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Editor’s Note
James R. Adair

Anyone educated in the West can rattle off the names of innumerable famous
authors: Ernest Hemingway, James
Joyce, Virginia Wolff, John Steinbeck,
Emily Dickinson, William Faulkner,
Langston Hughes, Maya Angelou—the
list is endless. All of these authors wrote
in English, but we could expand the
list without problem to include authors
whose works have been translated into
English: Leo Tolstoy, Franz Kafka, Victor Hugo, Gabriel García Márquez, Isabel Allende, Jorge Borges, Umberto Eco. What if the list were
expanded to include famous Asian writers? Perhaps you know
Shūsaku Endō, author of Silence (the basis of Martin Scorcese’s
film) or Haruki Murakami, a contemporary Japanese bestselling
author. What if we turn to sub-Saharan Africa? Some of you will
undoubtedly know Chinua Achebe, author of Things Fall Apart,
but have you read any other books by African writers?
In this issue of Voices de la Luna, in honor of the 60th anniversary of the independence of Ghana, the first sub-Saharan African
country to break free from its colonial ruler, we tell a little bit of the
story of postcolonial African literature as it emerged in the wake
of the wave of independence declarations that followed Ghana’s.
We also review reactions to the “scramble for Africa” that led to
the European conquest of most of the continent in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries. Our cover art also reflects the African
experience: the artist who produced it is Naomi Wanjiku Gakunga,
a native of Nairobi, Kenya, and current resident of San Antonio.
We are honored to have Joe Jiménez, a local award-winning
poet, as our featured poet in this issue. His poems combine
strength, rawness, and tenderness in a way that touches the reader
on multiple levels. We also interview Nan Cuba, founder of Gemini Ink, award-winning author, and writer-in-residence at Our
Lady of the Lake University. She talks about writing, teaching,
and even a little about her days as an investigative journalist. Joining these writers are poets and writers of short fiction, some wellknown and some not-yet-known. There are paeans to a mother, to
a tree, to flowers, and to Frida Kahlo. Particularly notable in this
issue are poems by the winners of our third annual HEB/Voices
de la Luna Youth Poetry Contest. The Stone in the Stream group
challenges readers to consider the impact of “improvements” to
the environment, as does noted biologist E. O. Wilson, whose recent book is reviewed on p. 10. We have a short story about a
radio call-in show and another about a Lakota federal agent dealing with tragedy. Meanwhile, writer Paul Juhasz still finds himself
bewildered in an Amazon fulfillment warehouse.
Since spring is approaching, I want to end with an excerpt from
a poem hailing the arrival of dawn by Phillis Wheatley, captured
as a young girl in West Africa and sold into slavery in colonial
Boston. The full poem is on p. 19.
See in the east th’ illustrious king of day!
His rising radiance drives the shades away—
But Oh! I feel his fervid beams too strong,
And scarce begun, concludes th’ abortive song.
Although Wheatley was writing in Boston, we here in South Texas will feel “his fervid beams too strong” sooner than we would
like to think about it. Enjoy the winter edition of Voices!
Voices de la Luna, 15 February 2017
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Cover Page Art
Wetereire—Waiting

Sheet metal, handcrafted paper, steel wire,
stitching and crocheting with steel wire, machine stitching
72" × 27” × 14”
by Naomi Wanjiku Gakunga
Naomi Wanjiku Gakunga
studied at the University of
Nairobi, Kenya, and at the
University of California, Los
Angeles. Wanjiku’s works are
predominantly wall hanging
sculptures, created from nontraditional materials: sheet
metal and steel wire.
Sheet metal, known in Swahili as mabati, is ubiquitous in
Kenya. Used mainly for roofing materials and walls, it is
particularly associated with
Mabati Women’s Groups of the 1960s. These grass-roots alliances organized in order to improve their communities by upgrading the roofs of their homes using sheet metal. Wanjiku observed
the success of their efforts, the harvesting of water from the new
roofs, and the consequent aging of the material itself. She mirrors
these effects in her own artistic process that weathers the surfaces of the materials. She occasionally adds dye to create color
and more complex effects. The delicate transformations etched in
metal by the effects of weathering, chance, and time emphasize
an ethereal, transient beauty.
Mabati art is the continuum that connects Wanjiku and her generation to that earlier generation of mabati women of the 1960s.
Her art brings attention to women in Kenya and tells their stories
of transformation, renewal, and empowerment. Her sculptures
reflect both the mabati’s enduring functionality and its fragility.
The fragile quality of materials is crucial to how Wanjiku’s work
deals with loss and the passage of time.

Artist Statement
I studied design at the University of Nairobi, where I explored
the dynamics of fiber arts. For my graduate studies at UCLA, I
merged the old fiber arts and imagery of Africa with contemporary techniques.
The title of the cover art is derived from an expression used by
the Kikuyu people of Kenya, weterire ndanogaga: “one who is
waiting for (or expecting) great things is ever patient and always
prepared.” This metaphor is taught to the young by the elders.
When preparation meets opportunity, there will be success. One
should remain in a state of constant preparedness, because opportunity can come knocking at any time. This state of constant
preparedness is achieved by continuous learning throughout life.
More often than not, the opportunity that comes knocking is the
chance to share knowledge with someone who needs it and who
will benefit from what another has learned in life. In my work,
Wetereire—Waiting, the protagonist is in her best outfit, reflective
of her best inner self at all times. She is in a state of constant preparedness to share her knowledge and experiences with whoever
might need it.
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Featured Poet
Joe Jiménez

The Consequence of Light—

Quagmire

I remember the first time I took off another man’s shirt.
I folded it. After I folded mine—
& I made neat little squares & placed the squares on the bed.
Light fell on his neck,
his quagmired chest—callus, announcement, watchtowers
spelling things he hadn’t had—.
I’ve found the most harmful part
inside us is blunt disregard juxtaposing the body’s bidding, the need.
Grey ink & seams, echoes made of keeping things hidden.
Your hands are very rough, he said.
I was looking for a place for my life to happen.
But thumbs in my mouth quivered, two jars holding back flames.
My tongue is the starting point—
built into the throat is the idea that our bodies are made of cairns.
I understand where I will end up—
& I can’t spend my life trying to tell you why I am good.

There is a quandary. A mare’s nest inside me, quagmire of atoms
and fixations. To be solved, or stalled,
or turned to red slough, who can say—?
and Is it even there? If I summon its namesake, if I point and run
my nose through dark twigs in its hair?
In distance, the ripped bale, the hay-strewn field. Cattle
egrets, the wedding sun—.
Yesterday, I came to this field thinking it might fix me; in the box
of my truckbed,
I crossed my arms, lay down, stared at red centaurs in clouds.
I wanted to be one. But wind had to tell me I don’t come
from satyrs or centaurs but owls—.
In this case, I have forgotten when trespassing is wrong.
Before night, I built a wreath of coal and of hair, of logs, and of hay,
unbridled, left to flow. I made fire.
I was lonely. I asked God for birds, but He gave me a wheelbarrow
of armadillo and horse bones, corn husk and mud.
and What is it holding me back?
Can I call it gloom? a doom-step of clocks and fence posts,
fat cables, leather bits?
All day I will sit on my tailgate, the field and the fire-wreath
trying to keep inside me.
In this case, I can no longer bolster any hoax with tenderness.
In this case, I can no longer pretend I do not love the field, maybe more
even than I love myself.
Hands burnt, my boots sinking in mud, I say my mother was wrong,
because I can’t find the wealth she said I would find in suffering.
No, when does aguanto bloom?

Love Poem for Two Homeboys Eating Chicanismo
Like Ice
Beneath us, the city said its name: Anthill
or alien metropolis—
the monolith of the heart is hard to fly with
unless two men, willingly, do the work of one,
but my mouth is not a moth, you said;
the night speech in my sleep sputtering: instead
we talked of birds who fed upon moths,
tall birds with ample, able wings—soft moths;
and this is urban talk: cinderblocks, de volada, mad
brains—drool, the tutelage of hogs, the vacant lots
of the beds we left for the one we share:
thrillingly. and with you on my back I am a giant,
you, the brown hulk. the little airplane of the lungs
bending enough for fondness to gulp—.

Smutgrass
Growth is the hardest place for harm to lay its hair.
Of troublesome seed, we invasive bunches,
all narrow spike, fungus smut—the seedhead tells it all.
Despair, Self-Loathing running hands
through my beard.
& God out back having His heels washed
in water you & I use for drink—.
By our roots Old Words echo: You don’t need
much moisture to seed now. Cut us down, papi—
only opens the body to spread its beads.
Improvise, I tell myself. Let the shit go.
All of it means this: not everyone has a phoenix
inside. Some of us growing beside
roads, among dented beer cans & ditch weeds, waste & trees
smothered with hunger, sightlessness, maladies.
but What if there is nothing glamorous inside?
Can I make a good bed out of tallboys & plastic bags?
If nothing in the world calls your name, mouth wide, teeth gleaming,
If the back & arms you carry riddle with black
spots & marks made by birds who don’t want us here—
I will remind you: There are people who did this before us,
brown & black-spotted, yellow, with rattails,
born from what others did not want & loathed & aimed
to never let belong, & so, we are here today—
the field is wide. We make saliva from root & light.
Our spikelets grow, & do you feel the wind?
Joe Jiménez is the author of The Possibilities of Mud (Kórima, 2014)
and Bloodline, a young adult novel (Arte
Público, 2016). Jiménez is the recipient
of the 2016 Letras Latinas/Red Hen Press
Poetry Prize and holds an MFA in Creative
Writing from Antioch University Los Angeles. The short film El Abuelo, based on
Jiménez’s poem, has been screened in Belgium, the Netherlands, Mexico, France, Argentina, Ireland, England, and the US. He
lives in San Antonio, Texas, and is a member of the Macondo Workshops. Another
poem by Joe Jiménez may be found on p. 24.
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Questions for Nan Cuba
Interviewed by James R. Adair

Nan Cuba is the author of Body and
Bread (Engine Books, 2013), winner
of the PEN/Southwest Award in Fiction and the Texas Institute of Letters Steven Turner Award for Best
Work of First Fiction; it was also
listed as one of “Ten Titles to Pick
Up Now” in O, Oprah’s Magazine,
was a “Summer Books” choice from
Huffington Post, and was hailed by
the San Antonio Express-News as
one of the “Best Books of 2013.”
Cuba co-edited Art at our Doorstep:
San Antonio Writers and Artists
(Trinity University Press, 2008), and
published other work in such places
as Antioch Review, Harvard Review,
Columbia, and Chicago Tribune’s
Printer’s Row. Her story “Watching Alice Watch” was one of the Million Writers Award Notable Stories
(storySouth), and “When Horses Fly” won the George Nixon Creative
Writing Award for Best Prose from the Conference of College Teachers
of English. As an investigative journalist, she reported on the causes of
extraordinary violence in LIFE, Third Coast, and D Magazine. She has
received a Dobie Paisano Fellowship, an artist residency at Fundación
Valparaiso in Spain, and was a finalist for the Humanities Texas Award
for Individual Achievement. She is the founder and executive director
emeritus of Gemini Ink, a nonprofit literary center (www.geminiink.org),
and teaches in the MA/MFA Program in Literature, Creative Writing, and
Social Justice at Our Lady of the Lake University in San Antonio, where
she is writer-in-residence. Her website is http://nancuba.com.

What gave you the idea to found Gemini Ink in 1997?
Gemini Ink was not planned. In 1992, my friend Marylyn Croman
and I were asked to coordinate a reading at a downtown bookstore.
Instead, we invited actor friends to perform excerpts from works
by James Joyce as an anniversary celebration of the publication
of Ulysses. The standing-room-only crowd encouraged us to produce a similar reading celebrating other literature. After several
months of shows at bookstores, cafes, and community centers,
we designed a season of performances and called it the Gemini
Reader’s Theater Series, “Gemini” because Marylyn and I had a
twin-like love of literature. The next fall, we offered classes held
in my husband’s law office, and the following spring, we moved
the classes to a women’s resource center (the Doté Foundation)
in Monte Vista. Marylyn left after that, and I launched the Writers in Communities Program, Summer Camp for Kids, Autograph
Series, and Mentor Program. So, in answer to your question, the
organization wasn’t started from an idea; it began with reader’s
theater productions, and the other programs were gradually added. In 1996, my husband applied for a nonprofit status, which we
received the next year. I turned the organization over to the community in 2003, having served for eleven years. My inspiration
was my experience as a writer-in-the-schools, my experience as a
student in the first low-residency MFA program, and a belief that
literary art can heal and inspire. Once the organization had grown
to serving about 5,000 people each year, besides my strong commitment to the mission, I was dedicated to everyone involved.
What are some of the most significant events associated with
the early years of Gemini Ink?
The first Autograph Series guest was William Merwin, who gave
6
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a reading to a packed audience at Trinity University; John Igo
asked if he could keep the pen William used to sign books. The
first WIC class was for women who were HIV positive or had
AIDS. A therapist and writer met each week for a year with these
women, who wouldn’t allow their real names to be used, but after
the second year, a few presented their work at a national conference. We sent a writer and illustrator to work with teenage
fathers in the Cindi Taylor Krier Juvenile Correctional Treatment
Center; each man wrote and illustrated a book for his children,
and Methodist Healthcare Ministries paid for copies to be printed
and distributed to other teenage parents. That WIC class was a
feature in the New York Times. Graduates of our Mentor Program, like Laurie Ann Guererro who studied with Barbara Ras,
were accepted into prestigious MFA programs. A pregnant Wang
Ping taught a University Without Walls class during our Summer Literary Festival; for her reading, she shared an excerpt from
her memoir about her grandmother’s foot-binding. Ernest Gaines
talked frankly about race to a mesmerized audience during an
Autograph Series luncheon. The first INKstravaganza gala was
held in a cleared, Christmas-lighted vacant lot with a makeshift
stage on South Alamo; thirty writers gave three-minute readings.
We auctioned celebrity boxes, each filled with personal items
donated by a well-known writer (Sandra Cisneros’ contained
an embroidered Mexican skirt); Naomi Shihab Nye and Marion
Winik carried the decorated boxes up and down audience aisles,
hawking them for a good cause. My memories are endless.
Your first novel, Body and Bread, has won numerous awards,
including the 2013 PEN/Southwest Award for Fiction and the
2013 Texas Institute of Letters Steven Turner Award for Best
Work of First Fiction. What inspired you to write this book?
I wrote a piece of flash fiction that a friend said reminded her
of a Katherine Anne Porter story, “The Grave.” When I reread
the story, the similarity was obvious: a woman looking back to a
childhood incident with her older brother. More significant was
the fact that the brother in the story was named Paul, and my
older brother Paul years before had committed suicide. Then I
wrote more autobiographically based stories about a fictional
family, and those became the genesis of my novel, which depicts
the effects of suicide on loved ones left behind.
Do any of the characters in the book reflect family members
or other people you knew growing up?
Most of the characters are loosely based on members of my childhood family. But in the same way that I’m not the protagonist
who is a misanthropic specialist of Mesoamerican culture, the
family members are different from my parents and brothers. Like
the protagonist’s brother Sam, my brother Paul was a paraplegic
who committed suicide, but Sam is not Paul; there are some similarities, but Sam is a separate creation. The story’s settings are
actual places, but almost all the events are imagined, and the few
that are inspired by a memory are reinvented to suit the fictional
characters’ needs.
What people or events inspired you to become a writer?
My mother loved to read, my paternal grandmother was a gifted
speaker who loved to tell stories, and my maternal grandmother
was a painter and ceramicist. My father shared convoluted stories, most with a humorous ironic twist. The King James version of the Bible and Baptist hymns taught me about metaphor,

imagery, and musical language. Throughout middle school and
high school, I was active in theater and thought I would pursue
that as an adult. Life demands interfered until at thirty-four, I had
the audacity to start writing magazine articles.
How does the job of Writer-in-Residence at Our Lady of the
Lake University differ from being simply a professor of English? What additional duties or responsibilities does the job
entail?
Recently, I read an essay by an award-winning writer who was
struggling financially. She lamented that if she had a job with a
salary close to mine, she could pay bills and reduce debt, but she
wanted time left to write. Eureka, I thought: I’m that lucky person. The generous administrators at OLLU have charged me with
five responsibilities: teach one course a semester, advise my colleagues about literary events, help locate funding, assist graduate
students while they finish their theses, and write. In other words,
most of my time is spent working on my fiction. Imagine that.
OLLU recently started offering a combined MA-MFA degree
in Literature, Creative Writing, and Social Justice. How do
you integrate the social justice aspect of this degree into the
classroom?
One fiction workshop focused entirely on theories for writing
about social justice. We studied “Politics and Art in the Novel”
by Robert Boswell, and other essays by Ellen Meeropol (who
visited the class), Chinua Achebe, Isabel Allende, Joyce Carol
Oates, Eduard Galeano, Robert Stone, and George Orwell. We
analyzed Melville’s Billy Budd, Sailor, Chekhov stories, and others by Zora Neale Hurston, Grace Paley, Chinua Achebe, Alice
Walker, James Baldwin, Tim O’Brien, Frank O’Connor, Kurt
Vonnegut, Gabriel García Márquez, and Ursula Le Guin. We noticed social justice themes and techniques for incorporating them
in books by Ellen Meeropol, J. M. Coetzee, Joan Silber, and Denise Chávez (who gave a reading on campus). While students
discussed these fiction models, each wrote and revised three stories applying what they were learning.
Does social justice play an important role in your own writing?
My novel Body and Bread focuses on the traumatic effects of
a loved one’s suicide, but the story also addresses feminist and
class issues, as well as the narrow perspective inherent in religious zealotry and the problems too many face with our healthcare system. Since I write realistic literary fiction, my work will
naturally address societal problems. However, at this career
stage, I more consciously include them.
I understand that you are working on a second novel. What
can you tell us about it?
He Didn’t Kill Nobody but Mom is a tragicomedy in the Coen
brothers vein about the Texas criminal justice system. It’s loosely
based on my journalistic experience in the early ‘80s interviewing and writing about the serial killer Henry Lee Lucas. The characters and plot are imagined, but like the actual event, my story
begins with the killer being called “the most prolific killer in history” and ends with most people, including the Texas attorney
general, believing he’d been framed by over 1,000 members of
national law enforcement. A novice journalist tries to understand
what’s unfolding while her daughter is involved in a series of

mysterious bullying episodes. Issues include methods for defining and determining justice, journalistic integrity, and origins of
violence.
How did your work as an investigative journalist affect both
your view of the world and your approach to writing?
I am extremely sensitive to violence in films, literature, life. Particularly upsetting are scenes that try to make violence funny or
sexy, in other words, sending a message that violence is natural, accepted. Also annoying are scenes in which a violent act is
treated as exciting or beautiful, or it’s glossed over, signaling that
we should look away, pretend violence isn’t there, allow it to be
excused. Violence doesn’t have to be physical; tossing off a rude
remark or ignoring suffering are violent acts. Since my fiction is
realistic, it contains violence. I hope to make people more aware
of this disturbing aspect of our culture and its ramifications.
Where do you get most of your writing ideas? Your personal
experience, the writings of other people, news events?
Most of my fiction is autobiographically based, with an attempt
to understand a memory or experience: the origin, effects, significance. Why was a story repeated by my family? What was its
purpose? What did its connection to us mean? Peter Taylor liked
to reinvent his family’s myths, and I guess I’ve done that. When
I first wrote stories influenced by my experience interviewing
Lucas, I didn’t have enough distance, and the work was melodramatic, misdirected. With time, I learned to search objectively for
meaning. But like all writers, my work is influenced by what I
see, hear, and read. An example is Body and Bread’s inclusion of
Mesoamerican culture, which was influenced by my years teaching Mexican American students.
What advice would you give to young people just beginning
to explore their interest in writing?
Read voraciously anything that interests you. Talk about what
you read like you would a movie you’ve just seen. Force yourself
to think deeply about the characters and their situations. Next,
pay close attention to language. Notice how it’s used and experiment with it like a musician would choose notes for her melody.
Vary lengths of sentences and the number of syllables in words;
create different effects with repeated consonants, verbs, phrases,
images. Finally, don’t try to write what you think is classic writing. Sandra Cisneros says to write as if you’re sitting at your
kitchen table in your pajamas. Talk like that. Be natural. Wrestle
with whatever captures your imagination; avoid imitations of TV
melodramas or predictable movies with exaggerated characters
and plots. Write to understand everyday people and reasons for
what they do.
In the wake of the recent U.S. presidential election, how can
writers effect positive change in the country?
Amos Oz inspired Stockholm’s Order of the Teaspoon, “for tolerance, against fanaticism,” by saying this: “Bring a bucket of
water and throw it on the fire, and if you don’t have a bucket,
bring a glass, and if you don’t have a glass, use a teaspoon, everyone has a teaspoon. And yes, I know a teaspoon is little and
the fire is huge but there are millions of us and each one of us has
a teaspoon.”
continued on p. 29…
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UTSA Featured Poet: Debra Peña
Upon Leaving Her Graveside
They say:
Change is inevitable, weak smiles pulling tight the
corners of their mouths
and you’re strong, nervously glancing away as
doubt darkens their eyes
And I mumble: Sure—imagining my life staying
random winds of change,
To my left:
tall pines. Gentle swaying giants—persistent—
bodies grown in years of drought and plenty yield
to the blowing wind.
purple pansies do push-ups. Pressed flat as nature exhales,
and rising as nature inhales, living gloriously
between gusted breaths.
Beside me:
a ladybug lands on her lilied memorial, lifts its wings
against the blustery breeze, and anchors itself to
a thin promise of life.
a bee walks upon lusty stamens,
living primal like a selfish lover, taking
all that it needs.
And at my feet:
an army of ants march into a tiny hill—disappearing—
walking off the edge of the earth, passing into
a trusted unknown.
Debra Peña earned a Ph.D. in English from UTSA in 2015 and is currently a Lecturer I in The Writing Program at
UTSA. She has also taught multiple literature and creative writing classes and serves as Prose Editor for Voices de la
Luna. Her poetry, fiction, and academic writing have been published by Salem Press, The Arkansas Review, Voices
de la Luna, and The Floresville Chronicle.
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Book Reviews
Half-Earth: Our Planet’s Fight for Life
by Edward O. Wilson
Reviewed by James R. Adair

To say that Edward O. Wilson is a wellrespected scientist is a bit like saying that
Meryl Streep is a pretty good actress. Wilson, who is approaching his ninetieth year,
is perhaps the leading myrmecologist (ant
scientist) in the world. His study of the
complex social structures of ant communities led him to create the field of sociobiology, which proposes that evolutionary
pressures cause the development of certain behavioral traits, which in turn can be
passed on to descendants. Wilson is also
an expert in biodiversity and a strong advocate of environmental
conservation. Half-Earth is an impassioned plea for up to half the
earth to be set aside as a refuge for the incredible diversity of plant
and animal species that still remain, many of them endangered.
It is the third installment in a trilogy of books that includes The
Social Conquest of Earth and The Meaning of Human Existence.
The world’s biodiversity is threatened today by the sixth major
extinction event since the Cambrian explosion. Unlike the previous extinction events, however, this one is caused not by external
forces (a meteor) or geophysical forces (tectonic and volcanic
activity) but by the activity of a single species: Homo sapiens.
In fact, the period in which we are now living can be referred to
as the Anthropocene because of the impact humans are having
on the world at every level. Some scientists and public policy
thinkers believe that the spread of human civilization cannot be
halted, only slowed down somewhat, so humans need to come to
terms with the fact that rhinos, tigers, and perhaps even monarch
butterflies will ultimately follow the path of Tasmanian tigers,
dodos, and passenger pigeons into oblivion. Wilson is most decidedly not one of those scientists, and Half-Earth is an extended
argument for people to act before it is too late.
Wilson presents more than a simple litany of species lost and
endangered. He also critiques those who espouse the Anthropocene ideology for assuming we know more than we actually do
about the innumerable ecosystems around us. He points out that
not only are scientists still discovering new species, but as recently as 2013 they discovered an entirely new marine phylum,
the Picozoa. How do these tiny, newly discovered organisms interact with other species in their ecosystems? No one yet knows.
On a more positive note, Wilson offers a list of many of the “best
places in the biosphere,” places of incredible biodiversity, as yet
largely undisturbed by humans (with the exception of global
warming, which is, of course, global).
The solution to the extinction crisis, according to Wilson, is,
first, increased awareness of the problem. Second, parks and reserves can be set aside from development, but not from all human interaction, since visiting with a light footprint can increase
both awareness of and interest in the problems we face. Finally,
humans need to commit to change the way they think about the
world they share with countless other species. After all, “The biosphere does not belong to us; we belong to it.”
10
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Off the Radar: A Father’s Secret, a Mother’s
Heroism, and a Son’s Quest
by Cyrus Copeland
Winner, 2016 Chautauqua Literary Prize
Reviewed by Mo H Saidi

Upon discovery of a dusty folio in the
attic of his family home, Cyrus Copeland embarks on a mission to discover
the hidden life of his father Max before
and during the Iranian Islamic revolution
of 1979. In this thrilling memoir and spy
story, Copeland traces the untold tale of
his father’s emotional journey from the
United States to Shiraz, Iran, the city of
poetry and roses and the mecca of Iranian
intellectuals with the tombs of Hafiz and
Saadi. After locating and interviewing his
father’s friends and former coworkers, Copeland discovers his
father was assigned by the CIA to rescue American families and
ship sensitive military equipment from Iran to the United States
during the chaotic months of the Islamic Revolution. The author
weaves a tale of uncertainty, tension, and drama.
Born in Oklahoma, Max Copeland toured the world at a young
age, married Shahin, an intelligent and highly educated Iranian
woman, converted to Islam, and moved the family to Iran, where
he eventually became an executive with Westinghouse. With the
help of the Shah’s government, he was instrumental in expanding the University of Shiraz by bringing American scientists and
educators to the faculty. The description of Copelands’ family
life in Iran reveals the crucial role of Shahin, the heroine of the
memoir, who shines when she fights with strength and intelligence to save her husband and family, not knowing whether her
husband is truly a spy. During the early months of the mullahs’
Islamic government, Max Copeland is accused of being a CIA
spy and put on trial for his life by the Revolutionary Court in
Tehran. Shahin uses her connections to revolutionary leaders and
rescues him from disaster. She studies Sharia law and becomes
the first female lawyer certified to argue in front of the Revolutionary Court in order to save her husband.
Although the book focuses on the story of the author’s father, it
also covers both the 50 years of Iranian history that led up to the
world-shaking Islamic Revolution of 1978-79 and the ensuing
tumoultous years. The shocking revelation of Max Copeland’s
dual identities: an American in Iran and an Iranian in America,
a Muslim raised in a Christian society, and a spy who kept his
CIA association a secret from his wife and his family, is truly
spellbinding.
Cyrus Copeland attended Haverford College and Villanova
University, and received his MBA from Cornell. He is a former
advertising executive and editor of two collections: Farewell,
Godspeed: The Greatest Eulogies of Our Time and A Wonderful
Life: 50 Eulogies to Lift the Spirit. Copeland has appeared on
NPR and the BBC and has written about his experiences and the
art of remembrance for The New York Times, The Boston Globe,
Slate, and The Huffington Post.

News of the World
by Paulette Jiles

2016 National Book Award Finalist
Reviewed by Mo H Saidi
News of the World by Paulette Jiles,
a San Antonio resident and recognized
poet, describes a daring journey by Civil
War veteran Captain Jefferson Kyle Kidd
through the chaotic and dangerous Texas
Panhandle, passing by a small hamlet
called Dallas, and then to the Hill Country all the way to Castroville west of San
Antonio to deliver a white girl who had
been kidnapped by a band of Kiowa Indians four years earlier when they killed her
German-American parents. The tribe had raised the six-year-old
girl as one of their own, until they returned her in a peaceful exchange of food for captives organized by the US Army.
The story begins when the Army strikes a deal with retired
Captain Kidd, a tough old widower and veteran of three wars
who ekes out a living traveling through Texas giving live readings from newspapers to paying audiences hungry for News of
the World. The military agrees to pay Kidd $50 in gold if he will
escort ten-year-old Johanna from Wichita Falls to Castroville,
where he will deliver her to relatives. This is the decade of the
1870s, when Reconstruction-era Texas is governed by outlaws
and bandits who battle each other and neighboring Native American tribes. Kidd is chosen for the escort duty because he is a war
hero ready with his gun and because he has a thorough knowledge
of Texas geography.
Captain Kidd begins the journey carrying the young girl who
speaks no English and wants to rejoin the only world she remembers, life with the Kiowa. Their 400-mile trek south through unsettled territory and unforgiving terrain proves very difficult and
at times dangerous, but Kidd continues to stop at every small town
in Texas and deliver the News of the World. Johanna cannot communicate with Kidd, tries to escape at every opportunity, throws
away her shoes, and refuses to act “civilized.” Yet as the miles
pass, the two lonely travelers tentatively begin to trust each other,
forming a bond that marks the difference between life and death
in this treacherous land.
Arriving in San Antonio, the reunion is neither happy nor welcome. The captain must hand Johanna over to an aunt and uncle
she does not remember—strangers who regard her as an unwanted burden useful only as an unpaid drudge. A respectable man,
Captain Kidd is faced with a terrible choice: abandon the girl to
her fate or become—in the eyes of the law—a kidnapper himself.

Responses to Kipling’s “The White Man’s Burden”
In 1899 British writer Rudyard Kipling published a poem entitled “The White Man’s Burden,” in which he urged white people to relocate voluntarily to places occupied by European and
North American powers (e.g., India or the Philippines) in order to
help subdue and civilize the inhabitants, waging “savage wars of
peace” on those who are “half devil and half child.” Many poems
and essays were written in response to Kipling’s work, by people
from a variety of backgrounds. Three poetic responses follow.

The Black Man’s Burden
(A Reply to Rudyard Kipling)
Hubert Harrison

Take up the Black Man’s burden—
Send forth the worst ye breed,
And bind our sons in shackles
To serve your selfish greed;
To wait in heavy harness
Be-devilled and beguiled
Until the Fates remove you
From a world you have defiled.
Take up the Black Man’s burden—
Your lies may still abide
To veil the threat of terror
And check our racial pride;
Your cannon, church and courthouse
May still our sons constrain
To seek the white man’s profit
And work the white man’s gain.
Take up the Black Man’s burden—
Reach out and hog the earth,
And leave your workers hungry
In the country of their birth;
Then, when your goal is nearest,
The end for which you fought
Watch other’s trained efficiency
Bring all your hope to naught.
Take up the Black Man’s burden—
Reduce their chiefs and kings
To toil of serf and sweeper
The lot of common things:
Sodden their soil with slaughter,
Ravish their lands with lead;
Go, sign them with your living
And seal them with your dead.
Take up the Black Man’s burden—
And reap your old reward;
The curse of those ye cozen,
The hate of those ye barred
From your Canadian cities
And your Australian ports;
And when they ask for meat and drink
Go, girdle them with forts.
Take up the Black Man’s burden—
Ye cannot stoop to less.
Will not your fraud of “freedom”
Still cloak your greediness?
But, by the gods ye worship,
And by the deeds ye do,
These silent, sullen peoples
Shall weigh your gods and you.
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Take up the Black Man’s burden—
Until the tale is told,
Until the balances of hate
Bear down the beam of gold.
And while ye wait remember
The justice, though delayed
Will hold you as her debtor
Till the Black Man’s debt is paid.
Hubert Harrison was born in St. Croix, Danish West Indies (now U.S.
Virgin Islands), in 1883, and he worked as a writer and social critic in
Harlem. He was described by a contemporary as the “father of Harlem
radicalism.”

The Black Man’s Burden
H. T. Johnson

Pile on the Black Man’s Burden.
‘Tis nearest at your door;
Why heed long bleeding Cuba,
or dark Hawaii’s shore?
Hail ye your fearless armies,
Which menace feeble folks
Who fight with clubs and arrows
and brook your rifle’s smoke.
Pile on the Black Man’s Burden
His wail with laughter drown.
You’ve sealed the Red Man’s problem,
And will take up the Brown,
In vain ye seek to end it,
With bullets, blood or death
Better by far defend it
With honor’s holy breath.
H. T. Johnson was an African American clergyman and editor. His poem
was first published in the 1899 issue of the magazine Voice of Missions.

The Black Man’s Burden
Edgar Rice Burroughs

Take up the white man’s burden,
The yoke ye sought to spurn;
And spurn your father’s customs;
Your father’s temples burn.
O learn to love and honor
The white God’s favored sons.
Forget the white-haired fathers
Fast lashed to mouths of guns.
Take up the white man’s burden,
Your own was not enough;
He’ll burden you with taxes;
But though the road be rough,
“To him who waits,” remember,
“All things in time shall come;”
The white man’s culture brings you
The white man’s God, and rum.
Take up the white man’s burden;
‘Tis called “protectorate,”
And lift your voice in thanks to
12
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The God ye well might hate.
Forget your exiled brothers;
Forget your boundless lands;
In acres that they gave for
The blood upon their hands.
Take up the white man’s burden;
Poor simple folk and free;
Abandon nature’s freedom,
Embrace his “Liberty;”
The goddess of the white man
Who makes you free in name;
But in her heart your color
Will brand you “slave” the same.
Take up the white man’s burden;
And learn by what you’ve lost
That white men called as counsel
Means black man pays the cost.
Your right to fertile acres
Their priests will teach you well
Have gained your fathers only
A desert claim in hell.
Take up the white man’s burden;
Take it because you must;
Burden of making money;
Burden of greed and lust;
Burden of points strategic,
Burden of harbors deep,
Burden of greatest burdens;
Burden, these burdens to keep.
Take up the white man’s burden;
His papers take, and read;
‘Tis all for your salvation;
The white man knows not greed.
For you he’s spending millions —
To him, more than his God —
To make you learned, and happy,
Enlightened, cultured, broad.
Take up the white man’s burden
While he makes laws for you,
That show your fathers taught you
The things you should not do.
Cast off your foolish feathers,
Your necklace, beads, and paint;
Buy raiment for your mother,
Lest fairer sisters faint.
Take up the white man’s burden;
Go learn to wear his clothes;
You may look like the devil;
But nobody cares who knows.
Peruse a work of Darwin —
Thank gods that you’re alive —
And learn the reason clearly: —
The fittest alone survive.
Edgar Rice Burroughs is best known as the creator of Tarzan, the apeman, and he is also well-known as the author of a series of science
fiction novels set on Mars. He was a prolific author who wrote in many
genres. This poem was published anonymously as a satire of Kipling’s
poem.

The Scramble for Africa, African Independence,
and African Postcolonial Writing
In 1870 only 10% of Africa was under European control. By
the outbreak of World War I, the percentage had increased to
90%. The United Kingdom and France controlled most of this
territory, but Portugal, Spain, Italy, Germany, and Belgium were
also colonial powers. The map below shows the division of African territory among the European powers in 1913.

Although preceded by several countries north of the Sahara,
as well as South Africa (which continued the colonial practice of
White rule over the Black majority population), in 1957 Ghana
became the first former colony in Sub-Saharan Africa to declare
independence from its colonial overlords. It was followed quickly by its African neighbors—seventeen in 1960 alone—and by
the end of 1977, no country in Africa remained under the administration of another country outside the continent.
Although great literature such as Alan Paton’s Cry, The Beloved
Country appeared during colonial rule, the postcolonial period
has been marked by an incredible surge in creativity by African
writers. Chinua Achebe, whose 1958
novel Things Fall Apart has sold over
eight million copies worldwide, was
an early promoter of African writers,
serving as general editor of the African Writers Series, produced by the
British publishing house Heinemann.
In that capacity, Achebe promoted
the writings of many of his contemporaries, including fellow Nigerian
author Wole Soyinka (right), who in
1986 became the first African to be
awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature. Other important African
authors (among hundreds) include Ayi Kwei Armah (Ghana),
Mariama Bâ (Senegal), Nadine Gordimer (South Africa, Nobel
Prize in Literature 1991), Ngugi wa Thiong’o (Kenya), Nuruddin
Farah (Somalia), and several with connections to both the U.S.
and an African country: Abraham Verghese (Ethiopia), Teju Cole
(Nigeria), and Dinaw Mengestu (Ethiopia).

Art and Culture in the City

2016 National Poetry Out Loud Contest,
Local Winners Heading to 2017 Competition
National Recitation and Poetry Out Loud (POL) contests are
sponsored by the National Endowment for the Arts and the Poetry Foundation and are administered in partnership with the
State Arts Agencies of all fifty states, the District of Columbia,
the U.S. Virgin Islands, and Puerto Rico. The finals of the 2016
Poetry Out Loud competition were held in Washington, DC, on
3–4 May 2016, and the champion chosen from a competitive
field of over 375,000 students nationwide was Ahkei Togun. As
champion and first place winner, Togun received a $20,000 cash
award, and his high school received a $500 stipend for the purchase of poetry books. The 2017 POL National Finals will be
held on 23–26 April 2017 at the Lisner Auditorium at the George
Washington University.
The Texas Commission on the Arts (TCA) conducts the State
Poetry Out Loud competition by providing schools with Poetry
Out Loud lesson plans, resources, and the opportunity to work
with Texas poets. In San Antonio, the English and Creative Writing Department of The Episcopal School of Texas (TMI) staged
its annual competition on 28 November 2016. The winner, Elizabeth Holmes, was chosen from eight finalists at the school. She
will go on to compete in the state-wide competition to be held
in Austin on 25 February 2017. The state winner will participate
in the national competition in Washington, DC, competing for a
pool of $50,000 in scholarships for students and cash awards for

schools. This is Holmes’s third time to win the Poetry Out Loud
competition at TMI.
Congratulations to TMI senior Elizabeth Holmes (right) on
winning the fifth annual Poetry Out Loud competition at TMI,
and to sophomore Bridget Lynch (left), the runner-up. Ms. Hazel Foster (center), an English teacher at TMI, coordinated the
school-wide primary and final competitions.
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H-E-B/Voices de la Luna Youth Poetry
Contest Winners

The poems below are the winners of the third annual H-E-B/Voices de la
Luna Youth Poetry Contest, sponsored by Voices de la Luna and H-E-B.
We received many wonderfully creative poems, but the following eight
were judged the cream of the crop. Thanks to all who submitted!

Above the pool and drooping branches
The two become one.
From their union come eggs,
And from them, more swans.
The swans grow and have children of their own.
And now, many years later,
The first swans still sit in that blue pool,
And watch all that they have created.

Third Place

First Place

Small Talk

Taken

Maram A.
TMI: The Episcopal School of Texas
Gunfire erupts. Chaos follows.
Bullets are being shot at me
From all sides.
Nowhere to run.
Nowhere to hide.
Nowhere to go.
The screams drift into the sky
Rising higher and higher,
Searching for someone
To hear them.
Go!
Leave!
Hide!
Where?
I didn’t know where.
The armed men appear
From dust and begin to
Grasp both my arms
Tighter and tighter,
Afraid I’ll go
Like my sister had told me to.

Bits and fragments flake off your lips
You don’t put enough energy behind them
To propel them forward
So they just fall
Dribble down your chin and plop
Into the chasm between us
Created by our inability to connect
Over the weather
Over what you did for spring break
And where your brother ended up going to college
Let me in
Give me something to hold onto
A feeling
Some emotion
Any fragment of mankind that you keep hidden
In the pockets of your blue jeans
Take it out and hand it to me
And let’s find connection in our humanity
You settle for the weather
And I learn how to talk
Small talk

Fourth Place
Ode to Suits

I never saw her again.
They took me from my home.
They took me when I was only 5.
The white of their skin
Still darker than my innocent soul had been.

Second Place
The Swan Pair

Sophia Ruth N.
Keating Middle School, Austin
In the gently blue pool, a swan sits.
Her long neck is held up and her eyes twinkle
As she waits under the drooping branches for another swan.
When he arrives the two take flight, and
14

Nathan R.
TMI: The Episcopal School of Texas
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Veronica B.
Young Women’s Leadership Academy
With or without a jacket, you make men and women
sharp, important, noticed.
A suit is to die in.
To cover one’s head in a flour bag and hang from a
ceiling fan, or cross the road blindly in.
The suit is a madness that wraps tightly around its victims.
Until they are consumed by the fold of its cuff, the pattern
of the tie, the fabric of the shirt.
This young man you clothe is nothing more than a suit.
A suit to work in cubicles all day,
a suit to a dull dinner party.
On and on the demands of the suit ring in the head of the
young man, until his hands are limp and he is buried in mud.

Honorable Mention
What Makes You Afraid?

Peter F.
TMI: The Episcopal School of Texas
What makes you afraid? she joked while nuzzling up against me.
Heights, my trifling response filling the empty air
as I flicked the lights off. Sinking into the covers,
hoping to be engulfed in their protection. Hiding
from the reality of my true response.
In truth, I fear that when the cracked creases of my lips
curve upwards in a slanted smile it is noticeable that the size
of my right eye does not match its smaller counterpart,
a trait that adds to the already asymmetrical
appearance of my bland face.
I fear failure, the looming burden of unattainable success burrowing
itself deep into the darkest trenches of my mind,
planting itself into every groove, hindering my every action
as if someone has fixed heavy brass weights to my frail ankles
and given me the task of trudging across the entirety of the earth’s
surface.
I fear the recurrence of heartbreak.
The paralyzing rejection I received the first time I entrusted
someone
with the shaky but bold words I love you,
shattering my fragile self
into a million unfixable pieces, yet to be mended.
I fear for the world,
the imaginative youth who never had a chance to cultivate their
minds,
struck down by ignorance before even holding the vast knowledge
of a book in their innocent grasp for the first time.

Honorable Mention
Behind the Curtain

Darby M.
TMI: The Episcopal School of Texas
She slowly walked in darkness to the spot marked for her,
Trying hard not to disturb anything around.
The light peeked underneath the heavy black curtain,
Wishing her good luck.
Trying to move her lips to the shape of her lines,
The heavy foundation and lipstick seemed to glue her mouth
shut,
As if to tell her she wasn’t ready.
Uneasiness filled her body as she heard her cue approaching.
Her castmate approached her slowly,
Moving through the same pathway as she had done.
As he arrived to meet her behind the curtain,
He noticed her anxiety.

Knowing words couldn’t be said,
He looked at her and lifted the corners of his lips.
She mimicked and felt a wave of relief.
The final lines of the previous scene were being said.
As the nerves fluttered between the two of them,
He grabbed her hand with comfort lacing his fingertips.
The final lines were said and the curtain was lifted.

Honorable Mention
Time Stands Still

Ashton W.
TMI: The Episcopal School of Texas
An outline,
It all starts with an outline,
The wisps of her hair,
The curves of her body,
The almond-shaped eyes.
Oh the way they looked at you!
A stoke of iridescent yellow,
To complement her olive skin,
A mixture of blue green grey,
To fill in those almond eyes,
A raven black that shined,
For those long eyelashes,
And even longer hair.
A more beautiful creature
You know not.
She will leave,
She will break your heart,
But this you will have,
You have made time stand still,
So her you shall always behold,
Even when time has taken her.

Honorable Mention
A Poem I Didn’t Write

Haddie H.
TMI: The Episcopal School of Texas
My pen hits the page at a million miles an hour
drawing conclusions about the world and the ideology of men.
I don’t claim to know
the essence of the mind
or how one man can put up such a fight.
The world is derived from such an interesting array
of stray hearts and wide mouths
that strive to say,
“We are important and our bodies are alive.”
Each strives for a voice and strives to survive.
Each color and race that dominates this globe
forgets the true essence of this intricate world.
They speak of importance and important they are
but the thought of importance only gets one so far.
They didn’t write this story.
They didn’t hold the pen.
They didn’t sit down and write the poem of men.
They strive to condemn and yet they don’t even know
by condemning another they’re condemning their own.
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Select Poems

Tribute

Nora Olivares

When I Wake
K.B. Eckhardt

I turn to the void
you’re not
under the comforter
All’s quiet
you’re not singing
in the shower
brewing tea dressing at
the mirror

I was an unripe sixteen-year-old then, seething with desire
to separate my own cream from mother’s milk
on a dashboard not calibrated for reason.
With all the fervor of an untutored maniac, I spluttered
“I want to go to Texas and become a missionary.”

I blink
and blink again
as if I can blink you
into being
the blank space yawns
at me—yesterday’s news
sneaks in

This country was not labeled on
Mother’s map of the world so I whipped out
my well-thumbed atlas to show her
the brief distance on the map: the journey would take only
five days by ship and then some by train.

Dawn breaks
I lie there eyeing recessed white lights
in blue ceiling
You said the ceiling looks like the bottom
of a pool
I dab my eyes with sheet’s ruffle
roll to the edge of bed
hang there peering
at black and white blue-veined marble
topped off with memory-foam slippers
I shift my focus to
black nightstand with white candlestick
blue leather chair and ottoman
door leading to master bath
no master
When I wake
I have to leave the room
to swim

Winter Tree
Trish Bigelow

The elm this year is a shade of gold
I’ve never seen—sunlight distilled into oval coins
intermingled with a few still green, refusing to let go of either
even in the wet, whipping wind they cling
as though the tree were trying
to speak and hadn’t yet found
the proper arrangement
of words
or limbs
or leaves.
16

In casual conversation, a friend asked—
“What was the best gift your mother ever gave you?”
Caught off-guard, her question sent me reeling
through time and space, landing me in my first home
where I was churning butter with my mother.
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“Daughter, I will never stand in your way,” she said—
sounding as if her voice were disembodied.
She had already known the sense of loss in the departure
of four sons anxious to make their own way in a foreign country,
but this was different—her first-born daughter’s exodus.
With little formal education, she had few words
to argue or protest, so she just held onto the handle of her churn
knowing that her labor had its own karma
which would in season separate the cream from the milk
and she ever ready to clap the nuggets of butter into gold.

The Yellow Bells
Benjamin Nash

The light is in
little yellow
flowers, in the
bells, and we
electrify,
city, in the
bumblebees,
as if tiny power
plants, ring
all the bells,
no other light
on this dark
day, only in
the bees, the
yellow flowers,
a few yellow
M&Ms in my
pocket, a few
car lights,
in our hope
that it doesn’t
rain today.

Blindness

Daisy Rosario
You spoke to me today
about blindness:
how the blind can see,
exhausting all the other senses
to form an image similar to
what the non-blind see.
You told me
touch builds an outline,
hearing creates depth,
smell makes associations,
taste enhances intimacy.
With eyes closed, you ran
your fingers over edges and corners,
told me to walk away,
so you could reach me.
I said There is too much
distance between us now.
You claimed to hear
the clicking of my tongue as I spoke,
said you felt closer to me,
in tune with me.
I said You never listen to me.
You sniffed the air,
tilting your head as if
my perfume embraced it,
held you against its bosom.
You said you remember
it has always been my favorite.
I said You only remember
what you want to.

Self Portrait: Las Dos

Jasminne Mendez
After Frida Kahlo’s The Two Fridas
I write myself into syllables and accents
because I am the subject I know best
Wear denial like a thrift-store blouse,
too comfortable to take off
Filter my negra into spanish and translate the bitter fruit
into something the world		
can swallow
I straighten my hair, dilute my rage,
and subdue the magic in my hands
I slept while men mis-stitched
the histories of me and my gods
I let self-hate lace me up
into colonial ivory linens
I lathered the almost whiteness
of coconut milk skin lotion
& I searched one day to find my limbs a litany
of hyphens surgically grafted to an improper place
A self-portrait
I painted
a someone who wasn’t me
Then, with a compact mirror of tears
I made love to my reflection
and smudged myself anew
Repurposed the cocoa butter melanin
that anoints my skin and bone
I stopped snipping my African veins
with hemostat covered in blood
I crowned with two hearts beating
beneath a burnt blue-grey sage sky
I awoke
& gave birth
to these two bodies
Till one blood ran into us both

You reached out your hand,
felt for my lips and pulled me close.
You kissed my lips and
told me you love me.
I said I fear I don’t love you anymore.
You opened your eyes
and smiled,
said you love me,
said that you know
I love you just the same.
I said You only see
what you want to see.
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Ephemeral

Norma Liliana Valdez
after Ocean Vuong
& this is how we danced: shadows lifted
from the seas. Late February turning our hunger
into plums, ripe in our palms. The cempazúchitl
wore veils of gold. Your whisper was night
through my hair—my hair, a river’s current.
We spelled our names in heartbeats & spilled ourselves
like bracken waters. When our lips did not touch, the moon
broke like rain clouds. In the echoes of her thunder
were splintered bones, limbs disjointed—
the body’s inevitable unraveling. Beneath our feet
splitting stones & another cumbia—another current.
Waxing. Waning. Time stood useless,
motionless to our farewell. Which is to say: I found
breath in you. Which is to say:
the cenzontle’s song had already left its body.

Lines Written in Early Spring
William Wordsworth

I heard a thousand blended notes,
While in a grove I sate reclined,
In that sweet mood when pleasant thoughts
Bring sad thoughts to the mind.
To her fair works did Nature link
The human soul that through me ran;
And much it grieved my heart to think
What man has made of man.
Through primrose tufts, in that green bower,
The periwinkle trailed its wreaths;
And ’tis my faith that every flower
Enjoys the air it breathes.
The birds around me hopped and played,
Their thoughts I cannot measure:—
But the least motion which they made
It seemed a thrill of pleasure.
The budding twigs spread out their fan,
To catch the breezy air;
And I must think, do all I can,
That there was pleasure there.
If this belief from heaven be sent,
If such be Nature’s holy plan,
Have I not reason to lament
What man has made of man?
18
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(The) Tower (of) Life: November 7, 2016
Gabriel Fernández

During the harried hours of an election eve Monday afternoon, the 25th anniversary of Earvin “Magic” Johnson’s announcement to the horror and broken hearts of so many kids
who idolized him that he was HIV-positive, a homeless man
jumped off the 30th floor of the Tower Life building in San
Antonio, Texas, the city’s most historic skyscraper. No one
may ever know the exact reasons why he felt compelled to end
his life. This poem is dedicated to him.

It hits you like the howls of Hendrix feedback
Or 80-mile-per-hour gusts of wind
Leaves you beleaguered
Swollen with discombobulation.
“Who was he?” “How did he get up there?” “I hope it wasn’t anybody who worked in the building.” “How sad.” Does it seem like
the first words after tragedy float in the air searching for abode, or
perhaps hang in forlorn spaces between fragments of clouds, or
maybe tie themselves to the clips that fasten the sky like banners
to be read aloud for only passersby who look up, peeking at the
hieroglyphics of being?
It hits you like a visceral emotion defying explanation
Or a hug with a loved one that should have been
Leaves you breathless
Bloated with dis-purpose.
His was a soul like yours, with minute and grand differences,
encompassed in the same silky, susceptible skin as yours, a mother gave birth to him, not too different from how your mother
brought you, his heart rode the same wavelengths as yours, his
brain, at many points, surely sounded the same signals as yours,
yet somehow a betrayal was at the center of it. Cruelty likes to
visit on stabbing pins.
It hits you like falling short in the trusting eyes of a child
Or the floating fall of the feather of time
Leaves you besotted
Gorged with discontent.
The next day, balance took a while to return, if it ever did, the
fluidity of movement and thought still shaken by the harshness
of the world’s tragic tinctures that hide the colors of the most
valuable thing owned and while the river keeps flowing, the birds
keep flying, the people keep going, and the bells keep ringing,
it’s the palms, hands, fingers, who struggle at keeping cohesion.
It hits you like the shortcomings of language
Or the soft sighs that are left in its wake
Leaves you broken
Wretched with disturbance.
And yet, the answers are there, written somewhere in the lines of
the new moon.

After a Particularly Ugly Argument with My
Lover One Saturday Morning, Undeterred the
Proselytes at the Door
Dexter E. Gilford

The Jehovah’s Witnesses are at the front door; there are
two of them. They speak of neat answers, simple and
certain and sure, equanimity. All encumbrances
reducible to effortless truths, even those that
occlude an addled man of fifty years… .
One of them, the younger, she can’t be more than
thirty. Equable. And pretty. The simple brown sweater,
plain shoes, and piety fail to vouchsafe her words
from being lost on me—the contra dance of lips moving
in speech is most visible on unpainted lips. Especially
against the drone of the flat morning laid out in gray
behind her. She didn’t stand a chance. I imagined
myself first as a heretic, and then as one she needed too.
The tract she hands me could have been a cartoon:
apocalyptic, but in a utopian sense: on the cover, an
interracial couple are smiling; there are other families too,
some fetching a harvest, others petting tranquil lions.
The proselyte holds the tract in front of me.
Her nails are painted too, brown. Her attempts
at modesty only complicate my seeing of the tract she
holds close to her chest: “We want you to have this,
God’s promise and plan for you.” … I have just been
called a “motherfucker” only moments ago, and I
had pondered how I might take my son—only
four—with me someplace away from here, our home.
Then, she is gone to the next house, and I recall:
T.S. Eliot baptized and confirmed by the Catholic
Church after The Waste Land and “The Hollow Men.”
Dostoyevsky, for all the reprieves he would
grant the murderous Raskolnikov gained, in the end—
Orthodoxy.
Appeals to pomp do not elude me
but a strangeness has governed me lately, arrayed
around ideas like formality, and order, and
ritual, to order my steps as surely as the
young proselyte at my door who couldn’t have possibly
believed that the tract she held contained all the
answers but only the promises I sought beyond it
and her fingers that held it, deep in the billows that
heaved her chest: a beating heart furiously concerned
with my salvation and the simple, very simple problem of
how she might avoid next time not to get
in the way of her own words.

You Want to Bring Your Guns to My Class?
Tom Murphy

You want to bring your guns to my class?
Texas law says it’s all right to play John Wayne.
Well—			
you can kiss my ass.
Already in the crosshairs of educational heehaw,
Weaving regulatory blather of Chancellor Inane.
Who wants to bring their guns to my class?
The 2nd amendment’s real concern is militia, there’s the flaw.
Hey doctor with the ankle holster, you’re a scatterbrain!
Here’s some praxis: kiss my ass!
Pearl handle in her backpack; I spit out my coleslaw.
Jesus! Jenny! This doesn’t happen in Spain!
Where they don’t allow guns in any class.
If you want to bring your Glock 26 or 43, withdraw.
Go gun free; be brave, smart and humane.
Don’t come to campus to shoot anyone’s ass.
What about my rights! Y’all say it’s the damn law!
Exploring the mind and universe is ours to ascertain.
You’re in danger bringing your guns to my class.
When the OK Corral breaks out, I’ll be yelling, “Kiss My ASS!”

A Hymn to the Morning
Phillis Wheatley

Attend my lays, ye ever honour’d nine,
Assist my labours, and my strains refine;
In smoothest numbers pour the notes along,
For bright Aurora now demands my song.
Aurora hail, and all the thousand dies,
Which deck thy progress through the vaulted skies:
The morn awakes, and wide extends her rays,
On ev’ry leaf the gentle zephyr plays;
Harmonious lays the feather’d race resume,
Dart the bright eye, and shake the painted plume.
Ye shady groves, your verdant gloom display
To shield your poet from the burning day:
Calliope awake the sacred lyre,
While thy fair sisters fan the pleasing fire:
The bow’rs, the gales, the variegated skies
In all their pleasures in my bosom rise.
See in the east th’ illustrious king of day!
His rising radiance drives the shades away—
But Oh! I feel his fervid beams too strong,
And scarce begun, concludes th’ abortive song.
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Poemas Internacionales

International Poems

A Lonely Smoke Alarm
Majid Naficy

Enough of this shriek!
They have emptied the house
And gone forever.
This time the lonely smoke alarm
Grieves for its own burned heart
For a singing woman who lived
Down there in a bungalow
With a black Chihuahua
And sometimes early in the morning
Her bread burned in a toaster
And all three of them together
Sang the song of “Burning Bread.”

Nachts in Thierenbach / Elsass
Hejo Müller

Nights in Thierenbach / Elsass

Hejo Müller / translated by James Brandenburg

Das Dunkel
voll
trabender Pferde
deren Hufe
die Nacht zertrümmern

Darkness
fraught with horses
breaking into a trot
hooves
pound the night

Pferde die uns ans
Fenster rufen.
Die Erde bebt.
Unser Schlaf—
ein langes Lauschen

Horses beckon us
to the window.
Earth trembles.
Our sleep—
interrupted
eavesdropping the night

Nkosi sikelel’ iAfrika
Enoch Sontonga

Nkosi sikelel’ iAfrika

Enoch Sontonga / traditional translation

Nkosi sikelel’ iAfrika
Maluphakanyisw’ uphondo lwayo
Yiva imithandazo yethu
Nkosi Sikelela Nkosi Sikelela.

Lord, bless Africa
May her spirit rise high up
Hear thou our prayers
Lord bless us, Lord bless us.

Nkosi sikelel’ iAfrika
Maluphakanyisw’ uphondo lwayo
Yizwa imithandazo yethu
Nkosi Sikelela
Thina lusapho lwayo.

Lord, bless Africa
May her spirit rise high up
Hear thou our prayers
Lord bless us
Your family.

Yihla moya, yihla moya
Yihla moya oyingcwele
Nkosi Sikelela
Thina lusapho lwayo.

Descend, O Spirit
Descend, O Holy Spirit
Lord bless us
Your family.
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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 activist 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).

Redbird

Marisol Cortez
the interview is over
the recording off and
i’m about to close up my laptop
when
oh
she says,
a cardinal?
so i leave it open:
it is a cardinal there,
red bird on my screensaver
paired
with a small brown
female, a photo
torn from magazine
and doctored
to look like two hoodlum birds,
one with liberty spikes
the other with
a dog collar necklace.
both of them smoking,
both with nose rings
or beak rings i guess, both
with angry bird eyebrows
drawn slantingly downward
in menace. it’s a joke pic
that hung over my desk
at work:
BAD BYRDZ
i wrote above their heads.

of her palm,
like that
—means money’s coming,
good luck.
after my dad died,
i see a redbird,
i think of him.
then, when
my mom passed,
now i see them together,
the male bright red,
the female smaller
and lighter.
and then
one day
when we were moving—
the trailer, you know?
we hear this tapping.
i look around:
you hear that?
on the window
except
windows were way high up
on the trailer,
no one could have
reached that high.
so i hear it again.
where’s it coming from?
then i see it:
it’s a cardinal there
at the window
tapping.
people say,
if you see a redbird,
it means someone from your past
come to visit you.
With gratitude to this former resident of Mission Trails Mobile Home
Community, who allowed me to capture her story of being forced from
her home, alongside 300 neighbors, when the city rezoned Mission
Trails to allow construction of luxury apartments.

Recipes

Darby Riley

and she says,

August eggplant and okra
organic from the garden:
slice, season, lightly oil, roast.
Then sauté shrimp with garlic−
add spicy tomato sauce.
Toss the vegetables and shrimp
sauce into whole wheat pasta.
Delicious with chianti!

my dad
loved
redbirds.
see a redbird, and—
she licks her thumb,
draws three small crosses
+++
in the fat

Inspired by the universe
use all of our energies
to organize good people.
Communicate the hard facts
with compassion, humor, and
sincere idealism:
“We are courting extinction.
Let’s restore Earth’s harmony!”
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“We Need a Bold Cultural Revolution”*
Darby Riley

Each day’s unseasonal—
too wet, too cool, too hot.
Hailstones crash through windows.
Mosquitoes migrate north.
Tomato plants don’t bloom.
More intense droughts, floods, fires,
hurricanes, tornadoes.
Meanwhile we drown immersed
in human greed and waste.
We wait in endless lines,
ingest myriad ads,
eat, drink, and breathe poisons,
spend lives without purpose
but to be entertained.
This cannot continue.
Grandchild Betty, now one,
begins to walk and talk.
When she’s my age the Earth
must be harmonious.
Full of loving spirits.
Renewed for all creatures.
*Pope Francis

Editors’ Poems
New Year’s Resolution
Joan Strauch Seifert

Wear everything you’ve got a lot; enjoy the flair!
Go chic till clothes give up panache; opt for the rag bag.
Make dust cloths then, and polish furniture.
As for today, direct your dash to a sashay.
How many more galas, soirées, after all?			
How much more time to flounce and shine?
A smug calendar named Jan.1 owns the wall,
already knows the math you must discern,
warns with perfect sequence,
I rule here, don’t you know?

Refinishing

Carol Coffee Reposa
It’s winter. Windows fill
With pale gray light.
I sit cross-legged on the floor,
Stripping seven coats of paint
A score of years
From our battered footstool.
Time swirls along the top
And down the legs
In jagged waves.
Years crinkle into hills
Of red, green and white
That fall toward newsprint
And my recollections,
Vanished marks
Of children’s feet
And toy cars,
Hours of conversation
Lazy cats sleeping,
Waiting for fat June bugs
In the summertime
When fireflies drifted by outside,
Their brief explosions
Tangled in the honeysuckle
By the door
And winter
When we huddled in the kitchen
By the stove,
Discussing wars and fashion
Trips that we might take
To London or Oporto,
Dreams that glided with the paint
Toward crumpled sheets.
I’ve reached old oak.
It is implacable.
The grain rolls on
Like a small ocean,
Waves relentless
In their rise and fall.
There is no finish good enough.
From The Green Room (San Antonio: Pecan Grove, 1998)

Wear your good slacks out to pick wild onions
in the meadow, brambly brown with autumn stems.
Reach wide to grasp the lone lantana left from summer,
and if your best linen blouse snags—so?
Wear everything you’ve got till your twirl is done. Later,
sparkle grandma’s antique side board with the dust cloths,
and swing a tattered blouse across the piano keys—
will you hear Auld Lang Syne, or a new tempo?
Flag of Ghana, the First Sub-Saharan African Nation to
Declare Independence from European Colonization (1957)
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Loneliness

Octavio Quintanilla
As a boy, I’d climb trees,
reach into nests birds

With smooth abandon we
swing and sway
The crowd joins in
we flow together
Step together step

would leave unattended.
I’d fill my hand
with small eggs, and often
one or two hatchlings

Never missing a note
mile after mile we dance
Free at last
Step together step

would stare at me
from behind the sprigs.
There were times I wanted
to take them home,
keep them as my own,
raise them, imagined their beaks

Taylor Collier

Previously published in Arcadia

Mardi Gras Parade Band
Lou Taylor

Hear the drum beat
then the brass
woodwinds follow
Left right left
Trumpets wail
trombones whine
piccolos tweet
tubas grumble
cymbals collide
Left right left
Crowds line the streets
clap to the beat
follow along as
we strut our stuff
Left right left
We are a disciplined band
each member in hand
marching in time
every step in sync
Left right left

Select Poems
Together

would one day open
to call me, “Father.”

Left right left
look sharp
heads up
feet to the street
Left right left

Until, at a secret signal
we cut loose
twist and turn with
our own gyrations
Step together step

Songs for the dead grow
more resolute in their decrescendo but songs for
the missing are like a train
whistle with the one note it
knows sounding over and
over carrying its uncertain
grief hundreds of miles
and back again only to repeat the process forever
until even the tracks are
bloody squares around
the face that fades more
and more each day into
memory’s wax

The Dream

Fiorenza Bruni
Some nights I run away with you
No complications, no protestations
We meet, we merge, we go our separate ways
When daylight comes, a smile, our secret phrase
“No one has to know,” and no one does
But sometimes I do tell you
(though you might well imagine it)
And I know of your escapades, so much are they like mine
I remember what you wear, the way you smell
Your taste still lingers there
The things you say:
“How cute you were in class today”
I sigh, and weave a hand through tangled midnight hair
Most days I haven’t got a clue
Those nights, I run away with you
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Trees Burned on the Hillside & My Lover Died
Before I Could Tell Him
Joe Jiménez

This is the treescape—
busted-bark &
flame-hobbled hillside.  
Take any stick, jimmy my hands:
my tongue
will be there
to push out ash & saliva,
little bits of charred wood & ache.  
The first thing about loving the dead is to believe
no one deserves
a horrific death.
So, I write this for elegies no one deserves.
Lightning started this burn,
which means we are

no greater
than the darkness in God’s mouth—
Stand on any bluff to see this:  the after-fire has whittled
the world
  down to a dirge. About forgetting:
the wide arms of ash, a sigh from a Lord too tired to deal
with our shit.
So, I write this for the sadness of sparrows;  
        it is a sad thing to be forgotten, left behind,
to suffer & have no one see or give a crap,
want to help—
& besides, I don’t know
        how many of them fell in despair,
though I’m not sure if I’m talking about sparrows,
maybe trees,
perhaps I’m really just remembering
men—.

by a banquet of eyes, because someone
should be standing right here
beside us
with those trees
that burned to the ground from the light
but he’s not
like she’s not,
they are not—.
So, this talisman is for my husband
  before he died before me, before the world
changed in our favor,
before defeat—
I thought I would have time to tell him
all about the whooping cranes & the red-winged
hawks, how I wanted one
to growl
just because it could show rage
at what’d happened to them, how
inhumane—
the large & pungent suitcase of facts.
Cranes could teach us about rebounding.
Red in the hawks’ quick wings knows eating
is more difficult with grief.
All over the hills, I swear they are trees.
Once, seed pods & leaf
fall,
needles & nestling & sap.  
Because new pines grow from a mouthful
of ash & ash  
is just another measure for hair
& brightness
& what comes after love, just before it—
I think all people can whistle
a soft parable about beauty.
I think all things
deserve another chance to be loved—.

In sorrow, I warm my hands with a torch made of owl
sighs & saliva.
My mouth fills with small rocks of forgetting & ash
that comes with staying alive.
The world made of smoke,
& with God as my mirror,
I promise—.
But I haven’t yet learned
to wield the thick knot
of fire, when it’s done,
once it’s gone—.
When my second lover tried to fuck me up with a knife,
I spit in my hands, rubbed my palms together & yelled
a curse that I don’t know came from where.
The swell of my hands
will tell you that magic,
the arc:
that I am alone like you are alone
even when surrounded by sparrows,
24
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Untitled
Naomi Wanjiku Gakunga

A Walk from Taksim to Sishane
Deborah Remerscheid

Walking from Taksim Square after midnight
on the 4th after the new year,
I see a city that has been steeped with çay.
I see snowflakes lilting like Pineapple Rag—a dance
that two lovers move to
in the 50s pink linoleum kitchenette of their
first home—old, but entirely new to them.
I remember when I was a kid, it froze—a rare
occurrence—school was cancelled, but
to a six year old that’s of little consequence.
We spent the day riding a box down the road outside my house
that wound up to a cul-de-sac, but our house was alone
on the corner at the bottom of the hill. So, we had to climb
that treacherous mountainside, slipping and falling with shoes
that had little to no traction, with smiles and knowing glances.
All the while the whole world, for as long as the ice lasted,
seemed to be covered in
a glow of frost, not just my little street with its little house.
We slid right down, laughing, screaming, through the smell of
my mother’s
Hypnotic Poison. A bubbling of happiness in dilated pupils and
toothy grins,
in puffer jackets and matching mittens clipped onto sleeves, in
cardboard boxes and
memories trapped within, like the palpable smell of sunlight after
a heavy summer rain.
My chest constricts, as when you finish a race, panting, elated,
not quite sure what place you got, yet—
The Beyoğlu Tram goes by, chiming its bell tones, dragging my eyes
down the road. It goes around a bend
disappearing. It leaves me in the cold, in the
snow, in that box sliding down the hill
as the little flakes refract into a polychromatic spectrum of joy.

Why Matter Might Matter
Alan Berecka

The more I think about
the size of the universe
in relation to the size
of the earth in relation
to the size of each
of us, I have a hard
time thinking anything
can matter that consists
of such little matter.
And yet there is a woman
with green eyes who makes
me forget the long odds
with a certain look
and certain smile
and can make me stop
thinking and start living
as if there is so much
that really does matter.

Ritual

Harold Rodinsky
every night they
lit the fire
for so many years
they forgot
who set the
first one,
or made the words
that were sung,
as stones were gathered,
and set in the shape
of the new moon.
wood was collected,
prepared and placed
inside the slim crescent.
words were spoken
as flame touched
the small pyre.
when the embers
died down they
stood and left
no one remembering
why they came.

The Partial Angel
Lynn Hoggard

A female artist must kill
the angel in the house, or that angel
will kill her, Virginia Woolf warned,
the act of creation being too fragile,
too consuming to withstand the constant pulls
a woman feels to make things right—
the meals, the beds, the many rooms
for living in one’s head and in the house.
In labors of the hearth
men do not take up the slack.
(Why should they, once a king,
volunteer to be a pawn?)
An artist who is female makes a choice
to live alone, or with a friend, or to divide
herself between her marriage and her art.
Today, as angel in the house, she is slave;
tomorrow she’ll pick up art’s pieces
and try to weave them back into a song.
With so much lost and for so long,
she hovers, icon of our time, weary in the wings—
part-angel part-artist partner.
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Poetry Therapy
Some authors use poetry to deal with such issues as heroin/alcohol addiction, death, abandonment, and sexual and emotional abuse. The following poems illustrate the use of writing to deal with these issues.

My Soul Is Very Professional:
The Light within the Dark
Janet Y

My soul is very professional although my
mind and body may not be.
My soul is an old soul very free spirited
and resilient. I have experienced a life
many have not but I see the light at the
end of the tunnel.
My soul is forever growing and alive
destined to live on the other side.
My poem may not rhyme but neither
does time.

A Man Does Not Have Time
Jessica A. Trevino

A man needs to love and to hate at the
same moment. In order to appreciate
light you must encounter dark. Life is
full of joy but we would never be able
to appreciate that without the pain.
To wake in happy thoughts isn’t always
possible but to pray is possible.
To change your mood is to change feelings.
To feel is to live to live is to laugh
To laugh is to love.
To love is good.

Life Is a Paradox

Marieangelina Espinoza
I have been lost for many years
Crawling and scared, angry and alone.
Praying for love and acceptance. I found
God. He wasn’t far from me, but I was
far from him. I ran because I
found what is all true. I wanted to forget
because I was afraid of growth. When
I got tired of running I began to remember
the love, joy and comfort that was laid
on my soul. I remembered that I am
love, love is me. God is me and I am in God.
I am perfectly whole
but because of the shell I am in I forget.
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Two Reactions to a Poem

Seeing

Lynn Navarro
She had cried off and on all day
The day was typically long
in the sense of work … the mundane things
driving to and from
getting there
getting there and still giving
giving them her best
crying in between
Longing for some feeling called
settled
She had felt unsettled for sometime
Home, finally
check the mail-in been two weeks
My poem in print
tears, smiles
Perhaps it’s all okay
another long day.

In a Moment
J.C. Williamson

Watching the pink clouds go by
A tilt too far and a fall off the wall
The horses have given search for the pieces.
The slivers and shards become hidden by night.
The silver of the moon and dew
mask the shine of the once smooth facade.
The whole is lost
replaced with only memories.
What to do with the shattered?

My Depression Looks Like a Museum
Mecca Miles

I’ve often wondered why depression is always pictured blue;
Blue is beautiful
Blue is the color of clear sky and sunny days, the color of peaceful ocean glittered by sun rays
And I have never known a day of depression that
Was
Not
Gray,
Did not feel like nimbostratus sending her deluge onto my head,
Soaking my shirt with warm mist and filling my lungs with the
breath of the dead.
My depression is far from beautiful.
But thinking about it, I guess it’s not.
I guess my depression looks like rainbows
Looks like every smile that I have given to passing strangers,
every laugh that has echoed in a room, and every kindness I
have done knowing that I’d get nothing in return.
I’ve become quite skilled at turning my depression into art—my

sadness into poetry
My body has become a museum
Painted brightly with red blood and hazel green eyes, golden skin
and silent cries
And now these works have a mind—of their own.
These photographs tell a story that I did not give them permission to.
I did not tell these lips that they could curve downwards in public, they have always known better than that, always known
just what to do
And yet somehow this sculpted smile still cracks
These marble eyes have lost their luster,
Glistening only because of these tears, so aptly named last resort.
Oh how others admire their glow.
I have come to realize that sadness is indeed a spectator sport
Only one the crowd doesn’t know they are watching, they are
only aware that something about you seems blue,
Something about you seems beautiful
Something about you is warm,
They don’t realize that that warmth is fueled by the fires of selfhate,
The smoldering embers of “Why am I not good enough?”
“Why don’t I deserve to have joy?”
And no matter what medium I employ this museum is still more
haunted house than Louvre
More pain than Picasso, less Starry Night and more gloom and
doom
Edgar Allan Poe said sepulcher but I will settle for tomb
This Tell Tale Heart does not need fancy words to describe its
faint beat.
All it needs is a flow of blood and an exit door for retreat.
I wish I could retreat from this cloudy sky
Because these paintings don’t do so well in the rain.
Time and time again I have painted my face to resemble happy
Stacked layers upon layers of clay hoping to hide the pain
Alas it never does quite set, never quite dries.
It’s funny how much moisture is in regret.
It’s funny how infrequently family asks me if I’m ok
Funny, how when they do the answer is always “fine”
Funny how some people drown their sorrows in silence and others choose to do it in wine.
I have never met a glass as fragile as the ego
Never met an ice sculpture that was not destined to either melt
away into nothingness, or shatter into a million pieces.
How are you supposed to pick up your shards when they are plastered on the wall and called art
Spread far apart like the wingspan of an albatross
Like the wingspan of an eagle?
But my wings do not hold freedom, I have always been too Icarus
for that
Too eager to touch the sun,
Maybe because I am looking for some flame to echo the one inside me
Some light bright enough to blind me
Some way to put this all behind me.
Because hindsight is 20/20 but I need glasses to see the present
Thread to use for this suture
And some days it seems that I need a miracle,
Just to help me see a future.
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Art Therapy
The life-affirming pleasure of art-making is inherently therapeutic. Often both the art process and product created help us to understand our
current environments, reduce stress, enhance cognitive ability, and increase 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.

Hopeful Ladies

Frances Rosales Ford
Searching to fill the void
Feeling alone and scared again
Uncertain if I’m moving forward
Or simply standing stuck in a maze
Wondering have I been taken aback
Or simply under another attack.
The majority views the strength in me
Yet all I see is the misery and pain I’m in.
The tears fall and drench my face
Leaving puddles only a tormented soul gets.
Reach for help, talk it out but I can’t
Bring myself to share this misery with anyone.

Trichele Allen

To engage in a conversation of such
Depth, I must first find someone I trust
Who won’t throw it back in my face
So here I sit wondering if such a person
Can exist. I know they do because I had
A few before. Yet distance has built a
Gap and I realize it’s my hopeful ladies I lack.

Frances Rosales Ford

Never Ever Have I…
Talayah Sullivan

Susan Herrera
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Wanted to say I commit to you
It just ain’t what I do
Wanted to give you my all
But now can’t wait for your call
Wanted to actually share
For you, Frances, I really do care
Wanted to paint the town
With the words “I Do” on every step on the ground
Wanted everyone that you and I both know
Our hearts together will grow old
Never, ever have I
Been with anyone who has made me so complete
Frances, will you marry me?

Jump into Experience
James Brandenburg

Jump headfirst over the cliff
Soar,
Glide,
Land on a sea of glass
Slipping and sliding

Tara Layer

Poetry & Dreams

Poetry, Dreams, and Interpretation

Breathe in the air
Look around
Absorb the trees
Worship the sun
Taste the honey
from the honeycomb
Brush the caterpillar
warm, fuzzy
Touch the praying mantis
and let go
Let go
and jump into the experience.

Making the Team

Transcribed and Interpreted by James Brandenburg
San Antonio, Texas, Dec. 25, 2016
Dream: The dream takes place in Converse, Indiana. I am an adolescent. I think I am a senior and am 17 years old. I want to try
out for the basketball team, even though Converse has consolidated with Sweetser, and the new school is Oak Hill High School.
There is much more competition; I question whether I can make
the team or not, but I am in good condition and have been practicing. My legs are stronger and the spring in my legs is better. I
have a really strong foundation, so I go through tryouts for the
team. The coach is surprised at how much stronger my legs have
become and how much faster I can run. I am even able to dunk
the basketball. I am amazed at my own strength. After tryouts, the
coach informs me that I have made it through the first round and
can practice with the team. I now feel more confident of my abilities. End of dream.
Interpretation: When I was a senior at Oak Hill High School in
Indiana, I tried out for the basketball team but quit after I realized
that I was going to be cut. I had played varsity the previous year
in Kentucky and had been away from Indiana for a year. When
I told the coach I was going to quit, he told me how much I had
improved during the year I was away and said he would have kept
me on the team had I been a year younger. In the dream I try out
for the team, and the coach is surprised at how much stronger my
legs have become and how much faster I can run. My legs have
so much spring in them that I can now dunk the basketball. The
coach informs me after tryouts that I have made the team. In the
dream I have more confidence in my abilities. The dream basketball player represents an aspect of my younger self in the unconscious that has become stronger and more confident. I need this
confident and stronger self to be more assertive and aggressive in
certain situations. I can draw on these younger energies.

The Gulf Stream
Winslow Homer
… continued from p. 7

Who are some of your favorite writers? Which ones have influenced you the most?
Here are a few: Katherine Anne Porter, Peter Taylor, Carson
McCullers, Alice Munro, Chekhov, Carol Shields, Katherine
Mansfield, Jorge Luis Borges, Edna O’Brien, Anita Brookner,
Ian McEwan, Robin Black, Charles Baxter, Elena Ferrante, W. G.
Sebald, J. M. Coetzee, Evan S. Connell. I suspect that Katherine
Anne Porter has influenced me most, especially her Texas cycle,
“The Old Order.” She and I were shaped by the same landscape
and state history, the same biblical imagery and linguistic song.
Even though her characters and situations are set generations in
the past, they’re familiar as “The Eyes of Texas.” She wrote several masterpieces, such as “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall”
and “Noon Wine.” My bar is high.
Voices de la Luna, 15 February 2017
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Essays
Christmas Dinner at the Synagogue
Harold Rodinsky

On Sunday, December 25th, I had the privilege to work with
more than 200 other volunteers preparing and serving Temple
Beth El’s first annual Christmas dinner, an offshoot of its successful backpack program that provides breakfasts and lunches
to grade school students in the area. On Christmas Day, nearly
100 dinners were served at Temple Beth El. In addition, volunteers gathered several hundred meals for delivery in the San Antonio community. Overall, 400 meals were served that day.
Temple Beth El’s organization and supervision of this event
were thorough. Planning began in the middle of last year, and the
temple distributed online volunteer sign-up sheets 45 days before
preparations began. The sheets specified volunteer tasks, including food purchase and food preparation, and noted the dates and
times each activity was to be completed. Volunteers began to
circulate flier/invitations during the second week of December,
visiting local schools and going door-to-door. Preparations began
on December 16, with several experienced kitchen supervisors
directing the novices. All food was prepared at either the homes
of volunteers or in the kitchen at Temple Beth El.
The holiday meal included roast turkey, tamales, giblet gravy,
cornbread stuffing, garden vegetable salads, mashed potatoes,
green beans, and apple and pecan pies. The turkeys and tamales
were prepared in advance and steam-reheated just before serving.
On Christmas Day, starting at 7:00 am, the eight-member kitchen
crew peeled 50 pounds of potatoes, sliced and diced giblets from
20 turkeys, made fifteen gallons of giblet gravy, prepared the
cornbread stuffing, assembled the garden salad, cut the pies, and
made whipped cream. (It needed more sugar!) I, for one, will be
very happy not to peel another potato or dice another giblet until
next year’s feast.
On the big day, volunteers set up and decorated the Barshop
Auditorium to accommodate 400 neighbors. Workers staffed
the food service lines while a small volunteer ensemble provided music. A children’s activity corner staffed by additional
volunteers offered games, coloring books, and crayons. After the
dinner, Temple members bussed the tables, washed dishes, and
cleaned the auditorium.
As is usual with such undertakings, volunteers experienced
team building, bonding, and a feeling of singleness of purpose.
New friendships were made, as were pledges to take part again
in December 2017. Volunteers expressed a sense of accomplishment, contribution to the lives of others, and fulfillment of the
Mitzvah1 (commandment) to help others.2 After this event, leaders were already planning organizational meetings to review and
start the ball rolling for next year’s dinner.
My participation was personally motivated, as are my membership in Temple Beth El’s congregation and my commitment to
Voices de la Luna’s community outreach programs.
1
One hears someone Jewish saying, “It’s a mitzvah!” referring to a
charitable, beneficial act performed by another person. However, the
Hebrew word mitzvah does not mean “a good deed.” The simple meaning of the word mitzvah is “command” (from G-D). It appears in various
forms with that meaning about 300 times in the Five Books of Moses.
2
Deut 10:18-19: “He executes justice for the orphan and the widow,
and shows His love for the alien by giving him food and clothing. So
show your love for the alien, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt… .”
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Writing as a Way of Healing and Growth
Debra Peña

Recently, as a member of the Voices de la Luna editorial team,
I had the distinct pleasure of being invited to lead a writing workshop for residents of Guadalupe Home, a transitional living program, whose mission is to provide supportive services to at-risk
homeless mothers in a nurturing environment. The Home works
with the women to provide them the opportunity to achieve longterm independence and self-sufficiency.
Guadalupe Home ensures the well-being and success of every
resident who enters the program. Guadalupe Home focuses not
only on the basic, immediate needs of each resident but also on
long-term care, so that residents know that they are never alone,
even after leaving the program. Sponsored by Catholic Charities, Guadalupe
Home provides basic services of food,
shelter, and clothing. Long-term services include intensive case management,
childbirth and parenting education
classes, individual and group counseling services, life skills training, nutrition workshops and non-denominational faith development classes provided
by groups from local parishes. Collaborative efforts with internal programs
and other agencies provide additional
services to the residents. Residential
Guadalupe Home
capacity has grown from ten mothers to Resident Roseanna and
eleven, and each mother can have up to
Daughters
two children under three years of age. Photo courtesy of Mariel
Three to nine months is the average Luna, Director, Guadalupe Home
length of stay; however, mothers and
their children can stay until their oldest child is three years old.
Each resident is expected to enroll in an educational or employment program, normally within two to four weeks after admission to the Home, and to commit to taking the necessary steps to
become a self-sufficient, loving, and protective mother.
On a sunny Saturday morning in late October, eleven vibrant
and eager young writers welcomed me into their residential home
for a powerful two hours of writing poetry and short stories. With
smiling children toddling at our feet and sleeping infants in the
arms of patient and loving mothers, we explored the works of
poets such as Mary Oliver, David Whyte, and Sonia Sanchez,
and then began the journey of creating poetry and stories. Although a bit shy about sharing their individual writing, each resident was soon contributing feedback to their fellow writers, as
well as sharing their fledgling work. In just under two hours, the
twelve of us were fast becoming a writing “group”—a community of writers. And it was at the close of that first meeting that
we decided, with approval of Guadalupe Home Director, Mariel
Luna, to continue meeting monthly in order to explore and create
poetry and short stories.
Since that first meeting, our group continues to flourish. Using
techniques such as free-writing, journaling, and assigned creative
writing prompts, the residents of Guadalupe Home are producing
poignant, powerful, and inspiring poems and stories that will appear in future issues of Voices de la Luna. As a teacher and editor,
I have learned much from the young women at Guadalupe Home
and feel privileged to be part of this exciting collaboration.

Short Fiction
Compassion, Live
Jane Holwerda

“So I asked her, ‘You a sports fan?’”
“That was a mistake,” Carlos said. “Why can’t you ever stick
to the standard questions?” I work with Carlos at Free Radio,
FRAX 91.2 AM. Carlos is our promotions guy. For our budget, he’s one of the best. During his interview for the position at
FRAX last spring, he’d let us know that Carlos wasn’t his real
name. His real name lacked punch and romance. “Carlos” suggested a level of participation in Hispanic culture, which would
only get hotter in the market, he predicted. Even in Minnesota.
I had taken in his red wiry hair, green eyes, and pasty skin.
“Hey, there’s no truth in advertising,” he’d said, his palms uplifted. And we’d hired him. He was a charmer at our staff meetings, rattling out data on the demographics of our supposed audience, a fairly liberal set of 30-55 year olds. I imagined earth
mothers in clouds of patchouli and skinny men clomping about
wood shops in Birkenstocks. My program, a call-in talk show,
aired live from 9 to 11 every weekday morning. Under Carlos’
direction, we had changed the name from “Ask Ted” to “Compassion, Live.” My name reeked of compassion, Carlos had said.
Women heard “Ted” and thought “E. Bear.” We’d reformatted
the show to work that. Carlos had scoffed at my suggestions. He
didn’t care that my background was culinary. He said I wasn’t
French, not even Cajun.
“Get out of the couscous, man.” Carlos had said. “Relationships are the hot thing now,” he told me. “It doesn’t matter if
you’re not. Get in the game.” I wasn’t sure. Carlos promised he
would be there for me. He would screen the calls if he had to.
Carlos was really the expert on relationships, just like he was on
promotions. I was trying to tell him about this woman I wanted
to see again. She was hot, had been really hot for me that first
time, I told Carlos, but I wasn’t sure she was hot for me anymore.
“As a general rule,” he told me, “asking women their sports
interest is a real sinker.”
“But when we met the first time, I was in the self-help section.” I had been at Polyxena Books, a seedy little used book
shop around the corner from FRAX. Carlos had sent me to find
an angle for my radio persona. I needed an angle that would draw
notice. I had been standing there flipping through a couple of
books, one about love and the planets. Love and sex sure bring
out the worst in metaphors. And then I saw her, a tall golden
woman, like Grace Kelly, all blonde and glowing, like fresh butter; she was strong and agile like pasta twirled on a fork, she was
striding down the aisle toward me; she had a midriff like Brittany Spears and breasts—oh, those breasts belonged in Victoria’s
Secret—inviting plumping like vine-ripened tomatoes. She was
headed straight towards me and she smiled, a warm welcoming
smile, like Mayberry’s Aunt Bea. I couldn’t help it. I took a step
back. I grabbed the metal shelving behind me.
“And you asked her about sports?” Carlos made a cut gesture,
his long well-tended fingers fluttering past his throat. This meant
that right after the public service announcement was over, I’d
be on. Two hours with two-minute breaks every fifteen minutes.
When I’d started with FRAX, I’d had to read the commercials,
too. Carlos had brought the station into the 1970s by taping com-

mercials. Now my show was only 40 years behind the times and
technology. Carlos pointed to my headset. I could hear a thin
weepy voice.
“Hello, Mr. Compassion? My name is Jeannette, and, well, I
just can’t believe—can’t believe—oh-h-h. I don’t know where
to begin.”
“Yes, Jeannette, that’s very true.” I was speaking in my radio
voice, pitched slightly lower than my normal speaking voice
and enunciating each end consonant as Carlos had taught me.
I thought I sounded like a fourth-rate lounge singer, but Carlos
said I sounded empathetic. “In love and relationships, the difficulty comes”—I paused and softened my voice, cream cheese on
a bagel—“in telling the beginnings from the endings.”
Carlos gave me an a-ok sigh. He had suggested that I stretch
out the conversations with the callers. That way, we had fewer
callers, most of whom were women, to listen to.
“That’s exactly my fear, Mr. Compassion. Henry—that’s his
name—well, we used to spend so much time together, and we
couldn’t stop talking to each other, like our conversations could
never end.” She sighed. She sighed heavily enough to be heard
over FRAX’s equipment. She sighed with the force of a gale.
“Lately, he just doesn’t seem to have time—he doesn’t return
messages and he cancels our dates, sometimes at the very last
minute.”
“You know, Jeannette, sometimes people become preoccupied.
That can be very threatening to those who are closed out. Be with
that feeling but do not take it personally. Remember, his preoccupation very likely has nothing to do with you.”
“But Mr. Compassion,” Jeannette’s voice broke. “What if he’s,
he’s—seeing someone else?”
Carlos and I rolled our eyes at each other. Of course old Henry
was seeing someone else.
“How can you know that, Jeannette? Prescribe a certain amount
of time you’ll wait for him. Hang tight. If things aren’t back on
course later, then step away from Henry. Don’t look back.”
“If he’s seeing someone else,” she paused, “why doesn’t he
just tell me?”
Women always ask that: why doesn’t he just tell me? Some day
I’m going to lose it and tell a caller, “It’s not about you or love.
It’s about sex.” Why don’t women see this? I paused. I gathered
words in 5- and 3-beat phrases.
“Well, Jeannette, sometimes. It’s difficult. For some guys. To
be honest and. Open—when he. Really cares.” Carlos had taught
me this trick. This kind of phrasing created an aural sense of
emotion. I sounded, Carlos said, as if I really cared.
“Should I let him know that I’m available whenever he’s
ready?”
Carlos choked on his coffee. I wished I were talking with this
guy Henry. I could learn from a guy like him. I paused until I
could stop smiling. Listeners can smell an inappropriate smile in
a voice clear as a bay leaf in bouillon. You know it’s there, but
you’re not sure why.
“You know Henry better than I, Jeannette. Think about giving
him the space he seems to need right now. Good luck, and you
know Jeannette, sometimes being just a little less available will
do the trick. Maybe Mr. Right is still waiting for you around the
corner at a bookstore or a coffee shop.”
Carlos was frowning at me and waving his fingers in a frenzy
beneath his chin. He didn’t want me to ever sound as if I were actually giving advice. Or promising anything. Never make promVoices de la Luna, 15 February 2017
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ises or statements that sound like promises of an improved future, he said. All I was supposed to do was to ahem, aha, rephrase, and say things like “tell me more about that.” Carlos’
stance on this was multi-layered. He worried about litigation. He
had been telling me just the other day about a radio personality
who had been sued. I wasn’t clear on the details. Carlos warned
me to be as vague on air as I was in person. Besides that, Carlos
argued, what kind of person wanted to broadcast failures in love
and general human inabilities to all of the upper Midwest? These
women didn’t really want advice so much as they wanted someone to agree.
“Remember,” Carlos had said, “Real advice will return to bite
your ass.” But sometimes I couldn’t help myself. I had to tell
these clinging hopeless women the truth, a bit of honest advice.
Love, as Pat Benatar sang on the oldies stations, is a battlefield.
Yeah, but aren’t we, like lobsters in a boiling vat, all there together on that battlefield?
“Line three,” Carlos mouthed, over enunciating and wagging
his fingers in the air. Carlos screened the calls for the show. He
said he decided which calls to air by the sound of the caller’s
voice. He liked a woman’s voice to ring with pathos tinged with
despair. He said my radio voice complemented theirs. We had to
have something; the problems were rarely interesting or unique—
suspicion, distrust, betrayal. But the caller wanted to know how
to keep it going anyway. Look at my caller, JoAnn, Jeannette,
whatever, willing to wait for a wolf to return. Carlos would say
that’s as it should be. Love has nothing to do with fidelity.
Carlos was grinning. He was waving his arm in the air, flagging
me to take the call.
“Screwed,” he mouthed, giving me a lead-in to a conversation
with the next caller.
“You are live. And I am,” I said into my headset, “Mr. Compassion.” Before FRAX had hired Carlos, I had just been another
voice on the radio. Now, I had personality. And I’m paid for it.
The Drop-In is a dark spot in the basement level of the building
FRAX occupied. Work on the third floor, personal injury lawyers
on the second, a barber shop on the ground floor, and libations
in the basement. Everything a guy needed in one building. The
bartenders were old and surly but they kept our glasses topped
off. Carlos and I liked to sit at the bar after the show and observe
women’s legs through the half-windows, street level from the
outside.
“Lot of fat ankles in this town,” Carlos noted, pushing the bar
tab across the counter to me. “Tell me again about the babe in the
bookstore. The first time.”
Carlos loved this story. I’m not sure why. He didn’t seem to
have any stories of his own.
“Well, we were in Polyxena’s. Her hair was tied back from her
face. She bought a book about Bernini. We walked around the
neighborhood. The night was warm, damp. She looked over at
me, brushed my arm with her fingers. We couldn’t stop talking
to each other. Her eyes were green as freshly steamed broccoli.”
“And why didn’t you take her by FRAX?”
“Why would I want her to know where to find me?”
Carlos snorted. “Go on.”
“All I can tell you is she was hot for me. Hot.” We had gone
right over to my place. I’d been giving her the tour through the
kitchen and she’d set her book on Bernini on the table and opened
it up to the section with photos of his Persephone. She’d looked
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up at me. Her thumb traced Hades’ grip on Persephone’s thighs
and she’d closed her eyes and leaned against me, turned to me.
“We didn’t make it out of the kitchen.”
“That some kind of record?” Carlos peered at me. “Sex before
a first date?”
It was a new one for me, too. Afterwards, she had zipped her
trousers and pulled her shirt down over her breasts, which were
much better than tomatoes, more like fresh melons, honeydews.
She had bent over to kiss me, a peck on the check so light, steam
from a roué, I had reached up to touch it. Then she was gone and
I was alone on the floor.
“Got to get more of that,” Carlos chided me. He passed me the
new stats on our show. We were fielding from 15-20 calls each
show. Like a hundred women each week. “Whatever she’s got,
it’s making you hot.”
The next day, a Saturday, I decided to follow Carlos’ advice—
he hadn’t steered me wrong yet—so first thing in the morning, after coffee and the local news, I headed over to the main
thoroughfare, MacAllister Avenue, the street address for all my
haunts, FRAX, Polyxena, the Drop-In, a couple of coffee houses.
I headed right over to Polyxena Books—I’d had good luck there
twice meeting by chance my Athena, my Diana, my beautiful
little three-egg frittata.
“I wouldn’t spew forth such epithets to her,” Carlos had warned.
“You gotta act uninterested if you want more of that honey.” My
instinct was to fall at her feet in a frenzy of worship and adulation. I wanted to describe my feelings, spewing hot lava of devotion and love, a bottle of Dom blowing its cork. But maybe I
was wrong. Maybe Carlos was right. How many women had we
heard on the radio show whining and pining for the men who
lived like Lothario? Carlos had offered me his sister, a creamy
little crème brûlée of a girl, as bait.
“No better aphrodisiac for a woman than some other woman on
a man’s arm,” Carlos had said. But I had decided to go it alone.
And alone I was, so after a couple of disappointing hours at Polyxena’s, I needed a cup of coffee to sustain me. I headed down
MacAllister towards the Bottomless Cup. And there she was,
the sunlight of the morning making her hair shine all golden; it
shimmered like light on the ocean, on daffodils, like a meringue
beneath a broiler. She looked as surprised as I felt. For a moment
we stood there, staring at each other until she suggested a drink
and I said I was just headed for the Bottomless Cup. As coffee
houses go, the Cup is one of the best. Track lighting and philodendrons trailing the full front windows, a plate-glass stage for
the young shade trees and young trendsetters dressed nattily in
khakis or fluttering skirts who walked about in clusters of three
or four, some holding hands, all of them tanned. I liked to watch
and imagine which of the women had clung to their phones desperate for my advice. If they only knew, I, their god of compassion, was here, one among them, my hot little gorgonzola stir-fry
by my side.
“Sure, the Bottomless Cup is ok,” she said, the dulcet tones of
her voice melting me like Swiss chocolate in a fondue pot. She
turned towards the door of the Cup, her eyes downcast like a
woman in love, and as she turned, a gentle trail of her scent, not
one I recognized, wafted. Something a little like roses, a little like
honeysuckle.
“Ambrosia Adieu,” she whispered. She paused at the door, a
stalwart oak and glass barrier, big cups with squiggles for steam

etched in the windows. When she came, back at my place that
first night, she had laughed, folding her arms around the back
of my neck, pulling my face into hers. I blinked my eyes, shook
my head. I wished I were Hades, my fingers gripping her thighs,
carrying her away. I reached around her, leaning close. That usually got them, women, invading their personal space like that.
She shivered but otherwise didn’t seem to notice. I pushed on the
door, leaning lightly against her back and then she went in, moving away from me. We made our way through the dimly lit café
to the counter, got in line behind a pair of matrons, gray bobbed
hair, their flat asses and spindly legs careening in silky culottes.
“Christ,” Carlos said. He thunked his forehead on the bar top.
“What’s the matter with you? Just order a cup of black coffee. In
a regular cup.”
“I like to know my options,” I answered, not a little defensively. I dropped into my radio voice. “I ended up with a grande
latte. Cinnamon sprinkles. Two percent.”
“Sure you did.” Carlos slurped his beer. “Did you try the questions?” He means the question game, questions we’d worked out
at this very bar, the long oak at the Drop-In where during special but minimally advertised times of the day two brews cost a
buck. The game was to ask a series of questions about employment, authors, music, and to progress to things without which life
sucks, to five items essential to a long romantic (queried in italics) weekend, to do you prefer French cut or a thong and are you
wearing one now? Women, Carlos believed, love to talk about
themselves.
“Yeah. I tried. I asked her if she liked sports, remember? And
she said no. Every question I asked, she said yes or no. No details.”
“Did you ask her to ask questions?”
“Jesus, Carlos, why would I do that? We’d already had sex.”
Carlos rubbed his eyes. He rubs his eyes when he screens calls
at FRAX. He probably needs glasses.
“Well,” he said finally, “it just doesn’t figure for me. Next time
order a short cup of coffee. Black. No flavors.”
I shrugged. I was thinking about a dream I’d had. The menu
board at the Bottomless Cup had expanded. It was a giant scoreboard of a menu, lit up as if for a home football game. It had
yawned over me, a stockpot ready to fall on my head. She was
standing beside me, inside the curve of my arm around her shoulders. The cappuccino machines roared a whirling, high-pitched
grinding. She shivered. I tightened my embrace around her, just
a bit. She extended her arm, her index finger pointing at the two
huge menus listing the headings of house specialties, flavored
specialties, hot and cold specialties, holiday specialties. Any cup
could be ordered super, gigantic, really really big, or bottomless.
Hundreds of choices, hundreds of cups to choose from. I could
have anything. I turned to her, my beautiful book babe, my love
delectation.
“One giant Latina-Americana, no hazelnut syrup please but
add one jolt of mint syrup—with space for cream and sugar.” In
the dream I didn’t mind the way she ordered. She was decisive,
strong. She was warm within my embrace. I glanced at the clerk.
“I just don’t know if I should go with a latte or an espresso.
Or maybe a regular black coffee with caramel. Or an iced chai?”
“Why not have them all?” The coffee jerk’s eyes were green.
He had morphed into Carlos. Carlos had invaded my dream.
“You ok, dude?” Carlos asked me, bringing me back into real

time, back into the Drop-In. “Have another beer.” I waved the
barkeep over. I could never tell Carlos the truth, the way things
had folded up.
“Do you listen to FRAX?” She had started it. I felt myself puffing up, felt my voice shifting to its radio-induced inflections.
“Sometimes.”
I was thinking how much I hate fucking metal chairs. Just a
little padding might induce customers to hang around and relax.
Invite their friends.
She leaned towards me, her forearms on the table supporting
her. We were sitting at a 4-top, the two of us, over by the windows, right underneath a trailing philodendron, its pointed leaves
splotched green and white, like banners. I forgot about the chairs.
Her arms framed her breasts, cradling them. Firm and supple to
my touch, like a Styrofoam cup of sugar. I lifted my gigantic
sized latte and sipped, a strategy to veil my observations.
I shifted. She was talking. I tuned in.
“…those poor pathetic women who call in—are they for
real?—and this creepy guy talks in a really stilted way. Like ‘and
today. The weather. Is cloudy.’ And his advice sucks.”
I wiped up the coffee I had just spit out. “Cinnamon sprinkles,”
I said apologetically.
“Well that day,” she continued, passing me a napkin. “He told a
caller not to wait around for her two-timing lover. ‘Go to a bookstore. Play the field, don’t be so available, blah, blah.’”
I stared at her.
“I’m so sorry. It wasn’t right.” She said. “But I was feeling so
badly about Michael, and I guess that weirdo on the radio hit
a nerve. Well, when I saw you all I could think was how sorry
Michael would be if I hit on another guy. Someone so unlike
him.” She sighed. “I really didn’t mean for it to go so far.” She
sipped. “You seem like a really nice guy, Ted.” She looked at me
from beneath her lowered eyelids. “It was nice. The other night,
I mean.”
Nice. Nice? It had been fucking fantastic.
She had stood up, waving to someone, someone I didn’t turn
to see. I sat there and watched her leave. Carlos had tried to tell
me. No verve, no zest, no zip, no flavor. I’m a cadenced voice
without sensory appeal. Nothing to linger or to remind, nothing
that initiates yearning or desire. Through the window, I watched
her cross MacAllister towards Payne. Wrapped within the arm
of a wiry red-headed guy, she had all but disappeared. It looked
like love to me.

Blood

Mac McCaskill
There’s nothing so ugly as the body of a dead child. That’s
what I was thinking when I hung up. Hoping no one noticed me
slip out of the community center for the call, I slid the phone into
the back pocket of my jeans.
“Today, Lorena? Really?” Drums pulsed through the open
doors around Ruth, like it was her own heartbeat.
I looked around at the prairie hills rolling out toward the badlands in the north. A rez is a rez. I’m Lakota, so Rosebud is my
rez. But there’s not much difference between here and the Pueblo
rez where I work. Raw wood shacks tagged with graffiti and
splitting open from water-warped boards. Trailers with buckled
metal skin and cardboard-covered windows. Packs of half-feral
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dogs trolling through litter that blows along the ground, like manmade tumbleweeds. Used up appliances, and cars with shattered
glass and flattened tires, everything slouches toward oblivion.
Not every property looks like that, and there’s some real beauty
in the land—but it’s all overshadowed by the creeping ruin. The
richest and most powerful nation in the world hides a third-world
country right in its heart—America’s dirty little secret.
“I’m supposed to be on call,” I said to Ruth. “Back home.”
“Home’s here. BIA don’t need you right now. We do. I do, girl.”
My sister—cousin, technically—was right. I shouldn’t be taking a work call today. Not while we sat with Uncle Henry, preparing him for the journey.
I mumbled an apology, sidestepping Ruth into the harshly lit
room. Two days in florescent light had me wondering whether it
was night or day until I’d stepped out. I longed for the warm glow
of a fire, like the ones at the ceremonies Uncle used to take me to.
People had come and gone since yesterday morning. They
milled in groups and sat in metal folding chairs scattered around
the big room. A line shuffled along food tables set against the
back wall. The chatter sounded like a flock of geese. Boots and
jeans everywhere. Ruth, in her long, black skirt, shook her head
and grinned when she’d seen me in my boots and jeans yesterday
morning. But they were my dark denims and my best Ropers, and
I’d even taken the time to curl my hair. Uncle may have raised
me a little tomboy, but I looked presentable, respectable. Besides,
skirts made me feel exposed.
Across the room, my uncle lay in a mahogany casket. I wouldn’t
have known mahogany from any other wood, but I’d helped Ruth
pick it out. The available choices in style and construction had
been overwhelming. What kind of wood, what kind of material
for the inside, what shape—it was all too much to think about on
the day he’d died. How we picked made a difference in price,
which was a detail lost on us. The guy at the funeral home had a
nameplate on his desk with the word “Director.” It should have
said, “Salesman.” Death is a business.
Looking across the room at the casket’s open lid, I realized that
death is a business for me, too. I couldn’t quit thinking about that
little boy’s body. His parents hadn’t been able to keep the casket
open at his funeral.
The call today had been about that boy. Two years after his
death, I was still rattled. Maybe it was losing Uncle Henry, or the
funeral, but I couldn’t get the boy out of my head.
Sergeant Abeita—Enrique, or just Rique, to me—had called
me out to mile marker 49 on Highway 67 the afternoon the boy
was found. The sun was setting over the desert west of Isleta
Pueblo. The afternoon light brushed the Sandia Mountains east
of Albuquerque in a rich purple—sandía means watermelon in
Spanish. When I pulled up, he was hunched over his trunk pulling out a tape measure, the kind with a wheel and digital readout. His marked unit was positioned across the two-lane blacktop at the top of the hill, between the scene and the Pueblo. The
road ran between the river on one side and the railroad tracks on
the opposite side, all three paralleling each other’s path down to
the old village.
“Hit and run,” he said as I walked up, flipping his ponytail over
a shoulder.
No other cars were on the road except his unit and my allwhite SUV. The only thing I could see from a distance was a dark
mound in the dirt turnout on the river side. When I looked back
to him, he shook his head, almost imperceptibly. That was saying
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a lot for Rique. I knew something bad awaited me up the road.
That the hit-and-run resulted in a fatality was a given. Enrique
was Isleta Tribal Police and could have handled a vehicle collision on his own. But the Bureau of Indian Affairs gets called in
when a death occurs on an Indian reservation, and I had the duty
that week.
Walking up the road’s solid center line, the mound in the dirt
was actually three forms—a twisted child’s bicycle, a dog, and
a small body. The dog, a German shepherd, was lying in the dirt
opposite the body. He—I didn’t know for sure, but it felt like
a male dog—had his head down between his front paws. The
closer I got, the louder he whimpered.
The bike’s frame was folded in half, and the wheels twisted
into an unrecognizable mess. A shiny chrome bell was outfitted
on the warped handlebars. I bent down and fingered the bell’s
lever. It trilled, echoing off the volcanic cliffs on the other side of
the road, near the railroad tracks. The dog raised and cocked his
head, his ears standing at full attention.
“Sorry, boy,” I whispered.
On the road, two marks, darker than the grayed asphalt, ran a
short course to the dirt. The length told me that the driver hadn’t
seen the boy on his bike until the last minute.
I had avoided the boy for as long as I could.
I looked at him in the dirt. He wasn’t a boy anymore. He’d
never ride that bike again. He’d never laugh again. He’d never
ring the bell while his dog chased him down the road.
His body was stretched out in a wide drag mark that led back to
where the dog lay. He must have been dragged to create that mark
in the dirt. The boy’s lower half didn’t match his torso. His legs
were cocked at an unnatural angle. His spine was probably broken, down low, or maybe his hips. There was a meaty gash in one
leg, just below the frayed cut of his denim shorts. A sharp bone
had erupted through the torn flesh and created a reddish-brown
pool of drying blood. The dirt underneath him was now the same
ruddy hue as the cliffs across the road. He was face down, one
arm folded underneath him. So, he had rolled a bit when he dislodged from under the car.
The boy’s red t-shirt was tattered with darker red stains in several places. His neck was distended and lumpy—another break
in the spine. The back of his head was cracked open. Pinkish and
gray bits were caught in the shiny, dark hair that draped from his
head.
Squatting in the dirt next to the ravaged little body, the ugliness caught in my throat. I could feel the storm churning in my
stomach. No matter how much I saw on the job, there were still
days when I couldn’t keep it down. Turning my head away from
Rique, I began to cry.
“You okay, sis?”
My brother’s familiar, deep voice brought me back to the community center, as I wiped the tears from cheeks. Technically, he
was a cousin, too. “I’m here.” I stepped into his beefy body, requiring him to hug me. The brim of his cowboy hat rubbed my
neck as he bent over me. “But it’s hard.”
“Yeah.”
Joshua, like Ruth, had been named from the Bible, though
my uncle and aunt couldn’t have looked too hard for the names,
settling on ones from the table of contents. Joshua is built like
Uncle, tall and broad. In pictures I’ve seen of Auntie—she passed
before I came along—Ruth favors her petite, if a little heavy,
figure. As a late and somewhat biologically foreign addition to

the family, I had neither a matching biblical name nor my siblings’ frame. I’m taller than Ruth, and curvy—hard where I need
to be and soft where it counts.
Henry Lightfoot, the man in the casket, was my uncle. He was
my mother’s brother. But he had been more like my dad—the
only dad, or mother, I’d ever known, really. I don’t know if it was
a real adoption, with all the legal paper and such. Mom hadn’t
provided a father for the birth certificate and had taken his identity to her grave, if she even knew it. So Lightfoot was already
my name. After she surrendered to the bottle, Uncle just raised
me as his own.
“Where were you a minute ago?” Joshua asked again.
“Got a call from a guy I work with.”
“A guy, huh?” Eyebrow raised.
“Okay, not a guy.” That wasn’t completely true, though. Mickey, the FBI agent who’d called, always made me feel warm and
doughy, like a cookie coming out of the oven, tingling from exposure to the cool, fresh air, while the inside melts. He was a
solemn, sad guy. But that hint of sadness gave him a mystery
that was intoxicating. “Just someone covering for me,” I said,
perpetuating the lie. “On duty this week.”
“Oh.”
He sounded disappointed. Everyone’s biggest worry, it seemed,
was whether I was ever going to get a man. They were okay with
me playing cop for a while, carrying a gun and badge. But their
impatience for me to get married and have kids like a normal
person weighed on me.
“So?” he asked.
“‘So’ what?” Wondering whether he was still hung up on the
‘guy.’
“The call?”
“Oh. Found a body near a road leading out of the Pueblo,” I
said, still feeling raw over the memory of the boy’s body. “Might
be a connection to something I worked.”
“Wow. Cool.”
Typical reaction to my job. My family and friends always
thought what I did was exciting, like the movies, never really associating the work with actual human beings. I usually kept my
explanations vague. The truth would be too real for them.
“How?” he asked.
“How what?”
“How’s the body connected?”
“Not sure.” But it felt close, like early morning light caressing
the shadowy night sky.
Leaving for Rosebud, I’d known Uncle Henry was close to
death. Even though he’d been failing for some time, the knowledge that he’d be gone soon made me weak. He’d been everything to me. He comforted me when, as a child, I thought my
mother had abandoned me. Ruth had talked with me about what
to do when my first period came, but I still called Uncle when it
happened. He picked me up from school and spent the day on
the couch with me, watching movies and eating ice cream. When
boys started noticing me, he wasn’t a typical dad, all bluster and
threats. He talked to me about how I felt, never discounting anything as a fleeting teenage crush, even though they all were. He
took me to work with him at the recovery program he ran, never
hiding any of the sad realities on the rez from me.
During one of those clinic days, watching some of the clients,
I asked him, “Why don’t they just stop?”
“It’s not about stopping. S’about balance.”

That was Uncle’s mantra—balance. Lakota believe in harmony
between the spirit and the physical, and he said that addiction
was a symptom of deeper conflict in a person. And he didn’t care
what put people back on the path. Whatever worked. The program was a sort of blend of 12-step and Christian religion and
Lakota tradition.
“What’s so hard about getting balanced, then?” I said, not
ready to give in. Thoughts about my mother were never far under
the surface.
“Life is a journey. Even the bad parts.”
For him, client success wasn’t ever measured in sobriety. There
wasn’t any judgment for a client who relapsed. He didn’t preach
at them in their weakness. Sober or not, he was kind, never treating anyone like a failure. He figured it would all work out, even
if death was what restored balance.
As a typical teen, my anger about mom eventually bubbled
over. By then, I’d learned from Uncle that he’d tried to help her
kick the booze and that one winter night she’d gone on a bender,
dying of exposure and alcohol poisoning. He never hid any of it
from me. So, one night, I took the keys to Josh’s truck and went
to a party. After about a dozen Bud Ices, I convinced a couple
girls to go four-wheeling in the truck with me. We didn’t last past
the first ditch. A BIA officer called Uncle out to pick me up.
On the ride home, he said, “Your mother did the best she could,
little one. She came home to have you among family, among your
people. But the conflict in her was too big. Now that she’s made
her journey, she watches over you.” He made it all right, like it
had all been part of a plan. It was his honest, caring nature that
inspired me to the work I do.
But traveling to see him one last time, there’d been something
else, a buzz in my head humming just above the boiling grief.
Something was about to happen. I felt it like it had already happened. Like something that had been waiting. Uncle always said
I had the gift, that it was strong in our family. He said that was
why I became a BIA cop, because I was trying to find a way to
use what I felt to restore order for my people.
So I’d been expecting the call from Mickey today. I never call
him by his last name, Lazarus—it seems so morbid to me, and
it doesn’t fit with how I think of him, no matter how sad he is.
They’d found a body at the railroad tracks, across from mile
marker 49 on Highway 67. Over the years, there have been a lot
of bodies there, off the old state road that connects the Pueblo of
Isleta to Albuquerque. Normally, that wouldn’t have piqued his
interest much. Or mine. But he wanted to ask about a cross, a
descanso, in the local vernacular, which had recently been put up
in the dirt turnout across the road from the railroad tracks. A picture was pasted to the cross—a dark-haired boy riding a bicycle.
“Hey,” Josh roused me. “Ruthy’s giving us the look.”
She was with several people across the room, talking. But she
was staring at me instead of paying attention to their conversation. I knew she was mostly just worried about me, and she’d
been the surrogate mother for our little Frankenstein family. “I
know. I just feel like I’m not here.”
“Better get here quick,” he said as she broke away and walked
over to us.
“I know you guys are sad. Have you guys sat with Dad yet?”
she asked.
Josh and I answered with an uncomfortable stare and then
tripped over each other stepping toward the teepee set up over
Uncle … Dad.
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That’s the awkwardness that always sets in when our patchwork family is on display. I still called him Uncle, even when we
talked about him among ourselves. Anyone listening would think
we were talking about two different people. Josh called me Sis,
but sometimes we had to explain that we had different parents. It
still caused confusion, even for a bunch of Indians who think, “If
you’re red—you’re related.”
I was their blood, but not directly. What does that really mean
anyway? Blood. There was a shared blood between me and a lot
of the people in this room. I didn’t share much else with most
of them. Somewhere, centuries back, there was probably even a
common ancestry with my people and the Pueblo people where
I work. It’s one reason the BIA likes to hire natives—that shared
cultural DNA. Blood was blood, the thinking went. But my closest biological relative was the woman who bore me, and we
didn’t share much of anything. No, blood isn’t a common ancestor or family; it’s not the cells that swim around in your veins.
Blood is the everyday stuff, the choices people make.
Josh ducked under the canvas teepee ahead of me. The front
flaps were stretched wide and fastened open to accommodate a
few folding chairs underneath. The poles twisted together at the
top to give it form almost touched the ceiling. A star quilt covered
the closed lower half of the casket. The pattern represented the
path spirits travel between this world and the next. The diamond
shapes making the star were the colors of the prairie sun – orange
and yellow and red.
As I sat down, several men circled the drum again, each with a
leather-covered stick. The steady beat melded with their mournful cries.
The little boy’s mother and father had wailed, too. They showed
up while I squatted in the dirt next to him. Enrique had been measuring the skid and drag marks, collecting details necessary for
an accident reconstruction. He dropped his clipboard and digital
measuring tape to grab the mother as she ran up the road toward
the body. I stood and jogged up to block the father.
Trying to corral two inconsolably hysterical people within sight
of their dead child is a lot to take on. Rique looked like he was
battling an octopus. Every time he got one of her arms or legs
under control, another popped out, stretching toward the little
heap in the dirt. Meanwhile, I was leaning into the father, my feet
scuffling back with his momentum. He wasn’t moving as fast
as the mother had and he was older, but he was a big man. And
he just continued plodding forward in a straight line toward his
son. When I was at the point of losing all ground, he sagged and
wrapped his meaty arms around me. His weeping convulsions
shook my whole body. I led him over to the squad car where
Enrique had carried the mother. We sat them down in the back
seat. She leaned into him, almost disappearing in his embrace.
We closed the door and left them there while we worked.
The Office of the Medical Investigator folks and an ambulance
had showed up.
“Got an ID on the kid?” the OMI field investigator asked me.
She was a small, Hispanic woman with huge glasses and spiky
hair. She looked a little like a fly—a regrettable association for
someone who works with bodies.
“As good as.” I looked over at the squad car. “The parents.”
They looked to have collected themselves. They were both
watching us through the car window.
“Really. What are they doing here?”
“Showed up. Must’ve been out looking for him.”
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“We’ll be baggin’ the body up soon. You should get them outta
here.”
I nodded. They should be spared that indignity, for sure. Seeing what a sack of meat a body really is as it gets wrestled into a
big white bag leaves an impression. They didn’t need any more
impressions from today. I walked over to Enrique.
“It’s what you said.” I had shared my impression on the skid
and drag marks with him before he started measuring. “Driver
slammed the brakes at the last minute. He got out of the car.
Found a few tracks.” Rique was a master tracker, able to read
signs like an old scout. I looked over to the body and saw that
he’d laid out some orange cones to protect the shoe impressions.
“Tracks have him going to the rear and then back to the driver
door. Body got dragged a few feet before it shook loose from the
undercarriage.”
“Anything special about the shoes? Or the tires?”
He shook his head. “But there’s some good paint transfer on
that bike.”
As I approached the squad car, the father tried to open the door
to get out and talk to me. The inside door handles on marked
units are disabled, though. So, I jogged the last couple steps, not
wanting him to feel trapped.
He was already talking as he got out, “We want to go with
him.”
“I’m sorry, Mr. …”
“Carrillo. Gabe.” He looked back as his wife stepped out and
joined us. “Lizzy, my wife.”
“That’s our son,” she said staring over at the boy’s body. “Elijah.”
“Lizzy,” I said. It seemed right to talk directly to her rather than
her husband. “I’m sorry, but you can’t go with Elijah where he’s
going.”
“Where’s that?” she asked.
“Office of the Medical Investigator is going to take him back
for an autopsy.”
The man dropped his head. No one, whatever they believe, is
happy to hear that their loved one is going to be carved up and
dissected.
“Are there any cultural or religious beliefs that OMI should be
aware of?” I asked. “They’ll do what they can.”
“No,” he said, still looking at the dirt.
“It’s necessary?” Lizzie said in a half inquiry.
“I’m sorry, but yes. This was a hit and run. It could help us
figure out who did this.”
She nodded but the man never brought his face back up to mine.
“I need to talk to you both but I don’t want to do it here. Can I
take you back to your house?”
The man finally looked up and over to his wife. She said, “We
want to stay. Until he’s gone.”
“I don’t have kids,” I said. “So, I can’t imagine what you are
both going through. It must be awful. This will be hard to hear,
but Elijah’s already gone. You and your husband don’t need to
watch what we have to do here. Please, let me take you home.
Don’t punish yourselves.”
“Lorena!” Ruth’s voice jolted me out of my head. “I said,
‘Don’t punish yourself.’”
She was sitting next to me in a folding chair, looking at Uncle.
Josh was up at the coffin. “What?”
“He was proud of you. Glad about the work you do. Even if it
took you away from home. No regrets, okay?”

“Okay,” I said, giving her a little smile. Ruth could hen-peck
sometimes, but she was always looking out for me.
“We’re going to be taking him out to the cemetery soon. Go
spend some time with him, Rena. Say a proper goodbye before
he takes the journey.”
Josh was back, and he nodded me up to the casket. I stood and
listed the few steps up to Uncle. His hands were folded on his
chest. I never understood why funeral homes did that, like it was
a peaceful or restful pose. It looks unnatural. Everything about
him looked unnatural. He was empty, void. Nothing of him was
present. It was all just shell. Of course, this wasn’t really about
him. Yesterday morning, when we got started, Ruth had said that
we were here to celebrate Uncle’s life. To me, it felt a little like
we were here to celebrate each other, revel in our own immortality while it lasted.
Still, I wanted to honor Uncle. And this chance to say goodbye
to him was a luxury that the Carillos hadn’t received with Elijah.
From my back pocket, I slipped out my black, folding tactical
knife. Uncle Henry had given it to me at graduation from the
training academy. It was engraved with my name and the date I
graduated. I unfolded it and held it up to my head. I separated a
lock of my hair and sliced it off. I looped the hair and tied it up
in a leather cord that I’d used as a girl for ponytails. I folded the
knife back up and laid it beside him in the coffin with my hair.
Tears streamed down my cheeks as I placed my hand on his
chest. He was cold, but touching the substance of him made me
feel like he would open his eyes and smile at me. There all along,
just playing possum.
“Toksha, Uncle. Travel well.”
I turned and walked away from the casket, and out the community center’s doors again.
The directions I’d given Mickey when I’d stood outside the
building earlier today had been fresh in my memory. I’d driven
the Carillos to their home that day with the dog, Rex, sandwiched
between them in the back seat. But I’d visited them often after
that. At first to see them both, and then just Gabe when Lizzy
died from cancer. I always felt she’d been terminally afflicted
more by the boy’s death than by any disease.
That first time, Gabe had directed me to a turn-off marked by a
mailbox built to look like a miniature barn. He told me that he and
Elijah had made it together. There was a winding dirt path, lined
by cottonwoods. It led to a small, white house with rose bushes
that climbed the walls around a big window in front. Rather than
invade their privacy any further, I got the information I needed
from them while standing in the driveway against Gabe’s old, red
step-side pickup. Then, I watched them walk up the front path,
his arm around her shoulders and hers around his waist.
My next visit had been to share good news—it was the only
time I got to do that. The paint on Elijah’s bicycle had identified the car that hit him as a brown, late-model Buick Skylark.
On the visits after that, I had to report that I’d tracked down all
the Skylarks in Isleta and Albuquerque; that I’d canvassed every
house along a two-mile corridor on Highway 67; that I’d conducted road blocks along 67 and interviewed drivers; that I’d put
out press releases—all without turning up any new information.
It was as if that brown car had materialized long enough to run
Elijah down and then vanished without a trace. After Lizzy died,
Gabe quit asking questions. He would invite me in to chat, asking me about my job or my family—I mostly talked about Uncle.
“We’re going to the cemetery. Rena!” Ruth called out to me

through the open doors.
I climbed in Josh’s Ford, letting Ruth take the front seat. The
back was darker with the tint and I had it all to myself. The hearse
the funeral home sent had to manage the dirt roads—it looked
more like a UPS truck. We pulled in behind it and I looked out the
rear window at the long line of cars joining the parade.
The ride to the cemetery was short. The hill, at the edge of the
rez, was covered in little, white crosses. No headstones, like in
the city. Just these wooden markers sprouting from the ground.
The drum had been set up near the gravesite. The singers were
already banging out a rhythm and singing as everyone pulled up
and got out of their vehicles. Josh and some former clients from
the recovery center pulled the casket from the ugly hearse and
laid it on raw two-by-fours over the gaping hole in the ground.
The first to speak was a Catholic priest—Uncle had been popular with them, too. He read a passage from the Bible. I think he
said it was from Hebrews, but I’ll never forget the words, “How
much more will the blood of Christ, who offered himself to God,
cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death.” I was still
chewing on that part about blood cleansing our consciences when
Josh and the other men lowered Uncle into the ground.
I stayed with my cousins—my family—until he’d been covered and helped Josh put Uncle’s cross in the ground.
The cross Mickey had told me about sounded like it was an
Isleta cross, with two bars across the top instead of just one. I
wondered whether it was white. It sounded like someone had
taken some time with it, pasting a picture of a dark-haired boy
riding a bicycle on it.
The boy was Elijah. And Gabe put that cross up. I felt it. It’s
why I directed Mickey to Gabe’s house. The cross hadn’t been
there when I left, because I drove up 67 from the Pueblo to get
to the airport in Albuquerque. I’d seen Gabe in that place before,
standing in the dirt near mile marker 49. He’d finally marked the
location, identified the place for Elijah, for Lizzy—for his family.
The cross would stand there for everyone to see, and to know.
That he’d put it up and a body had shown up by the tracks
across the road wasn’t a coincidence. Mickey said that a train had
hit someone, but trains don’t just hit someone. It was probably
suicide. And it was connected. I may not know everything. With
the job you never really do. But I knew about that cross and how
it connected to the new body.
“You with us, Rena?” Ruth asked.
“Where else would I be?”

Two Untitled Pieces
Naomi Wanjiku Gakunga
Voices de la Luna, 15 February 2017

37

Editor’s Poems

read at Writers Resist

January 15, 2017, San Antonio

Make America Great—Again?
James R. Adair

By again, do you mean turning back the clock
to the early 18th century,
when people of European descent
stole the land, the culture, the dignity, and the lives
of those whose land it was from time immemorial?
Do you want to return to the days
when one group of humans “owned”
another group of humans,
wringing free labor from the sweat of their brows,
disrespecting, beating, raping, killing them,
bringing upon our nation a great tragedy:
Civil War, bloody battles, fratricide?
Or how about the time of the robber barons,
the top one percent making money,
making rules for others to follow,
enriching themselves at the expense of the poor,
disenfranchised women,
exiles from the seat of power?
Maybe you want to revisit Jim Crow,
separate but (un)equal,
sitting in the back of the bus,
miscegenation laws,
license to discriminate based on the color of your skin,
or the person you love.
No, forget about making America great again,
because America is great right now—
or at least it’s on its way.
The arc of history is bending toward justice
because of people like Martin,
Abraham, Malcolm, Susan,
Rosa, Harvey, the Lovings,
James and John, Howard, Sojourner,
and so many more:
people who love their neighbors,
and also their enemies,
who see past color, and class, and perspective,
who work with others to make their communities strong,
their neighbors healthy,
their children safe.
Yes, America, don’t look back,
look forward to a great future:
it’s within your grasp.
All you have to do is cry out vociferously,
love magnanimously,
stand steadfastly,
and hope audaciously.
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Vertigo

Mo H Saidi
9 November 2016
At three AM the poet awakes with a nightmare
Cable news struggles with vertigo
A twelve-year-old girl cries when the mother
Sobs aloud, and the dog barks across the river.
The world spins around the sun
Moon spins around the world
The dark side carries its cold dust
People refuse to buy the news.
Somber faces avoid eye contact
Hands are hidden under the clothes
Fallen leaves hide in the creek-beds
Uncounted ballots drift in the ghettos.
At three AM, the bells remain mute
The twelve women roll up their pride
Millions of votes carry no weight
The heroine miscarries the American dream.

Jesus, I Don’t Like Your Friends
Robert L. Flynn

Jesus, I don’t like your friends.
They are mean to me.
When I am poor they deprive me.
When I have no home they disinherit me.
When I am tired they call me lazy.
When I am jobless they call me worthless.
When I am a stranger I have no place; they have no room.
When I cry, “Equality for all!” they cry “Only for us!”
They call me evil for doing what you told your followers to do.
When I am thirsty they give me cups of cold commerce.
When I am hungry they throw bread like stones.
When I am naked they come to appraise.
When I am in jail they come to accuse.
When I am sick they come for money.
When I am old they come not at all.
Jesus, I need a friend like you.
Your friends dress in designer lilies.
They live on streets of diet champagne and low fat caviar.
They have transport to every dream.
They have no eye for sparrows.
They don’t mean to me.

Community Outreach Efforts
Voices de la Luna is committed to making a positive difference
in the San Antonio community through poetry and art therapy
sessions, writing workshops, youth poetry contests, poetry readings, and more. In the past quarter, we had at least 15 volunteers
who worked with at least 133 participants at various events. For
examples of this outreach, see pp. 13–15, 26–29, 30, and 38.

Creative Nonfiction
Fulfillment: Diary of an Amazonian Picker
(continued)
Paul Juhasz

Day 11:
Tonight a story made the rounds about a picker who was diagnosed with plantar fasciitis. Yesterday, he came to work with a
note from his doctor limiting him to light duty only.
Mike had him sweep the factory floor for 10 hours.
I’m reasonably certain Mike is a dick.
Day 12:
At Amazon, there are two types of totes: green ones and yellow
ones. Each has specific rules governing their use. For example,
yellow totes can be stacked 12 high, while greens can be stacked
15 high.
Each has a specific place in the Mods where they are stored.
And those places are marked with signage.
Where the green totes go there are green signs reading “Stack
Green Totes Here.” I find this sign quite efficient, perhaps even a
touch elegant, in its straightforward simplicity.
Where the yellow totes go is also marked with signage reading
“Stack Yellow Totes Here.”
But this sign is not yellow; this sign is also green.
There lurks an evil presence in this place, and it feeds and
grows strong on my confusion.
Day 13:
When I posted the above on Facebook, a friend asked me the
following question: “Hey Paul, what’s a tote?”
My response: “A tote is a plastic box in which pickers place our
picks. It should not be confused with a toke, which is frequently
one over the line, sweet Jesus.”
Day 14:
The rabbit hole runs deeper than I thought.
Not only is the person tasked with teaching employees about
the policies designed to promote a safe and respectful workplace
a racist letch with anger management issues, but it has been
brought to my attention that The Sarge has never been in the military, or on a police force, or a part of any organization that bandies about terms such as “rank” and “sergeant.” He just declared
one day that he was now a sergeant, and in this ridiculous world,
a sergeant he became.
But I take comfort in this latest evidence of an insane world.
As I drove home this morning, I decided a promotion was in
order.
Starting tomorrow, I am the Burgermeister.
Day 15:
I told Mike I had some serious reservations about a small order
I was picking.
Mike: “What’s the problem?”
Me: “The order is just four items, Mike. Rope, duck tape, a jar
of KY jelly, and a filet knife.”
Mike: “So?”
Me: “You don’t find this disturbing?”

Mike: “Not if his credit card clears.”
I’m almost positive Mike is a dick.
Day 16:
During tonight’s shift, I got to pick three dildoes and six bottles
of anal lube.
Stay classy, America, stay classy.
Day 17:
Despite Mike’s cavalier attitude a few days ago vis-à-vis the
rape kit, I am of the opinion that I should be culturally deputized
to veto picks.
If someone is buying a Yodeling Pickle, they really need someone to protect them from themselves.
Day 18:
I have quickly learned to dread pick paths that take me to first
floor sections E and F.
It is the home of oversized product, where only one or two
items fill a bin and so you spend the shift rushing to the conveyor
belts every two or three picks, and, if you listen closely, you can
hear your rate numbers plummet.
It is a gloomy place, with less lighting than the other sections,
and relatively speaking, it is quite deserted. On an average stay,
you may only encounter 3-4 other pickers.
If one of them is Matt, you’re fucked.
It is also the preferred haunt of the janitor.
Given the size of this factory, there must be a several-person
custodial staff, but I have only seen one janitor, and only in sections E and F.
Tonight, I was speeding down the main corridor separating the
two sections, desperately trying to get from aisle 123 to aisle 3
before my scanner’s countdown ended when I saw him pushing
his cart towards me, stopping at every trash can to see if it needed
emptying.
I had already noticed that everyone ignores this janitor, and
when I met his gaze, his cold, dead blue eyes not looking at me
but through me, I understood why.
But my grandfather always told me that a stranger is just a
friend you haven’t met yet, and so I determined to engage this
fellow human being, no matter how creepy he was.
Me: “Hello.”
The Janitor: “I’m the janitor.”
Me: “Um, yes. I know. How are you tonight?”
The Janitor: “I’m the janitor.”
Me: “Ok. Um, well, I need to get going. You have a great
night.”
The Janitor: “I’m the janitor.”
My grandfather is a senile old man.
I need to stop listening to what he says.
Day 19:
These first few weeks have been a bit taxing, both physically,
as I adjust to the rigors of walking somewhere between 15-18
miles a night without stop, at least 4 nights in a row, and mentally, as I struggle against dysfunctional policies and a kaleidoscope
of freaks and weirdoes I must now, through very modest fault of
my own, call co-workers.
One of few palliatives so far is Wendell. Wendell is the place’s
wily old veteran. Meeting me in the Mod one night, he approached
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and hailed me with a “You’re new here.” We chatted a bit, each
offering our “how’d you get here?” stories—a ritualized exchange for the newly simpatico.
I only partially followed his tale, because I kept getting struck
by just how much his wizened, wrinkled face and bushy, wheat
and grey colored mustache called to mind The Lorax. Since it
was late, and mental fatigue had set in, it was all I could do not to
ask him how the Brown Bar-ba-loots were doing.
At the end of the chat, though, he gave me some advice, the
first of many to come:
“Don’t kill yourself here. We got pickers so full of the shit
management is spewing, that they bust themselves to get a rate of
180% to 200%. And they act all proud. Like they just did something for themselves. But here’s the thing: Management doesn’t
give a fuck about them, or you, or me. They want to squeeze
every last ounce of energy you have, and when you have nothing
left to give, they’ll fire your ass and replace it.”
With that, and a somewhat incongruous avuncular pat on the
shoulder, he resumed his pick path and left me to resume mine.
As far as speeches go, this was not exactly “I am the Lorax and
I speak for the trees.”
“What an odd man,” I thought to myself. “I sure hope he isn’t
being melodramatic.”
Day 20:
Wendell is not being melodramatic.
The word on the floor is the guy with plantar fasciitis whom
Mike had sweeping the factory as “light duty” is now unemployed.
He was fired because “he could no longer physically perform
the duties for which he was hired.”
I may have made a mistake coming here.
Day 21:
There’s a guy here with Tourette’s.
The managers treat him like a mascot, always picking him out
to lead stretches during standup.
I must admit it is a bit distracting to hear him insert an “asshole” or a “douche bag” into his ten counts.
His impulsive cursing is more jarring in the Mods, though.
Engulfed within the solitariness of one’s pick path, hearing a
booming cry of “Shit!” or “Poop, poopy, poopness!” or turning
into an aisle and having him suddenly yell “Fuckface” at you
before he moves on, is just a bit disconcerting.
At the same time, there is an unmistakable aptness to it that is,
at the very least, consistent with this setting.
Day 22:
Can there really be such a thing as The Essential Michael
Bolton?
Day 23:
I would have been just fine never learning that I live in a world
where one can buy a bacon wallet.
Day 24:
Another conversation with Matt:
He approaches, as if continuing an earlier conversation (which
was certainly not the case), and begins:
Matt: “So, my cousin turns 20 today. Yeah, he’s a fourth gen40
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eration American. I’m a third generation, so he’s a fourth.”
Me: “That would only work if you were your cousin’s father”
(which, I reflect, could be entirely plausible).
Matt (oblivious to the interruption): “My mom is second generation and my grandmother, well, she came over here from Ireland. Or was it Slovakia? I can never remember which one it is.”
Me: “That’s understandable. I suppose those two countries get
mixed up all the time.”
Matt: “Yeah, so, like I was saying. She came over in 1912, so
she’s a first generation… .”
Me: “That’s not how it works. If she came over, she wasn’t born
here. So she’s not a first generation American. She’s a last generation Irishslovakian. Your mother is a first generation, you’re
a second, and who the hell knows what’s up with your cousin.”
Matt is silent a moment, then: “Yeah, that’s what I was saying.
My grandmother would be a first generation, since she came over
in 1912… .”
Me (turning to run away): “I think I hear the fire alarm.”
Day 25:
For our comfort, Amazon has provided the break area at the
East mod with a TV, three vending machines (one with soda, one
with coffee, and one with snacks), and, inexplicably, a microwave.
Since facility policy prohibits us from bringing food from home
onto the factory floor, one wonders what management thinks employees could be interested in microwaving.
Do Funyons, perhaps, tasted better heated?
2nd entry:
Funyons do not taste better when heated.
Day 26:
I had been moving full totes of Ramen noodles from Palletland
to a conveyor belt for almost six hours. Looking at my scanner,
I noted it was 11:58. Knowing that if I went back to the Ramen
pallet, made the pick, and returned to the belt, I’d be burning up
my lunch break, I docked my cart.
“Should we still pay you for those two minutes?”
Turning, I saw Mike glaring at me from behind his desk.
“Excuse me?” I asked.
“I was just wondering, since you docked two minutes early, if
you thought we should pay you for those two minutes?”
“Mike, I’ve been in Palletland all night. No one’s supposed to
work there two straight quarters, but I didn’t complain. And if I
make my next pick, I won’t get my full break. You know, the one
mandated by law?”
A beat or two of silence.
“So, you don’t want to get paid for those two minutes, then?”
“You’re really gonna ride my ass about this?” I asked incredulously.
“No,” Mike replied. “I’m not going to ride your ass. I’m going
to tell Payroll to deduct two minutes from your paycheck this
week.”
With that, Mike pivoted and walked away.
Looking at my scanner, I saw I would be late for lunch anyway.
This place sucks.
And Mike is definitely a dick.
Possibly a big one.

Day 27:
Had a fascinating discussion with some of my fellow pickers
tonight. Turns out Mike is not my manager. Our boss is the shift
supervisor, Will, who spends the vast majority of each shift either
in the bathroom or in the cafeteria. I think he is afraid of us.
Mike is a P.A. (Process Assistant).
Beyond telling us when we are not making rate, Mike has no
actual supervisory authority over us.
I find this interesting.
2nd entry:
Mike was not in a good mood this evening. It seems that someone left a jar of Vaseline on his desk, with a hastily-scribbled note
on it that read: “For Process Assistance”
I think he suspects I had something to do with it.
Day 28:
Mike was in a really bad mood tonight. He read us the riot act,
bandying about phrases like “know your place” and “respect for
leadership.” As fascist rants go, it would have been quite impressive if his dour earnestness didn’t make it seem so melodramatic
and just a little bit ridiculous.
Apparently what set him off was a poster board sign someone
had taped to the P.A. desk, which read:
“Mike’s Male Enhancement Fund:
Because shouldn’t a big dick have a big dick?”
What I thought most odd was that in the donation jar affixed
above the sign was $0.43, or exactly what my salary for two minutes of work would be.
I walked into the Mod struck by the amazing coincidence.
Day 29:
Tonight I picked an AC/DC tester.
Curious, I tried it on myself.
Turns out I’m Back in Black.
Day 30:
I mentioned to Mike that walking the standard 15-18 miles per
night encased in the ejaculation of a consumer world gone mad
like a human mosquito trapped in amber would suck slightly less
if we could listen to some music on an iPod or something. He replied that we can’t, because Amazon sells iPods and there would
be no way for security to know if the ones we had were truly ours
or were stolen from the warehouse.
I thought about this for a moment, then mentioned that Amazon
also sells pants, and so to make life more bearable for security, I
would volunteer to stop wearing any from now on.
He didn’t say anything. He just looked at me for a moment or
two, then turned and walked away.
I don’t think he likes me very much.
Day 31:
My mother always used to tell me that there’s one weirdo on
every bus. I can never find him.
Here at Amazon, though, there is no such problem. I can throw
a rock—of course, I would never bring a rock into the Mods, for
Amazon may sell rocks and I wish to cause security no undue
stress—but if I did bring a rock and throw it, I would hit any
one of a large number of assorted oddballs, ne’er-do-wells and
impossibly strange people.

I met the latest member of this menagerie tonight.
His name I do not know. He’s in his early twenties. And he is
tall. Very tall. 6'4"-ish at the very least. He has a long face and unnaturally long arms that hang down below his knees, giving him
a somewhat simian look. He courses through the Mods with an
odd, bouncing stride, almost genuflecting with each step.
Tonight I nearly collided with him as I turned out of an aisle
into the main strip; I had to pull up short as he raced down toward
the other end of the Mod.
“My bad,” I apologized.
He showed no sign of having heard me, nor of noting my presence. His gaze remained transfixed ahead of him as he raced
down, turning at last into a distant aisle.
I found the experience rather unsettling.
I think, based on his physical appearance, his gait, and the aura
of creepiness surrounding him, I shall call him Lurch.
Day 33:
I walked past a gender prediction kit.
I assume the box contains a magnifying glass and the following
directions:
1) Look for a penis
2) Repeat if necessary
Day 34:
During stand-up, Mike rambled on about the importance of
damaging out picks if there is a problem. Apparently, it’s kind of
a big deal when a customer gets broken crap. Seems they tend not
to be happy; whatever.
He goes on and on about this and closes with the invitation, “if
you can’t determine if something is broken, bring it to me and
I’ll help you.”
I decide to take him up on this later in the shift, bringing over a
Lego set and saying, “I think something’s broken in here.”
I shake the box, so he can hear all the pieces rattling about. “See.”
He rubs his face with both hands and says, “Paul, get back to work.”
I don’t think he likes me very much.
2nd entry:
Undaunted by my earlier failure, I brought Mike another broken item, this time a Stanley stud finder.
Mike looked over the item. “Looks fine to me. What’s wrong
with it?”
I took the stud finder from him and placed it on my chest. “See?
Nothing happens. It must be broken.”
Day 35:
Today I picked a tube of 100% Pure Moroccan Oil.
At first, I was skeptical.
But then I read the label and, sure enough, it’s made from actual Moroccans.
Day 36:
As I steered my cart into aisle B 34, I ran into Lurch.
“Hey, what’s up?” I greeted him.
No response.
Not even a head nod.
He silently and impassively walked towards his next pick.
I think he may be a cyborg.

to be continued…
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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 produce multicultural books, ebooks, fine
chapbooks and broadsides that enlighten the human spirit and enliven
the mind. All those ever associated
with Wings have been or are writers,
and they recognize writing as a transformational 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 treating 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 vegetablebased.

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 Second-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 visionary tradition of nonconformist literature.

Latin@ Rising: An Anthology of Latin@ Science
Fiction and Fantasy (2017)
Matthew David Goodwin

Fifty years ago the Latin American “Boom”
introduced magical realism to the world; Latin@Rising is the literature that has risen from
the explosion that gave us García Márquez,
Jorge Amado, Carlos Fuentes, and others. The
21st century writers and artists of Latin@Rising help us to imagine a Latino/a past, present,
and future which have not been whitewashed
by mainstream perspectives.
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Outcasts: A Novel of Mary Shelley (2016)
Sarah Stegall

On a dark and stormy night in 1816, an
18-year-old unwed mother sat down and invented science fiction. To be precise, on June
16, 1816, Mary Shelley began to write Frankenstein, or, The Modern Prometheus. From
the moment of its publication only two years
later, in 1818, readers have been wondering,
as Mary put it, “How I, then a young girl,
came to think of, and to dilate upon, so very
hideous an idea?” Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley was the daughter of two of the most radical philosophers in England—and the lover of
radical poet Percy Shelley. She was no stranger to controversy.
Outcasts takes readers behind the scenes, to reveal the surprisingly contemporary thoughts and feelings of Mary and Percy,
their friend Lord Byron, and the other guests at the “most famous
literary party in history.”

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 writing, editing, and publishing field since 1970. An accomplished writer
and award-winning poet, she dedicates much
of her time to promoting 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 Hernandez
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 degree in English and American literature and language from Harvard University. He has published three books
of poetry and a collection of short stories, 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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supporter of the arts in Texas

Bruce D. Akright, MD, FACOG
Gynecology and Gynecologic Surgery
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210-653-5501 — www.NE-OBGYN.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 Charitable Fund of the San Antonio Area Foundation.
Shivers & Shivers Law Practice

Becker Vineyards
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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.
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The Back Page
Brief Bios of Selected Contributors
Gabriel Fernández
Gabriel Fernández is a poet, playwright, short story writer, and teacher based in San
Antonio, Texas. He hails from Chicago and Ventura County, California. His main
influences as a poet include Shakespeare, Carl Sandburg, and Robert Hayden. In
2012, he won a fellowship to participate in the Teaching Shakespeare Institute at the
Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, D.C. As a poet, he tries to follow one of
Sandburg’s many maxims about poetry: “The poet has not only to talk, the poet has
to have a talent to hear the others.”

Jane Holwerda
Holwerda’s fiction, creative non-fiction, and poetry have been published in a variety of literary magazines, including Big Muddy, Cottonwood, Hurricane Review,
Illya’s Honey, The Langdon Review, MacGuffin, Mid-America Poetry Review,
Red River Review, Ruminations (which also awarded the 2016 Spiritual Nonfiction Prize to the essay it published), Sou’wester, and South Loop Review, as well
as in anthologies such as Guilty Pleasures, Out of Line, and Elegant Rage. Holwerda earned a master’s in English and a doctorate in American Studies from Saint
Louis University, where she also edited for Boulevard. Currently, she is Professor
of English and Division Chair of Humanities at Dodge City Community College
in Kansas, where she teaches various levels of composition, literature, creative
writing, sponsors the occasional open mic, and contributes commentary to an onair book club through a local NPR affiliate.

Lynn Hoggard
In the past four years, Lynn Hoggard’s poems have appeared in more than thirty
peer-reviewed journals across the U.S. Her books include three translations, a
memoir, Motherland: Stories and Poems from Louisiana (Lamar University
Press, 2014), and a forthcoming poetry collection, Bushwhacking Home (TCU
Press, spring 2017). She is a past president of the American Literary Translators Association, and her translation from the French of Marie d’Agoult’s Nelida
was awarded the Texas Institute of Letters Soeurette Diehl Fraser award for best
translation in 2003.

Nora Olivares
Nora Mahon Olivares is a native of Longford, Ireland, but has spent her past fifty
years mostly in San Antonio, Texas. She graduated from the University of the Incarnate Word with degrees in English and Latin and received her M.A. in English
from Fordham University, New York. She is Professor Emeritus at San Antonio
College, where she served twenty-five years with the distinction of being nominated six times for the Piper Award for Teaching Excellence. She has published three
books of poetry: Burials, Bridges, and Blessings (2008), Soulscapes (2010), and
On the Light Side of Darkness (2014). She is currently working on her fourth book.

Tom Murphy
Tom Murphy’s poetry collection American History (Slough Press) is forthcoming
in March 2017, along with Stone Renga (Tail Feather), which he co-edited. His
chapbook, Horizon to Horizon (Strike Syndicate) was published in 2015; 2016
poems appeared in Illya’s Honey, Nothing Journal, The Langdon Review, and The
Great American Wise Ass Poetry Anthology. He was the Red River Review’s May
2016 featured poet. Other recent work has been in Outrage: A Protest Anthology
for Injustice in a Post 9/11 World, 2016 Texas Poetry Calendar, Beatitude: Golden Anniversary Edition, Centrifuge, Nebula, Strike, Switchgrass Review, Voices
de la Luna, and Windward Review. He lives in Corpus Christi, Texas.

Patricia Spears Bigelow
Patricia (Trish) Bigelow, a Pushcart nominee, has had poetry in various anthologies, magazines and journals, including The Texas Poetry Calendar; Cinco De Via,
5 Years Of Poetry On The Move; Big Land, Big Sky, Big Hair; Is This Forever
Or What? Poems And Paintings From Texas; Bearing The Mask, Southwestern
Persona Poems; and in her own collection of poems, Midnight Housekeeping. She
has taught creative writing to children and adults throughout the state and worked
as a poet in San Antonio schools. She enjoys writing for both children and adults.
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Idioma

The Importance of Words in a Post-Truth World
James R. Adair

The “Idioma” column is usually a light-hearted, humorous
look at words and language. This is not one of those columns—at
least, not entirely. There is something inherently ironic, if not
exactly humorous, in a world in which words are twisted beyond
the breaking point, where meanings are contorted past recognition. My old homiletics professor used to speak of preachers who
would drag words “screaming from their context.” Alas, in the
world we inhabit today, it is no longer only members of the clergy who claim the right to “speak ministerially.” Everyone exaggerates from time to time. It is a well-accepted way of expressing
oneself, if not taken to extremes. However, the Oxford English
Dictionary’s choice of “post-truth” as its word of the year for
2016 is troubling. There’s nothing remotely funny about living in
a post-truth world. In a world in which words mean whatever the
speaker wants them to mean, communication breaks down, trust
erodes, and the powerless suffer.
Closely related to this notion of “post-truth” is the rise of “fake
news.” Fake news is not inaccurate reporting, nor is it stories that
interpret events in a way with which all would not agree. Fake
news is a false story intentionally created to deceive people. During the 2016 presidential election cycle, many people made a lot
of money creating fake news and then charging money for ads on
the sites proclaiming the fake news. One individual claims credit
for fake news stories that he says got Donald Trump elected. Regardless of the truth of this claim (and I personally doubt it), the
fact of the matter is that fake news is hardly a novelty. On April
9, 1492, as the popular ruler of Florence, Lorenzo de’ Medici,
lay on his deathbed, he was visited by the priest Savonarola. Two
versions of what happened in that room circulated immediately
after Lorenzo’s death. One version, told by Lorenzo’s supporters,
said that after confessing his sins, the priest absolved Lorenzo,
who then died peacefully. Another version of the story said that
Savonarola demanded that Lorenzo confess his sins, return all
his ill-gotten wealth, and restore Florence to republican rule. According to this version, Lorenzo refused, turning his face toward
the wall and his back on Savonarola. Since both stories came
from eyewitnesses to these events, one of them was clearly fake
news. There is nothing new under the sun.
This may be the world in which we currently live, but those of
us who care about both the power and beauty of language must
work to make sure that it does not endure. Debate over important
issues is healthy in any society. Unanimity of opinion suggests
either coercion or failure to think critically. However, to claim
that there is such a thing as “alternative facts” is to espouse lies
over truth. If we do that as a society, we are doomed to be swept
aside as irrelevant. Lin-Manuel Miranda said, “Love is love is
love is love is love is love is love is love,” a sentiment with which
I am in total agreement, as I am with the statement of eminent
journalist Dan Rather: “Facts are facts.”

