanting to
look out the window of a high-rise makes
me less of a man. 

Sometimes, I fear the dim, firm husk
that grows over me makes me more of one.

iii. 
In the anecdote Anzaldúa shares, she is
snake-bitten, she can feel the venom in her
body, and she buries the rattlesnake that
bites her

“between the rows of cotton.” She
says this on page 48.

She says the earth is a coiled serpent.

And she is immune.
Often, I wish I, too, could 

bury the rattlesnake. Maybe digging
a hole is where my beauty will be found.

But I haven’t been in a cotton field in a good
grip of years.

But sometimes I simply want the snake
to enter me, to coil inside me

and stay.

Most times, I just wish I could spend
all night digging holes in a field
of huisache
and deer hearts and moon— 

as if anyone could still be immune. 

Kicking Super Hero
Ndaba Sibanda

From where I live
I see a silly monster
Trying to tiptoe and dive 
At you as if it’s a star 
Quickly I move in and check
Then like a superhero
I aim and really kick 
It into a screaming zero!
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Aging
James G. Piatt

The old Man’s hands  
Wrinkled with spots of dark brown, 
Telltale omens of aging, 
Searching 
For long lost memories hidden Inside 
Vanishing thoughts 
In a fading mind,  
Reach out  
With fingers of rusted mist:

Visions of fading images 
Confront his soul 
Like dead leaves 
Falling 
From barren trees:

Where is the promise of 
Golden years, 
Not in brittle bones, 
Fading sight or 
Ashen hair, 
Not in pain, or the
Inability to remember, or 
In a dreamless future: 

Only a cement grave welcomes 
Those who walk 
The lonely path, of aging.

Umbral
Vickie Vértiz

After Nicanor Parra and W. Miller’s translations of 
“Memorias de juventud”

sitting in private houses, understand
the students disappeared—again—and where could they

have gone?
that hour was shut

(a donde se puede ir a esa hora?)
i thought of a silence of an onion I’d seen

and of the abyss that separates us from other abysses, vidas
now cenotes, silent like money, umbral de lengua

lee el periódico
cierra los ojos
nos separa un trozo de cebolla

hay que cruzar
hay que cruzar o desaparecer
se espuma

un cielo en el infierno

To the Little Girl I Can’t Quite Recall
David Bowles

Like a bright smear in darkling mists of memory
I can almost see you standing, hip cocked,
laughing as I strike some noble pose.
For the space of a single summer 
nearly forty years gone 
we spun a wholly new world  

culled from comics and pulp novels—
secret African princes, orphaned heiresses,
international intrigue played out
across our military home, a naval base 
we traversed on bikes that doubled 
as steamers and horses and private jets.
We got lost in each other’s minds,
make-believe spinning glittering threads
that bound us in such an inextricable web
that even though I don’t remember your face
or your name, there’s a sweet glowing hole
in the center of my self
that still retains your shape. 

In Defense of a Beautiful Mind
Julie Gates

I try to be vanilla,
but I’m really more of a rocky road,
smoothied with shards of shrapnel
and FDA allowable bits of roach parts, 
and my heat melts me to mush.

I tried stashing myself in a box in the back of the closet,
but boxes make me claustrophobic,
so I started to ooze through the seams in the cardboard,
slithered under the door jam,
and swizzled along like a pit viper 
and escaped, 
looking for opportunities to strike.

I’m a pastiche of God’s making,
sloppily assembled inside out and off-center,
dark, blinding, and pasted together with Elmer’s glue
in riff raff pieces
of goth black, fire, and soot.

I wake up every day wondering
“What have I done now?”
look at people out of the corner of my eyes,
say a clever thing or two,
and then slink off
to find a wormhole
where I can slide in
and never be found.

The Voyage of Life: Youth
Thomas Cole
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Mash
Alice Frederick

We stand before a long
brown box in my bedroom at 2 a.m. This box 
is the last and flimsy now that I’ve unpacked 
the headboards and sleep above the floor.
I lean it against the wall to keep it
from tipping. There is a bug.
This is why I woke you.

It has been weeks since the family split 
for the move like two
legs, one foot stepping in front
of the other. You and the car and dad 
snaked ahead while mom lingered, crying 
at the naked wood of the house
and wiping down the fridge. She fed white 
bread to me, the good helper. In those three 
days before we flew across I
mostly watched old episodes of M*A*S*H.

It is a show in which they fill and empty
flimsy brown tents with doctor jokes and wounded 
soldiers. On the front lines of the Korean War 
everyone is constantly packing and moving
where they are ordered. The loved ones are
left to cry and clean their dead.

Now we are all here and I woke you
because from my new bed, above the dark
greens and reds of my M*A*S*H episode,
I saw a bug
slither across the wall and behind the long brown box. 
Every shadow under the lamplight has legs
and I want you to fix it. You punch the box.
We yell and stagger back from the combat.

The next morning when we are peeling
wings from the wall I remember
the episode of the ceasefire. The P.A.
system at surgical unit 4077 blares a nasal peace 
through the compound. The doctors are crying and embracing. 
The tents are
collapsed. It is time to go home.

Wordless with My Father
Tom Keene

 
We never really talked, I thought,
not in the words I was learning to love.
But I knew of you more than I knew.
I knew-not-knew your code: your tools,
your bricklaying, your care of the Buick
we used to teach me to drive,
that you bought brand new in forty-one
and sold to me fifteen years after
for a dollar I never paid you.  

 
In the dream, you drove our first car I ever remember,
the tall, slim, rumble seated Ford, black, on skinny wheels,
across a winter field, cropped with harvest stubs,
straight to a well,
tapped into Underworld’s dark river waters.
The car returned without you. The dream fled,
hiding its face, but returned to stay
after the call came.
 
To be with you, I hitchhiked across
the cold December desert,
deferring to the random fortune
of sequential cars: rides-no-rides
to take me to our talk-no-talk,
the silent drives to the clinic,
the patient hush of the waiting room.
 
Later, I sent letters
that I knew you’d not return,
streams of recollections,
beneath the absence of words,
sifting for nuggets of connections.
Like the time, while learning to drive,
I tore the door off the garage,
and we worked all day to fix it,
without one chiding word from you.
 
When next I saw you,
the robber and radiation
had reduced your workman’s body to bone-hung flesh.
As if it were all that was left,
you put my wordless wish, at last, into words,
“I hope when you die your son takes as good care of you
as you have me.”
 
The night before the funeral, my sisters and I had dreams of you.
In each you showed off your vigor with leaps and strides.
Next spring, the stingy citrus you had long tended,
dug round and fed, burst into lemon-yellow utterance.

Tree Sunset
Andrea Kraus-Lozano
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Honoring Joy Harjo
Abbie Massey Cotrell

They were gathered there in the place of all beginnings…                  
the women who birth women, 
wild hair tangled in stars, voices echoed by moon.

The clay is ready they said— 
strong with bone of proud horse,
slipped with blood of broken heart.

Hurry they said—the wild herd is passing
and they threw you onto the back of sweat slick stallion.

Hold on they said—when skin strips from bone 
and black mane blinds the eye.

Hold on until you feel the sweet red of Muscogee mud
and strange new air explodes the lung— 

then loose your cry 
into the dry night sky like white heat lightening.

They will call you Joy… and you will sing their pain.

A Clear Midnight
Walt Whitman

This is thy hour O Soul, thy free flight into the wordless,
Away from books, away from art, the day erased, the lesson done,
Thee fully forth emerging, silent, gazing, pondering the themes 

thou lovest best,
Night, sleep, death and the stars.

Poemas Internacionales

Manchmal
Hejo Müller

Manchmal tropfen
die Tage herab
ins Keuchen des Windes

Es scheint so, als kämen dann
nur noch ganz wenige
Wochen angekrochen.

Schon angesagte Stunden
verkriechen sich wieder…

Alle Stille—bitter wie Galle

Ach, wenn es doch
bloß keine Sekunden gäbe…

(Wir haben ja auch keine Angst vor dem Tode!)

  

Poetry Class
John Grey

The boys are at the poetry again, 
pressing lips against it,
holding it up to the nose.
One even tries to wear it.

Read it, I tell them,
but no, it’s on paper,
thus, the paper plane.
And it’s words
and not a one
has read one of those in years.

Tastes good, says the youngest,
as he stuffs a metaphysic down his throat.
Comes in handy, declares another,
wiping his shoes with Lake Poets.

Look, I tell them,
it’s poetry,
you’re not supposed to use it.

But they don’t listen.
Not with Coleridge 
stuffed in their ears.

International Poems

Sometimes
Hejo Müller / translated by James Brandenburg

Sometimes 
days drip down
into the panting of the wind

It seems that 
very few weeks remain—
weeks crawling in on their knees

hours crawl away too soon—
hours already doled out

All that silence—bitter like bile

Oh, if there were only
no more seconds…

(We are not afraid of death!)
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America! Tear Up This Bloody Amendment
Majid Naficy

After the mass shooting in Orlando

Every time a lunatic shoots a gun
And kills innocent people
The lawmakers split in two camps:
One speaks of mental health
And the other of gun control,
But no action is taken.
Only the sale of guns goes up
With the number of petitions on the Internet.
How long should we stay spectators?
America! Tear up this bloody amendment.

Merchants of death say that the Second Amendment
Protects the lives of citizens
Against the federal government
And petty criminals.
But it is only a lie
To cover up their dirty hands.
To fight against despotism
We only need consciousness and organization
And to stand against crime
We need courts, police and rehabilitation
Not citizens with guns at their waists.
How long should we stay spectators?
America! Tear up this bloody amendment.

A gun, like chocolate and chips,
Is something tempting.
If you want to protect your family
Do not keep guns at home.
Many people have killed their partners
Because of sudden impulses
And teenagers have ended their lives
By their families’ revolvers.
Ah, I am tired of this situation.
If I had a handgun
I might have killed myself
Instead of writing this poem.
How long should we stay spectators?
America! Tear up this bloody amendment.

τί ἐστιν ἡ ἀγάπη;
Παῦλος ὁ ἀπόστολος πρὸς Κορίνθιους α´ 13:4-7

 

What Is Love?
From 1 Corinithians 13 / translated by James R. Adair

Patient and kind is love
Not jealous or boastful or rude
No focus on self but on others
Shuns evil and revels in truth

Stands firm for the right
 Puts trust in what’s sure
  Always hopes for the best
   And abides evermore.  
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آآمرريیکا! اايینن پيیووستِت خوونيینن رراا پاررهه کک  

هھھھر بارر کهھ دديیواانهھ اایی ااسلحهھ می ِکشد  
وو مرددمم بيیگناهه رراا می ُکشد  

قانونگذاارراانن ددوو پاررهه می شوند:  
گويیديیکی اازز رروواانن ددررمانی سخن می   

وو دديیگریی اازز نظاررتت بر ُکشت اافزاارر  
ااما هھھھيیچ کارریی صوررتت نمی گيیردد  
تنهھا فرووشش ااسلحهھ باال می رروودد  

با شماررهه یی ددااددخوااستهھا رروویی شبکهھ.  
تا کی بايید تماشاگر بمانيیم؟  

آآمريیکا! اايین پيیوست خونيین رراا پاررهه کن.  

راانِن مرگگ می گويیند کهھ "پيیوست ددووممتاج  
حافِظ جانن شهھروونداانن ااست  

ددوولت مرکزییددرر براابِر   
وو جانيیانِن خرددهه پا.  

ااما اايین ددررووغی بيیش نيیست  
براایی پوشاندنِن ددستهھایی آآلوددهه شانن.  

ما ددرر مباررززهه با خوددکامگی  
تنهھا بهھ آآگاهھھھی وو ساززماندهھھھی نيیاززمنديیم  

وو ددرر مقابلهھ با بزهه کارریی  
بهھ ددااددگاهه, پليیس وو تواانن بخشی  
نهھ شهھروونداانی سالحح بهھ کمر.  
تا کی بايید تماشاگر بمانيیم؟  

ا! اايین پيیوست خونيین رراا پاررهه کن.آآمريیک  

ُکشت اافزاارر چونن ُشکالتت وو چيیپس  
چيیزیی ووسوسهھ اانگيیز ااست.  

ااگر می خوااهھھھی حافِظ خانوااددهه باشی  
ددرر خانهھ ااسلحهھ نگهھ مداارر.  

بسيیارریی اازز مرددمم با اانگيیزشی ناگهھانی  
هھھھمسراانن خودد رراا کشتند  

وو نوجواانانی با تپانچهھ یی خانوااددگی  
بهھ ززندگی خودد پايیانن ددااددند.  

اايین ووضع خستهھ اامم آآهه اازز  
ااگر هھھھفت تيیریی ددااشتم  

شايید بجایی نوشتن اايین شعر  
خودد رراا می کشتم.  

تا کی بايید تماشاگر بمانيیم؟  
آآمريیکا! اايین پيیوست خونيین رراا پاررهه کن.  

 

ÔH aÓga¿ph makroqumei √, crhsteu/etai hJ aÓga¿ph, 
ouj zhloi √, ouj perpereu/etai, ouj fusiouvtai,  
oujk aÓschmonei √, ouj zhtei √ ta» e˚authvß, ouj paroxu/netai,  
ouj logi÷zetai to\ kako/n,  
ouj cai÷rei e˙pi« thØv aÓdiki÷aˆ, sugcai÷rei de« thØv aÓlhqei÷aˆ: 
 
pa¿nta ste÷gei,  
 pa¿nta pisteu/ei,  
  pa¿nta e˙lpi÷zei,  
   pa¿nta uJpome÷nei. 
	  



Stone in the Stream/Roca en el Río

Stone in the Stream/Roca en el Río is a gathering of writers and artists 
committed to the environment through contemplative, artistic, and activ-
ist response. They meet quarterly to share individual work grounded in 
an eco-poetics and to develop collective projects. This page reflects some 
of their work. To contact the group, send an email to Jim LaVilla-Havelin 
(lavhav@gmail.com) or Mobi Warren (mobiwarren@gmail.com).

Six Brown Pelicans
Toni Heringer Falls

work the water  
just beyond the pier                
devastating a school of bait fish         
forced to light by predators below.
Great wings 

beat the stout wind           parents 
teaching young.       Only these birds
can rise thirty to sixty feet, scan 
tumult below—plummet
like stones, splashing the water 
                                         wings cocked.

They bob on surface, strain water from pouches
distended with catch—dreadful coffins latched, 
lined with ivory satin—soft, smooth. 
Note: The brown pelican made a remarkable recovery from near extinction 
in Texas. From fewer than 40 birds in 1970, populations have rebounded 
into the thousands. DDT pesticide and thoughtless destruction of nests con-
tributed to the decline, but they now nest along the entire Gulf Coast.

On the Edge of Town
Janice Rebecca Campbell

Wild land
for sale in one-half-acre plots
will no doubt sprout 
more mini manors 
on the English model
 side by side by side
with wide lawns 
of non-native grasses
surrounded by pike-topped 
wrought-iron fences 
and handsome gates
 —though to my taste
none so handsome
as a single scented cedar tree
or a motte of live oaks dancing
or a white-tailed deer 
testing the wind.

  

If I Had Attended
d. ellis phelps

if 

i had attended
the workshop

i would
have missed

this:

visitation

of cranes
      ~
the way
they sing

this religion
of birds

eucharist
of sky

how this raven

black 
harbinger

calls
      ~
these       billowing
clouds are mouths

here
the earth
—fuschia skirt
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How Many Painters Does It Take to Change a Nation
d. ellis phelps

12" x 12", mixed media on paper

whirling      feet
bare      &
pounding
      ~
there

—a potter
throwing clay:

wild

discontent
      ~
this      is not
democracy

dictators
rage

monarchs
die
     ~
remove
these rulers

none      of them

tell      the 

truth



Editors’ Poems

Genesis II
Mo H Saidi

And God said, “Let there be light: and there was light.”
—Genesis 1, New International Version

I
It took five flashes to create the universe: 
nebulae, black holes, galaxies, 
all the septillion stars and their planets, 
and the solar system, which lay 
isolated at the edge of space.

And then to launch a new planetary 
globe of simmering gas circulating 
round the sun: A mass of vapor to morph 
into immense storms—and a havoc of floods, 
the massive rivers that carved the land,
shaped valleys, canyons, and the mountains 
all came about at the penultimate flash.

In the blink of an eye the planet turned blue, 
plumes of fire and lava plunged 
into the vast oceans: islands rose, 
quakes fractured the enormous landmass,
its fragments moved north, south, 
and sideways; and then lightning sparked 
and stirred water, earth, fire, and air 
and from the mix, a fragile loveless 
life formed and promptly vanished.

Alas, life without love, creatures without mates, 
the myriad experiments went awry. 
O, an imperfect life lasting only awhile. 

Unexpectedly, in a twinkling, the seeds 
of love formed and restricted the demise 
of infinitesimal creatures, 
saved the endangered life; flora and fauna 
flowers and bees burgeoned, timberlands 
formed, and large and small animals 
roamed through the forests of life.

On the rolling planes, primates began 
to walk upright; now man facing deep 
drought and seeking sustenance, crossed 
high seas, peaks and islands, camped 
in the green paradise. 

II
Genius and creative, man spoiled 
the experiment lasting for barely a flash. 
Columns of poisonous gas, toxic waters 
and sizzling heat created a black hole 
in the promising world. The fateful battle 
between nature and man charred 
the meadows of wheat, golden apple orchards. 

 

As for the dinosaurs, the experiment 
lasted a blink, turned the green to brown, 
winters to scorching summers, 
fauna to dust, life to naught, and love 
to wander in space seeking a new haven,
searching to land in another world, 
and stage another experiment.

III
It took five flashes to create the universe, 
a few sparks to build this world, 
a blink for the blue planet to glow 
in the universe; yet a wink to end 
the experiment―alas the depleted air, 
polluted waters, fire and charred forests
annihilated man, filled the catacombs 
with lifeless flesh and bones: an ark 
burdened by creatures’ skeletons. 

It all started with a flash
but ended in a blinking of an eye! 

CalGarSi 
Joan Strauch Seifert

      
It was a sparkling day; a special superior place 
Dreamed of, sought for, searched for, found.

To challenge ancient dreads, their quest;
This was their shining time; they vowed to find CalGarSi.

Up a winding trail through thick cedar woods 
They trudged with rigging, ropes; the slopes were steep.

Search led to freedom; a pursuit their elders never knew, 
On they climbed; it would be theirs to own!

To the rim, the rim! Arms flung toward welcoming clouds, 
They were captains, chiefs, defenders answering joy. 

They really climbed there, really found CalGarSi —
Let no one ever tell you it’s not true.

Far below, legions, bullies, troupes had threatened,
Napoleon’s armies, Nero’s masses, Alexander’s force.

Then, as those flailing hordes fell into the valley, 
Bravado of the three prevailed. Yes, they had won!

They will tell you it was true, on that determined day.
At CalGarSi all bullies, all fear vanished, left no trace. 

And Cal and Gary and Sid roared out their victory,
And planted robust banners under a youthful sun. 
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E. B. White Remembered
Carol Coffee Reposa

 
I gaze with comfortable nostalgia
At the photo of my grandparents
Taken many Christmases ago.
 
At first, time fades.
They almost step into my living room,
Abandon for a while
Their mildly comic pose:
Grandmother a shade too plump
For their Victorian loveseat,
Poinsettias left blooming
On the marble top behind them,
Shooting red bracts
Through their iron-gray hair. Grandmother smiles
Like this year’s prom queen, one hand
Resting on her lap, the other
Draped across Grandfather’s muscled back.
He looks impish, almost laughing
At some secret joke,
His jacket slightly rumpled,
The Windsor knot awry.
 
But just above
Their flowered heads
I see a second photo,
This one of their grandsons
Then in nursery school.
They own a software enterprise today.
I now observe
Grandmother’s swollen knees,
Her husband’s hands
Gnarled like venerable trees.
My fingers stiffen
In an instant recognition
As my grandchild wakes, clamors
To be rescued from her crib
And suddenly I’m framed in oak,
Banks of blood-red poinsettias
Sprouting from my head.

First published in Blue Mesa Review

The Voyage of Life: Old Age
Thomas Cole

 
Select Poems

Advent’s End
Bryce Milligan

Fog clogs the highway but clears the mind of all but the tail lights 
wavering in and out of focus as distance and density compete for 
attention with the black ice creeping across the asphalt the further 
north you get, transiting both map and memory as you recall an-
other winter drive toward another death bed fifty-six years ago, 
the night a cop pulled your father over somewhere between Es-
tilene and the bridge over the dry-as-Ezekiel’s-bones Prairie Dog 
Town Fork of the Red River for speeding in a midnight blizzard, 
and it was only when you heard your father explain that his father 
was dying that very night in a hospital still a hundred miles away 
that your seven-year-old self understood that all journeys can end 
without arriving at an appointed end—just a slide and a thump, 
barely audible through the downy snow-thick air, just a wheezing 
cough and a gasp, just a glance away from the business of staying 
alive long enough to earn a wistful moment or two of longing or 
regret or admiration in the tumbled memories of those left be-
hind, perhaps no more than an image, enshrined in the mind for 
no apparent reason, like that other winter night when you were 
too old to believe in Santa but were determined to believe sim-
ply because you did not want to not believe when you snuggled 
beneath your grandmother’s quilts (three deep—oh, we were 
quilt-rich back then) when at the fringe of sleep you saw your 
father in the swirling white cold beyond the rimed and rattling 
panes bringing in the gift only Santa could bestow because only 
Santa could know and the option of believing because you did 
not want to not believe was abruptly null, your faith sucked into 
that void from which faith in anything other than the present mo-
ment never returns without its twin shadows of guilt and doubt, 
shadows that cloud at once the meaning of yesterday and the po-
tential of tomorrow as thoroughly as the fog clogs this highway 
yet lenses all time into momentary focus when you hear the dead 
calling you to breakfast from the kitchen on Christmas morning 
and you smell the sage and pepper-rich sausage your grandfa-
ther had slaughtered, butchered and smoked only weeks before, 
and grandmother’s biscuits and turkey hash and the strawberry 
preserves made from your own labor the preceding spring when 
the ruby fruits stained your hands as if … and here speculation 
falters as memory stumbles, and you are parking your car in the 
hospice parking lot because yes, if you refuse to die in a corpora-
tion hospital they will be happy to rent you a room in which you 
can die at your leisure, and you lean back, exhausted by hours of 
hyper concentration, minding the road, fighting the ice, entering 
the ghostly vortices that envelop the car as if to enshroud it but 
engine heat keeps the pall from forming on the hood although 
snow begins to freeze on the windshield almost at once, so you 
hesitate to shut off the ignition, reluctant to leave because to quit 
the car is to quit the dream and to step again into the storm.

“Advent’s End” first appeared in Southwest Review (Winter 2014); it 
was republished in The Texas Weather Anthology (Lamar University 
Press, 2016) and also is included in Milligan’s Take to the Highway: 
Arabesques for Travelers (West End Press, 2016).
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Leveling
Alan Berecka

But I’ve no spade to follow men like them
—“Digging,” Seamus Heaney 

Quietly, my father
and I worked,
leveling my mother’s
fresh grave. We moved
in slow circles, raking
the broken earth flat.
We shook seeds
from handfuls of hay,
then covered the ground
with the straw that remained.

We didn’t speak.
Nearly thirty years old,
I strained to stay 
composed. I aped
his movements. I wanted
him to think that I might
yet become a man.

When we finished
filling and emptying
our watering cans,
my father, who cared
little for words, spoke
what I have come
to believe was his
greatest compliment:

Hey, kid,
don’t forget
how to do this.
From With Our Baggage (Beaumont: Lamar University Literary Press, 
2013)

In Defense of Harlots
Loretta Diane Walker

 As an early frontier town, San Angelo was characterized
 by saloons, prostitution, and gambling. 

— Texas State Historical Society
 
Decades are long rivers;
fourteen of them flow in the channel of my cheeks.
My throat is a memoir.
The tiniest secrets curl in me.
 
I know the roots of harlots.
Why they open themselves before strangers.
Why shadows are their friends.
Why darkness breathes in their lungs.
 
They come with all they are in burlap sacks.
Find a land tented with fat weeds and skinny trees.
Hope as dwindling piles of poker chips.
Fate as a pair of loaded dice.

 

A swift roll, they watch life from their backs,
stare at the sky with snake eyes.
The vig of difficult beginnings—
the breaking and changing of lives.
 
To fill their mouths
with the booze of derelict dreams
and smoky disappointments
is not their desire.
 
In their dim kitchens where purity is a dustless ledge,
dignity is timid candles.
They eat their tears,
listen to night’s vanity.
 
I drink their sadness.
Conceal their faces in an eddy of years.
The strong moon is my promise;
you will not remember them this way.
 
Their names are sealed in the smooth bellies
of river stones collected at the edge of your gardens.
The soft scent of lilacs is the memory
I leave drifting on the trail of their hard distant past.

Visiting the Nursing Home, 1962
Elizabeth Raby

Grandmother is sagged in a chair, slumped
against canvas strips that keep her more
or less upright. Her hands lie still,

palm up in her lap, but her eyes are
squeezed shut, her face pinched and pulled
together. She remembers me and is glad,

but her back aches, can’t she just lie 
down? I go to find the attendant who says
no, it’s not time yet. I urge

Grandmother to let me do something,
isn’t there something I can do?
She recollects that she was always partial

to a nice glass of milk, she wouldn’t mind
cold milk. In the hall again to find
the hurried attendant. Her supper will be along

soon. Milk is always included. Don’t think
she doesn’t get plenty of milk.
No milk now, Grandmother, but soon.

She hears my sorrow and is sorry,
sorry to be a bother.
Can’t she just lie down?
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Yellow Jackets
Jeffrey DeLotto

How can you love a wasp, a yellow jacket?
It sounds like some vicious corps of thugs,
An F-16 inhabited by wayward aliens with
A will to defend, that believes it owns your
Eaves and most quiet corners, and when
Driven will sting adult or toddling child
And will live to sting again? Unlike that
Storied bee, symbol of sweetness and self
Sacrifice, the yellow jacket is unveiled by
Mystery, no romance, but is cold sheathed,
Stilettoed, helmeted like a fighter pilot, so
Driven to defend a tough, dry grey-paper
Flat stocked with canisters of white larvae
Swelling inside, growing into pale body-
Snatcher predecessors of itself, the legs
And antennae mechanical, looking like
Plastic models, not a life we can share or
Empathize—Can I love a yellow jacket,
Even in the wondrous pain it inflicts?
It is, after all, always my trespass. 

I See It on Your Arms
Angela Consolo Mankiewicz

I see it on your arms, the darkening
of a blond’s skin, kinda sexy, despite
burgundy bruises here and there
from a moment’s miscalculation
or a cat’s affection;

I see it on your fingers, a bump of bone 
here and there I didn’t notice yesterday,
whenever yesterday was;

there’s good, solid muscle in your arms,
still capable of hauling and pushing, 
just not as much.

Your argument with our mild winters
is more focused now, and meaner,
even as you give up your no-scarves,
no-sweaters stance; even the hat,
“just for rain, only for rain.”

Your legs are still tough though your stride
is shorter and not always as sure; you balk
at a walking stick—“it’s a cane, a damned cane”—
until you see the stick of polished mahogany, 
the one with the head of a silver eagle, 
a silver eagle with bright obsidian eyes.

 
The Last R-Train of the Day

Luxi Lin-Yuxi

The man was one with the steel shadows, 
Strumming the chords to “Hotel California.”

We stood in the whirlpool of echoes, strangers 
On an empty platform and our respective ghosts.

Imagine, alighting in the corners of the city 
Like a bird, a graffito in the night.

I am the drunk pissing behind the dim sum shop. 
I am the bouquet a boy hands to his laughing date.

I am the howling dog, chased by children wielding sticks.
I am the traffic light at Canal Street turning an endless red and green. 

I am the roving eyes of men in suits walking past call girls. 
I am the cigarette smoldering at the end of a cook’s long-drawn 

breath.

I am seeking you, beyond the cold lights,
Across longitudes. 

I can picture you, stirring soup with one hand, 
And with the other folding pages of the evening paper 

So that only the article you want faces up. 
You will caress the page like an old memory 

That opens itself to well-thumbed creases.
How long do I have before you lose me in the stacks?

The guitarist is packing up.
Every day maybe, he sees a woman 

Standing too close to the tracks,
Practicing her solo of could-have-beens, 

Interrupted only when
Roaring in, the sound of a train.
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Poetry Therapy
Some authors use poetry to deal with such issues as heroin/alcohol ad-
diction, death, abandonment, and sexual and emotional abuse. The fol-
lowing poems illustrate the use of writing to deal with these issues.

Evolution of a Poetry Therapist
Cyra S. Dumitru, CPT

It is difficult for me to recall a time when poem-making was 
not a significant part of my life. At age six I wrote my first poem 
spontaneously, and felt profoundly impacted by the feeling of 
revelation that it gave me. That experience awakened me to the 
transformational nature of writing and called me to a lifelong re-
lationship with poetry. Throughout my childhood and teen years I 
kept journals and wrote poems. When I was sixteen and living in 
Cincinnati, Ohio, with my family, I witnessed my eldest brother’s 
suicidal act at our family home, while the rest of our family was 
elsewhere. Recovery from that traumatic witness and the confu-
sion of mixed emotions has been steady yet gradual, involving 
stages over the years. Along the way there have been other losses, 
profound stressors, and complicated relational challenges—the 
stuff of life. My steadfast commitment to poetry writing, study 
of poetry as craft, and being in community with others through 
poetry has facilitated much of my healing and spiritual growth.

Following decades of using poetic medicine as a creative prac-
tice for my own transformation, I began to offer poetry circles 
for healing and inner growth to other people in 2013. In April of 
this year, I formally received my Certification in Poetry Therapy 
from The Institute of Poetic Medicine founded by certified poetry 
therapist John Fox, author of Finding What You Didn’t Lose and 
Poetic Medicine. 

The certification ceremony completed a four-year process of 
study under the skillful supervision and mentorship of Fox. The 
training program encompassed five intensive colloquiums in Cali-
fornia (Fox lives in the Bay Area), 22 months of online classes 
with an international cohort of fellow candidates, intensive collab-
orative small group work, extensive reading and research, writing 
scores of poems and essays, and 150 hours of practicum work.

Over the course of my training, I have led poetry circles in 
San Antonio for adults of all ages, from 18 years of age to 80 
years plus. People from many walks of life—university students, 
teachers and professors, counselors, health care professionals, 
hospice care staff and volunteers, lawyers, and retirees—have 
experienced the self-discovery, healing, and community building 
that unfolds within poetry circle.

One of the longest-standing poetry circles that I have led is 
based at St. Mary’s University, where I have been a member of 
the adjunct faculty since 2000. Beginning with the 2013-2014 
academic year, I have provided poetry circle experience to any 
interested student. No experience with writing or studying po-
etry is necessary; students from all academic disciplines are wel-
come and have participated. No grades are given. No credit is 
given either; participation is purely voluntary. Over the course 
of three years/six semesters, we have met nearly every week for 
two hours, and about three dozen students have participated. “In 
the Shelter of Poetry” is the perspective of Joshua Madrid, an up-
perclassman at St. Mary’s University who has not only actively 
participated but has also gently, persistently encouraged many 
other students to experience poetry circle. 

 

In the Shelter of Poetry
Joshua Madrid

When I was in high school, I picked up the hobby of poetry 
writing. Although many poems from that time will probably nev-
er see the light of day again, I stuck with my new interest. The 
best way to describe my writing would be to compare it to journal 
writing. Each piece captures a thought or memory in my life. It’s 
especially rewarding when I can go back and relive those mo-
ments while reading the poems. However, it’s even better when I 
can read an old poem and associate a new memory with it. This 
adds an even stronger dynamic to using writing as therapy. An 
introvert growing up with few friends, I figured out that I could 
be myself in poetry.

I continued writing as a side thing until I met a friend my fresh-
man year of college. She was taking a poetry workshop class 
and suggested I take it too. I hadn’t taken a formal writing class 
before, so I was a little hesitant. However, realizing the potential 
benefits I could get from this class, I decided to give it a shot.

It was here that I met one of my greatest mentors, Cyra Du-
mitru. She helped me develop my poetry in ways I had never 
considered. I had a bad habit of overthinking my words and try-
ing to get the poem a specific way because otherwise it would 
sound “bad” to me. Her teachings helped make my poetry more 
cathartic and genuine.

Soon after her workshop class ended, Dumitru invited me 
to attend a poetry group she referred to as “poetry circle.” The 
concept is simple: people come together and read, write, and if 
they’re willing, share poetry. Each session starts with the reading 
of a poem. From there the group has a discussion about the poem 
and what it means to us individually. We then go into a writ-
ing period based on what we read or whatever comes to mind. 
We have the option of sharing what we wrote with the rest of 
the group. It isn’t really peer reviewing; it’s more about getting 
feedback on what the poem means to the writer and to listeners.

Within the first semester of poetry circle, the participants had 
also attended a poetry writing workshop. Many of them gradu-
ated at the end of the semester, and the focus shifted to bring-
ing the art of poetry to students who would otherwise overlook 
it. From there, we encouraged participants to invite friends who 
they thought would enjoy and be open to the group.

Some people showed up excited to be a part of the poetry cir-
cle, while others were unsure of themselves and of poetry. Luck-
ily, those who were hesitant kept going. 

It wasn’t long before they found their written voice and became 
more comfortable sharing their poems. Observing and being part 
of this growth was an immense honor. While the people in this 
group were around the same age, they each came from various 
backgrounds and diverse fields of study. This proves that you 
don’t have to be a certain type of person to be a poet. You just 
need an honest heart, an open mind, and a willingness to write.

There’s an old Irish proverb that says “It is in the shelter of 
each other that the people live.” To me, that sums up what poetry 
circle exemplifies. We’ve all walked many roads and hold many 
stories. Some are intertwined with joy and laughter, while others 
are consumed in sorrow. Nonetheless, in the poetry circle, those 
differences are set aside. We fill the space in between one an-
other. It is in that moment that we experience our stories as one.
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Betwixt and Between
Joshua Madrid

Here in the morning light
Been hiding from your son
He shines so bright
 
I’ve lived with little purpose
Searching for what I can be
Lost in a sea of faces
Are you the one for me
 
With you, she found sanctuary
In your arms and your wings
Lately I’ve been yearning
Longing to believe
  
If I gave her my hand
And let her show me the way
Would I find a spot in your heart
And a place to stay
 
Am I a fool
Who doesn’t know what to believe
Trapped in this betwixt and between
If I eat your bread and sip your wine
Will you be there with me for all of time
 

Under the Gloomy Moon
Joshua Madrid

In the silence 
Under the gloomy moon
I yearn for a voice
While gone, it’s never forgotten
A scar in my life 
That just won’t fade
 
In the day
I’m full of smiles and laughter
But in the night
Shadows hide my misery and pain
 
We won’t hear that sound again
All I’m left with are 
The ashes of them 
And my saltwater memories
 
In the quietness
Of your tender embrace
I hear your heart beat
I hear our hearts beat
 
It’s this melodic sound
That somehow calms me down
He has brought us together
Now I’ll never face this alone 

 
To Dad on Father’s Day, 2016

Martin Riley

I have recently longed to say it:  
“Greatness is yours.”
If it isn’t as a reading partner, 
a block-walking friend, 
a basketball foe or anything,
your wisdom counts.
You remind me of almonds and beans, 
soybean products,
and of hardworking days in the yard.
You write poetry that is fruitful like peaches.
Your advice is as good as any,
You wear smaller shoes, have political blues;
you must
spend time
on the many.
Good luck in the later years of your life.
Love, Martin

The Immigrant Child
Kathleen Henry

I, the immigrant child, once felt so alone
Now my sisters that I have known
Give me hope, inspiration to try to stand on my own.

Yet now I have to know a truth
God will always be by my side
for He is always here for the long ride.

God is first, I surrender every day
So I may have the journey, sober I stay.

One Day
Lynn Navarro

How true this is
how incredibly painful
to deal with it.
Loss, or to face it—
regarding ourselves
makes me ask myself
again, am I making the most of my day?
I preach it to all but
am I living a joyful life?
Why do we wake up one day and say
“Where did the time go?”
Time is fleeting
Time isn’t real
Time is man-made
Time is limited
Time is money
You can’t get back any time you’ve lost—
One day.
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Art Therapy
The life-affirming pleasure of art-making is inherently therapeutic. Of-
ten both the art process and product created help us to understand our 
current environments, reduce stress, enhance cognitive ability, and in-
crease awareness of self and others. They may also be used as a form of 
prayer or journaling. It is common for artists to spontaneously respond 
to their own art or that of others with both art and poetry. The art and 
poetry below have been submitted through a variety of non-clinical, 
though often life-giving, art-based classes in venues around Texas.

Instant
Frances Rosales Ford

In an instant things change. 
Never to be the same. 
Do they change for better or worse? 
That depends on the person 
Or the world’s perception. 

Here’s just a few. 
The old world provided stability in a crazy sort of way. 
The new world provides endless possibilities with tons of uncer-

tainties. 
We yearn for the past and all the things we took for granted. 
We hold on tightly to today, for tomorrow shows promise with 

too many unknowns.
But in an instant things change and no one knows what 
The future really holds or 
Is anymore. 

Visual spiritual journaling retreats, classes, and workshops are being 
held in a variety of settings in San Antonio, Texas: book stores, Haven 
for Hope, universities, the Bexar County Jail, and many other venues. 
Occasionally, after attending several of our visual journaling options, a 
participant decides to lead new visual journaling opportunities in new 
venues, and this expands community understanding of the practice and 
benefits of this type of journaling. Frances Ford has been especially suc-
cessful in fostering this endeavor and encourages her students to submit 
their images to Voices de la Luna.

The Change
Richelle Vasquez

Beaten and shattered—
Altogether, my life had been scattered.
Full of despair,
I thought I was broken beyond repair.
I lived the lie for so long,
I felt as if my life was done.
Believing that there was no way out,
As in the darkness, I wandered aimlessly about.
The prison that my mind had kept me in,
I never really thought I would win,
Then as I found the Lord one day,
I now live my life in a better way.
I am Free. I am Free.

Frances Rosales Ford

Susan Herrera

Trichele Allen
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Poetry & Dreams
Poetry, Dreams, and Interpretation

Return to Kentucky
Transcribed and Interpreted by James Brandenburg

San Antonio, Texas, May 2, 2016

Dream: I decide to travel to London, Kentucky. I am in touch 
with Vivian. I take a bus down to London. I arrive in London, 
Kentucky, at night. I am trying to find a ride to the old homestead, 
but I have no luck. It is seven miles to the site, so I decide to walk. 
It is night. It is pitch black, but I find my way on the old road. I 
hear the sounds and noises of childhood. I feel my way and reach 
my destination. The old homestead does not have much furniture, 
but there is a kitchen table and a refrigerator. I find something to 
eat and sit down at the kitchen table. The light is oil light. I hear 
someone coming in the door and recognize Gilmore. He looks the 
same as when he died and has arrived in his old Buick. We move 
to the living room where there is a sofa, an easy chair, and a cof-
fee table. I put some food on the coffee table and continue eating. 
Gilmore has brought in two containers of mixed salad. He knows 
I like salad. I help myself to a container of salad and offer some-
thing to Gilmore. He declines, and we converse. I fill him in on 
the last years of my life and my journey to the Centrum in Swit-
zerland. He appears to be very interested when I speak about my 
thesis and the dreams I have had, but he seems to already know 
about all my dreams. We engage in a conversation about where he 
has been after he died. I am surprised about what happens after we 
die. It is encouraging. End of dream.

Comment: I can’t go back to the simple life I experienced as a 
child in Kentucky, but I can find value within myself by attend-
ing to my dreams and connecting to the unconscious. On a more 
symbolic level, Kentucky represents my journey into the uncon-
scious. I have learned to communicate with the unconscious and 
to listen to what it tells me through my dreams.

When I Was a Child
James Brandenburg

When I was a child
I thought if I planted marbles
in our cornfield
the marbles would grow like vines
around stalks of corn.
When I was a child,
I thought if I sprinkled salt on a bird’s tail
I could catch the bird.
When I was a child
I looked up at the stars at night
and spoke to God.
“If you made me, God,
I wonder who made you.”
There are days I wish
I were still a child
and could believe
everything adults say
planting marbles in a cornfield
sprinkling salt on a bird’s tail
admiring the mysteries of God.

Comment: When I was a young child, I loved to play with mar-
bles. There were marbles all over the house, and after falling over 

them, my aunt and uncle convinced me to plant my marbles in 
the cornfield. I remember watching for the marbles to come up, 
and I remember my disappointment when there were no marbles 
harvested. When I took my wife Maria to the old homestead in 
Kentucky, I showed her the field where I had planted my marbles. 
To my surprise, I found a couple of the marbles that I had planted 
decades ago.

Wynken, Blynken, and Nod
Eugene Field

Wynken, Blynken, and Nod one night
Sailed off in a wooden shoe,—

Sailed on a river of crystal light
Into a sea of dew.

“Where are you going, and what do you wish?”
The old moon asked the three.

“We have come to fish for the herring-fish
That live in this beautiful sea;
Nets of silver and gold have we,”

Said Wynken,
Blynken,
And Nod.

The old moon laughed and sang a song,
As they rocked in the wooden shoe;

And the wind that sped them all night long
Ruffled the waves of dew;

The little stars were the herring-fish
That lived in the beautiful sea.

“Now cast your nets wherever you wish,—
Never afraid are we!”
So cried the stars to the fishermen three,

Wynken,
Blynken,
And Nod.

All night long their nets they threw
To the stars in the twinkling foam,—

Then down from the skies came the wooden shoe,
Bringing the fishermen home:

’Twas all so pretty a sail, it seemed
As if it could not be;

And some folk thought ’twas a dream they’d dreamed
Of sailing that beautiful sea;
But I shall name you the fishermen three:

Wynken,
Blynken,
And Nod.

Wynken and Blynken are two little eyes,
And Nod is a little head,

And the wooden shoe that sailed the skies
Is a wee one’s trundle-bed;

So shut your eyes while Mother sings
Of wonderful sights that be,

And you shall see the beautiful things
As you rock in the misty sea
Where the old shoe rocked the fishermen three:—

Wynken,
Blynken,
And Nod.
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Essays

A Confederacy of Dunces Revisited
Lou Taylor

When my husband, six-month-old son, and I moved into the 
duplex on the corner of Adams and Hampson Street in New 
Orleans in the summer 1971, we were delighted to have found 
an apartment that met our needs. It had spacious rooms, a front 
porch, and a shady yard. It also included the use of half a garage, 
an almost unheard-of luxury in New Orleans.

 The location was perfect, within walking distance of two 
neighborhood grocery stores that ran a tab, delivered, and offered 
advice on how to prepare the ingredients. The Maple Street Book 
Store was around the corner, and we were half a block from the 
St. Charles Ave. streetcar, which for fourteen cents transported us 
to the library, parks, and the French Quarter. 

We had found the duplex by word of mouth. My husband’s 
secretary, Eileen Bougere, was a part of the extended Hecker 
family that owned most of the block. Each relative had inherited 
a house, and the duplex had gone to twin sisters whose husbands 
were eager to ensure that we were happy tenants for our $125 a 
month. 

Heckers were always around. They hardly ever left the neigh-
borhood. Ms. Bougere and her husband (known as “Booge”), 
who lived around the corner, once planned a trip to Houston to at-
tend some baseball games but came home after one night because 
they were homesick. Their aunt across the back fence decided 
that our cats were not being fed well and cooked for them. Our 
landladies and their husbands dropped by once a week to see if 
anything needed repair.

Little did we know that we were about to become part of one 
of the most interesting stories of twentieth-century literature. As 
soon as we moved in, neighbors met us on the street to tell us 
about the Tooles who lived in the other half of the duplex. They 
had a sad story. Their son had committed suicide two years earli-
er. He was such a nice young man—always well dressed. He took 
care of his parents and walked his little dog every day. He was a 
professor of English at Dominican College and walked to school. 
No one could understand why he came to such an untimely end. 
His parents had never recovered. 

Our first encounter with the Tooles was a pleasant conversation 
with Mr. Toole in our common driveway. He was interested in 
our son and wanted to do his part to help us raise him right. He 
asked if “The Boy” (he always called our son “The Boy”) had a 
high chair. We told him that we had not yet purchased one, and 
the next afternoon, a new high chair appeared on our back porch 
still in the box. 

Wanting to be a good neighbor, I knocked on the Tooles’ door 
to thank them for their generosity. That was the day I met Thelma 
Toole. She was annoyed that I had interrupted her and furious 
when she found out that Mr. Toole (she always called him “The 
Crazy Old Man”) had talked to us and given us a gift. She was 
still shouting when she slammed the door in my face. 

I made it a point to speak to Mr. Toole in the driveway after 
that. The next gift left on our back porch was a blue tricycle. 
When I thanked Mr. Toole in the driveway, his response was, 
“Keep your mouth shut this time.” At least once a week a bag of 
fruit appeared on our back porch. “The boy needs good fruit,” 
Mr. Toole informed me when I thanked him in our usual meeting 

place in the driveway. 
My next conversation with Mrs. Toole occurred when she 

came to my door to return a book on Texas history that Mr. Toole 
had borrowed with our permission. I told her that we had lent him 
the book and would have given it to him, but he only wanted to 
borrow it. “The crazy old man doesn’t need to be reading books,” 
she said. Over my objections, she put the book on the porch and 
stalked off. 

Mrs. Toole did take an opportunity to engage me in conversa-
tion once when she told me that she had taken her son to the park 
every day at 10, 2, and 4 and suggested that I do the same. I made 
a mental note never to follow her parenting advice. 

Mrs. Toole’s oddest habit was chanting every day at 6 am. Her 
room was on the other side of the wall from my son’s, so we were 
all awake every morning at 6. 

When Mr. Toole became very ill, it took intervention from 
some of the Heckers to get him the medical attention he needed, 
with Mrs. Toole complaining the whole time. 

Mr. Toole died, and Mrs. Toole moved in with her brother 
across town on Elysian Fields Street. Their side of the duplex 
was not rented again, which meant that we no longer had to share 
a garage and had the run of yard without fear of being scolded. 
We missed seeing Mr. Toole.

It was several years later, after we had moved to a different 
house, that we read in the paper about the Pulitzer Prize for Lit-
erature being awarded posthumously to John Kennedy Toole for 
A Confederacy of Dunces. 

I was not surprised by the story of its publication. Mrs. Toole 
had found the manuscript (probably in a cabinet in the room 
where she chanted every morning) and stalked Walker Percy, a 
local author and professor, until he agreed to read it. His side of 
the story appears in the foreword of the book.

A Confederacy of Dunces, published by LSU press, won the 
Pulitzer in 1981. Considered one of the greatest Southern novels 
of the twentieth century, the work has been translated into twen-
ty languages and has sold nearly two million copies. A bronze 
statue of its main character, Ignatius Reilly, has been placed on 
Canal Street (see below, p. 36).

Toole’s biographer, Cory MacLauchlin, captures the universal 
appeal of A Confederacy of Dunces when he says, “His prede-
cessors, such as William Faulkner and Tennessee Williams, had 
missed the greatest lesson of New Orleans: that its texture does 
not come from its gritty underbelly but rather from its centuries-
long ability to enfold new voices, while never losing track of its 
elaborate roots, a cultural value that comes from living on the 
edge of existence. Toole not only understood this lesson, but in 
writing Confederacy he applied it, and in doing so he struck a 
chord that would eventually reverberate through many countries 
and languages.”

When I remember the years on Adams Street sharing a com-
mon wall with Thelma and John Toole, I am happy that I knew 
them and saddened by their son’s suicide. I had a front row seat to 
a remarkable episode in the world of twentieth-century literature. 
It was a privilege. 

If you haven’t read A Confederacy of Dunces, don’t waste an-
other minute. It is still in print and available in bookstores and 
online.
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Who Is the Matriarchal Figure? Using Biography 
to Explore Katherine Anne Porter’s “The Jilting 

of Granny Weatherall”
Andrea Kraus-Lozano

Biography often can be used as a tool to explore fictional writ-
ing. Through analysis of events in an author’s life, readers can 
delve more deeply into the components (plot, theme and char-
acter) of the texts that author has produced and thereby gain a 
better understanding of the content. In Katherine Anne Porter’s 
“The Jilting of Granny Weatherall,” several elements of the story 
may have been influenced by actual episodes in Porter’s life. For 
those unfamiliar with “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall,” the sto-
ry centers on Granny, a resilient old woman who despite nearing 
death remains feisty, comedic and tough. While on her deathbed, 
Granny interacts with several people including her physician, her 
children, and her priest. The story gives us insight into Granny’s 
life and the experiences that made her the tough woman she is. 
The story also emphasizes Granny’s role as the dominant matri-
arch of her family and the characteristics that make her so. 

In the beginning of the story Granny Weatherall is presented 
to audiences as a cranky old woman through her continual ir-
ritation towards Doctor Harry. Although Doctor Harry has been 
summoned to Granny’s deathbed, she is convinced that he is an 
amateur and that there is nothing wrong with her. In an attempt 
to assert her authority over the doctor, Granny reprimands him 
for calling her “a good girl” and says, “That’s no way to speak 
to a woman nearly eighty years old” (Porter 80). Granny also 
proclaims that she has lived through much more deadly dis-
eases including “milk-leg and double pneumonia” and snaps at 
Doctor Harry, claiming, “I pay my own bills, and I don’t throw 
my money away on nonsense!” (81). Through Granny’s inter-
actions with Doctor Harry, it is clear to readers that Granny 
views herself as the fiercely independent head of her family. 
She has no desire to be controlled or told what to do by oth-
ers. Because Granny is the matriarch, she is used to making all 
decisions regarding her life and the lives of her children, so 
Doctor Harry’s orders are met with increasing hostility. 

Granny’s wish to control her children, even while on her death-
bed, is also indicative of her perception of herself as a matriarch. 
When her daughter Cornelia speaks to Doctor Harry in private 
about the deteriorating condition of her mother, Granny express-
es her wish to spank her for being “so good and dutiful” (81) and 
then demands she go away and stop whispering about her any 
longer. It is evident that Granny detests being treated like a child 
by Cornelia and Doctor Harry, because she thinks of herself as a 
strong independent woman whose job has always been to keep 
everything in perfect order. Granny then makes a comparison 
between herself and Cornelia and remarks that “in her day she 
had kept a better house and had got more work done” (83). This 
comparison is followed by Granny’s reflection on her various 
household duties such as cooking, cleaning, gardening, and sew-
ing clothes for her children. In naming these tasks, Granny seems 
to be defending her position as head of the house. In addition 
to domestic duties, Granny also mentions masculine duties for 
which she also made herself responsible in light of her husband’s 
death some time ago. These duties include digging post holes, 
fencing one hundred acres, and handling her finances herself. 

Granny also takes pride in the fact that her children ask her 

for advice and remembers a time when her son Jimmy asked her 
for business advice, because according to him, she had a “good 
business head” (83). Both feminine and masculine responsibili-
ties show that Granny took over the roles of both mother and 
father in the household in the absence of her husband John, thus 
earning her rightful role as the matriarch of her family. Even 
now on her deathbed, Granny feels an overwhelming sense of 
duty and responsibility. She feels the urge to “move back into 
her old house where nobody could remind her every minute that 
she was old” (82). Granny also expresses the wish to roll “up her 
sleeves and [put] the whole place to rights again” (83). Although 
Granny is dying, she still has an overwhelming urge to manage 
the household because it has been her sole responsibility for so 
many years. Granny also imagines proudly telling her deceased 
husband about her success as head of the household and the fact 
that she was able to keep the family afloat in his absence. 

Granny’s urge to control everything seems to have risen from 
her experience of being jilted on the day of her first wedding, 
when when she was to have married a man named George. This 
event proved so traumatic for Granny that “for sixty years she had 
prayed against remembering him and against losing her soul in the 
deep pit of hell” (84). Right before her death, however, Granny 
makes a request to see George. She wants to prove to him that her 
life was successful despite the jilting. Her inability to control the 
outcome of her first wedding day has led to her need to manage 
obsessively every aspect of her life and those of her offspring.

To Granny, even death has become something within her con-
trol. This is evident when Granny remembers that “when she was 
sixty she had felt very old, finished, and went around making fare-
well trips to see her children and grandchildren” (82). She was so 
certain death was approaching that she proceeded to make her will, 
but she ended up with just a fever. Since then, Granny “had once 
for all got over the idea of dying for a long time” (82). As a result 
of her decision not to die, Granny is in denial of her fast-approach-
ing death during the story. Towards the end, when Granny finally 
realizes she is indeed dying, “she [is] so amazed, her thoughts ran 
round and round” (89). She is so taken by surprise that she thinks 
to herself, “My dear lord, this is my death and I wasn’t even think-
ing about it. My children have come to see me die. But I can’t, it’s 
not my time” (88). Ultimately Granny’s attitude can be described 
as overwhelmingly disappointed. She feels “jilted” like she did on 
the day of her first wedding, and “she could not remember any 
other sorrow because this grief wiped them all away” (89). Granny 
grieves because just as she could not control the outcome of her 
first wedding, she can’t manage her death.

It is apparent that much of Granny’s character was influenced 
by Porter’s own grandmother Catherine Anne Porter, affection-
ately known as “Aunt Cat.” Porter’s grandmother became a cen-
tral figure in her life after her mother died when she was two 
years old (Jefferson 155). In fact, Porter had originally been 
named “Callie Russell Porter” until she decided to change her 
name to “Katherine Anne” to pay homage to her grandmother. 
Like Granny Weatherall, Porter’s grandmother was also a strong, 
independent woman. When Porter’s father, Harrison Porter, 
whom she regarded as lazy and irresponsible, sent her and her 
three siblings to their grandmother’s care as a result of insuffi-
cient income and inconsistent employment, Porter’s grandmoth-
er took them into her home in Kyle, Texas (155). Although she 
was already “a woman of sixty-five who had brought up nine
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children,” she recognized her Christian duty and “once more as-
sumed the responsibility of rearing” (Gelfant 70). According to 
Margo Jefferson, Porter’s grandmother was a “strong willed and 
hardworking mother” as well as a “a stern widow filled with righ-
teous Methodist wrath at all moral infractions” (155). Up until 
her unexpected death when Porter was 11 years old, her grand-
mother provided her with a strong female figure to look up to in 
the absence of her late mother and distant father. 

Since Porter grew up with and was exposed to a strong female 
figure in the form of her grandmother, many of Porter’s short sto-
ries feature matriarchs. Some of these include “The Old Order” 
and “Old Mortality,” which are biographical as well. Although 
“The Old Order” describes the experiences of another strong-
willed matriarchal grandmother, Sophia Jane, in more detail than 
in “Old Mortality,” both stories are marked by the appearance of 
a young girl named Miranda, who is symbolic of Porter herself 
as a child. Interestingly, Miranda’s father in “The Old Order” and 
“Old Mortality” is a cruel, worthless man, which seems to be a 
clear reflection of Porter’s negative perception of her own father. 
According to Jane Flanders,

Closely following the author’s own life, the stories tell us that 
Miranda’s mother died when she was two, her father is a shad-
owy figure … [and] Miranda grew up in a matriarchal house-
hold dominated by her grandmother, a figure … modeled on 
Porter’s own grandmother who raised her from infancy (50). 

In “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall,” like Porter’s own grand-
mother, Granny is self-sufficient and takes care of her family 
without the help of any male figures. She becomes the sole au-
thority figure in her family and does not tolerate being displaced 
by either her children or Doctor Harry, the prominent male figure 
in the story. Through Granny’s various responsibilities as head of 
the household, the way she treats her daughter and Doctor Harry, 
and her denial of death, it is evident that she perceives herself 
as the dominant matriarch in charge of everything and anything, 
including her own death. 

Analysis of “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” in conjunc-
tion with the study of Porter’s early life shows a direct relation-
ship between Granny Weatherall and Porter’s own strong-willed 
grandmother. This exposure to a dominant female role at an early 
age makes it easy to understand why many of Porter’s stories 
emphasize dominant female figures and matriarchs.

Works Cited

Flanders, Jane. “Katherine Anne Porter and the Ordeal of South-
ern Womanhood.” The Southern Literary Journal 1.1 (1976): 
47-60.

Gelfant, Blanche H. “Lives of Women Writers: Cather, Austin, 
Porter / and Willa, Mary, Katherine Anne.” NOVEL: A Forum 
on Fiction 18.1 (1984): 70. 

Jefferson, Margo. “Self Made: Katherine Anne Porter.” Grand 
Street 2.4 (1983):155. 

Porter, Katherine Anne. “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall.” The 
Collected Stories of Katherine Anne Porter. Orlando: Har-
court Brace & Co., 1972. 80-89.

Katherine Anne Porter was born in Indian Creek, Texas, and grew up 
in various places in Texas and Louisiana, including a brief sojourn in 
San Antonio. She went on to write the best-selling novel Ship of Fools, 
and her short story collection The Collected Writings of Katherine Anne 
Porter won the Pulitzer Prize for Literature in 1966.

 

Compass Rose on the San Antonio River Walk
Zoe Palacios, in association with Blue Star Contemporary

Short Fiction
Phineas Talbot

Brian Kenneth Swain

The doorbell to 182 Meadow View Drive rings once, twice, and 
the repairman from Pathways Cable Company quickly checks his 
handheld display to make sure he has the correct address. It is late 
on a Tuesday morning, muggier than usual, and a thin bead of 
sweat swells between the man’s eyebrows. He instinctively shifts 
his gaze for a moment to the houses on his left and his right, then 
feigns another glance at the device in his hand. It shows nothing 
at all and he reaches again for the doorbell button to make one 
final attempt. But before his finger can reach the button, there 
comes a rustling on the other side of the door, a scarcely discern-
ible curse, and the door opens to reveal a woman, middle aged, 
not bad looking, and slightly confused at the imposition, which 
is, in this case, precisely how she is supposed to look.

“Yes,” she says, looking uncertainly at the repairman. She of-
fers nothing more, only stands and stares, arms crossed, awaiting 
an explanation.

“Good morning, ma’am. Philip Benson with Pathways Cable. 
I’m here to follow up on the service bulletin you should have 
received in the mail a few days ago.” He flashes a company ID 
badge, taking care to keep his thumb over enough of the photo to 
ensure that she doesn’t get a good look. The gesture is superflu-
ous, for the woman never takes her eyes from his face.

“I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she re-
plies. “Our cable is fine.”

“That’s good to hear, ma’am. This is just a routine service visit 
to check your converter box. We need to make sure you have the 
latest firmware. We’re in the process of transitioning our service 
to a cloud-based system and we need to check each subscriber’s 
set-up to ensure that you’ll successfully receive the new higher 
quality video that we’ll be transmitting in the coming few weeks. 
It won’t take a moment, ma’am.”

The repairman has carefully rehearsed his introductory speech, 
peppering it with just enough technical jargon to ensure that the 
woman is in no position to understand what he is saying, much 
less take issue with it.

“So you’re saying you need to look at our cable box.”
“Yes indeed, ma’am, if it’s not too much of an inconvenience. 

Won’t take a minute and I’ll be out of your hair.”
She pauses one final moment, then sighs deeply before standing 

to one side and gesturing noncommittally for him to step inside.
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Fortunately, she has not opted to call the company to confirm 
his visit, in which case he would have been forced to resort to 
his rehearsed script about confusion over a scheduling misunder-
standing, following which he would have been obliged to beat 
a hasty retreat. Having successfully gained access to the home, 
only one additional thing now needs to happen in order for this to 
have been a truly successful service call. The woman needs to be 
trusting enough to leave him alone with the cable box for at least 
three minutes. This she readily does, pointing in the general di-
rection of the living room television, next to which sits the Path-
ways converter box—a device the repairman has not the slightest 
interest in, nor, for that matter, even the most basic knowledge of 
how to operate, much less repair.

“I’ll give you a shout once I’m finished,” the repairman calls 
after her. There is no response.

Once the woman has left, the man makes a quick survey of the 
living room. He reaches into his bag and extracts a tiny black 
plastic device about the size of a matchbook. He works a finger-
nail against the bottom of the device and peels away a protective 
film, revealing an adhesive layer. He lifts the cable box slightly 
and presses the device against its bottom, taking care to ensure 
that the dark transparent surface points outward into the room. 
There is a tiny sliding switch on the bottom of the device, which 
he now shifts from one position to the other. He returns the cable 
box to its original spot next to the television and reaches again 
into the parts bag, producing this time a device about the size of a 
thin paperback book. This device contains a display that the man 
stares at for a moment. He waves a hand before the cable box, 
then quietly snaps his fingers a couple of times while looking at 
the display. Satisfied, he places the larger device back into his 
bag, glances about to ensure that all is as he found it, then closes 
the bag and steps to the foyer of the house.

“Everything is fine here, ma’am. I’ll just let myself out,” he 
says. “You’ll get a call from our office when the new signal goes 
live, just to make sure everything is still okay.”

There comes a grunting noise from the direction of the kitchen, 
and the man turns the doorknob, exits the house, and walks non-
chalantly to his car. It’s a miracle, he thinks, that more of this 
sort of thing doesn’t happen. People these days trust anyone in a 
uniform who acts like he knows what he’s doing.

 
With a cigarette burnt nearly two-thirds of the way down, most 

men would just say enough is enough and stub it out—on the 
ground or a shoe bottom—or perhaps flick it insouciantly out a 
car window. But Phineas J. Talbot isn’t most men and he isn’t 
about to waste a perfectly serviceable third of a cigarette, what 
with butts up to near eight bucks a pack and he less than cer-
tain as to the source of his next meal, much less his next smoke. 
Which is not to say that Phineas is an impoverished man. He 
maintains regular if unremarkably compensated employment and 
earns enough to keep a small apartment. That said, he is, sta-
tistically speaking, poor, at least by any objective governmental 
definition of the word. And he is—partly as a consequence of his 
economic status and partly due to certain aspects of his upbring-
ing—less tolerant of waste than most people, particularly when 
it comes to consumables, be they mandatory like food, or discre-
tionary like tobacco.

Other less conventional instances of Phineas’ parsimony 
abound, notable among them his washing, drying, and reuse of 
paper towels, and the fact that he has been using the same dispos-

able razor for about a year and a half. His abject horror over the 
wasting of food is a trait ingrained in him since early youth when, 
accompanied by three younger sisters, he made his way weekly 
to “collect the welfare” at the town office. This assortment of 
foodstuffs was so heinous it was remarkable the government got 
away with merely giving it out rather than feeling in some way 
obligated to pay the poor to take the stuff off its hands. Particu-
larly notable for its scant resemblance to actual food were the 
powdered eggs and powdered milk, the latter of which yielded 
a translucent blue-white liquid that looked less like something 
you’d be inclined to put on your morning cereal and more like the 
very ghost of the once living milk. As a consequence of a youth 
spent eating—and more often than not looking for ways to avoid 
eating—such swill, Phineas will now eat borderline rotten food 
from his refrigerator rather than throw it out.

None of which background is directly germane to the story soon 
to unfold, except perhaps to provide a broad foundational sense 
of why Phineas behaves in certain ways in response to certain 
stimuli, like, for example, seeing someone else waste food, or, 
for that matter, waste anything. He is given to bouts of proselytiz-
ing, not on the topic of faith, of which he has none (at least not 
in any traditional religious sense), but rather on matters of what 
he takes as honorable behavior, including not only the aforemen-
tioned parsimony, but also the eschewing of all foul language 
and a general sense of noblesse oblige—this latter a surprising 
characteristic in a man never himself much risen above the barest 
levels of self-sufficiency. Still, his deeply impoverished upbring-
ing left him with the view that, despite his own hand-to-mouth 
existence, there now exist in the world plenty of folks less for-
tunate than himself, folks to whom he owes a debt of some sort.

Phineas—Phin to his friends, a spare but oddly loyal cadre of 
individuals—is a single man living a single life, which is not to 
say single in the libertine sense of frivolous dating, late sleep-
ing, and a general lack of responsibility. The single life he leads 
is one of daily toil, punctuated by lengthy periods of crushing 
monotony and loneliness, time spent thinking more about the 
past than the future, yet another inexplicable thing, given that 
Phineas’ past is in no discernible way superior to whatever his 
future holds. Which brings up the perfectly reasonable question 
of why it would be important to bring up Phineas’ past life at all 
if it has been so truly lacking in import to this point. A fair ques-
tion and one deserving of at least a serviceable answer. And that 
answer is that Phineas Talbot is a superhero.

Okay, a low-grade superhero, as we shall see directly, but a 
superhero nonetheless. He does not fly. Nor is he imbued with 
powers of invisibility, invincibility, or any other of the abilities 
that the world associates with the various and sundry Supermen, 
Batmen, and Spider-Men with which our movie screens are cur-
rently encumbered. His is a far more subtle, but no less noble, 
ability, and one that he practices with verve.

There is one additional bit of childhood history that needs to be 
expounded upon in order to fully grasp why Phineas behaves as 
he does. It is, if you like, the mortar that binds together all the ele-
ments of his upbringing and goes perhaps further than anything 
else to explain the genesis of the activity that now consumes so 
much of Phineas’ non-working time. From the earliest possible 
age that he can recall in any detail (which commences around 
age five), there was not one single day in which Phineas was not 
beaten by one or both of his parents—parents who subscribed 
enthusiastically to the philosophy that sparing the rod was
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tantamount to spoiling the child. Quite literally anything Phineas 
did as a youth was grounds for corporal punishment, including, 
but not in the slightest way limited to, being late, not working 
hard enough, working hard but doing something incorrectly, fail-
ing to respond quickly enough to a parental exhortation, making 
too much noise, making too little noise (and thus arousing suspi-
cion), failing to keep his bedroom clean, and letting the dog in or 
out at inopportune moments. On certain occasions, when Phineas 
had managed to endure a few hours of doing nothing whatsoever 
wrong, he would be beaten simply for failing to provide a reason 
to be beaten, the parental mindset being that protracted silence 
must surely be a precursor to some sort of scheming that was 
itself deserving of discipline.

The cruelest part of this experience, though, was not the physi-
cal—the welts, bruises, and occasionally more serious manifes-
tations—but rather the psychological, particularly the inventive 
bit wherein Phineas (and occasionally his sisters) was obliged to 
walk into the backyard in search of a suitable switch with which 
to assault the back of his legs and buttocks. A switch, for the 
uninitiated, is a thin, green tree limb, young and supple, nature’s 
proxy for a bullwhip. Any species of tree would suffice, but a 
nice straight maple branch, three to four feet in length, taper-
ing from a half-inch or so in diameter at the base to less than an 
eighth of an inch at the tip, made for a suitably resilient weapon, 
one guaranteed not to break under the great duress of corporal 
punishment. A switch of the proper dimensions—and everyone 
in Phineas’ household knew well the correct dimensions—made 
a portentous swishing sound when swung in test arcs through the 
air as Phineas walked slowly back to the house bearing the object 
of his torture. The selection was an important part of the process. 
Choosing a switch of insufficient dimension or that appeared in 
some arcane manner to be incapable of providing a sufficient 
measure of pain only guaranteed a beating with the inferior de-
vice followed by a return trip to try again. So inured to this ritual 
was Phineas in his youth that he actually had a favorite bush that 
he returned to whenever the situation called for it, which was ad-
mittedly not every day, since his parents were nothing if not cre-
ative in their choice of implements. The switch could be counted 
upon at least once or twice in any given week, the remainder of 
the days accommodated by paddles, leather belts, or the surpris-
ingly resilient hardwood yardsticks that sold for fifty cents at the 
local hardware store.

By the time Phineas reached the age of eight or so, he had mas-
tered the fine art of absorbing the pain of his daily ordeal without 
so much as a watering of his eyes, much less outright crying, 
which his sisters did in abundance, though their torment was 
not nearly as regular or as practiced as his own. The fact that he 
would not give his parents the satisfaction of crying out or shed-
ding tears only further infuriated them and, quite possibly, served 
to prolong the sessions. This decade of torment came to a sur-
prisingly abrupt end one summer afternoon shortly after Phineas’ 
thirteenth birthday, by which point he had grown nearly as tall 
as his mother. In the midst of a by now perfunctory beating for 
some offense or other, Phineas simply turned, removed the yard-
stick from his mother’s shocked hands, broke it over his knee, 
placed the pieces back into her astounded hands, said the lone 
word “Goodbye,” and walked out the front door of his house. He 
has not laid eyes on either parent so much as once in the ensuing 
twenty-four years.

The long-term impact of this tumultuous upbringing was not 

 

entirely a negative one though, for it armed Phineas in his adult 
life with the ability to endure colossal amounts of pain—physical 
and psychological—without any apparent ill effect. The principal 
lasting effect was a conscious decision arrived at early in adult-
hood to forgo having children of his own at all cost, for fear of 
repeating the mistakes of his parents.

 
“Benjamin . . . Hey, it’s Phineas.”
“Phin, buddy! What’s going on? Got anything good for me?”
“Oh, I do, Ben. I surely do.”
“Talk to me, Phin. Did you get the Pelletiers?”
“I did indeed, and a more heinous pair of scumbags you will 

rarely encounter.”
“Strong words, Phin. Strong words. I trust you have the goods 

to back up your slanderous assertions.”
“Video and audio, my friend.” A lengthy pause. “Jesus, Ben, 

this kid needs a break now or he’ll be back in the ER before you 
can blink.”

“I hear you Phin, but you know the rules. Due process and all 
that. Remember that we—and when I say ‘we’ I mean ‘you’—
are obtaining all of this evidence in a surreptitious manner that 
greatly complicates its use in prosecutorial affairs.”

“I get that, Ben, but . . . just watch the video. I e-mailed it over 
a few minutes ago. Pay special attention at about 14:27. The kid 
takes a shot right in the face. He’s six for Christ’s sake. Just get 
him out of the house. Worry about the scumbags later.”

“We’ll do what we can do, Phin. Let me give it a look and I’ll 
get back to you in a bit.”

“All right, Benjamin. Make it quick, okay?”
“You can count on it, buddy.”
 
Benjamin Faulkner is a prosecuting attorney for the city of St. 

Louis, with a special expertise and professional focus in the field 
of domestic violence. He has spent the better part of his career 
prosecuting abusive spouses and protecting the abused ones. Un-
til about three years ago his main focus had been on the adults. 
But then had come the day—three years ago this coming June—
when he had received his first e-mailed video clip from Phineas 
Talbot, a man he’d never met, but who could have easily obtained 
his contact information by consulting the directory for the St. 
Louis district attorney’s office. That introductory video was only 
twenty-six seconds long, but Faulkner will never forget it if he 
lives to be a hundred. In that twenty-six seconds, a girl of per-
haps four is seen lying on the floor sobbing, only to be wrenched 
violently upward by an adult female. There is a clearly audible 
cracking sound as the girl’s arm breaks, followed immediately 
thereafter by screams that end mercifully after another few sec-
onds. This e-mail, the one that has taken his career in such a 
different direction, was accompanied by a scan of an emergency 
room report bearing the same date as the video. The report had 
been signed by a Doctor Flannigan and it described the setting of 
a compound fracture of the left ulna—an injury sustained during 
an accidental fall down a flight of stairs in the home of Ronald 
and Marsha Belvue.

Having left home at an inauspiciously young age, Phineas nev-
er completed a formal education. He has, however, throughout 
his entire life been gifted in technical matters—televisions, com-
puters, that sort of thing. Which is how it came to be that after 
three years on the street as an itinerant runaway, he lied his way

34 Voices de la Luna, 15 August 2016



into the Army at age sixteen, did a four-year stint as a cryptog-
raphy hardware expert, and then found civilian employment as a 
field technician for a national retail electronics chain. And while 
he is never going to become wealthy troubleshooting customer 
computers and home entertainment systems, he enjoys the work 
and it keeps him up to date on the latest electronic trends. The 
job pays enough to support a modest apartment and the schedule 
is steady enough to afford him a good deal of spare time—time 
to pursue a pastime that he had stumbled upon shortly after get-
ting out of the Army and settling in the small St. Louis suburb of 
Pleasanton.

He remembers that day, three years earlier, as clearly as he does 
the current one. He had been perusing an online news site that 
reported on events local to the central Missouri area, and he had 
come across a story about a parent who had been taken to court 
for beating his young son to the point of unconsciousness and 
subsequent hospitalization. The parent was exonerated for lack 
of concrete proof that the boy’s injuries had not, in fact, been 
accidental as the man claimed. He had reflected, in that terrible 
moment, on his own childhood, one that, while filled with inces-
sant beatings, had never degenerated to the point of actual hos-
pitalization, and he wondered if he might not be in a position to 
possibly do something about situations like this one.

As luck would have it, he had made a friend shortly after mov-
ing to the St. Louis area, a woman with whom he had had a brief 
but unsuccessful romantic affiliation, followed by a surprisingly 
felicitous parting, so much so that the two still shared the oc-
casional dinner or lunch and compared notes on their respective 
jobs. Hers was as a social worker, in which capacity she dealt 
regularly with reports of domestic abuse in the St. Louis area, 
both spousal and adolescent. It was in this latter capacity that 
Phineas had sought her assistance. Upon describing his vision for 
the role he might play, she had at first been uncertain. But, once 
Phin had thought it through in greater detail, he had explained 
the idea to her in such compelling terms that she was forced to 
agree that the notion had merit, just so long as he swore never to 
invoke her name should he be found out. Which is how it came 
to pass that Phineas gained access to a steady source of detailed 
information concerning homes in the area in which child abuse 
of one form or another was suspected but not yet proven to be 
taking place, at least not so certainly proven as to cause the sepa-
ration of child from parent, preferably because of the latter being 
remanded to prison.

It had been an easy thing to create the necessary persona to 
become a convincing cable television repairman—a few tools, 
a doctored employee badge, and a plausible narrative about im-
proving the service at certain selected homes identified in ad-
vance by his friend. You rang the doorbell, told your concocted 
story, installed a tiny video camera and microphone, and you left, 
the final ironic touch being that the abuser’s own Wi-Fi and In-
ternet service provided the medium through which images of any 
subsequent abuse were streamed to high-capacity servers that 
Phineas had set up in his apartment. And because the tiny camera 
that Phin had obtained included a motion sensor, there was no 
need to edit out the lengthy periods of inevitable inactivity from 
a suspect’s home, though finding the specific bit of incriminating 
footage—if it was there at all—nonetheless required a good deal 
of watching and waiting. But eventually, inexorably, there it was, 
the precipitating offense, the harsh word, the too-slow response, 
and the injury.

Sometimes it was a simple beating, of more or less the sort 
Phineas had grown up receiving, doing little more than adding 
one more scarcely measurable increment to the psychological 
trauma the child would bear for the remainder of his or her days. 
Other times—and Phineas had, over a span of three years, de-
veloped a frighteningly acute sense of when it would come and 
which parent would deliver it—there would be the too violently 
yanked arm or the blow to the face, as painful to watch as it was 
to receive. These were the parents whose principal crime was an 
inability to control their own anger and who needed a convenient 
punching bag on which to take out their frustrations.

And then sometimes, mercifully rarer, were the parents who 
gave their cruelty a good bit of advance thought. These were the 
true practitioners, the ones who knew just how to deliver a blow 
so that it left no marks. They were the vilest of all, which is not 
to say that the parents who were simply unable to contain their 
pent-up anger were in any way defensible. But the ones who act-
ed with premeditated malice, the ones whose child consciously 
avoided interacting with them at all unless utterly unavoidable, 
these were the ones Phineas did whatever he could to see pun-
ished.

In the early days, he had been uncertain as to what he should 
do with the handful of video clips he had begun to obtain—an 
uncertainty that lasted only until a night several weeks into the 
program when he had seen Benjamin Faulkner interviewed about 
the status of a local abuse case, and had learned that the attor-
ney’s quest was very much like his own. It had required merely 
fifteen minutes online to locate the attorney’s e-mail address, and 
another five to send him the first clip and a request to meet.

Phin’s overtures, and Benjamin’s reactions thereto, had put the 
latter into an interesting position vis-à-vis his ethical responsi-
bilities as a member of the Missouri bar. Much research had then 
ensued, particularly concerning the American Bar Association’s 
views on the ethicality, or lack thereof, associated with using as 
prosecutorial evidence recordings that had not been consented 
to by all parties concerned—consent that would likely not natu-
rally be forthcoming. Most extant opinion on the matter dealt 
with cases in which the attorney had been directly involved in the 
recording activities, and the ABA had changed its view on these 
cases more than once in recent decades, though current views 
varied from one state to the next. But Faulkner and his paralegal 
had uncovered no opinions or precedents at all for cases in which 
a prosecuting attorney had been presented with such recordings 
from a third party, said third party offering no details on just how 
the recordings had been obtained. The matter had been raised by 
presiding judges in no less than half a dozen of the subsequent 
cases in which Faulkner had used Talbot’s recordings, and in 
no case had the evidence been thrown out as a result. That said, 
Faulkner nonetheless felt that he was cavorting on thin jurispru-
dential ice, and he had taken extraordinary care in adhering to 
every legal process nuance in pursuing such cases.

“Tell me you have good news, Ben.” Phin answers his cell 
phone on the first ring.

“Depends on who we’re talking about,” Faulkner’s enigmatic 
reply.

“Obtuseness doesn’t become you, Benjamin.”
“You know what I mean, Phin,” Faulkner responds. “We’ve 

played this record many times. You take the parents down. The 
kid goes into the foster system. Is he better off?”
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“Don’t know, Ben. That’s for philosophers to decide. Or child 
psychologists. What I know is the kid is still breathing, so he’s 
got a shot . . . What about the Pelletiers?”

“CPS and Pleasanton’s finest are rolling as we speak. Just 
thought you’d like to know.”

“Thank you, Ben. You’re doing a good thing here.”
“I have colleagues in my office who can’t help but wonder 

where all this damning evidence is coming from.”
“You, of course, have no idea.”
“An anonymous benefactor of the community, no doubt.”
“No doubt indeed.”
“If it makes you feel any better, there is no breaking and enter-

ing taking place. They invite me in.”
“This could get me disbarred someday, you know.”
“It could get you elected mayor too.”
“May God help the good citizens of St. Louis when that day 

comes,” Faulkner replies. He draws the phone away from his ear 
and presses the disconnect button. Phineas Talbot has him in a posi-
tion from which there is no escape. He can change his e-mail and 
phone number, but as a public official, he’s easily located. He could 
simply refuse to prosecute the cases, but he knows perfectly well 
that he cannot watch the footage Talbot sends him and then do noth-
ing in response. The two men have done this dance now seventeen 
times in the past almost three years, and in all seventeen cases one 
or more children have been taken away from abusive parents. In 
more than half of those cases, one or both parents have subsequent-
ly been incarcerated. It’s the reason he took this job, and if the ends 
require some slightly extrajudicial means, then so be it. As Faulkner 
ponders these things, his cell phone rings again. It’s the CPS agent 
parked in front of the Pelletier residence. They have the child.

 
Saturday morning, nearing lunchtime, and Phineas stands on 

the doorstep of 14 Hidalgo Lane, Pathways Cable badge in one 
hand, wireless scheduling device in the other. As the sun peeks 
from behind a late morning cloud, a young boy, no older than 
eight, opens the front door.

“Yes, sir?” he answers. The boy wears a SpongeBob 
SquarePants tee shirt and shorts. He has a single sneaker on his 
left foot, the right covered from mid-foot to just below the knee 
in a plaster cast that is covered with autographs and drawings.

“Hi there, son,” Phin greets the boy with a broad smile. “Are 
your folks home?”

Statue of Ignatius Reilly, A Confederacy of Dunces
Canal Street, New Orleans

True Silence
Graeme Carey

Distant jets drew tight white lines against a perfectly blue slate 
of summer sky. They shot up and down the infinite zenith at odd 
angles, like water bugs running across a still pond. A few of the 
streams crisscrossed to form crude Xs that, as the day went on, 
would billow out and come to resemble small cumulus clouds. It 
was the kind of distinctly suburban summer day that had people 
in the neighborhood completing chores in their garages and gar-
dens that, until this sunny afternoon, seemed insignificant and far 
removed from their regular daily lists of priorities.

Norm was walking his dog, not because it was a nice day, but 
because he walked his dog at the same time every day without 
fail. He was walking on the left hand sidewalk, facing traffic, 
always facing traffic. He was on the right side of the sidewalk, 
and his dog, a fourteen-year-old Cairn terrier named Hal, was 
on the left side of the sidewalk, away from traffic. Norm used a 
retractable leash but always kept it locked. He left just enough 
slack on the leash that Hal didn’t feel pressure on his neck but 
not too slack that the dog would be able to veer off into the street. 
Norm had marked the exact length on the leash with bright red 
electrical tape.

Hal had turned fourteen years old that day, and as of that morn-
ing he weighed exactly 26.2 pounds, a 0.2 pound increase in 
weight from last week despite the fact that Norm walked him 
twice a day, with the first walk, at 12:30 p.m., lasting between 
twenty-eight and thirty-three minutes, depending on walking 
speed, and the second walk, at 6:30 p.m., half an hour after din-
ner so as to allow for proper digestion, lasting between forty and 
forty-five minutes, again depending on walking speed. 

A car approached from around a bend, and Norm instinctively 
moved over on the sidewalk a couple of inches, moving Hal with 
him with a gentle tug of the leash. 

It was the kind of summer day with a sky so clear that the world 
seemed to expand. No palls in the sky marked the day’s limits, 
just jets the size of gnats. You could only wonder how far up it 
all went. But Norm wasn’t looking up at the sky. He was looking 
forward with his eyes on the road ahead, ever vigilant of cars and 
other potential hazards. 

He fed Hal exactly one cup of kibble and three heaping spoons 
of canned food per day. He had a one-cup scooper that he used to 
fill a sandwich bag with kibble at the start of the day, and he had 
a one-third-cup scooper that he used to properly measure and dis-
tribute Hal’s three meals throughout the day. He used to feed Hal 
twice a day, but a stomachache two months back led to a change 
in diet to the current three meals per day so as to spread out Hal’s 
food intake and make it easier on digestion.

According to the American Kennel Club, the average weight 
for a Cairn terrier is anywhere between 14 and 18 pounds. This 
meant that Hal was exactly 8.2 pounds overweight. Norm was 
acutely aware of this; each block walked, each crack in the side-
walk’s cement that they passed over, reminded him of this. 

A man went back and forth on his lawn spreading fertilizer with 
a green spreader, and Norm picked up the pace so as to hurry Hal 
along and minimize the dog’s potential contact with the chemi-
cals. Even though he knew that most modern lawn care products 
were harmless to animals, he didn’t want to take a chance. Norm 
didn’t take any chances with Hal.
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An entire orchestra of birds—some far off, some hidden in the 
trees and bushes, some perched on rooftops, some swooping just 
overhead—provided a natural and continuous soundtrack for 
the afternoon. It made Norm think about how strange it was that 
when people hear birds chirping they say things like, “It’s quiet 
out.” Strange, he thought, because they failed to realize the irony 
of the statement: that a particular sound should make someone 
aware of silence. Norm imagined that what people really meant 
when they said “it’s quiet out” is that they couldn’t hear oth-
er people—the cars, the music, the yelling and screaming and 
laughing and the other clamorous and jarring noises of civiliza-
tion. What, then, would they say if both the sounds of birds and 
the sounds of people should one day cease? Norm wondered if he 
would be able to handle true silence. 

They turned left at an intersection and began the final stretch 
home. Norm stopped for a moment and looked back and to his 
left as Hal, tilted forward on his front paws and squinting against 
the sun, relieved himself on a fire hydrant. Norm smiled at the 
sight and briefly forgot about everything else—the diet, the sug-
gested amount of daily exercise, the average weight of the Cairn 
terrier, the average lifespan of the Cairn terrier. For a moment all 
his anxieties drifted away, and all that was left was this idyllic 
image of a dog pissing on a fire hydrant, this real-life portrait 
of a moment. And like a picture it was completely outside lin-
ear time, where seconds stacked upon seconds at an increasingly 
rapid pace. 

Norm heard the squealing rubber of a speeding car heading 
in their direction. Before he had time to look back, the car was 
zooming past. He watched as dirt from the side of the road kicked 
up into Hal’s face, causing the dog to recoil in fear. And just like 
that Norm was jolted back to reality, back to the linear and that 
ubiquitous low-hanging black cloud that screamed deafeningly 
of the daily moribund. 

The average lifespan for the Cairn terrier is somewhere in the 
12 to 16 year range. 

He stared back at the road in the direction of the car, a black 
Ford pickup truck, and watched as it pulled into a driveway less 
than fifty yards away.  

Toto from The Wizard of Oz was a Cairn terrier. She lived to be 
eleven years old and died of natural causes. When she died, she 
was three years younger than Hal.

Norm kneeled down to examine Hal. He swept away the dust 
from his fur and rubbed behind his pinned back ears. A pat on the 
head and they were off in the direction of the Ford’s house, walk-
ing back in the direction from which they had just come. 

Some of the common health concerns associated with Cairn 
terriers are as follows: cataracts, globoid cell leukodystrophy, hip 
dysplasia, craniomandibular osteopathy, hypothyroidism, and so 
on. Norm found himself repeating this list late at night when he 
couldn’t sleep, like some sort of twisted and unwanted lullaby. 
He used to worry that Hal’s weight concerns were caused by hy-
pothyroidism, but the doctor had assured him—although it had 
offered little assurance—that this was not the case.

When they got to the house, Norm tied Hal’s leash firmly 
around a thin tree on the front lawn. He told Hal to sit and be-
fore he could finish the command the dog obediently plopped his 
behind on the grass. Hal appeared to be smiling, with his mouth 
open and his tongue hanging out, but Norm knew that this was 
a common misconception, that dogs only appeared to be smiling 
when really they were just physically exhausted.

 

Hal had slight malocclusion, which wasn’t the end of the world, 
but, still, it was something Norm felt he should keep an eye on.

He knocked on the front door three times. No answer. He 
knocked again, this time not stopping until someone answered. 
The man was a little over six feet tall, easily a half foot taller than 
Norm and forty pounds heavier. He was staring at Norm with 
that particular look of confusion reserved solely for strangers at 
the front door—religious solicitors, salesmen of unwanted goods 
and others who intruded upon domestic privacy in that most fun-
damental of ways.

“Good afternoon, sir,” Norm said in an excessively polite man-
ner.

“Yeah?”
“I was hoping you could help me out with something. Would 

that vehicle right there happen to belong to you?” he said with 
a wide smile on his face, leaning back to point at the truck in 
the driveway. And for a second he really did feel like one of the 
typical front door intruders, a Jehovah’s Witness member with an 
impenetrable glaze over his eyes. 

“Yeah?” the man responded, twisting his eyebrows to express 
even more confusion, confusion on top of the initial confusion.

Norm calmly stepped forward with his left foot and sent forth 
his right fist square into the bridge of the man’s nose. There was 
already blood covering the truck owner’s white t-shirt by the 
time Norm stepped forward with another 
punch, double-tapping the exact same spot 
on the man’s face. And with this shot the 
driver of the pickup truck went stumbling 
back and down onto the front entrance’s 
carpeted floor, a look of surprise plastered 
on his face the whole time, bulging eyes and 
bleeding mouth forming wide O’s. Norm 
slowly stepped into the house as if he were 
a welcome guest, someone who had been there a thousand times 
before, and then he bent down over the man and delivered a few 
more blows, swaying his arms back and forth with a glaze over 
his eyes that expressed a whole new meaning, a whole new ele-
ment to the intruder of domestic privacy. When he finished, he 
exhaled as if relieving himself of the last bit of remaining poison 
in his system, wringing it all out, and got up and exited the house, 
quietly shutting the door behind him. He wiped his knuckles on 
the grass before untying Hal, who was anxiously wagging his 
tail. And Norm decided to believe that it was in fact a smile on 
the dog’s face. Why not? Who’s to say it wasn’t?

They continued their walk home, on the left hand sidewalk, fac-
ing traffic, always facing traffic, with Hal on the outside portion 
of the sidewalk, away from traffic. A red minivan slowed down 
as it passed, and the stunned woman behind the wheel stared at 
Norm as his hands dripped thin trails of blood onto the ground, 
leaving behind parallel red lines as if to indicate his route.

Toto died of natural causes when she was eleven years old. The 
average Cairn terrier weighs between 14 and 18 pounds. Hal 
is exactly 8.2 pounds overweight. The average lifespan for the 
Cairn terrier is between 12 and 16 years. 

After hours of scouring the Internet one night, Norm had dis-
covered a man in Boise, Idaho, who claimed to have owned a 
Cairn terrier that lived to the age of twenty. The owner said that 
right up to the very end his dog would stand up on her hind legs 
and beg for food. Sure it may have been an anomaly, but it gave 
Norm hope.
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Easter, 1916
William Butler Yeats

I have met them at close of day   
Coming with vivid faces 
From counter or desk among grey   
Eighteenth-century houses. 
I have passed with a nod of the head   
Or polite meaningless words,   
Or have lingered awhile and said   
Polite meaningless words, 
And thought before I had done   
Of a mocking tale or a gibe   
To please a companion 
Around the fire at the club,   
Being certain that they and I   
But lived where motley is worn:   
All changed, changed utterly:   
A terrible beauty is born. 

That woman’s days were spent   
In ignorant good-will, 
Her nights in argument 
Until her voice grew shrill. 
What voice more sweet than hers   
When, young and beautiful,   
She rode to harriers? 
This man had kept a school   
And rode our wingèd horse;   
This other his helper and friend   
Was coming into his force; 
He might have won fame in the end,   
So sensitive his nature seemed,   
So daring and sweet his thought. 
This other man I had dreamed 
A drunken, vainglorious lout. 
He had done most bitter wrong 
To some who are near my heart,   
Yet I number him in the song; 
He, too, has resigned his part 
In the casual comedy; 
He, too, has been changed in his turn,   
Transformed utterly: 
A terrible beauty is born. 

Hearts with one purpose alone   
Through summer and winter seem   
Enchanted to a stone 
To trouble the living stream. 
The horse that comes from the road,   
The rider, the birds that range   
From cloud to tumbling cloud,   
Minute by minute they change;   
A shadow of cloud on the stream   
Changes minute by minute;   
A horse-hoof slides on the brim,   
And a horse plashes within it;   
The long-legged moor-hens dive,   
And hens to moor-cocks call;   
Minute by minute they live:   
The stone’s in the midst of all.  

Too long a sacrifice 
Can make a stone of the heart.   
O when may it suffice? 
That is Heaven’s part, our part   
To murmur name upon name,   
As a mother names her child   
When sleep at last has come   
On limbs that had run wild.   
What is it but nightfall? 
No, no, not night but death;   
Was it needless death after all? 
For England may keep faith   
For all that is done and said.   
We know their dream; enough 
To know they dreamed and are dead;   
And what if excess of love   
Bewildered them till they died?   
I write it out in a verse— 
MacDonagh and MacBride   
And Connolly and Pearse 
Now and in time to be, 
Wherever green is worn, 
Are changed, changed utterly:   
A terrible beauty is born.

Elie Wiesel
1928–2016

Eliezer “Elie” Wiesel was born in the 
town of Sighet in Northern Transylvania, 
a region that was brought under Nazi con-
trol after Germany occupied Hungary in 
1944. Wiesel and his family were moved 
first to a ghetto, then to the Auschwitz 
concentration camp, where Elie’s mother 
Sarah and sister Tzipora were killed. As 
the Russians began to drive further to the 
west, Elie and his father Shlomo were 
moved to Buchenwald. Shlomo died just 
three months before American troops lib-
erated the camp. After the war, Elie dis-
covered that his two other sisters had also survived.

A prodigious scholar, Wiesel worked as a journalist, transla-
tor, and teacher. For many years he resisted writing about his 
experiences, but he was eventually persuaded to record his story. 
He wrote his first version in Yiddish. He then published a much 
shorter version in French in 1958 as La Nuit, translated into Eng-
lish as Night in 1960. The book, described as an “autobiographi-
cal novel,” became a runaway bestseller, translated into at least 
thirty languages. In it he penned these memorable lines concern-
ing his father’s death: “I did not weep, and it pained me that I 
could not weep. But I had no more tears.”

Wiesel spent the last several decades of his life writing both fic-
tion and nonfiction, teaching, and promoting human rights around 
the world. He was instrumental in establishing the U.S. Holocaust 
Memorial Museum in Washington, DC. His honorary degrees were 
numerous, including honorary doctorates from Michigan State 
University, Tel Aviv University, and the University of Warsaw. 
Similarly numerous were the awards he garnered, including the 
Nobel Peace Prize in 1986, the U.S. Presidential Medal of Free-
dom in 1992, and the Grand Cross in the French Legion of Honor.
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Writers Take a Walk along the San Pedro Creek
Don Mathis

 
Groundbreaking for the San Pedro Creek Improvements Proj-

ect is set for September, but a group of twenty writers did not 
wait to explore the stream. 

The creek basin will see major changes this fall as construction 
for the project 
begins. Phase 
I should be 
complete in 
time for San 
A n t o n i o ’ s 
Tricentennial 
Ce lebra t ion 
in May 2018. 
The stream is 
s u r r o u n d e d 
by a number 
of downtown 
housing and 
c o m m e r c i a l 
projects, as well as several historic and literary points of interest. 

The group of authors and history buffs met April 9, 2016, at the 
San Antonio River Authority headquarters for a preview of the 
plans for San Pedro Creek and then hiked up through town and 
down through time. 

Bryce Milligan, publisher of Wings Press; Rosemary Cata-
calos, 2013 Texas Poet Laureate; and Catherine “Jazz Cat” Lee 
were among those who attended the presentation by Kerry Averyt 
of the San Antonio River Authority. River Authority administra-
tor Bridget Hinze added that the agency could offer a presenta-
tion about the redevelopment project to any group.

 Local Sierra Club member Barb McMillin is glad the San Pe-
dro Creek will have a proper waterway and walkway.

“Touching the past will become even more present,” McMillin 
said. “There will be many moments in the future to reflect on the 
water’s history. And this experience will be quiet and comfort-
able and parklike.”

Downtown resident Barbara Maxwell was inspired to search 
for her San Antonio roots.

“I found my family had a residence at 241 Houston and com-
mercial property at 31 Cameron, which now is Penner’s,” Max-
well said. “I walked on over to Penner’s this morning and they 
knew my family; in fact, they had been very close. Needless to 
say, I am looking forward to my next visit to the Texana room at 
the Library.”

 Some high points along the route sparked memories and po-
ems. The San Pedro Creek faces the back side of the block for 
Casa Navarro, the O. Henry House, the Spanish Governor’s Pal-
ace, the DeLaGarza Homestead, and the jail on Laredo Street. 
Perhaps the creek improvements will bring recognition to these 
sites.

Rio San Pedro
Peter Holland

Bubbling out of limestone clear and cold
she was a small river but a river nonetheless.
A gossipy companion for those with labors to do 

a city grew up about her sapping her flow
but when the rains come, and they come hard,
she proves to be every bit the river
forgotten nearly paved over she trusted
she would not be lost to forgetful time
those who love her have been heard
soon she will be artfully reborn
she will be given several new faces
but one old and beautiful heart.

O. Henry Breathes Here
Carol Siskovic

A small frame house transported
from its original location to another,
easier for tourists and visitors to find,
in the center of a city now eager to
lay claim to one of theirs made good.
Through the magic door we follow,
guide pointing out the magic desk,
the magic typewriter, the magic chair.
Cameras click, people claiming
their separate turns to sit and pose.
Take a picture! If I sit where he sat,
place my fingers on keys he touched,
perhaps I, too… .
Perhaps I… .

San Pedro Creek
Lea Lopez Fagin

Oh! San Pedro Creek,
your glistening waters
dressed in mosaic patterns
bring bright sparkles to my life.
Flowing with a gentle melody,
you twirl around and around
like a colorful fiesta ribbon
across the west side of San Antonio.
You give life, peace, and beauty
to plants, trees and birds.
Your clear waters run like a gracious
ballerina dancing to the tune of time.
Unafraid of restraints
of origin, race, creed and color
your slender figure skates
through steel barriers across the city.
Witness to San Antonio’s past and present,
you talk to me of Jose Navarro’s joy when he signed
the Declaration of Texas Independence,
and of O. Henry’s wit in The Last Leaf.
My little creek, you are my mist on steamy days,
my poetic muse on starry nights,
and my loving child that needs protection
to tell stories to generations yet to come!

For more information on the San Pedro Creek Improvements Project, in-
cluding additional poems inspired by the “Writers Take a Walk” event, 
see therivardreport.com/san-pedro-creek-inspires-authors-during-national-
poetry-month/.
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The Marchers: A Novel
Mo H Saidi

BOOK TWO: The Flood
continued from previous issue

Chapter 31
The Iraqis Were Advancing Along a New Front

The Iraqis were advancing along a new 
front threatening the city of Ahwaz. The 
news of Iraqi troop movements in southwest 
Iran and the oil fields of Khuzestan spread 
throughout the country. The enemy’s long-
range missile attacks on Iranian cities as far 
inland as Tehran shook the confidence of Ira-
nians everywhere. News of military setbacks 
reached even Evin Prison and profoundly af-
fected the way Revolutionary Guards treated 
their prisoners in general and the Mojaheddin members in partic-
ular. The Mojaheddins’ stand against the war gave the guards an 
easy excuse to torture and execute their members and supporters 
as spies for Saddam Hussein. Waves of new prisoners, most of 
them antiwar activists or sympathizers of the Mojaheddins ar-
rived every day. Evin Prison and other newly constructed pris-
ons throughout the country were packed to capacity. Hundreds 
of new arrivals were kept under poor sanitary conditions in halls, 
corridors, and under staircases. By the mid-eighties the number 
of political prisoners had grown to the tens of thousands. The 
number of daily executions, to hundreds. The unbearable life of 
prisoners continued everywhere and extended to the small cell 
where Bahram and seven other prisoners were kept. They had 
recently lost four of their comrades: two died under torture, and 
two had been summarily executed at dawn. However, their slots 
were quickly filled with new prisoners.

One morning the Revolutionary Guards dragged Bahram and 
three other cellmates out into the corridor and shoved them into 
the larger interrogation room at the end of the hall. There they 
were made to stand up against one wall, while a Revolutionary 
Guard handed them each a form.

“This is your last will and testament,” the guard explained. “It 
will be kept in the prison office until we send it to your family. 
Sign it.”

The penultimate sentence of the bottom paragraph stated that 
the undersigned was a member of the Mojaheddin. The form end-
ed with an entreaty by the undersigned for mercy and forgiveness 
from Imam Ayatollah Khomeini and God for the sins they had 
committed.

Bahram refused to sign, but the other three who were still re-
covering from wounds and bruises signed without raising a ques-
tion.

“I am not a member or sympathizer of the Mojaheddin,” Bah-
ram stated as firmly as he could.

The guards took the three who had signed the papers out to 
the courtyard. After they had left, the remaining guard looked at 
Bahram with sarcastic disdain.

“I’m beginning to like you. Today is not your turn to go to hell. 
But I’m sure your turn will come soon.”

When Bahram returned to his cell, three new prisoners had al-
ready settled in. No one asked about the others. Everybody knew 
what had happened, and it didn’t matter anymore. They had wit-
nessed the change-out so many times already. Every life hung in 

  
the balance, and each one of them could be next. Later that night, 
when Bahram was taken to the restroom, he overheard Revo- 
lutionary Guards mention that several hundred suspected Moja-
heddin members had been executed in the courtyard that day. 
The guards were complaining about having to haul dead bodies 
to the disposal trucks all afternoon. By now the corridors were so 
crowded with prisoners that the obligatory time for washing and 
praying was reduced to three minutes each.

Before dawn the next day, Bahram’s cell door banged open, 
and three armed Revolutionary Guards rushed in. They dragged 
out two cellmates and kicked them toward the end of the long 
corridor, screaming at them the entire time. All along that and 
other corridors, and in other sections and other buildings, cell 
doors banged open and guards yanked out suspected members of 
the Mojaheddin. They assembled these poor wretches in a walled 
square surrounded by concrete blocks far away from the prison’s 
main buildings.

Another Revolutionary Guard entered Bahram’s cell and or-
dered the remaining cellmates to follow him. The prisoners were 
frightened, but the guard calmed their fears.

“Don’t be scared. We just need a few volunteers to help usher 
at a special event. You don’t even need to cover your eyes today.”

The prisoners followed the guard with reluctant, dragging steps 
toward the courtyard where they joined scores of other ushers, all 
of them without blindfolds, on one side of the courtyard behind 
a row of armed guards.

The skies over Evin Prison were still dark. Large floodlights 
shed bright light over a grim scene. They observed with horror 
as three rows of blindfolded inmates stumbled against rocks and 
each other. The guards ordered the ushers to tie the blindfolded 
prisoner’s hands behind their backs with old cables. A loud com-
mand and a phalanx of guards marched forward and pushed the 
shackled inmates tightly against the wall on the far side of the 
courtyard. They were jammed shoulder to shoulder and body 
against body. Any prisoner who tried to resist received a rifle butt 
in the chest and face.

This ghastly scene with blindfolded prisoners huddled against 
concrete blocks under the loud curses of Revolutionary Guards 
was etched into the minds of the ushers. It numbed their senses. 
The area along the wall filled up with row upon row of blind-
folded prisoners, numbering more than three hundred. There 
were men and women of many different ages, several pregnant 
women, and some teenage boys and girls.

Another command and the Revolutionary Guards moved like 
one body to the opposite side of the courtyard, pulling along all 
the ushers. A long line of armed Revolutionary Guards in mili-
tary uniform with wide black bands over their foreheads marched 
in. At a command they stopped in the middle of the courtyard, 
about thirty feet from the blindfolded prisoners. They raised their 
machine guns upon another command.

The mellifluous sound of verses from the Quran came from the 
loudspeakers fixed along the edge of the tower above the court-
yard. The musical tone of the recital was in dramatic contrast to 
the frightening gathering below. A man’s voice praying for the 
success of the glorious Islamic Revolution interrupted the recita-
tion. He implored God to assure that Iran would prevail in its 
just and holy war against Iraq. He wished the Iranian soldiers 
victory on the battlefield and success with liberating Iraqi Shi-
ites from Saddam Hussein’s tyranny. Without a preamble his soft 
tone ceased and he began shouting angrily.

“Today, all you Iraqi spies have a last chance to redeem your 
soul and save yourself from hell. You rose up against our Imam,
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the father of our Revolution, and you are responsible for the death 
of thousands of soldiers on the front line of the war. You spread 
false rumors and poisoned your parents, spouses, children, and 
their children. Even so, our glorious Revolution offered you one 
final opportunity to join the ranks of soldiers of this holy Revolu-
tion, but you refused.”

Bahram recognized the voice. The speaker was Mirza Hassan. 
The blaring voice intruded into his thoughts.

“If you were sincere in your love of our country, you could join 
the soldiers of the Revolution, declare your allegiance to God and 
the Islamic Revolution, and save your soul. We did not want to 
waste our bullets on you. Instead, we invited you to join the war 
and fight for Islam. But you refused. You have one last chance to re-
deem yourself. Break rank and move forward ten steps, right now!”

He counted slowly and sonorously to ten. The ushers observed 
the scene with horror. Bahram suspected Mirza Hassan’s offer 
was only a device to incite the Revolutionary Guards into frenzy 
and prepare everybody for the final outcome. He had heard that 
freed Mojaheddin prisoners were forced to move ahead of the 
regular army across mine infested battlegrounds and clear the 
way for the advance of regular infantry.

None of the blindfolded prisoners moved forward. They knew 
they would be forced to inform on their comrades, and then they 
would be killed on the front. They were well aware that any word 
of theirs would result in the arrest and torture of more people.

Mirza Hassan, who was watching the courtyard from an ob-
servation post, grew impatient. “I will give you a few more mo-
ments to make up your mind. Those who decide to go to hell will 
be killed instantly. Their souls will enter upon eternal suffering. 
They will face fire, torture, and pain in hell forever. They will be 
punished for rising up against Islam and the one true God.”

Again no one moved forward. Only the whimpering of teenage 
boys and girls broke the silence of the courtyard. Mirza Hassan 
ordered the Revolutionary Guards to move into firing position. 
They formed a long file down the middle of the courtyard, point-
ing their rifles toward the blindfolded prisoners. The loudspeak-
ers became silent for a moment and then embarked upon another 
recitation from the Quran. Minutes passed. The loudspeakers 
were silent again. Mirza Hassan’s voice could be heard once 
more, counting backwards from ten to one. Then there was a 
short pause and the terrible shout.

“Send the enemies of Islam to hell!—Fire!”
The thunderous blast fired from countless rifles shook the 

courtyard. A cloud of smoke rose and filled the air. Mirza Hassan 
waited a few seconds to see the result. He noted some prison-
ers were still standing or moving among the dead. He ordered 
another volley. He repeated the order again, and after the third 
round no prisoner was left standing.

Bodies had tumbled over each other. From among the dead, 
wounded prisoners screamed for help. Some of them tried to crawl 
away but they stumbled over the dead bodies. Those few who 
managed to stand up again became targets for walking gunmen 
searching the grisly mound for any sign of life. Blood streamed 
between the bodies, toward a dip in the middle of the courtyard.

The ushers were forced to witness every moment of this grue-
some carnage. It filled them with revulsion and despair. But their 
ordeal was not yet over. The guards ordered them to pick up large 
plastic bags, deposit each body in a bag, and move them to form 
rows of thirty each in the courtyard.

Massacred bodies were pulled out of the heap, one by one. 
They stained the ushers and the Revolutionary Guards with 
blood and gore. When Bahram got to the body of a teenage boy, 
he looked with deep sorrow into his lifeless face and wide-open 
eyes, at the bloody holes in his neck and face. His medical eyes 
observed smashed ribs and exposed intestines in a pool of clotted 

blood surrounding the body. Even though he had seen blood and 
corpses before, this grisly scene nauseated him and shattered his 
soul, his peace. The innocent face of this young victim made him 
remember his own feelings at that age, and a shudder of fear and 
horror went through his body. Sorrow overcame him. He froze 
over the boy’s body and began to sob uncontrollably.

The cold barrel of a rifle stabbed his right shoulder.
“Keep up the work! These spies don’t deserve your sympathy!” 

a Revolutionary Guard said threateningly.
Bahram tried hard to hide his anger and dismay but couldn’t. 

“We both were young like him.”
The guard ignored him and stomped right across the boy’s face.
Bahram looked hopelessly at the mangled features and wailed, 

“What a waste. All those dreams and hopes. What a waste!”
He choked on his words, weeping, gasping for air.
The Revolutionary Guard watching him sneered, “Sounds like 

you are scared. Well, you may end up like him, too, pretty soon.”
Bahram was overwhelmed by indignation and frozen to his 

spot, but the guard pushed the bayonet of his gun right under 
Bahram’s chin and ordered him to resume work. Disgusted by 
the grotesque scene and the bloody mass of corpses, Bahram lost 
his will to live and collapsed. The guard dragged him away, while 
another usher pushed the boy’s dead body into a plastic bag and 
left him in the third row of corpses. They ignored the collapsed 
Bahram and went on with their task. Early morning light illumi-
nated the rows of plastic body bags, hundreds of them.

The Revolutionary Guards dumped the gruesome load into 
military trucks and hauled them to an isolated area more than 
twenty miles from the southwestern edge of Tehran. The bod-
ies were tossed into large pits and bulldozers covered the mass 
graves with dirt and rocks. By the end of the day, there remained 
almost no trace of the hundreds of executed prisoners.

The only public reference to these executions came after the 
evening war news on the radio. A broadcaster announced that 
day’s executions of Iraqi spies in various government prisons, 
listing only the number of the executions in each prison without 
giving their names. Neither their families nor their friends would 
ever know the terrible fate of these sons and daughters of Iran.

This concludes chapter 31 of Mo H Saidi’s The Marchers. Its contents 
have been serialized in Voices de la Luna since the inaugural issue eight 
years ago. The entire novel has now been published and is available in 
print from Word Design Press. With the permission of the author, the 
complete PDF version of the novel is also available on the Voices web-
site, at www.voicesdelaluna.org/marchers/.

Man in the Moon
Donna Dobberfuhl

 

Voices de la Luna, 15 August 2016        41 



San Antonio Small Presses

Wings Press

www.wingspress.com
Wings Press was founded in 1975. Its 
publisher, editor and designer since 
1995, Bryce Milligan, strives to pro-
duce multicultural books, ebooks, fine 
chapbooks and broadsides that enlight-
en the human spirit and enliven the 
mind. All those ever associated with 
Wings have been or are writers, and 
they recognize writing as a transforma-
tional form capable of changing the world, primarily by allowing 
people to glimpse something of each other’s souls. Good writing 
is innovative, insightful, broadminded and interesting. But most 
of all it is honest. Likewise, Wings Press is committed to treat-
ing the planet itself as a partner. Thus the press uses as much 
recycled material as possible, from the paper on which the books 
are printed to the boxes in which they are shipped. All inks are 
soy and vegetable-based.

 
New and Forthcoming Titles from Wings Press

Far Out: Poems of the ’60s (2016)
Wendy Barker and Dave Parsons

Edited by Wendy Barker and Dave Parsons, 
Far Out: Poems of the ’60s includes poems by 
over 80 poets who remember that tumultuous 
decade from a wide range of vantage points. 
This collection brings to life the experiences of 
people who vividly remember the effects of the 
assassinations of Medgar Evars, JFK, Malcolm 
X, and Martin Luther King, who lived through 
the period of the Vietnam War and the protests 
against it, and who experienced the rise of Sec-
ond-Wave Feminism, the Civil Rights Act and 
the emergence of the Black Power and Chicano 
movements, as well as the Apollo 11 moon landing. For anyone 
who thinks the 1960s were only about sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ 
roll, this book will be revealing—although those subjects are also 
amply covered within these pages! Far Out examines the link 
between generational revolt and poetic expression, and the vi-
sionary tradition of nonconformist literature.

The Magic of Mariachi / La Magia del Mariachi 
(2016)

Steven and Reefka Schneider

This work offers the reader a 
cross-cultural treasure of fas-
cinating ekphrastic poetry and 
strikingly beautiful paintings by 
Steven and Reefka Schneider. 
Schneider’s paintings and draw-
ings, done in pastel, watercolor, 
and charcoal, were inspired over 
the course of several years by her 
close association with both stu-
dent and professional mariachi musicians.

Take to the Highway: Arabesques for Travelers 
(2016)

Bryce Milligan

Take to the Highway: Arabesques for Travel-
ers is a book about journeys and the intricate 
memory map of human consciousness. These 
poems, most of them written while the author 
was driving across the expanse of Texas, em-
body family history, anticipating the death of 
the poet’s mother, and incorporate his reflec-
tions on a life lived within many roads of an 
interior landscape. The work is both formal and 
deeply personal.

___________________________________

Word Design Press

www.WordDesignStudio.com

Word Design Press, founded in 1998, is committed to publishing 
selected high quality poetry collections, anthologies, and other 
paperback books, fiction and non-fiction. Word Design Studio is 
author-friendly and strives for author satisfaction through every 
step of the process toward the final published product. Editor 
Valerie Martin Bailey has been in the writ-
ing, editing, and publishing field since 1970. 
An accomplished writer and award-winning 
poet, she dedicates much of her time to pro-
moting poetry at the local, state, and national 
levels. The latest books from Word Design 
Studio are Shelia Darst’s A Poet’s Palette 
and The Marchers: A Novel by Mo H Saidi, 
which can be purchased from book stores, 
amazon.com, or by direct request from Word 
Design Press by contacting Olivia Hernan-
dez at hernandezoly@gmail.com.

New from Word Design Press: The Marchers

This novel is based on the firsthand 
knowledge of the author, Dr. Mo 
Saidi, who was born in Iran and 
reared in a strict Muslim home, where 
he was forbidden to play his beloved 
chess and soccer, which were seen 
as a sinful waste of time. He went to 
medical school in Tehran, came to the 
United States and became a citizen in 
1975. While practicing and teaching 
medicine, Saidi earned a master’s de-
gree in English and American litera-
ture and language from Harvard Uni-
versity. He has published three books 
of poetry and a collection of short sto-
ries, The Garden of Milk and Wine. 
His novel The Marchers: A Novel has 
been serialized in Voices de la Luna: A Quarterly Poetry & Arts 
Magazine and is now available in print and digital versions in the 
market and on the Internet.
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City of San Antonio Department 
for Culture and Creative Development

www.getcreativesanantonio.com

Frost Bank - For 145 years
a partner in helping fellow Texans 

with their financial needs and a proud 
supporter of the arts in Texas

Bruce D. Akright, MD, FACOG
Gynecology and Gynecologic Surgery
North East OB/GYN Associates, PLLC

5000 Schertz Parkway, Suite 100, Schertz, Tx 78154
and 502 Madison Oak, Suite 240, SA, TX 78258

210-653-5501 — www.NE-OBGYN.com

Becker Vineyards
The 46 acres of French Vinifera vines at Becker Vineyards, 
located between Fredericksburg and Stonewall, generate 14 

different varietals of grapes. Becker Vineyards was established 
in 1992.

www.beckervineyards.com

   

www.southtexaspressinc.com

For more than 100 years, our commitment and 
involvement in the community have been an 

important part of the way we do business.

The poetry and community services of Voices are 
funded in part by a grant from the Ruth Lang Chari-

table Fund of the San Antonio Area Foundation.

 Shivers & Shivers Law Practice
http://shiverslaw.com

Shivers & Shivers is a full-service immigration
and nationality law firm in operation since 1981.

frontdesk@shiverslaw.com
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Brief Bios of Selected Contributors

Alan Berecka

Alan Berecka earns his keep as a reference librarian at Del Mar College in 
Corpus Christi. His poetry has appeared in such periodicals as the Ameri-
can Literary Review, The Christian Century, and The Texas Review and 
anthologies such as St Peter’s B-List (Ave Maria Press). Three collections 
of his poetry have been published, the latest of which is With Our Bag-
gage by Lamar University Press, 2013. His second book, Remembering 
the Body, won honorable mention in poetry from the Eric Hoffer Awards.

Jeffrey DeLotto

Jeffrey DeLotto, professor of English at Texas Wesleyan University in 
Fort Worth, teaches writing and British literature. His poems, essays, 
and stories have appeared in numerous magazines, journals, and anthol-
ogies, and he has published a chapbook entitled Voices at the Door, the 
Southwest Poets Series winner from Maverick Press; Days of a Chame-
leon: Collected Poems; and more recently, Voices Writ in Sand: Dramat-
ic Monologues and Other Poems, from Lamar University Press. He is 
also one of the writers included in 8 Voices: Contemporary Poetry from 
the American Southwest, from Baskerville Publishers. He further serves 
as editor for SCOL: Scholarship and Creativity On Line, A Journal of 
the Texas College English Association; co-editor for CEACreative, an 
online journal of the College English Association; a grower of vegeta-
bles; and skipper on the mutinous family sailboat.

Julie Gates

Julie Gates is an associate professor of English in the Department of Eng-
lish and Modern Languages at Angelo State University, where she directs 
the English Education program. She has worked with colleagues since 
2002 on the annual ASU Writers Conference in Honor of Elmer Kelton, 
chairing the conference for two years when Mary Karr (2010) and Art 
Spiegelman (2011) were featured. Gates has published poetry in Amarillo 
Bay, Blue Bonnet Review, Carcinogenic Poetry, Concho River Review, 
Voices de la Luna, Red River Review, and Visions with Voices. She has 
presented poetry at the SCMLA Conference, the Texas Association of Cre-
ative Writing Teachers Conference, and the Langdon Review Weekend.

Tom Keene

Tom Keene’s books include Flowers for Love Makers, Peace Builders 
and God Seekers and The Waters of Becoming. His poems received first 
prizes from The Texas Society of Poet’s Theresa Lindsey Contest, the 
internationally judged Dancing with Words Poetry Contest and the San 
Antonio Poetry Fair, Inc.

Loretta Diane Walker

Loretta Diana Walker, a three-time Pushcart nominee, has published 
three collections of poetry. Walker’s work has appeared in numerous 
publications, most recently Her Texas, River of Earth and Sky: Poems for 
the Twenty-First Century, Texas Poetry Calendar 2017, Pushing Out the 
Boat International Journal, San Pedro River Review, Illya’s Honey, Red 
River Review, Diversity: Austin International Poetry Festival, Boundless 
Poetry: Rio Grande Valley International Poetry Festival, Pushing the 
Envelope: Epistolary Poems, and is forthcoming in The Southern Poetry 
Anthology, Volume VIII: Texas and Bearing the Mask: American South-
west Persona Poems. Her manuscript Word Ghetto won the 2011 Blue-
light Press Book Award. She teaches music in Odessa, Texas.

Idioma
Brexit

James R. Adair

On June 23, 2016, the United Kingdom voted 52% to 48% to 
leave the European Union. Although the vote was nonbinding, 
new British prime minister Theresa May vowed to follow the 
will of the majority and begin negotiations with the EU to leave 
the union. In the runup to the election, advocates on both sides 
used the term “Brexit” to describe the issue. The word was al-
legedly a portmanteau (a combination of parts of two words to 
make a new word) formed by combining the words “Britain” and 
“exit.” A variation that was used earlier in the campaign, “Brix-
it,” supports the portmanteau hypothesis, but does it adequately 
account for the term?

I’m not completely convinced of this etymological explanation. 
While I was considering Brexit as a word rather than as a histori-
cal event, it occurred to me that the word is remarkably similar 
to the sound the chorus of frogs makes in Aristophanes’ play The 
Frogs: “Brekekekéx-koáx-koáx.” The words are meaningless in 
Greek, intended simply to imitate the sounds frogs make; in other 
words, they are onomatopoetic. This frog-speak was adopted by 
students at Yale University and became part of their semi-official 
college cheer: “Brekekekex, ko-ax, ko-ax, Brekekekex, ko-ax, 
ko-ax, O-op, O-op, parabalou, Yale, Yale, Yale, Rah, rah, rah, 
rah, rah, rah, rah, rah, rah, Yale! Yale! Yale!” Could Brexit be a 
subtle reference to frogs (well-known British slang referring to 
their traditional rivals, the French), or perhaps an expression of 
melancholy for the loss of their former colonies across the pond?

Another explanation is possible. While brekekekex might not 
be a Greek word, brexis (βρεξις) certainly is. It is a noun that 
means “a wetting,” from the verb brecho (βρεχω), and the form 
of the future second person plural is brexeti (βρεξετι), “you will 
wet” or “rain.” The plot thickens! Frogs live in and around water, 
and Britain is surrounded by water. Perhaps opponents of politi-
cal Brexit coined the term in the hope that whenever the word 
was spoken—by themselves, by their rivals, by the media—a 
subliminal message warning Britons of the dangers of abandon-
ing the alliance across the (wet) British Channel (with France on 
the other side) would resonate deep within their minds. If this 
was the true origin of the term, opponents of Brexit failed to con-
sider that changes in the British educational system away from 
instruction in the classics, including the Greek language, made 
the likelihood of the subliminal message being received by the 
subconscious of the typical British voter highly unlikely. In other 
words, their logic was all wet.

Portmanteau, Yale cheer, longing for past glories of the British 
Empire, rivalry with France, subliminal reference to the waters 
that surround the island nation—citizens of the UK, now erst-
while citizens of the EU thanks to the results of the referendum, 
have two years to debate the true linguistic origins of the word 
Brexit. Oh yeah, and trade and immigration agreements, etc. 
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