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From the Editor 
These are our stories and poems, and we are powerful women. 
I hope you will read this anthology slowly and savor the gifts each of the 

selections has to offer. The selections fall into five loose sections. First, the friendship 
of women. Second, life with our families—children, parents, grandparents. Third, 
sexuality and the shadow—and remember that the shadow includes the positive as 
well as the negative feelings we repress. Fourth, the gifts and growth of aging. And 
finally, the meaning of place, whether a specific location or nature in general, or a 
place of war, disaster, or peace.  

Being an editor is a tough job, and it’s a pleasure. The fun part is reading what 
everyone submitted. The variety is incredible! I felt moved to tears and found myself 
laughing aloud while reading your wonderful stories and poems. Many were so 
surprising or sly or wry or spot-on observant, they just knocked my socks off! Being a 
writer myself, I found myself in awe of your excellent writing skills.  

The hard part is having to make ruthless decisions. The anthology is 28 pages; if 
it doesn’t fit, it gets published on the web instead of in print. I regret that I could not 
include all your submissions. Therefore, anything that exceeded the size limitation of 
1,000 words (excluding title and byline) for prose or 40 lines (including blank lines) 
for poetry goes to the web. If you submitted more than three items, I considered from 
among the three I liked best and disqualified the rest. If you were not a member of a 
writing or reading circle at the time of submission, I could not consider your 
submissions for the anthology. These are the rules; we’re adults.  

Also, because we have so many submissions from so many women, a longer piece 
has a higher standard for inclusion than a shorter one, because one goal is to publish as 
many members as possible. You’ve all been participating in circles; as many of you as 
possible deserve to have your work showcased.  

To read the overflow submissions, please go to the website http://www.
storycircle.org/anthology. The username is truewords; the password is scn2006. 

                                                               Mary Ann Reynolds, Editor 
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Invisible Hugs 
Joy H. Goodale 

Pearland, TX 

Susan, a classmate of mine, 
Said she felt invisible hugs 
That encircled us every time 
We told our heart story. 
 
There is a common thread 
That binds women together, 
Whatever path we tread. 
It is always a heart story. 
 
The mother in us all, 
From the time we are born, 
Whether we rise or fall, 
Is in every heart story. 
 
When our stories are ended 
And a few tears begin to flow, 
A web of hugs is extended 
And we embrace our heart stories. 

 
 
 

Brigitte’s Studio 
Aferdita (Dita) Dauti-Heilman 

Austin, TX 

A smooth, sultry voice is singing one of the sensual Latin 
American ballads. It is another hot August day in Texas. Sun 
rays are finding their way inside the studio, bringing their soft 
glow of light needed by all. I see and hear the strokes of the 
black chalk on a freshly primed canvas. Brigitte’s 8-year-old 
nephew’s thinking face is appearing miraculously by her 
dancing hand as she looks at his picture. Her curly silver-
strewn hair falls on one side of her face. The picture was taken 
in Havana where her cousin and her husband, nephew, and 
niece live. She is remembering one of their experiences that 
bring a smile in her fluid lips. We are surrounded by the in-
triguing paintings that her artistic mind has brought into light 
over many years. Each one shows portraits of people, places, 

(Continued on page 4) 
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friends and yours. There will be many more needs met, 
paintings and art to admire, songs and ballads to dance and 
kiss along to, as long as we are all together in a place like 
Brigitte’s studio.  

 
 

Sooth Say 
Stephanie Barko 

Austin, TX 

(for Lynn Wilson) 
 

You will cook conscious chicken. 
You will cook tasty sides. 
You will cook for sick cats. 
You will cook and then hide. 
You will cook new ideas. 
You will cook old ones too.  
You will simmer yourself. 
You will make yourself coo. 
 
You will fall in the water. 
You will fall out of favor. 
You will fall for a deal. 
You will fall for a flavor. 
You will fall off your bike. 
You will fall on your knees. 
You will fall on your face. 
You will fall out of trees. 
 
You will learn to fix TiVo.  
You will learn to drop fat.  
You will learn how to heal. 
You will learn to speak cat. 
You will learn to relax. 
You will learn to let go. 
You will learn to take time.  
You will learn that you know. 

 
 

The Shkaff   
Jane Cadieux 

Geneva, Switzerland 

If you are familiar with the story of Narnia, then you will 
know that a wardrobe can lead you to other worlds. 

It was not actually the wardrobe but her artwork that gave 
me my first glimpse into Galina’s world. Smiling peasant fig-
ures depicting Russian rural life, chopping wood and taking 
banyas (steam baths), were set in backgrounds of flower-
speckled fields with golden-domed churches and skies and 
streams filled with angels and mermaids. These were the 
scenes that adorned the old farm implements and wooden 
trunks she used as her canvas. Almost every painting centered 
around two main characters, a smiling woman with long hair 
and a handsome bearded man, usually arm in arm and defi-
nitely in love. As I stood in the exhibition hall near my home 

(Continued from page 3) 
and situations that touched her heart, her love, and her life. 

Valerie, our French-born friend, is looking through the 
pictures in the art book, Renaissance Paintings. Her sun-
kissed long blond hair is gently pulled together by a silver 
hairpin. She usually wears the mother-of-pearl one that 
Brigitte got her as a birthday present a few years back. One 
may see she is inspired with new ideas for colors in her 
sketched painting. It’s showing a woman caught 
daydreaming and holding a branch over a cascading water 
fountain.   

Here we are, three friends, surrounded by voices and 
joys of life. We all come from different backgrounds, 
perspectives, and all speaking different languages. I was 
born in Mitrovica, a still-divided city in the war-torn 
Balkans; Valerie comes from love-enticing and romantically 
magical Paris; and Brigitte was born in the warm, vibrant, 
and exotic Casablanca. We all live in Austin now, our 
hometown since the early ’90s. Our children, all boys, are 
almost the same age, from 8 to 12 years old. Brigitte and I 
were pregnant in the same time and shared the experiences 
of first-time motherhood. Then birthday and holiday 
celebrations followed with the years, and our friendship 
grew stronger. 

Valerie puts the book down and walks away from her 
newly started painting. She picks up a small glass jar, and 
Brigitte pours some of the natural citrus solvent that she 
finds only in a small art supply store in New York City 
where she lived until she came to Texas. Valerie, in mixing 
her paints, foretells that the dreaming lady in love will soon 
be kissed by some of the Renaissance-inspired colors.  

Our creative beat is picking up; love is in the air. We are 
working in unison, feeling safe, loved, and inspired by life in 
this spacious and safe universe called Brigitte’s studio. I am 
writing and enjoying being with my friends while they are 
painting.  

Words are pouring out easy on my paper as I write. I am 
remembering my language and literature teachers, Ehat 
Prekazi and Hasan Mekuli. I know that they would have felt 
at home right here with us. In the same time, I am thinking 
about the serene surroundings of the Shidoni Galleries 
located 10 miles north from Santa Fe. Ideas come to life 
there every day in the form of sculptures, paintings, 
furniture, and glass work. I just returned from our three-
week family vacation in New Mexico that was home to a 
great inspiration, Georgia O’Keefe. 

“Oh, voilà!” I hear Valerie’s happy voice when she 
came up with the perfect Paris Blue color for the skies in her 
painting. Brigitte approves of the color. Instantly I am 
remembering the clear blue skies of New Mexico filled with 
white puffy clouds that inspired Georgia in so many ways. 
Do open skies lead you to the unique moments and places of 
your live? I know they do. 

The music beat is changing here. The seductive and 
soulful voice of Mercedes Sosa is singing about Esperança. I 
know that there is hope for the best to come as long as we 
have open skies, music, literature, and creative minds of my 
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in Moscow, my immediate desire was to meet this artist. Her 
work spoke to me. 

I called her up that evening and asked if she would be 
interested in painting something big like a wardrobe or 
shkaff, as it is known in Russian. She was reluctant at first, 
explaining that her style might be a little excessive on 
something as large as a wardrobe. But she was intrigued and 
agreed to meet me. 

We met at a subway stop, and I was able to pick her out 
of the crowd at once. She was the woman in her paintings. 

Even with the language barrier, we embraced as if we 
were old friends. At the shop where I had seen some ward-
robes, we looked around, settling finally on a shoddily made 
piece. Galina immediately came up with the idea of the sea-
sons of Russian life. I could hear the excitement in her voice 
as she explained. I loved it. 

A few weeks later, she phoned, sounding apprehensive 
when she told me the shkaff was finished. She was sure I 
would be disappointed. Maybe she had been right after all. 
Maybe the shkaff was too big for her art.  

Galina’s apartment in suburban Moscow was small and 
run-down. The living room doubled as the bedroom. The 
tiny kitchen was dominated by a huge wooden buffet with an 
oversized Soviet hammer-sickle emblem carved deeply into 
the wood. A third room belonged to her 12-year-old 
daughter but also functioned as the music room and Galina’s 
studio. She painted while her daughter was at school.  

And there in her studio/music/daughter’s room stood my 
freshly painted shkaff. It was gorgeous. Covered with a 
background coat of dark teal paint, the two front doors 
displayed brightly colored scenes of spring and winter. The 
two sides: summer and fall. The same bearded man, long-
haired woman, and a young girl appeared prominently in 
each scene, accompanied by angels and mermaids. The 
characters in her work were, as I guessed, Galina herself, her 
husband Sergei, and her daughter Katya. It was easy to see 
that her happy family life inspired her work. 

 We then sat down to tea and blini in her cramped 
kitchen while we labored at finding out about each other. 

Galina had always loved painting and had been creating 
since she was a young girl. She had worked as a television 
producer but lost her job in the new system, trying without 
much success to sell her work to make ends meet. Her hus-
band Sergei, the bearded man, was a stage actor who, Galina 
joked, had a huge fan club of pretty, young women. We 
laughed, but after meeting Sergei, I could sense there was 
more to this than a passing quip. As we sipped our tea, I 
could not take my eyes off the imposing buffet. “Ahh,” she 
said. “An anniversary present from my husband. A cherished 
gift.” 

Galina’s talent soon spread throughout the international 
community. A year later, she was drawing a steady income 
from foreign customers and gaining recognition in the 
Russian art world as well. She was feeling the rewards of 
material success. However, it soon became apparent that 
things at home were not as rosy as the scenes she painted.  

She confessed that she was growing more concerned 

about Sergei, who was spending less time at home, even 
though there was little work for actors in a changing Russia. 
I tried to commiserate with her that my traveling husband 
constantly left me alone with the children in a country that 
was difficult for foreigners. She was sympathetic but 
responded that at least there were no beautiful young girls in 
the Siberian oil fields. 

The day finally arrived for her grand opening exhibition 
at the prestigious Central House of Artists. Champagne, 
vodka, and caviar circulated freely, and Sergei, with a band 
of fellow actors, belted out haunting melodies from a recent 
play. The lovers still figured in all her work. Things must 
have been all right between Galina and Sergei. 

Weeks later, as we sat in her kitchen, she announced 
that it was time to paint and sell the buffet, the cherished 
gift. I urged her to reconsider, but her mind was made up. I 
jumped at the chance of owning this unique piece, also 
hoping that if she had a change of heart, she could trust me 
enough to tell me. 

She painted the buffet with scenes from more Soviet 
times—uniformed scouts, a cherubic Lenin, and the old 
Soviet flag. The lovers were noticeably absent. The buffet 
spoke volumes. 

When it was time for us to leave Russia, the shkaff 
would accompany us to our next destination; the buffet 
would be shipped overseas, continuing to be a cherished gift 
as I gave it to someone very close to me.  

Though I never heard from Galina again, I can still enter 
her world through the doors of that first shkaff she painted. I 
can see people going about their everyday lives, hanging 
laundry, taking banyas, loving deeply, coping with change; 
and creating beauty out of hardship, with smiles on their 
faces, pride in their hearts and resilience in their souls. 

 
 

Among Women 
Joyce Boatright 

Houston, TX 

After fifteen years of marriage, I discovered the heart-
breaking ugliness of being the third wheel in a triangle that 
starred my Unfaithful Husband and The Other Woman. Our 
marriage ended like a common American soap opera. He 
broke my heart, and I was afraid that I would die, but I did 
not.  

After my divorce, I resided in what I came to call the 
comma of life. A space where there was no discernable 
movement because gazing into the yesterdays of regret was 
too painful and tomorrow had no hope. It did not feel like a 
period. No, it was definitely a comma—the pause between 
an omega and an alpha. So hope was there, scurrying, 
scratching at the edges, but on the other side of the comma's 
curve. 

During that time I learned the healing strength of friend-
ship. Like handmaidens to a crazed crone, women remained 
steadfast through the madness, and I learned about the power 

(Continued on page 6) 
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(Continued from page 5) 
of the feminine. Maya became my Earth Mother, nurturing. 
Jackie represented Wisdom, counseling me to keep perspec-
tive and asking, “On a scale of 1 to 10, is this pain today a 7 
or a 3?” Barbara continued to show me Laughter, and 
Charlotte carried Anger for me, expressing in the rawest 
language what simmered behind my sadness. 

Priests and rabbis can quote ancient scripture warning 
that men come into this world alone and that men will leave 
it alone. But I am here to tell you that it is different with 
women. Just as women are there to greet you in the 
beginning of life, and just as they are there to wash your face 
and bathe your body for your departure into the next world, 
they also are there to walk beside you when you are in the 
deep abysmal crevices of the life’s valleys. And when the 
way becomes too bleak or burdensome, the resolute bonds of 
feminine friendship will brace you, even carry you, until you 
have the strength to stand on your own. 

I know now why women outlive men; it’s so we can 
learn to cherish our woman-ness. Hail Mary, full of grace, 
the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women. 
Blessed art I among women. Blessed art all women.  

 
 

My Soul Loves a Breeze 
Arvinell McClaren 

Austin, TX 

Ah, the breeze in my hair, the scattered clouds in the 
blue sky above, the feeling of freedom—I love driving along 
in a convertible! 

A car comes alongside me—another Corvette! Corvettes 
and their drivers certainly do find each other. He looks this 
way; he hopes the smiling face of a Greek goddess will 
reward him—his fantasy soul mate. I just won’t look! But I 
do, straight into the eyes of another middle-aged adventurer 
who didn’t want reality to look back at him. Well, it did!  

There was a time when I had a sleek and adventurous 
look—a woman who belonged in a convertible. My parents 
saw it differently, gave me a mud-colored sedan for college 
graduation. Perhaps their purpose was to divert attention 
from my own sleek lines! I married a practical man, raised 
children with braces and educations, and became a practical-
looking woman. For several years now, poetry and literature 
have been the wind in my hair.  

There must be a way to enjoy this freedom without 
having to apologize for not looking twenty. Are convertibles 
only for the young? My heart says “No!” Then I am 
reminded of the youngest heart I have ever known—a lady 
friend that flew in open cockpits on Sunday afternoons in the 
1920s—a petite lady who spent her weekdays teaching 
children the joys of penmanship and sight vocabulary, a lady 
who was told by the school board to sweep out the building, 
carry in the wood, and not be seen in public alone in the 
company of a young man. She probably wasn’t seen that 
first day, but the word got around that she had actually 
climbed into the backseat of an airplane and been exhilarated 

by the Sunday afternoon antics of the young pilot who took 
her up. The board called her in on Monday morning and 
again told her how unseemly it was for a schoolteacher to go 
soaring on a Sunday afternoon. Sixty years later, this same 
lady still drives the boat and water-skis. 

I indulge the urge to go to her house and surprise her 
with a ride. She rewards me with a gleeful look and gets into 
the car with a lighter step than I remembered. We are soon 
breezing down the curvy four-lane stretch of road through 
the hill country. I remember Ranch Road 2222 being a 
narrow two-lane road with no shoulders in the 1960s; she 
remembers cruising along here with her suitor in the 1930s 
on the narrow lane-and-a-half of gravel and mud. I’ve heard 
the story, so I understand the look of joy as she leans with 
the curves and says nothing about my speed. 

Next week, my niece will thank me for car-sitting the 
convertible as I pick her up at the airport, and I will go back 
to my summer routine of watering plants and dog-sitting for 
vacationing neighbors—but the breeze will blow, and my 
spirits will soar upward to visit with other ageless souls that 
are enjoying the freedom that waits without age limits 
among the clouds on the immortal side of the blue sky. 

 
 

 
Where We Are All Children 

Sonja Borstner 
The Woodlands, TX  

My beautiful brunette brown-eyed baby daughter died 
on her first birthday without ever looking me in the eyes. 
Alix was born with severe brain damage and couldn’t focus 
on the outer world. Doctors never determined the cause, 
even after many tests and the autopsy report. Life and death 
were occurring too close together for me to comprehend at 
twenty-three. 

It was a phenomenal year. The first months of Alix’s 
year-long life, I held her for two hours to feed her two 
ounces of milk. I carefully gave her the two medications that 
eased her daily grand mal seizures. We did ordinary things 
like taking walks with the stroller and visits to grandparents, 
and extraordinary things like waking a baby who never cried 
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or moved on her own. 
In nine months, I changed from a bra-less, anti-war pro-

tester, college-student demonstrator to a protective, cautious 
young mother of a disabled infant. I experienced more of life 
than I’d wished for. 

Six years later, I earned my BA in Child Development 
begun eleven years before. I went on to teach hundreds of 
children in all kinds of child-care and learning centers for 
twenty-one years. I could say I saw Alix’s eyes in every 
young face I taught, but that wouldn’t be entirely true.  

What I did see in those mischievous, delighted, joyful, 
sparkling, sad, vulnerable, brown, blue, hazel, green, and 
gray eyes was an almost unbearable beauty shining through 
to the future. 

 
 

Dear Grandma Zagotta 
Karen Zagotta 

Austin, TX 

Dear Grandma Zagotta, 
You will never believe what has happened to me. 
The other day, Mommy sat me down for a little talk. 

She looked very serious, so I listened real hard. She told me 
that soon I was going to be three years old, and there would 
be a day not too far away from now that I would need to give 
up my pacifier. You know, Grandma, I’ve been pretty 
attached to my pacifier, ever since I was born.  In fact, the 
last year or so, I’ve needed to go to bed with two of them.  I 
always hold one in my hand and keep one in my mouth.  
They have saved me from all sorts of boogeymen and 
monsters.  But Mommy really looked and sounded like it 
was important, so I said, “OK, Mommy…..come with me.”  
She followed me as I marched up to my bedroom.  Then I 
climbed up the side of my crib and we took both pacifiers 
out of my bed and I tossed them into the garbage, and  I said, 
“There!”  I couldn’t help but feel pretty proud of myself, and 
Mommy was real happy and couldn’t wait to tell Daddy the 
good news when he got home from work.  Even Nathan was 
excited for me… I didn’t really know what all the 
excitement was about. 

Grandma, I didn’t know this was a “FOREVER” kind of 
thing.  The next few days were like torture for me.  I felt 
sorta lost and alone whenever I went to bed.  In fact, my 
afternoon naps when I would happily doze and wake up 
refreshed for the rest of the day, came to an end.  No more 
naps for me.  I miss my “buddy.”  Nighttime is not the same 
either, but I’m starting to get used to it.  I say my prayers and 
the boogeyman and monsters don’t mess with me. 

But, you know something, Grandma, the next time 
Mommy sits me down for a serious chat, I will probably ask 
more questions. 

Thanks for listening, Grandma.  I love you and Grandpa.  
I’ll be fine. 

Lauren Young 
Xxxooo 

Girl Talk 
Shawn Alladio 

Santa Barbara, CA 

Four small voices leak through wooden cracks in my 
side yard fence. I’m watering my plants; the trickle of hose 
water is competing with secrets that are being exchanged. 
My curiosity becomes an obsession. I turn off the water and 
creep back to my hidden place, pressing my eyes to a 
midway crack.   

Four little girls are baking imaginary delicacies in a mud 
puddle formed from my wayward stream. They’re on their 
haunches, heads tucked down busy at work. I pick up their 
conversation at this point. 

“Oh, yeah? My mom makes dinners!” exclaims one of 
the magnificent chefs. “Oh, yeah? Well, my mom drives a 
car!” adds another. Heads are bent on the task at hand. They 
look like a haggle of old women crouching over a fire, 
stewing. Their discussion is reminiscent of comprehension 
wrapped in their innocent cloak of girlhood. Not everything 
leads to an identifiable conclusion.   

Two down and two to go! I hold my hand to my mouth 
to repress a cooing “Awww.” I wait in a heavy lapse of 
airspace in a momentary pause for the third to lay it down. 
These girls were searching for the crowning claim. 

“Oh, yeah? My mom sews, and that’s that!” says the 
triumphant girlfriend. Nobody answers—four heads are still 
engaged with the business of mud making in their secret cor-
ner of the world. I wonder what my four-year-old daughter 
Kyla is going to say.  She held off till the last as if she knew 
a coup was in the making. 

“Ohhhh, yeah? Well, my mom is a professional!” she 
blurts out with absolute authority, tossing her hair back with 
a dirty swipe of wet earth. In unison, all three collaborators 
resound with an even “oooh”; then complete silence. 

I resist laughing out loud as the matter-of-fact 
description is laid on the unsuspecting victims of Kyla’s 
powerful claim. I was still waiting for someone to ask what I 
was a professional at. 

That night, after tucking Kyla into bed to say our 
prayers, she looks up at me with a face that is a little 
confused.   

She asks me, “Mom, what is a professional?” 
 
 
 

Let’s Get a Dog 
Danelle Sasser 

Austin, TX  

My husband Dan wanted a third child, and a dog. “How 
about just the dog,” I said. He must not have wanted a third 
child too much, because he went along with this. Our twins, 
Sam and Ben, were almost seven, and I thought they were 
getting to be independent enough that I could handle another 

(Continued on page 8) 
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“baby.” I had no expectations that the boys would take care 
of a dog—I knew whose job that would be. We decided to 
wait until fall, when all the summer traveling was finished, 
the boys were back in school, and I would have plenty of 
time to be trained by our new family member. Our 
acquisition of a dog was delayed a few months, however.   

In August, just before school started, my husband took 
the boys on a hike at Bull Creek Park. I was enjoying a rare 
time of peace in the house. The phone rang. Dan said, 
“Hello?” and I said, “What’s wrong?” Why was I so sure 
that he was not calling to suggest he bring a pizza home for 
dinner? It must have just been a mother’s instinctive fear for 
her children. I assumed the worst.  

But this is supposed to be a story about a dog. Well, 
eventually, the dog does enter the picture. For now, we find 
out that Dan called because he slipped in the creek, and he 
was pretty sure he had broken his leg. Perhaps in another 
story I can go into all the details of 911 rescue hauling him 
out of the creek, of how stoic he was, of how serious the 
break was, and of the surgery. For the first three weeks, I 
took complete care of him; he couldn’t even get up from a 
chair or bed without me helping him move his leg. 
Fortunately, the boys soon started school, so I only had one 
person to take care of during the day, instead of three. This 
was no time to get a puppy.   

My days were pretty full that August and September. 
Dan improved and was finally able to get up from a chair by 
himself. We had established an office in our bedroom, so he 
was content working at home. My job as nurse was easing 
up. Sam and Ben were very happy in first grade. Their 
seventh birthday was approaching in September. Over Labor 
Day, I taught the boys to ride their bikes without training 
wheels. After weeks of trying, they finally caught on, and 
they were so proud of themselves.  

On the day before their birthday, we went for a ride in 
the evening. Ben took off around a corner in a long cul-de-
sac, disappeared from sight, and then started screaming. You 
can imagine the terror that I felt until I reached him, but I 
thought he had just had a bad fall. “I broke my leg!” he 
cried. “No, no, it’s probably just a bruise. Here, let me see,” 
said the wise mother. I was sure he just wanted to be like his 
daddy, and he probably had just scraped his leg.  

I picked him up and carried him to a nearby neighbor’s 
house. My neighbor and I looked at his leg and couldn’t see 
any bruises or scrapes. So why was he in such pain? Then I 
noticed a lump, very low on his leg. Uh, oh… I took him to 
after-hours care, and he did have a break, a rather serious 
spiral break in his lower leg, requiring a cast almost to the 
top of his thigh. Dan was still not driving, and now Ben was 
virtually immobile due to this enormous cast. So for the next 
six weeks or so, I spent almost every minute with Ben, 
including school hours, taking complete care of him and 
pushing him in a wheelchair until his leg was healed enough 
to use crutches. 

And what about the dog, you ask? Yes, we finally got 
our puppy. A beautiful eight-week-old puppy, a mix of 

yellow lab with some golden retriever, chow, and who 
knows what else, from the Town Lake Animal Control 
Center. The boys named her Leia after the princess in Star 
Wars. We got her just before Thanksgiving that year, with 
Ben still in a cast, although a walking one now, and Dan 
limping around without any help. He said it would be good 
to have a dog because it would encourage him to walk more, 
which would be good therapy for his leg. Hmm... Leia and I 
have walked many miles together since then.  

 
 

Resilience  
Judy Watkins 
Hillsboro, OR  

When I think about the story of the man with no shoes 
who felt sad until he noticed the man with no feet, I can’t 
help but remember the year in my mother’s life that tested 
her faith as well as her grasp on sanity. 

The year 1976 started on a high note. The grandson that 
she had raised from birth was graduating from high school 
and would spend the next two years in the Coast Guard 
before going to college. Her husband had postponed his 
retirement until the boy was raised, but now they were free 
to move to their little A-frame house on the lake’s shore near 
Helena. They were free to travel. She was just fifty-six and 
had only good things to look forward to. 

In the first months of retirement, her husband was in and 
out of the hospital with heart problems. By February, they 
believed he was well, and they left on a three-month trip that 
would take them to the Canary Islands, then on to Spain. Be-
fore they left the Canary Islands, her husband caught a cold 
and in Spain, he died of pneumonia. His final words were 
loving and kind, and Mom grieved her loss for many months 
afterwards. April was the beginning of a new life that she 
would have to spend alone. 

Before April was over, Mom learned that she had 
uterine cancer, a shock that she wasn’t prepared for. Just a 
day after receiving that news, she learned that her mother in 
North Dakota had fallen and damaged her knee. Mom left 
that same day, driving from Montana to North Dakota to be 
with her mother. She remained there for three weeks, 
returning May 15, just four days before she was to begin six 
weeks of cobalt and X-ray treatments for her cancer. The 
treatments were difficult, and she was sick much of the time. 

With all of the problems and unease in her life, she 
began to search for a source of peace and security and in 
June, she turned to the church that she had abandoned years 
earlier. July was uneventful, giving her a chance to catch her 
breath for what was still to come. 

The cancer surgery was in mid-August with a week’s 
stay in the hospital. Although I was having my own 
problems at the time, I flew from Oregon to Montana to be 
with her for the surgery. At the time, I was separated from 
my husband, and I lived in an apartment near my job. By the 
end of August, Mom was well enough to travel and returned 
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to Oregon with me to finish her recovery. 
September was ending when I drove Mom to Seattle to 

stay with her high-school girlfriend. While she was in 
Seattle, she had the opportunity to visit with my sister (her 
second daughter) at the Washington State Women’s Prison 
where she was incarcerated. From that sister, Mom learned 
that our youngest sister was also in Seattle. She had dropped 
out of sight years earlier and nobody had seen or heard from 
her. Mom visited our baby sister (then twenty-eight) in the 
bus depot because my sister had no place to stay—she was a 
bag lady in every way. Mom described the visits in her 
journal as “very, very sad!!” 

After the Seattle visit, Mom was ready to go home again 
to Montana. At home she started working on the remodeling 
of the house. The progress was disappointing—she was 
having money problems. 

For Thanksgiving, Mom’s youngest brother, his second 
wife, and her two young children came to visit. He was 
down-on-his-luck and drank too much. He was broke other 
than the government assistance the children received. Mom’s 
brother and his wife had violent arguments, and his wife had 
a gun that she waved around. On Christmas Day, Mom put 
the visiting woman and her kids on a train home. Her brother 
stayed on for awhile longer. 

On December 26, they learned that their oldest brother 
had died in North Dakota. 

In her own words, it had been a very traumatic year, yet 
in the years that followed, she had a happy and productive 
life. She was awarded the United Way Volunteer of the Year 
several years in a row. She worked for the governor’s 
Council for the Aged, working for better benefits for older 
people. She went on and made a life for herself and by 
herself. 

 
 

Intractable 
Stephanie Barko 

Austin, TX 

Emerging either in his khakis or his robe, he came to  
              the breakfast table 
              the seedy coffee house east of polite 

downtown 
              the shop 
              my heart. 
He came to my heart every day as I watched him die,  
              my role model, my hero, my unrequited love. 
From invisible corners and cracks in the sheetrock,  
              I watched his Special K habit. 
 
I loved him every day of my life  
              except for the morning he backed over my 

kitten. 
 
              He was never known. 
              He was never a soldier, really. 
              He was a one-time athlete. 

              He worked and worked and worked. 
              And then he died. 
              He never knew there was another way. 
              He was too stubborn, too sure, 
              My dad. 
 
 

Mingled Tears 
Pat Turner 
Tyler, TX 

The house seemed gloomy and sad. The big wide porch 
so often overflowing with family was empty and quiet. I 
opened the door, which was never locked, and remembered 
to catch the screen behind me, recalling adult commands 
from childhood: “Y’all kids, don’t slam that door.”  

Upon entering the house, I followed the voices to the 
room at the back with the pot-bellied stove, bed, and rocking 
chair. She would either be in the kitchen or here, tending the 
coal fire in the stove within arm’s reach of the bed.  

In the early afternoon, the room was filled with the same 
gray dullness inside as out. Lamps, not yet lit, cast no warm 
glow. The pot-bellied stove offered warmth only to those 
close by and then only on the side of your body facing it.  

She sat on the side of the bed, elbows resting on her 
knees, head in hands, leaning on her walking stick. Several 
layers of clothes rendered her body soft and shapeless. 
Maybe she invented layering. She wore heavy work boots 
for trudging the deeply rutted trail to the barn. The cotton 
bonnet she always wore covered her face.  

I sat down beside her on the bed where the children al-
ways wrestled to sit close to Grandmother. I felt safe. She 
had been there when my world fell apart. She gave me a 
place to be all those summers, Christmas vacations, and any 
time school was out in the city a hundred miles away. 
Grandmother, Aunt Hazel, and Johnny Keeton (we never 
called him uncle) sat quietly as I settled in beside her.  

Suddenly I felt her body heave with sobs that would not 
be contained. Soon a low moan came from deep within. 

“What am I going to do with Irene—she’s killing 
herself, she’s killing me—what am I going to do?” The 
moan turned into a wail and seemed to hang in the air.  

I had never, ever heard Grandmother cry before. In fact, 
she rarely expressed any depth of emotion. This “strong” 
woman had single-handedly maintained a working farm, 
providing the only means of support for her family of five 
children left without their father when the youngest was six. 

Her husband died young, leaving her with a one-
hundred acre farm where she plowed fields, hoed, and 
picked cotton while raising a garden and farm animals for 
food, drew water from a well, and kept house with no 
electricity.  

Now the overwhelming evidence of addiction in her 
middle daughter, my mother, reduced this strong woman to 
uncontrollable sobs. A grown woman myself, I was over-
whelmed with the fear that Grandmother, who had always 

(Continued on page 10) 
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made me feel safe, could not fix things this time.  

Our fears found voice that day and somehow lessened. 
There were no solutions—only shared pain. In her 
vulnerability, Grandmother grew even stronger to me. I am 
glad to have known the strength of our mingled tears. 

 
 

Dear Mom 
Jacqueline Newman 

Austin, TX 

It’s been over twenty years since I’ve actually heard 
your voice. Sometimes I miss you terribly, especially when I 
think about how much you’d enjoy your granddaughters and 
great-granddaughter. As I’ve added years to my life, I’ve 
often thought more and more about how difficult I must have 
been for you. 

You and I could not have been more different. You were 
blond, I was a brunette. You had pink skin, and mine was 
olive-colored after Dad. You regularly called yourself “a 
chunky Bohunk,” which roughly translates into “chubby 
Slovak lady.” I was five inches taller than you and stick-thin. 
You barely reached five feet and struggled for years with 
your weight. You were so quiet and shy, and I was so 
gregarious, always talking and joking. I loved people from 
the time I could talk, and oh, how I loved to talk. Yet I was 
never sure how you felt about me, or for that matter, about 
Sharon and Gary.  

You were so non-demonstrative. I was almost nineteen 
when I went to Denmark for the first time, and you shook 
my hand at the railroad station when I left. No hugs, no 
kisses.  

When I returned, I discovered that my favorite recording 
of the ballet “Swan Lake” was completely worn out. I asked 
Dad what happened to it.  

Very matter-of-factly, he told me that you had played it 
every day, all day long, the entire four months I was away. 

Mom, that was the first time I realized how difficult it 
was for you to express your feelings, and even more, I 
suddenly knew how much you had missed me. 

 
 

Rocking Chair Rock 
Sandy Gaylor 
Lafayette, IN 

Grandma always served a plentiful lunch of their home-
grown vegetables and meats when morning chores were 
done. Sometimes, after lunch, my dad would leave for our 
home about seven miles away, allowing me to spend the 
night. As soon as my dad left, my grandparents pulled up 
their rocking chairs to indulge in their noontime ritual. They 
listened to the daily farm and market report on a small table 
radio always tuned to the local Cicero station. 

I often suffered from painful leg aches, and my 

grandma's remedy was simple. “Come, sit on my lap, and I’ll 
rub away your growin’ pains.” She easily lifted me onto her 
wide lap and gently began rubbing my legs with her 
calloused hands to the beat of the rocker.  

Sometimes Grandma would brush an errant strand of 
waist-long, coffee-brown hair back into her sagging bun. 
Pungent barnyard odors surrounded the chairs. I was too 
young to understand that their livelihood depended on the 
fluctuating market. I never noticed any worry lines on their 
faces. I only remember being lovingly pressed against 
grandma's ample bosom as we rocked. 

Grandpa sat in his chair with his thumbs wrapped 
around his well-worn, bibbed-overall straps. Occasionally, 
on his forward thrust, he would hesitate, spit a wad of 
Redman chewing tobacco into a tarnished-brass spittoon, 
and then commence rocking. 

Together they listened. Together they rocked. 
I had a lot of growing pains and looked forward to those 

rocking rubs. Soon the music of the wooden, high-backed 
rockers whooshing on the forward thrust and creaking on the 
backward push crooned in my ears. I could feel the rhythmic 
rub of Grandma's hand on my leg. I could hear a “ping” 
when Grandpa’s accurate spit of tobacco hit the cuspidor. 
Finally, their heads would drop to the back of their rockers. 

Together they dozed. Together they snored.  
Ahh. I loved my rock music of the ’40s. 
 
 

Gramma Rose 
Marian “Bunnie” Haigh 

Austin, TX 

Bunny began her day at the farmhouse with Gramma’s 
cold oatmeal. She supposed the cereal had been hot earlier, 
but slug-a-beds did not receive special attention in this 
household. Gramma Rose was not the garden variety of 
grandmother and had a quick eye for the small troublemaker 
and a sharp tongue if annoyed. Normally she kept 
conversation to a minimum but sometimes would recite a 
favorite barnyard ditty to her appreciative audience eating 
their breakfast at the round wooden table.  

“Said the old red rooster to the little red hen, ‘You 
haven’t laid an egg since God knows when.’ Said the little 
red hen to the old red rooster, ‘You don’t come around as 
often as you use-ter.’ ” 

Then she would cackle at her private joke while the 
grandchildren giggled at the rhyming and her obvious but 
rare humor; the mechanics of egg-making being beyond 
them. 

Gramma was usually in the kitchen getting another meal 
on the table. Gone was the old wood cookstove, replaced by 
a more modern oven. Cheery curtains above the white 
enamel countertop were decorated with chickens set in 
squares of red trim. The plumbed sink was an improvement 
over the hand-pumped well on the back porch, but the 
amenities stopped there. A trip to the toilet meant a trip to 
the outhouse; a bath was taken in a large metal tub sitting on  
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the kitchen floor, warmed with hot water boiled on the stove. 
She worked hard on her meals, but the food was indif-

ferent. Her homemade bread, more burned than crusty, had a 
slightly gooey interior. The pot roast was stringy, and the 
potatoes were usually served cold. In the absence of a dinner 
bell, Rose called her family to meals like a Southerner calls 
hogs. She stood on the porch and shrilly sang out: 

“Dew—eeeeey”! or  “Tom—meeeey”! 
She did not take breaks to read a book or page through 

magazines, and except for the occasional cup of hot tea, she 
was almost always in motion. There were cows to milk, a 
hen house to manage and eggs to gather; a garden to plant, 
harvest, and put up for winter food; and, of course, the per-
ennial cooking, cleaning, and washing. 

Gramma Rose was not liberal with her affection. But 
when Bunny snuggled down to sleep in an unheated bed-
room under a pile of handmade quilts, she felt a strong hand 
run over her body and tuck the covers closer, followed by a 
quick kiss on her cheek. She slept happily in the safety of a 
competent household where the chores were properly done 
and affection sneaked around the corners.  
 
 

Winter 
Becca Taylor 
Pinehurst, TX 

The after-image of the bright sun burns my vision. I 
look down at the ground as I run screaming from the tall 
man behind me. The tall grass is a blur as I rush past the 
grove of trees and over the hill. But my screams are not 
punctuated with panic—they are finished with shrieking gig-
gles. The lanky man behind me is Pawpaw, chasing me 
through the field, past pigs and cows, until it seems like just 
the two of us. He pretends for a while that he can’t catch me, 
but in a surprising burst of speed, he finally scoops me into 
those long, muscled arms, dumps me upside-down, and 
yells, “I caught a stinker!” I look up again, through my tan-
gled and wind-blown hair, at the laughing eyes of the man 
holding me captive. I swear, that mischievous glint in his 
eyes sparkles as bright as the sun. 

Sometimes a memory becomes so old or so often re-
played that it assumes an air of feeling or instinct. We won-
der if it ever really happened because we lose the clarity of 
the surrounding events in the shadow of that feeling. Al-
though I spent almost every free moment of the first seven 
years of my life with Pawpaw, I have more feeling-
memories than distinct memories. When I was eight, we 
moved from Texas to New Mexico, and I saw Pawpaw only 
twice in sixteen years. When I moved back to Texas as an 
adult and started visiting Pawpaw again, I was shocked to 
see an old man where there was once a vibrant, larger-than-
life man. 

Last summer, Pawpaw was diagnosed with lung cancer. 
In a twist of irony, the doctors told us that non-smoker’s 
lung cancer is often more aggressive than smoker’s lung can-
cer. The man was 83 and still farming, so we figured he’d 

win that battle. But the day after his 84th birthday, Novem-
ber 25th, he was admitted to the hospital for the last time. 
December 22nd, he died. December 22nd, I finally felt win-
ter. 

For all the warmth and humidity of the region, south-
eastern Texas has a distinct winter season. The green fields 
and trees turn brittle and brown. The leafy oaks that look like 
bright heads of broccoli in summer remind me of a brain 
scan photo with empty, twisting, gnarled branches in winter. 

The last time I visited Pawpaw at his farm, I knew win-
ter was coming. The dry grass crunched underfoot as I wan-
dered the fields where I once frolicked with the calves. The 
world took on a distinctly sepia, almost dream-like tone, 
with brown land, washed out sky, and the over-bright sun 
casting sharp shadows along my path. With half-seeing eyes, 
I walked past the dilapidated milking and feed barn, through 
the maze of fence posts that no longer sported wire, and past 
the tool shed with rotting sideboards. It didn’t look so differ-
ent until I reached the area where I spent most of my time 
with Pawpaw. There were once dozens of pens that stretched 
along the ridge, like teeth on a comb. Suddenly my eyes fi-
nally saw. In front of me was a metal pig shelter surrounded 
by a mish-mash of rotted fence posts and rusted fence wire. 
Even the corrugated metal had rusted holes, the same sepia 
tone as the rest of the world. 

I remember thinking, “Wow, that shelter is old. Needs to 
be fixed.” On the heels of that admission came a realization 
that was like a photo, a snapshot forever ingrained in my 
memory. A grainy image of a broken-down way of life that 
has been ravaged by time and circumstance. The caption of 
that mental photo reads, “The farmer grows old.” I was sud-
denly afraid that the shelter was a reflection of Pawpaw. I 
turned toward the house, back toward Pawpaw, to say an-
other goodbye before winter. 

 
To join  
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Family in My Mind 

Stephanie Barko 
Austin, TX 

The fathers and daughters were called to dance. 
My father is dead. 
I could not dance. 
 
The mothers and sons were called to dance. 
I have no son. 
I could not dance. 
 
The husbands and wives were called to dance. 
I have no husband. 
I could not dance. 
 
The memory of my father stood behind my chair. 
We danced in my mind. 
He came alive. 
 
The image of a child stood beside my chair. 
I lifted him to dance. 
We came alive. 
 
The husband of my dreams stood in front of my chair. 
He asked me to dance.  
I came alive. 
 
 
    

The Very Special Little Girl  
Pat LaPointe 

Prospect Heights, IL  

It was almost dusk as the eleven-year-old girl was 
getting dressed. The items she chose were given to her to 
play “dress up” with her friends: the two-inch high heels, the 
miniskirt, the sheer, sleeveless blouse, and the sample 
“perfect pink” lipstick from the Avon lady. But she was a 
“big girl,” everyone said. With her breasts already 
developing, her hips widening, and her feet growing, the 
clothes and shoes fit perfectly, and the lipstick looked just 

right. Only the ponytail and bangs hinted at a little girl.  
As she dressed, she wondered if tonight she would once 

again be a “very special little girl.” She thought of the many 
times, two years earlier, when his rough, hairy hands had 
touched her in places she had not known existed. The times 
when he placed her hand on something hard in his lap. She 
could still remember the smell of tobacco and beer on his 
lips when he kissed her. They weren’t like any other kisses 
she’d had before. She hadn’t liked it very much, but he told 
her that it made her a “very special little girl.” No one had 
ever told her that before, and no one had told her that since. 

She headed down the block with metal heels clicking 
along on the cement and her ponytail bobbing up and down 
with each step. She knew there was one person who might 
“let her” be that “very special little girl.” She wasn’t sure 
how she knew this. All the neighbors whispered about his 
being “strange.” They talked about how he slept without his 
clothes in the basement apartment, with curtains wide open. 
They whispered about how he often let his children sleep 
with him.  

He worked at night. His day started at dusk. And so that 
is when she traveled there, tonight, as she had many nights 
before, telling her Mom she was going to play with his 
children. 

As she waited outside, she could see him in his bed 
through the window below her. She knew she was ready to 
be that “very special little girl.” She had practiced kissing 
her pillow and the mirror. She had even tried to put her hand 
in that place “down there”—the place that had made her the 
“very special little girl.” 

And so she watched, leaning against the door, with her 
hands behind her back. As he slowly moved out of the bed, 
he quickly glanced in her direction, but just as quickly 
moved out of sight. He didn’t come to the window. It would 
not be tonight. She felt the tears stinging her face. As she 
walked away, she wondered if she would ever be a “very 
special little girl” again. 

 
 

Memory Number Seventeen 
Leilani Rose 
Austin, TX 

Late hour 
    Quiet night 
         Dark room 
              Deep sleep 
 
Door opens 
      Faceless 
          Voiceless 
             Energy enters the room 
 
Moves quietly 
      Moves slowly 
           Moves stealthily 
                Through the darkness,  toward the bed 
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Disturbs the quiet 
    Disturbs the space 
       Disturbs the sleeping girl 
 
Senses rouse 
    Mind wakens 
        Thoughts drift to the surface 
             Leaving behind the innocence of sweet young 

girl dreams  
 
Eyelids flicker 
    Muscles tense 
          Limbs freeze 
               Fear prevails 
 
Who moves quietly? 
    Who moves slowly? 
        Who moves stealthily?  
            Through the darkness and toward the bed 
 
Not knowing 
   yet knowing 
      yet not wanting to know. 
 
 
 

Detour 
Tracie Nichols 
Lansdale, PA 

He reaches out…touching my hand…stroking,  
caressing 

He smiles at me—whispers, “I love you” 
It’s there in his eyes—the wanting, the hoping 
that we’ll make love 
I glow for a moment, stroking back, smiling too, 
Flush of opening desire 
Unease strikes—specters seep across the back of my 

mind 
wrongness… pain… terror… dirty… ugly… slut… 
no right…not worthy 
My smile slides across my face—like my hand slides 

across the pillow 
Gone—the delicate moment 
Gone—the delicious wanting 
Gone—the will to union 
Detour from love to fear  
from now to then 
from me…to them 
Detour from living—to surviving another day 
How to fight back—How to live 
Keep the specters from seeping out—from killing me 

again. 
How to love without fear of pain 
violation 
shame deeper than ancient canyons 

How to travel the detour—find the road again 
Slide my hand across the pillow—Ignite desire 
Allow him to want…me.  
Fall into the arms of the specters 
Know them intimately 
Know them as well as I know myself 
They are myself 
Know all they have to tell me 
Waltz them into the crystal sun 
Introduce them to friends—give them cozy blankets 

and kind words 
Gentle… Slow… So slow… Let them be… be… 
Be part of me—as much as he is 
Dance them—and me 
 Into lotus flowers opening radiant bright 
So bright we burn together—all of us Shine… 
Revel in him wanting me 
Bask in me wanting him 
 
 
 

Trouble in San Antone 
Carolyn Blankenship 

Austin, TX 

We were fourteen and full of ourselves that summer, my 
best friend Sally and me. Feeling oh, so grown up, we were 
staying in a room by ourselves at the St. Anthony Hotel in 
downtown San Antonio, Sally’s parents on the floor below. 
We were seventy miles from home with spending money 
and no supervision—free to shop, go to an Elvis movie, visit 
the Alamo or El Mercado (again).  

About twilight, we meandered down the street near the 
hotel, peering in the windows of expensive shops and talking 
prom dresses. We had wandered into the recessed area of a 
shoe store, the better to check out some high-heeled pumps, 
when we heard a long wolf whistle and turned to see two 
young men in uniform, obviously on leave from a nearby air 
force base.  

“Hey, honey, are you and your friend busy this 
evening?” one called out. “Would you two cuties like to go 
out and paint the town with two lonely, handsome flight 
jockeys?” 

We were more than a little nervous, seeing as they had 
us cornered against the front door of a store that was already 
closed, it was growing dark, and they were so much older 
than we. Our nervousness increased when they wouldn’t 
take no for an answer and kept crowding us against the glass 
and wheedling us to join them. 

Blushing furiously, we spit out, “No, thanks!” tossed 
our heads, and squeezed past them onto the sidewalk. We 
tried hard not to break into a run as we hurried down the 
darkening street toward the hotel. Just as we convinced 
ourselves that we were being silly, we turned into the St. 
Anthony’s doorway and saw them following close behind. 
Now we were really scared! We tore past the famous 

(Continued on page 14) 
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alligator snoozing in his lobby habitat and raced to the 
elevators, frantically pushing our floor number and the 
“close door” button repeatedly. Never had an elevator moved 
so slowly! The door wheezed shut right in their faces, and 
we were safe. Chests heaving, we flattened ourselves against 
the back wall of the elevator and watched the floor numbers 
light up until ours was announced with a soft “ding.” 

We scurried down the hall to our room, giggling with 
relief. As I struggled to get our key in the lock, my hands 
still shaking, the elevator door rumbled open and out 
sauntered the two young airmen! With a shriek, we fumbled 
the door open, pushed through it together, and slammed it 
behind us. Gasping for breath, we leaned against the wall, 
hearts racing. I thought Sally’s nutmeg eyes couldn’t get any 
bigger until someone started pounding on our door. I 
couldn’t move, but Sally peeked through the peephole, then 
slammed back against the wall, whispering, “It’s them! What 
do we do?” 

“Nothing,” I hissed. “They can’t possibly get in. Sooner 
or later they’ll have to give up and go away. Maybe we 
should call your dad and get him to come up and run them 
off.”  

“Oh, no!” Sally cried. “Then he’ll never let us stay by 
ourselves again.”  

Meanwhile, the pounding continued with the guys 
calling out, “Miss, Miss! Can you come to the door?” We 
simply pressed ourselves against the wall and waited silently 
for the torture to end, our imaginations running wild. Finally, 
one of the men called out, “We really mean you no harm. 
We’re staying on this floor, too, and just wanted to tell you 
that you left your keys in the door.” 

Stunned silence. Then Sally and I erupted into fits of 
hysteria-tinged laughter. We pulled open the door to see our 
keys dangling from the keyhole and the two young airmen 
shaking their heads and laughing as they entered their own 
room. There were no dead bolts on those old doors, and to 
get in they would have only had to turn the key and push! 
Sally had the presence of mind to call out “Thanks!” and 
they waved and closed the door behind them.  

We never told anyone about the incident, but spent an 
inordinate amount of time fantasizing about those two young 
airmen (who became more handsome, more desirable with 
each telling), debating whether we were ever in any danger 
at all, discussing how we could have been more 
sophisticated, wondering if we would run into them again. 
We weren’t, we couldn’t, and we didn’t. 

 
 
 

Self Examination 
Lavon Urbonas 

Rancho Cucamonga, CA 

She wishes she could laugh. Certainly her appearance 
deserves at least a giggle, but self-generated mirth has been 
elusive lately. She clutches the front opening of the pink 

paper vest with her right hand. With her left hand, she tries 
to tuck the end of the white paper sheet under her bare 
bottom, to keep the slithery drape from slipping off her lap. 
Her feet dangle from the end of the exam table, sporting her 
only other attire—white bobby sox. This ensemble is a la 
mode for a gynecologist’s examination room. 

The small square room is too brightly lit and too quiet, 
except for a few muffled sounds from the hallway outside 
the closed door. The speculum gleams luridly from the 
counter. She recognizes her distorted diminutive reflection in 
that frigid piece of metal. Limp latex gloves lay alongside it, 
waiting for the doctor to go palpating and probing. She never 
looks forward to this annual excavation.   

An air-conditioned breeze crawls over her exposed skin. 
She hunches her shoulders forward and hugs herself for 
warmth; this only bares more of her backside to the 
audacious draft. To distract herself, she studies the one non-
medical picture in the room: a stark watercolor print of a 
single flower, white and daisy-like. She would have 
preferred a seascape or a mountain scene. Something with 
perspective. Something with color. Something to take her 
out of this room. 

She empathizes with the lone blossom, though, feeling 
as colorless and confined in her life as the flower is in its 
frame. Flat. Static. Insensate. Lackluster. They are soulless 
sisters, each an insipid imitation of the real thing. It’s 
disquieting to see this one-dimensional rendition of herself. 
She finds no freshness in the daisy on the wall, but neither 
will it wither like the picture of Dorian Gray. She wishes she 
could cry. 

 
 

Therapy—Four Months In 
Leilani Rose 
Austin, TX 

Drifting, drifting 
  In and out of limbo 
    Up, down and all around 
 
Lazily, lazily 
  Hours pass without notice 
    Weeks slowly glide by 
 
Spiraling, spiraling 
  Down and into the swamp 
    My monsters lie in wait 
 
Frantically, frantically 
  Trying to hold on 
   Clutching at the comfort 
     Of my unexamined life 
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Hot Improbabilities 
Jazz Jaeschke 

Austin, TX 

Deep down in outdoor tub, slow fill, 
Chinati Hot Springs minerals gurgle, 

heat progressing up spine, 
covering knees, melting stiffness, 

over belly relaxed into deep breaths, 
submerging shoulders, circling open throat. 

 
Cold steel rim, rigid, presses base of skull 

keeping eyes open, focused upward 
toward moon lighting winter night, 

its glow fluctuating, mediated 
behind surrounding veil 

of steam curls undulating upward. 
 

Body hot, head chilled—contrast provokes, 
opening hidden library corridors  

to mental stacks where rowdy thoughts  
abandon logical associations 

to merge in utter delight 
with wild improbabilities. 

 
Escalating heat forces withdrawal, 

to wrap in towel, huddle beside tub, 
embracing journal with vigorous rush 
to capture by flickering candlelight 

fragments of fantasies and revelations  
rendered from steamy brooding. 

 

 
Aging 

Judy Watkins 
Hillsboro, OR  

In life first we race to get older 
Then we strain to put on the brakes 
We try quiet and bolder, 
Whatever it takes. 
 

What do we want? 
Why do we try? 
Is it wealth or fame 
That will make spirits fly? 
 
Will the love of a good man 
And the children that follow 
Bring peace and contentment 
Through the coming tomorrows? 
 
Will we fight our sags and wrinkles 
Or accept what life brings? 
We’ve earned every line 
That should be reasons to sing. 
 
Life’s lessons and turmoil 
Seemed to mellow us out 
Highs and lows now seem more level 
Maybe we’ve figured it out. 
 
Life is what we make it 
Each one makes a choice 
To place blame or be happy 
We all have a voice. 
 
When it is our time 
To leave this earth 
As in life we have choices 
And they prove our worth. 
 
Go out kicking and crying 
And our families pay 
Go out peaceful and loving 
Try to have the last say. 
 
How will I be remembered? 
Did I do my very best? 
The world will now judge me 
For me, it is now time to rest. 

 
 
 

Places in the Heart 
Nancy J. Rigg 
Camarillo, CA 

I drive up Woodcreek, turn left in front of the Vons 
grocery store onto Mission Oaks, make another left on 
Creekside, then a final left into a small cul-de-sac lined with 
cookie-cutter houses. Because they all look alike, I am 
momentarily confused about which one is my house. My 
new home. There it is on the right. Number 5092. I pull into 
the driveway and feel an overwhelming fog filling my brain. 

This is it? This marks the boundary of my new world? 
Two years’ worth of traveling 55 miles back and forth from 
Los Angeles to Camarillo has now been replaced by a five-

(Continued on page 16) 
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minute drive back and forth from Leisure Village in 
Camarillo where Mom lives to my new house around the 
corner. Part of me wants to scream out loud, shattering the 
eerie quiet that is just about to drive me bonkers on a 
Saturday night. 

I unlock the door to my little house and am greeted by 
stacks of boxes and clutter and things needing to be 
unpacked. Fiona pads into the living room, pauses to look up 
at me, curious to know if this is now home. We haven’t had 
a home in a long, long time, and that’s hard on an English 
Springer Spaniel who depends on stability and calm for her 
little world. I pat her on the head. “This is it, sweetie. Our 
new home.” 

I have lived in many places, from the remote wilderness 
of the Colorado Rocky Mountains to the inner cities of 
Washington, DC, Philadelphia, Denver, and Los Angeles. 
But I have never ever, in my entire life, lived in suburbia. It 
takes me a moment to realize that I am in shock. 

Barbecues and beer and bass boats. This is the world I 
have entered. Trucks and SUVs. I’ve never seen so many big 
old honking pickup trucks in my life. Every house seems to 
have at least one. Some are dooleys. They take up more 
space than three crammed on-street parking spaces in Los 
Angeles. My little Honda looks out of place. 

I feel out of place, too. A dynamic Los Angeles inner 
city neighborhood brimming with fellow writers and 
musicians and artists, people working in the film industry, 
costume designers and set decorators and assistants to the 
stars has been replaced by a neighborhood filled with houses 
that all look alike and trucks and more trucks and people 
who drive trucks. And kids. It’s good to have kids 
everywhere, but I am not used to all the bicycles and 
skateboards and scooters. Three little girls have already 
banged on my front door selling Girl Scout cookies. I feel 
like I’ve landed on another planet. 

I’ve never lived in a place with nearly all white people 
either. I know it sounds weird, but it is an odd feeling to see 
all these people who look like me. Diversity has blessed my 
life since childhood. I don’t know if I share any interests 
with my new neighbors, since beer, bass boats, and 
barbecues are not at the top of my list. But everyone on the 
block has been friendly and welcoming. At least that is a 
good thing. 

And at least I’ve landed on a street with dogs 
everywhere. I could never live in a place without animals. 
Several condominium complexes I looked at during our 
endless hunt for a place for me to move to repelled me by 
their staunch refusal to allow dogs larger than a box of 
Kleenex. I finally chose 5092 because it offered enough 
room for me to have an office, a guest bedroom, and a yard 
for Fiona. 

Mom is glad to have me living closer to her now. I duti-
fully drive her to her doctor’s appointments and meetings. 
We have tea together. I prepare her dinner, eat with her 
much of the time, make sure her mail is reviewed and filed, 
try to cheer her when she misses Dad or wishes she lived 

closer to other family members. I know that our time 
together is really, really precious. I am honored to be able to 
be here for and with her, easing her transition from a woman 
of total independence to a visually impaired but still feisty 
and independent-spirited woman who needs a little help 
everyday. I know these are halcyon days. I know all this. 

So why am I feeling so sad? 
I guess I need to grieve what I have left behind, 

including my little Los Angeles neighborhood that featured 
so much wonderful and varied 1920s and 1930s architecture, 
a visual delight for Fiona and me to enjoy when we took our 
daily walks together. I need to grieve the loss of the cozy old 
apartment that was my home for the past 25 years. Built in 
1929, it had such fine craftsmanship, including plaster crown 
molding at the top of 12-foot ceilings, lovely wooden built-
ins with beveled glass doors, closets the size of the Queen 
Mary, a deep hearth to cuddle up in front of with a blazing 
fire, French windows, hardwood floors, and a bathroom that 
was my special healing oasis after Earl died, with a bathtub 
so large and deep I could lie down in it and soak away my 
sorrows. Decorated with original Malibu tiles in deep shades 
of hunter green, with vivid yellow and cobalt blue designs, it 
was the most beautiful room in the place. I would light 
candles and put on special music and lose myself in 
steaming clouds of sandalwood-scented bubbles. 

My new bathroom has a shower and a tiny tub you can’t 
even squat in.   

Change is good, I remind myself. A new chapter in life. 
That’s good, too. The phone rings. Mom wonders what 
we’re going to be doing tomorrow. Life as I now know it 
flashes in front of me as I mentally drive back down Mission 
Oaks, turn right on Creekside, left on Santa Rosa, and right 
into Leisure Village. 

 
 
 

Running 
Sandra Simon 

Austin, TX 

I have worn all sorts of shoes. 
Saddle oxfords; 
Red cowboy boots, with jeans in winter and even with 

shorts in summer.  
Black patent leather pumps with three-inch spike heels 

and pointy toes—dancing shoes. I rubbed 
them with Vaseline to keep them shiny.  

Brown tailored high heels, with dresses or suits in the 
fall.  

Flats, low-heeled shoes, in the lab or while walking in 
cities with uneven cobblestone streets.  

Hiking boots, ski boots, Earth shoes. 
Lots of sandals, one pair with white, soft straps to tie 

around my ankles,  
              bought from a street vendor in Venice. 
 
Now, I mostly wear sneakers—lightweight mesh and 
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leather running shoes with lots of padding and 
marvelously constructed soles.  

They protect my ankles, accommodate my orthotics, 
reflect light back to oncoming cars, and never 
pinch my toes.  

I replace them every three hundred miles or every few 
months, when the cushioning wears out. 

The saleswoman at the shoe store asked, “Are you a 
runner?”  

Yes, I am.  
As I walk, fast, around the mall or along the edge of the 

high school track,  
I am running…from osteoporosis and heart disease, 

high cholesterol, and all the other ails that are 
racing behind and beside me.   

The other walkers and I nod cordially to one another;  
we’re not competing with each other.  
The challengers are those invisible racers, relentlessly 

coming at us all. 
 
I am running toward what is next—into the next stage 

of my long distance run, out on my perimeter 
of time.  

Not yet into the final sprint, I hope.  
I am running.  
I love the race.  
I run through fears, singing an old song about a high 

and narrow bridge.  
I run with hope and prayer.  
I run with joy and gratitude.  
In my yellow-banded sneakers, I am running. 
 
 

 
Click-Clackers 

Cindy Luck 
Danville, CA 

Knitting has re-emerged into the world during the past 
few winters. Hand-made scarves were the rage among 
teenagers and adults. And I come from a family of knitters. 
In 1918, my great-grandmother Hanna knitted khaki green 
vests for soldiers during World War I. My grandmother 
knitted white cotton bandages for lepers in the ’50s and ’60s. 
Today, my mother knits woolen hats with white angora 
pompoms and afghans for anyone who wants them. Mom 
taught me how to knit during the last stages of German 
measles many years ago. 

“Pay attention and watch closely,” she’d say. “It’s hard 
to teach left-handeds like you how to do these things,” as 
though being left-handed were a scourge. Finally I caught 
on. I’d knit and knit, completing all but the last stitch, which 
for some reason posed a problem. I had knitter’s block!   

I memorized the way Mom’s long slender fingers held 
the steel blue needles, inserting the right needle behind the 
last stitch, wrapping the yarn around with her right finger— 

and so it went. When she was preparing dinner or ironing 
and I asked for help, her quick steps echoing down the 
hallway alerted me I’d asked once too often. I was a fast 
knitter, but a slow learner!  

In time, I graduated from potholders to slippers. Mom 
and I knitted together in the evening, the buzz of the 
television filling the silence. Soon we fell into a rhythm. 
After dinner, we’d wash dishes, clean up the kitchen, and 
knit, sometimes chatting as the needles clicked together. 
There were no power struggles when we were knitting, once 
I got the hang of knitting; no arguing about homework, 
bedtime, curfews, or chores. When I moved to Chicago as a 
young adult, though, the knitting needles stayed with Mom 
in Massachusetts. 

Recently my friend Mary called to tell me she’d taught 
herself to knit. Memories flooded back. The following Satur-
day after running errands, my husband and I headed for the 
craft store. He listened to talk radio while I breezed through 
the store to the yarn section. I was greeted by a rainbow of 
colors and textured yarns. Nests of women gathered around 
chatting. What size needles do you use for this? How many 
skeins of yarn for that? Do you use one or two threads at a 
time? We were clacking away when I felt the vibration of 
my cell phone. It was my husband. 

“Cindy, are you okay?”  
“Yes, of course, why?”  
“Well, you’ve been in there for 45 minutes. When do 

you suppose you’ll be coming out?”  
Yikes! I said goodbye to my new knitting friends, gath-

ered up the spiky fun furs, grabbed a pair of 10½ needles, 
plopped everything into a steel basket, and raced to the 
checkout. 

I love my husband, but he doesn’t knit. What I did love 
was being with women and telling knitting stories. It 
reminded me of the days when women connected by sharing 
their handicraft. I’m usually busy and I don’t stop to chat, let 
alone knit. But knitting pulls you back, slows you down, and 
makes you stop. I was welcoming an old friend back into my 
life. It felt good.  

And, there was also an unexpected surprise. I now enjoy 
my knitting while my husband drives. Picture this: speeding 
at 75 mph, his left elbow resting beneath the car window, 
index finger barely clutching the wheel, right hand softly 
curled and relaxed around on the stick-shift. It makes me 
very nervous. I hold my breath. I pump the imaginary brake. 
I let out noises I didn’t know I could make.  

But, when I knit, I don’t look at how close he’s coming 
to the truck in the next lane or that it looks to me like we’re 
going to slam into the car in front of us or sail through a 
“pink” light. The knitting practice I had as a kid must be 
helping. 

In following the volunteer footsteps of my ancestors, I 
have a vision… My car-knitted scarves keeping the necks of 
hundreds of homeless people toasty warm. I’m already up to 
twelve—thanks to my husband!  

In her book Kitchen Table Wisdom: Stories That Heal, 
(Continued on page 18) 
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Rachel Naomi Remen, MD, writes, “Sitting around the 
kitchen table telling stories is not just a way of passing time. 
It’s a way of passing wisdom from generation to 
generation.” That’s how it is with knitting. It lets us 
connect—with ourselves, friends, parents, or strangers in the 
knitting section. We get to tell our stories, share our wisdom. 
We don’t have to be the professional, have the answers, or 
be perfect; we get to be ourselves. And it’s good for 
marriages!  

Knitting is underrated. If you find yourself feeling a 
little empty, or have big “thinking” to do, you just might 
consider buying a pair of knitting needles, a colorful skein or 
two of yarn, sitting yourself down, and click-clack, click-
clacking away. 

 
 

Boxes of Life 
Pat O’Toole 
Sun City, AZ 

When basic knowledge filled the Childhood box 
she closed the lid, then opened one labeled 
Maidenhood. 
  
New Ohio friends were training for business— 
tapping typewriters in offices where needed. 
Decades would pass before computers were conceived. 
In those days the word Career was seldom used. 
  
Marriage-frenzy followed bombing of Pearl Harbor. 
Two sisters were wed and waved husbands off to War. 
She danced and dated...and waited for War to end. 
Her marriage produced new whirl of excitement: 
new home and new life in the capital of the nation— 
all encapsulated in a box called Marriage. 
  
Next, the box of Motherhood enthralled her. 
She had ordered a son to carry on husband’s name 
but felt fulfilled with prizes of two daughters... 
arriving two years apart...providing plethora of thrills. 
  
Years flew on multi-colored wings… 

leaving a sad Mom 
to watch her daughters close lids on their Childhoods... 
watch them fly from her nest—in search of new 

ventures. 
  
Work—save—travel...travel—back to work 
Work—save—travel...travel—back to work 
Mantra-like boxes...one stacked inside the other  
until she encountered the box of Widowhood. 
Happily, it became a fun-filled Jack-in-the-box. 
She counted each day a special blessing 
because of Best Friend George. 
  
Off in the distance there’s a mystery-shrouded box. 

She’s too busy...or too reticent...to dwell on it. 
Keep that mystery locked inside...indefinitely. 
 
 

Evolution 
Carolyn Blankenship 

Austin, TX 

When I was a child, 
I was afraid of spankings and spiders. 
I wanted to be cradled safe in the arms  
of my mother’s love. 
 
By the time I was fourteen, 
I was afraid of ridicule and being wrong. 
I wanted to be held safe and cherished  
in the arms of the one I thought I loved. 
 
As a young woman,  
I feared I would lose myself 
in the roles I had chosen to play. 
I wanted to hold my children always,  
safe in the arms of my love. 
 
A mature woman, I feared a loss of purpose, 
a lack of meaning for my days. 
I wanted to be led safely into the Heart of Love. 
 
Now I fear I will not live to finish appreciating  
the loving safety  
of all the mistakes I’ve made 
and the stunning elegance 
of a finely woven web. 
 
 

Double-O-Seven 
Barbara Smythe 
West Covina, CA  

James Bond lives life on the edge;  
     Continually confronted with murderous villains,  
        Debauched by the allure of bewitching women,  
            Deprived of enlightenment, no moments of 

Zen,  
               But he lives, to die another day. 
 
I live life on the edge of town;  
     Continually confronted with phone marketing 

clowns,  
        Debauched by the allure of soap operas and 

chocolate, 
        Deprived of companionship or even an infatuate, 
            But I too live, to die another day. 
 
I foresee no exotic locations or high tech surprises, 
     No sudden attention from hot men on the horizon,  
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        No heads even turning when I enter a room; 
            But sweet great-grandbabies are now my 

perfume, 
              And so I live, to die another day. 
 
My life isn’t the stuff of a Double-O-Seven, 
     But I have been loved without condition, 
        Seen my children grow up strong and wise, 
            Know hope in the future through 

grandchildren’s eyes, 
              And that is why I live, to die another day. 
 
Cremation, Glaucoma, and a New Decade 

Janan Hale 
Tyler, TX  

February is the month of my seventieth birthday. I wish 
to tiptoe by it as though nothing has happened, then continue 
to live as if I were in my teens, or certainly no more than a 
young matron with children gathered at my knee. How could 
those children have children of their own? This reality of 
advancing age has brought new and important considera-
tions. 

Cremation: I’ve always thought I needed to leave this 
life in one piece so God could recognize me. Recently, how-
ever, I’ve had a desire to live more “out of the box”—maybe 
I could start with burial plans. After all, in Psalm 139, it 
says, “You created my inmost being: you knit me together in 
my mother’s womb.” Since He did it once, what would keep 
Him from reassembling as needed? Talk about out-of-the 
box! 

If I chose cremation, what then? Shall I be scattered 
over Love’s Lookout where, with friends, we swam, played, 
and picnicked as kids? Those are fond memories. Or maybe 
the State Park Pavilion, where we danced under the stars and 
had romantic interludes with handsome strangers (most of 
them only in our dreams). I don’t think I’d like to be stuck in 
a decorative urn on someone’s shelf… Hmmmmm. 
Decisions. 

Glaucoma: My ophthalmologist retired, and the new 
one is much younger. He is not nearly as communicative or 
reassuring. He seems to be in a hurry, as though I am taking 
too much of his valuable time. When he gave me the 
diagnosis of glaucoma, he tossed out two alternatives—laser 
or drops. He rapidly described the choices, making drops 
sound unthinkable, using such words as expensive, staining 
to the eye, causing redness and dark circles beneath the eye 
with an 80% success rate. Laser, as he offered it, “would be 
like a quick stop for a ‘zapping,’ a pressure check and then 
home with a 70 percent chance it would be effective.” His 
words and tone of voice favored one method but when asked 
directly what he would do, he brushed me off to make my 
own decision. I have many questions. I’d really like to 
continue to see! 

Yes, I enter a new decade this month, and I’m feeling 
fine. Perhaps I will just keep an open mind and hold off 
making serious plans for a while.  

 
 

In Search of My Father’s America 
Marti Weisbrich 
Round Rock, TX 

Lately these days, I seem to come across the word 
“place” in my readings. Place blogs, sense of place, ebb and 
flow of place. What is place? Is it a geographical destination, 
an address on a mailing label, a corner tucked away in one’s 
heart? 

I grew up as a first-generation American in a small town 
in central California. The place of my parents was Spain, but 
in 1923, my father decided to seek his fortune in the United 
States, as did so many immigrants. In 1932, my mother also 
left Spain to become a seeker of a new place and arrived on 
Ellis Island. Both of my parents used to tell stories about 
traveling throughout the United States. They would tell of 
the many places that they had seen, either by work or by 
glances out of a train window.  

“Who sent you?” my father would say as he laughingly 
told one of his countless stories of all of the jobs he held in 
America. He never said the United States, always America. 
“Who sent you?” was in reference to his job as the keeper at 
the door of a speakeasy in California in the 1920’s. He had 
memorized the phrase because he knew very few words in 
English. My father was a contract shepherd whose first job 
was in Idaho. He tended sheep, at times on foot with his dog, 
and other times on horseback. He later moved to Nevada, 
again as a contract shepherd. In Utah, he worked for a time 
in the copper mines but after hearing about the climate and 
the vastness of California, he decided to seek his fortune in 
the golden state.  

In California he plucked chickens, guarded the front 
door of a speakeasy, made cheese for a local creamery, 
served in the army from 1940–41, and finally worked as a 
janitor at my high school, the local bank, and the drug store 
in my hometown. 

“I ate a lot of oatmeal and bread,” my mother would say 
as she told stories about boarding a train from New York and 
riding it all the way across the country to California, to work 

(Continued on page 20) 
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in her sister and brother-in-law’s French laundry. Mother 
had a sponsor with her until Chicago and then she was on 
her own. She crossed this country with no knowledge of the 
English language and relied on smiles and gestures to mime 
what she would like to eat on the train. She would say, “I 
arrived in California with a lopsided view of the world.” Her 
lopsidedness was due to a permanent crick in her neck from 
gawking at the incredible and at times strange scenery that 
met her eyes whenever she looked out the train windows.  

Giving up the place of your birth to begin a new life 
took such strength and courage, but both of my parents kept 
the memory of their first place in their hearts by recreating 
holiday traditions, cooking special foods, and playing many 
flamenco records on the old phonograph. My father would 
say that he had given up one country for another, but all 
countries are special in their own way. “Spain is a great 
country, but America has so many interesting places that I 
wish I could see,” he would say. This was an especially 
poignant comment, for we never owned a car when I was 
growing up. This did not deter us from our yearly vacation to 
San Francisco because we traveled by train, an adventure in 
the 1950’s. 

As my husband and I were getting ready to enter a new 
phase in our lives, semi-retirement, my father’s words came 
into my head. “America has so many interesting places that I 
wish I could see.” When we sold our business and our 
California home in 2002, we took my father’s words to heart 
and decided to travel and see some of these places, sort of 
living the RV lifestyle without the RV. We undertook this 
journey with the hope of discovering “a sense of place.” Our 
intent was to live in several places, getting a feel for the 
geography, the land (we garden everywhere we live), the 
people, and if we were very fortunate, a sense of the way of 
the community. 

From the tropical splendor of Maui to the snowy moun-
tains of Washington and now to the heat and beauty of the 
Texas Hill Country, we have lived in many different places. 
What I have discovered about a sense of place is that you 
can travel the country, seeing, touching, tasting, talking to 
people, participating in their community events, and come to 
know something about each one. The most important 
discovery of all, however, is that place truly resides within 
your heart and soul and memories. 

 
 
 

Being Neighborly 
Melissa Stromberg 

Nantes, France 

We first met downstairs, by the mailboxes in the French 
apartment building where my husband and I now live. After 
exchanging pleasantries, I excused myself for being new to 
the building and asked her name.   

“C—!” she answered in a warbling, gravelly voice. “The 
name’s Italian. I live in the apartment upstairs, above yours, 

but mine is bigger… You rent, but I am an owner.” She 
smiled. “I have to go—excuse me!” And she slowly made 
her way up the winding stairs to the fourth floor. 

Our next meeting was some time later. It was morning, 
and there was an unexpected knock at my door. I had been 
drinking coffee and reading, still in my pajamas, so I hastily 
put on my robe and opened the door. And there she was, 
greeting me with sharp, mischievous eyes, immaculate dress, 
and a seemingly benign smile. She launched directly into 
conversation. 

“Bonjour! I had to come by to tell you that the lock on 
the front door to the building is broken—someone broke it in 
the night. I don’t know if someone tried to break in, or 
perhaps the young lady on the second floor forgot her keys.”   

“Oh! I hope we can have it fixed,” I managed to say. 
Fortunately, we have very secure locks on our apartment 
doors, so I was only mildly concerned for our safety. And 
yet, I shifted uncomfortably at the thought that I might be 
partly responsible.   

The day before, I had witnessed two young men in a 
heated argument, yelling loudly and threatening each other 
outside our building. Worried that the altercation could esca-
late to violence, I opened the window and yelled, “Be quiet! 
You are disturbing the peace!” Some expletives were hurled 
back at me, and I added, “You are too loud!” Fight averted, I 
felt reassured. I had forgotten the incident until that moment, 
when it occurred to me that the angry men might have tried 
to do something in retaliation for my meddling. “I hope it 
didn’t have anything to do with what happened yesterday…” 
I began. 

With a complicit smile, Mme. C. chuckled and told me 
she heard it all from the apartment upstairs. ‘There were peo-
ple outside fighting, and you told them to be quiet!’ Then 
something changed in her regard, and she seemed to be 
weighing something, perhaps even assessing me. After a 
brief pause, she came closer and said, “You know, 
sometimes… I keep a bottle of water—clean water, from the 
tap—and sometimes I pour a little out the window! They 
don’t think it’s water, you know, and they run away!” She 
stifled a girlish titter. 

At first, I was puzzled by this odd and somewhat trou-
bling disclosure. But then, I thought, “This is France, after 
all.” That night, I told my husband about the exchange, and 
we both had a good laugh. “France!” 

Weeks went by, and I was now receiving irregular but 
frequent morning visits from Mme. C. She would tap 
daintily at the door, always decked out in furs and finery. I 
appreciated her visits and regular updates on the status of the 
replacement of the front door locks and various other 
maintenance projects in the building. I was growing fond of 
her, in spite of her disconcerting secret. 

One such morning, Mme. C. greeted me with  “Bonjour! 
Did you hear the noise last night?” 

“Bonjour! No, I’m sorry, I must have slept through it,” I 
answered. I have been told that I am blessed to sleep very 
soundly. 

“Oh! The young people on the second floor had a party 



May 2006 
 

Page 21 

last night, and they made all kinds of noise! They kept me up 
until the early morning, coming in and out of the building, 
singing and talking loudly in the halls! It’s illegal, you know, 
to make noise after 22:00! So, do you know what I did?” At 
this point, Mme. C. was almost out of breath. It was as if she 
could not talk fast enough. “I’m going to tell you something. 
I save the bulbs when they go out…” 

“I’m sorry, what?” I wasn’t sure I had understood. 
“I save the light bulbs. After they go out, I save them.” 
“Oh, okay…” 
“So, last night, when they were making all that noise in 

the hall—they were there for a long time, having their party 
in the hall—I had to do something. So I threw a light bulb 
into the courtyard, and it exploded on the flagstones! It was 
like a bomb! Just like a bomb!” Her green-gray eyes 
glittered with excitement, and her starched hair trembled as 
she gesticulated wildly. “They were frightened, and they all 
ran out of the building!” Mme. C. chortled, clearly relishing 
her triumph in this skirmish, one of many battles in her long 
campaign against the noisemakers. 

Speechless, I struggled to come up with an appropriate 
response. “Ah—they must have been surprised!” I rushed to 
politely end the conversation, and that night, I discussed this 
second confession with my husband, who shared my unease. 

Some more weeks passed without incident. We greeted 
each other cordially, exchanged pleasantries, and discussed 
hobbies. I was careful to avoid the subject of noise. And then 
it happened. 

I witnessed it myself last night, at 23:30. It’s true; there 
was a booming sound, like a gunshot, and a brief flash of 
light, an explosion on the ground outside our building. They 
all panicked and ran. At first I thought, “Who is responsible 
for this? What’s going on?” I shook my head incredulously, 
and yet, I knew. Above, I heard the faint creaking sounds of 
windows swinging into place, locks secured. It was well past 
22:00. 

 
 

Arizona 
Carolyn Blankenship 

Austin, TX 

Saguaros marching, 
arms upraised… 
in supplication? 
...celebration? 
...exclamation? 
...resignation? 
...affirmation? 
...exultation? Who can say? 
Praising, raising Ra 
with arms of fire and thorn 
the congregation of the Sun. 

 
 
 

Growing Violets 
Pat Daly 
Largo, FL  

Independent and low maintenance 
Needing only balance, 
The right balance of 
Light 
Soil 
Moisture 
And attention. 
 
Easy to grow 
When in balance. 
 
Dependent on me 
For life elements, 
Yet independent of me 
For self-expression. 
 
I am their servant, 
My role is to attend to 
Their needs. 
They cannot live without me. 
 
Yet I love my duty in their lives, 
To be there for them. 
We’re in balance 
We grow each other. 

 
 

December Mornings 
Sandra Simon 

Austin, TX 

We are blessed with winter morning sunlight. Our house 
sits squarely on the compass, and, at this season, early light 
floods in through our back windows.  

Stuck to the railing of the deck behind our house is a 
row of small post-it notes, each with a date written on it in 
tiny script. My husband, the geologist, is tracking the 
position of the sunrise, one note per day. As the planet turns, 
the point where the sun first appears changes a little each 
day. It moves north between the winter solstice and the 
summer one, then south again until the next winter solstice. 
Jerry has the evidence—the line of post-it notes—to prove it. 

The notes remind me of slips of paper with prayers writ-
ten on them tucked into shrines and into the western wall in 
Jerusalem. Jerry says that he is only tracking the event and 
marking the point of the sunlight at solstice. I am awed by 
the experience. The planet is changing its relationship to the 
sun, and we, in the tiny speck that is our house, can see the 
movement. 

I wake up in the dark. I let the dog out, and by the time 

(Continued on page 22) 
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she comes back in, light has begun to pour into the house. 
Pale yellow bands float across the room from the windows, 
angling down, drawing triangles of light. As the sun rises, 
the triangles move and reshape, then vanish when the whole 
room becomes bright. Outside, the trees now have shadows. 
Leaves and blades of grass gleam white as the light touches 
them, leaping out from the darker ground. 

God, we are told, creates the world anew with love each 
day. As the sunlight touches the yard and the room, 
everything is re-created, emerging from the darkness. 

I pray. I pray my own words, to the God my 
grandmother talked about. “We have a special God,” she 
would say, “who cares for us.” This was the God for whom 
she was knitting a sweater.  

In Poland, they lived at the edge of the city and actually 
owned land. They had a cow, so there was always milk for 
the five children, a rooster and chickens for eggs and for a 
Sabbath meal, a vegetable garden, and fruit trees. One spring 
morning, Grandma went outside very early and saw a pear 
tree covered with white blossoms. “She looked like a bride,” 
Grandma told me, smiling, her blue eyes dancing. “I woke 
everyone up. ‘Come outside! Come to see the tree, dressed 
like a bride!’ They laughed at me, but the tree was beautiful 
like a bride.” 

In New York City, they lived in a small apartment, 
across the street from the little grocery store that they 
eventually owned. Early one morning soon after they arrived 
in the U.S., my grandmother was alone in the apartment. She 
was at her sewing machine, sewing lace borders onto doilies 
that the Puerto Rican woman on the second floor would 
sell—and listening to the radio. She heard a rooster’s 
morning cry.  

Grandma jumped up and ran across the street to get 
Grandpa, who was working in the store. “Joe! Come quick! 
A rooster! Like home!” She dragged him back to the 
apartment. But there was of course no rooster outside the 
window. It was not like home; their home was gone. She had 
heard only sounds from the morning show on the radio. I 
imagine my grandmother’s sadness, her embarrassment. Her 
arms are tight against her chest, her fingers against her 
mouth, pressing hard to contain the tears.  

And yet, she taught us—her children and 
grandchildren—that we have a special God, who is good to 
us. You could talk to our special God, or knit a sweater of 
thanks. Every day, there are so many reasons to be grateful 
and to add a few more stitches, that in time the sweater 
becomes large enough even for the Master of the Universe. 

How could she maintain such belief? She had seen terri-
ble shifts in the planet, not just the peaceful, cyclic motion of 
the seasons. She had lost her home and people she loved; her 
way of life had been obliterated. Yet she still aimed to 
sanctify each day by remembering and thanking God. I never 
felt that her connection to God was based in fear. She 
stressed instead the miracle—that all seven of them had 
escaped. 

Perhaps my grandmother knew and accepted, better than 

I, that to live is to suffer. Unlike me, she didn’t need to read 
about Buddhist teachings to help her understand that 
suffering is as much a part of life as breathing. Knowing 
this, she chose to see every good thing and feel her life full 
of blessings.  

One of my daughters is sick. I feel helpless. Raging 
against the pain that is slashing our lives, I cannot 
comprehend my grandmother’s belief, which seems as clear 
and direct as the sunlight hitting our deck. Inside me, doubt 
and terrible fear twist my stomach and claw at my throat. I 
think about friends with children whose lives are shrunken 
by illness and about friends who have lost a child. I grieve 
again for them.  

As I go through the day, I feel guilty or annoyed at joys 
or pleasures. How can I be grateful when my daughter is 
sick? These are not the gifts I want; I want her to be well. 

In our liturgy, we learn about the many names of God 
and read a list of God’s attributes. “Indifference” is not 
among them. Like a child, I want to be able to reach for help 
and know that help is there. I imagine my grandmother and a 
beige cardigan sweater with flat tan buttons, a shawl collar, 
and comfortable raglan sleeves. It is beautifully knitted with 
tight, even stitches, so He should always be warm. Alone in 
the cold morning, I reach to tug at the sleeve of God’s 
sweater.  

 
 

Green 
Pat Turner 
Tyler, TX 

I am green, 
spring green, 
fresh and new, 
light and gay with  
the enthusiasm of youth. 
I am bright and eager, 
overflowing 
with the hope of new life. 
 
I am green, 
summer green, 
full and deep, 
dark and rich with 
strength and assurance. 
I am bold and sure,  
overflowing 
with the confidence of maturity. 
 
I am green, 
autumn green, 
golden and gaudy, 
remarkable and charming with  
experience and wisdom. 
I am radiant and vibrant, 
overflowing 
with the opulence of age. 
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Shaking the Memory Tree 
Shawn Alladio 

Santa Barbara, CA 

Two Pit Bulls are floating behind a fenced backyard. 
One looks dead already. When approached, shockingly it 
blinks its eyes. This is New Orleans, the first week of 
September 2005. 

The temperature is 100 degrees, and the humidity is 
complementary. This water is a mixture of combined items 
you’d never match together. The air is an obnoxious sick 
toxic mixture of danger. The smell… There is no escape. It’s 
an odd assortment of sensory overloads. 

When picked up in the backyard, floating in this water, 
this Pit Bull had been there for seven days, chained with its 
companion to a spike in the ground. Their skin had been 
either eaten off by starving creatures underwater or the 
petroleum-based chemical mixture. They had no fur, just a 
rotten body that these creatures clung to life within.  

Their puppies were floating on top of a picnic table 
nearby. They had no shade for cover and were subject to the 
full force of the hot southern sun. These puppies needed 
their mother’s milk days ago. Their voices were gone, and 
none could eat dried dog food, even surrounded by this 
stinking pitch of water, due to dehydration. 

I can cry now because it’s safe. It’s February; this hap-
pened in September. I was an outsider who stepped inside 
briefly at the crisp edge of disaster. Families have not been 
back to their homes that I broke into with a sledgehammer, 
and probably nobody else has since then either. The mold 
took hold instead. 

Even before the half-eaten floating dogs with dying pup-
pies, I just arrived in Texas witnessing the terror to come. I 
had flown into Houston because it was the closest I could get 
to the disaster zone to get in. At a truck stop I saw a lot of 
Louisiana license plates. These were people who fled Hurri-
cane Katrina and were camping, with no place to go. An old 
man and woman with their dog in a pickup truck just staring 
out the front of their truck watching vehicles go by, passing 
time, haunt my memory. 

I went into the bathroom, and three children, all sun-
burned and dirty, sadly studied me in silence. Their mother 
was trying to clean them up one by one in the water from the 
sink in the bathroom, while the father was taking care of 
their little baby in the open hallway door. The mother was 
getting ready to lose it. I looked down at six scared eyes, 
blank expressions watching me move past them into the 
toilet area, begging for intervention. I was already affected. I 
wasn’t sure should I say something. What could I say? I sat 
down to pee and heard the mother and father began an 
intense conversation pitted with emotions that barely hung 
back. It appears a woman at the rest stop had offered them a 
room in her house. She said they had a swimming pool for 
the kids, which dad liked. 

He was pleading with his wife to take this offer. She 
with comb in hand turned on him with tears streaming down 
her face. “I can’t think right now. I can’t make a decision. I 

haven’t slept. The kids are hungry. We’ve spent our last 
$600. I don’t know what we are going to do after 
tomorrow.” It appears the offer was for one night only. I 
flushed the toilet and smiled weakly at the girls and slid out. 
I put back the candy bar I wanted to buy. I went out to the 
truck and sat down. I started to sift through my money. The 
family moved outside and started yelling at one another. The 
children began to nervously cry. It was a mess.   

They’d been living out of their car cramped with their 
dog, cat, and little belongings in the humidity for five days 
now. I observed one family melt down and disintegrate com-
pletely. And I hadn’t even got to New Orleans yet. I was so 
disturbed, I wanted to give them money. Frank, my fellow 
volunteer, stopped me. He said, “Stay focused. I know it 
sucks.”  I had a one-and-a-half year old baby home with my 
eldest daughter, and I placed myself in their situation. Can’t 
help everyone, its true, but it sure hurts not to be able to do 
something when it’s not so bad for me. I watched this family 
fall apart, and nobody was paying any attention. Every 
vehicle had a similar drama. I stuffed it and braced for what 
came next. There was a lot of work ahead for us. 

After my second trip back to New Orleans conducting 
animal rescues with my brother Patrick, it was now Day 14 
of the devastation. I arrived at one moment of utter futility. I 
had come to the epiphany of the situation, and my mind blew 
wide open. I looked around me and dropped my 
sledgehammer into the water I had been sludging through. I 
realized my brother and I were barely making a dent in this 
devastation. The magnitude was sufficient so that nothing 
mattered if it happened or didn’t happen—it was beyond 
repair.   

Even bringing back one more animal to me seemed 
utterly useless. The animal shelters were full; nobody was 
taking animals within New Orleans. When I got an animal, 
they were so desperate for love, they screamed and pissed all 
over themselves, or were so distressed, there was no way to 
comfort their insanity. They could crawl through my skin 
and lay down right inside my heart.   

Today, the hearings offer another kind of trauma. 
Nobody can stand up at the end of the day and say, “Okay, I 
really fucked up this one, folks.” Not the mayor, the 
governor, FEMA, or the president, not a pet owner, a 
homeowner, or a librarian, or a police officer, a parent, 
neighbor, or a pastor. Nobody wants to say, “Damn. I really 
fucked up, and I’m not afraid or ashamed to admit it.” 

 
 

Language Barrier 
Arvinell McClaren 

Austin, TX 

It was me that he was looking for. I knew when I first 
saw him some thirty or forty feet away. He came straight to 
me and began talking so fast and furious that I could not 
understand anything that he was saying. He took my hand 
and pulled me to the place where we usually talked. 

(Continued on page 24) 
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He was still talking. He was gesturing with his hands 

trying to get across to me. I took a deep breath and slowly 
began to ask questions. Twenty questions. Forty questions. It 
seemed like more. 

It was something about a car. 
Did he ride in it? 
No!  
It was a police car. The siren was going loud. 
Did it come to his apartment? 
No! Down the street! 
There was a helicopter. 
Was the helicopter with the police? 
No! No! It was before—before the boat! 
Oh! The boat that brought him here? Then the copter 

was in Nam? Vietnam? 
Yes! 
Slowly we were able to piece together the story that he 

was trying so hard to tell me.  
He had been running with his family to get to the copter 

that would airlift them out of Saigon. He tripped over a wire 
fence; his clothes were hung on the fence. Still, the sirens in 
the city were louder and louder. He was so afraid. But his 
dad saw him, came, lifted him up and over the fence, so he 
could run to the helicopter. His dad stood waving as the 
family and the copter lifted off, with the sirens fading in the 
background.  

On the way to school that morning, the sounds of the 
police car had reminded him of that day when, as a four-
year-old child, he heard Saigon’s sirens for the last time. 
Once at school, he struggled with his English vocabulary of 
ten or so words, and my vocabulary of ten or so Vietnamese 
words, to come to terms with the terror that Saigon’s sirens 
had embedded in his life. From a six-year-old, I learned a 
little more that day about the disruption in the life of a tiny 
refugee that war causes, but I still didn’t understand any 
more than before why there has to be war.  

 
 

Revenge 
Jan Golden 
Largo, FL 

The bombs are falling 
The sky afire 
I sweat and shiver 
Grab up my children 
Race to the river 
 
We duck to hide amid the reeds 
We cannot run 
We cannot flee 
A ball of fire explodes on me 
The baby blown into the tree 
 
The olive branch incinerates 
The baby, too 

Is this for peace? 
Revenge on who 
My baby gone 
 
Oh my God why 
Can I forgive 
Just wonder why 
The olive branch 
A way to die 

 
 

Welcomed by and Welcoming a Friend  
Aferdita (Dita) Dauti-Heilman 

Austin, TX 

October 8, 2004    
I was on my way to visit my home country, Kosova, for 

the first time after the war of 1999. First thing I saw as I was 
entering its capitol Prishtina was the smiley face and the 
waving hand of one of the lifetime heroes welcoming me 
back. My longtime friend Avdi, who picked me up from the 
airport, said after he saw my happy face: “Dita, welcome to 
Clinton Boulevard.” There was a big picture of the President 
on one of the first tall buildings as we were driving toward 
the University of Prishtina Campus. I felt that the 
geographical distance was not that great. Being welcomed by 
him made me feel at home, as I feel when I am in Austin or 
if I were anywhere else in the world. I felt stronger, 
energized, and ready to meet and hear stories from the war 
experiences, this time from my loved ones.   

President Clinton did so much for world peace. Worked 
hard to stop the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina and to bring 
peace in the Balkans after intervening to stop Milosevic’s 
continued ethnic cleansing, this time in Kosova, just to name 
a few. I was ready now to meet the students of my former 
hometown, Stanterg, where we lived until my eighteenth 
birthday. With me I had a bag full of friendship letters from 
Austin area students written for their new Kosovar friends. I 
was carrying on the wonderful tradition of other Americans 
before me, helping others in times of need. I wished that one 
day I can meet the President in person, shake his waving 
hand, and tell him “Thank you for all your good work.” 

March 23, 2005    
I went with another great heroine of our lifetimes, my 

dear friend Liz Carpenter, to meet Senator Hillary Clinton, 
who was coming to Austin on one of her stops while 
traveling through some southern states. The Senator entered 
the back yard of the home of her old friends and was greeted 
by more than 300 people on that wonderful Texas spring 
day.   

I bet that she was also welcomed by the wonderful blue 
color of the bluebonnets along the Texas highways planted 
by the great work of the gracious Lady Bird Johnson. Mrs. 
Clinton had a big smile, palpable energy, and courage that 
showed in her face; she was happy to see her friends 
welcoming her with their cheers. After her passionate and 
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energizing speech, she left me feeling empowered and 
hopeful for better days to come. I shook hands with her, got 
showered by her smile when I told her how I felt when I saw 
the picture of her husband welcoming me in Kosova. She 
was so present while we talked, gave me a hug, and I felt 
like I was flying. I wished her all the best. I felt much closer 
to both of them.  

May 5, 2005    
I couldn’t believe that by the end of this day I will be 

one of the happiest people in Texas. Again, my wonderful 
and precious friend Liz and I were going to meet with the 
very special person. I was going to shake hands with—can 
you believe whom? President Clinton! He was stopping in 
Austin to sign his new book. Liz and I got ushered through 
the halls of BookPeople, checked by security, and were 
ready to meet him. All I could feel was enormous joy that I 
was going to personally welcome my hero and my friend, 
this time in my own city. As we entered the room, people 
greeted Liz with cheers, and the President said to Liz with 
the smiling face as he left the table where he was signing his 
book,  “Hello, beautiful! You came today to welcome me. 
That’s so nice of you,” and he gave her a big hug. Liz’s face 
was beaming as she welcomed him to Austin. She wished 
him the best by pouring all her love in her hug. 

Then she turned and said, “I want you to meet a good 
friend of mine.” By then I thought that I was going to faint in 
front of him. Again I was greeted by his wide smile and 
warm blue eyes, and he held his hand this time to greet me. I 
thought that I couldn’t come up with the right words and 
then I heard them flow.  “Dear President, my name is 
Aferdita Dauti, and I was born in Kosova.” I had all his 
attention. With that sentence we became instant friends. I 
saw in his eyes that he knew what I had to go through, 
watching what was happening with my country and my 
people during the war in Kosova in 1999.  

“I came here today to welcome you in Austin, my new 
hometown. I was greeted in Prishtina last fall by your 
waving hand and big smile in the big picture as I was 
entering the boulevard named with your name, and now I am 
shaking hands with you personally. At that time I wished 
that this would happen, but it felt like a dream, and my 
dream came true just now. I went to visit and document the 
situation in my former hometown of Stanterg and its 
students.   

“It is hard for me to find the right words in any of the 
languages I speak to express my deepest gratitude in the best 
way for all you did for the good of my people and for the 
world community. You helped me reunite with my sister and 
her family, who resettled in Austin from Macedonia where 
they escaped. They are now proud Americans. Thank you.”   

His wonderful blue eyes were tearing, as were mine; he 
hugged me as I was finishing my little speech. I was elated 
and couldn’t believe that he was standing right in front of 
me. I was very happy to have had the chance to be welcomed 
and welcome a very special friend, mine and yours, Bill 
Clinton. 

A Simple Homage 
Katherine V. Gannett 

Cedar Falls, IA  

An elated pilgrim, I stand  
atop the red sandstone cliff 
on a winter afternoon  
as the briny gale flows inland 
off the North Atlantic and clouds  
like pewter flannel scud low— 
southwest over Scotland,  
the nimbus divides into tall layers  
glowing pinkish-gold and lavender. 
 
Spume, flung over the crown of Yesnaby,  
slaps my jacket, mingles with raindrops. 
Iridescent bubbles of laughter escape 
my chest as I plant my feet and lean  
forward to capture with my Pentax  
photographs of surging “blue-white heaps of sea” 
curling toward the russet cliffs abutting the shore. 
 
Three sea-facing gulls hang on the wind,  
a static mobile—with a slight tilt of their wings,  
they soar away over green and tawny fields.  
A wayward kite, freedom abruptly curtailed,  
I careen toward the car as the fiery disk  
plunges beneath the sea,  
and night plummets on Orkney. 

 
 

The Interview  
Margaret Mallory 

Austin, TX  

Author’s Note: Written during World War II in San 
Francisco—1944. I worked in a civil service job at the 
Marine Corp depot while my husband was stationed in 
Cirencester, England, with the 111th Hospital. 

 
They are lined up in the waiting room when we arrive in 

the morning. They have the patient look of people who are 
used to waiting in line for a long time. 

We sit down at a desk, arrange the stack of forms, find 
the pens, and begin the interview—these are job applicants 
hoping to work for the Marine Corps. 

Endless questions grow toneless with repetition—
“Where have you worked before?” “How long?” “May I see 
your draft classification card?“ Black hands, long tapering 
fingers, blue black hollows—pink palms—short, stubby 
fingers—freckled with red hair—old hands, blue-veined and 
trembly—shabby, worn billfolds giving up dirty, creased 
slips of paper—so important—so legalized—releasing them 
from this—admitting them to that. 

“Married or single?” “Married,” with a shy smile if they 

(Continued on page 26) 
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(Continued from page 25) 
are young. “How many children?” They never remember the 
month, year, and day of the birth of their oldest child, and 
their faces twist into concentration as they think back—
feeling as though they should remember. 

“Where were you born?” “County Mayo, Ireland,” said 
the pink-cheeked old man with a thick brogue. 
“Birmingham, Alabama”—”New Orleans, Louisiana.” Miles 
and miles of railroad tracks, trackless waters of oceans, 
endless jobs to get to San Francisco. 

Young boys smelling of shoe-polish and Ivory soap, no 
working experience—16 years old—“Yes, I go to 
Continuation School but I can do heavy work. I worked for 
my Pop, shoveling—lifting”—“I’m sorry, but the law does 
not allow us to hire boys of 16 for heavy labor”… or “We 
have nothing open, now”—nothing open—nothing open. 

The black girls who were once maids, cooks, waitresses 
but have tasted the heady wine of classified labor, minimum 
$6 a day, know that $3 a week for being a maid in Dallas, 
Texas, is a low wage. Baton Rouge, Memphis, 
Birmingham—names that go with copper and black and high 
yellow faces and their soft, mumbling voices—trying to 
construct a life on one and a half pages of dotted lines. They 
are writing a personal history statement. “Say, ma’am, I 
wonder could you help me write this one…seems like I don’t 
unnerstan’ all this here.” But never in their pride do they say, 
“I can’t read or write.” 

This is mute testimony to the wall to be scaled—the 
great divide between being “somebody” and being 
“nobody.” 

In the personnel office, all fresh green paint and bright 
golden oak furnishings, their worn shoes, stringy ties, and 
frayed collars stand out in stark relief. 

Back in the big office, the machinery of hiring and 
firing goes on in a rising crescendo—affidavits ripped off 
the rolls of noiseless typewriters, badge numbers recorded, 
draft status noted, and soon the man is slipped into a manila 
folder, and the folder is stacked next to other men whose last 
names begin with the same letter as his. 

And there he rests in peace—safe from fire, in a green 
steel cabinet. 

Until one day he can’t stand the boss of his gang…the 
man who works next to him…or getting up at 4 a.m. to get 
out to the yards, 5 miles across town—or he wants to go 
home for his wife and kids, or he didn’t know the job would 
require he “tote that barge—lift that bale” or didn’t know 
he’d be “working nexta niggers”—they walk in with their 
hot anger and throw down their badges—or walk in abjectly 
because they have a weak right arm or failing eyesight. 

Cheerful gratitude when you give them a job—or a 
polite “Thank you, ma’am” when you can’t place them—or 
drawing a blank mask of unfeeling, so you won’t see how 
much they wanted this to be the end of a hunt for a job. 

You feel that five minutes of your time is not enough. 
But there are more behind him—who have already been 

hired, and who must be sent to work so that no man-hours 
are lost. The assembly line is already carrying away the man 

in front of you. You ponder his five dependents, his chance 
of finding work for which he is suited—the possibility of 
ever surmounting the things that keep him scrambling—
grubbing—the row in which he will walk until he is too old, 
too tired, too ill to go on. 

Then perhaps you will find him in the janitor force—
slowly pushing a wide broom before him. Up and down the 
hall—slowly sweeping away the traces of people in a 
hurry—who throw away a cigarette—drop a gum wrapper—
slowly—with a soft thud-thud of his broom. Up one side of 
the hall—and down the other. 

 
 

For Love or Money 
Melissa Stromberg 

Nantes, France 

Placing all her weight on impossibly small feet—in 
pointed heels, no less—the tiny woman leaned forward 
precariously in an attempt to see over the counter. There! 
She could see it! Her white hair twisted and pinned neatly on 
top of her head, layers of fine clothing and fluffy, well-
behaved canine companion all indicated that Madame was of 
“a certain age” and living quite comfortably.   

Her intense gaze was startling, and now her eyes fixed 
on the hands of the young woman behind the counter as she 
wielded the knife, pointing to each of her wares, one by one. 
With a furrowed brow, the diminutive woman nodded as she 
monitored the transaction closely. “Yes, that’s it. That’s the 
one,” her narrowed eyes seemed to be saying. “Now, let’s be 
sure this is done correctly.”   

The young woman pointed the knife to indicate the size 
of the wedge, and upon a second nod of near-approval from 
her customer, she plunged the blade into the enormous, 
creamy round of cheese and pressed down firmly with both 
hands on the handle, allowing the whitish-yellow center to 
ooze out on the side. The elderly woman’s eyes flashed at 
the sight of it. She could smell the acrid aroma of the cheese 
keenly now. It is possible that she could even, just almost, 
taste it. 

Nonchalantly, as if oblivious to her customer’s judicious 
watch, the young woman wrapped the sticky wedge loosely 
in waxed paper and dropped it—thud!—onto the scale. With 
some vigor, Madame renewed her efforts to elevate herself 
enough to see the red dial as it teetered confusedly back and 
forth before settling on a number.   

The younger woman tapped something hastily on her 
hand-held calculator, and then turned it toward her customer 
to show the price of her unctuous selection. Madame 
frowned and shook her head at the number. She began to 
contest the younger woman’s arithmetic, and with some 
thinly veiled references, question her competence.   

At that critical moment, however, the previously calm 
and dutiful pet began to turn in circles, whine, and tug at its 
leash. The younger woman watched impassively as her 
skilled customer paused to fight a momentary internal battle.   

In one motion, Madame shrugged and sighed. A painful 
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decision was made. Nonetheless, she made a few clucking 
sounds and shook her head disapprovingly once more as she 
paid the sum indicated, slowly counting out each coin.   

With that, coolly and carefully, she rewrapped the 
precious wedge before sliding it into her basket. A flurry of 
joyful motion, all scampering paws and bobbing tail, 
answered her affectionate murmurs as Madame and her 
companion turned and walked away. 

 
 

Finding Normal 
Lee Ambrose 

Naples, FL 

I found normal today—hiding on the bottom of the sea. 
She drifted along the sandy ocean bottom as the pull of 

the tide threatened to loosen 
              her grip. 
The trials of life had so weighed her down that she sank 

to that sandy bottom a long 
              time ago 
And, until the storm overhead kicked up the surf,  
Normal was content to stay in the dark and murky 

waters: 
Gasping for air when necessary  
And swimming with the tides when possible. 
 
I found normal today—soaring in the puffy clouds 

above. 
She floated effortlessly as if to say, “Look at me! This 

is the life!” 
Her hopes and dreams had carried her to the great blue 

skies 
And, until the storm clouds collided, 
Normal was content to stay among the blue skies and 

puffy clouds: 
Soaring to new heights when challenged 
And turning her face to the warmth of the sun when 

able. 
 
I found normal today—walking along that thin ribbon 

called the horizon. 
She teetered on the edge of the horizon with one foot in 

the waters and one hand 
              in the clouds. 
As she balanced herself between the sea and the sky, 

she glanced in both directions 
And, while the storm of life threatened her balance, 
Normal realized that she stood in the only place her life 

held for her: 
Reaching into the clouds for those hopes and dreams 

that kept her going 
And wading in the waters that housed the depths of her 

past. 
 
 

 Submit Your Own True Words 
to the Quarterly Journal 

 
The quarterly Story Circle Journal includes up to six 

pages of stories submitted by our members. If you have a 
story you’d like to share with members, why not submit it to 
the True Words section of the journal? 

 
Each issue of the journal is loosely organized around a 

theme. While we do accept non-thematic writing, we give 
precedence to stories written on the theme of a particular 
issue. Story Circle Network members only, please.  

 
We’re looking for stories rich in evocative detail, 

showing something of the struggles, challenges, and 
resolutions of real people living real lives. We’re not looking 
for generalized, abstract truths about life. We want to read 
your stories, not your essays! Please make sure that your 
stories are 350 words or less. We may edit your submissions 
for grammar and spelling. Here are the upcoming topics and 
deadlines: 

 
Harvest—September 2006 (due July 15) 

A Holiday Story—December 2006 (due October 15) 
 

If you can send your writing via email or as a Word 
attachment, the editors will love you. If you type your story 
on an Internet computer, all you need to do is highlight the 
text, copy it, and paste it directly into an email message.  
(This will eliminate lots of extra typing!)  

 
Email your work to Mary Jo Doig at maryjo_d@yahoo.

com. If you do submit typed or handwritten stories, please 
make sure that every word is legible. Mail to Mary Jo Doig, 
531 Steeles Fort Road, Raphine, VA 24472. 
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I Forgot Your Birthday This Year 
Barbara Smythe 
West Covina, CA  

My life is measured by your place in it. 
       There is the before you and the after you, 
          The ‘time out of time’ with you, 
               But I forgot your birthday this year. 
  
Missing you is as constant and without thought as breathing,   
       I hear myself talking to you as though you were here, 
          “Look, Love, the roses we planted are coming back again.” 
               But I forgot your birthday this year. 
 
I do remember how your eyes lit up whenever you saw me, 
      How special I felt when you grinned and said, “Hello Sunshine!”    
          How my soul felt like it had come home in your arms,   
               But I forgot your birthday this year. 
  
Is this forgetfulness some sign of acceptance? 
       Is this what they call healing, or has a part of me died too? 
          All I know is my heart feels homeless… 
               ….And, I forgot your birthday this year. 
  
I am a lighthouse with lights burning dim, 
       Searching the horizon where your ship sailed out of view. 
          Does it count that I’m still waiting, longing—  
               Even though I forgot your birthday this year? 
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