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Cover Page Art

Mission Concepción
Acrylic on canvas

by Ramón Vásquez y Sánchez

Ramón Vásquez y 
Sánchez is an interna-
tionally recognized Coa-
huiltecan Native Ameri-
can artist from San 
Antonio. Working in  
watercolor, acrylic, and 
pen and ink, his main fo-
cus is painting San An-
tonio in the 1800s. Since 
selling his first painting 
at the age of ten, he has 
exhibited in California, Wisconsin, Colorado, Texas, Iowa, Mexi-
co City, and Madrid. He lives in San Antonio and is a Head Elder 
of Aueteca Pagume Coahuiltecan Nation.

Community Outreach Efforts

In the past quarter, volunteers from Voices de la Luna have led 
community outreach efforts at seven different locations, involv-
ing five volunteers and 373 members of the community.

Visit Voices de la Luna online at www.voicesdelaluna.org for 
additional content and past issues.

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

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

At Voices de la Luna, we believe that poetry heals and arts 
advance the quality of life.

Themes for future issues of Voices de la Luna:
November: Science Fiction
February: Family Tapestries

Editor’s Note
James R. Adair

“Righteous persistence in the face 
of difficulty brings reward.” So says 
the text of hexagram 36 in the I Ching, 
the ancient Chinese Book of Changes. 
Some changes are good, some are 
bad, but almost all big changes in-
volve stress of some sort, as hexa-
gram 36 suggests. Changes are occur-
ring at Voices de la Luna, some overt 
and some behind the scenes, and we 
hope they are changes that will bene-
fit the magazine and its readers. First, 
we have changed the subtitle of the 
magazine to A Quarterly Literature and Arts Magazine to em-
phasize that we promote fiction and creative nonfiction as well as 
poetry. Second, we have rearranged the contents of the magazine 
and modified the layout, particularly of the pages that contain po-
etry. We believe that the new format, which uses liberal amounts 
of whitespace, will call attention to our poems in a way that the 
older format did not. Third, we have two new editors: poetry 
editor Octavio Quintanilla and prose editor Jasmina Wellinghoff. 
Quintanilla, who has contributed several poems to Voices over 
the years, supplies us with several photos that appear throughout 
the magazine, and Wellinghoff publishes a short story in this, her 
inaugural issue. I look forward to working with them as we strive 
together, with the rest of the editorial team and the board, to make 
Voices de la Luna the premier literary magazine in South Texas 
and among the best in the state.

This issue of Voices focuses on Native Americans and their 
contributions to American literature, culture, and history. Our 
cover art was painted by Ramón Vásquez y Sánchez, a local art-
ist and Coahuiltecan leader. Erika Wurth, an Apache/Chickasaw/
Cherokee writer from Colorado, is our featured poet. Nan Cuba 
describes her travels to Mayan sites in the Yucatán Peninsula, 
and Agnieszka Czeblakow provides a glimpse into the UTSA 
library’s holdings of works related to indigenous and Native 
American peoples in the Western hemisphere. Other American 
Indian themes also grace our pages, and we even include the 
work of perhaps the most famous Cherokee public figure of the 
early twentieth century, Will Rogers.

We are privileged to have an interview with the U.S. Poet Lau-
reate, Juan Felipe Herrera, who discusses the influences on his 
work and his perception of the ways in which poetry can provide a 
way forward in our diverse and fractured world. And speaking of 
poets laureate, Texas has named two more, and both are San An-
tonio residents: Jenny Browne (2017) and Carol Coffee Reposa 
(2018)—read brief bios on each of them on page 39 of this issue.

Finally, we feature the contributions of other poets, writers, and 
artists who celebrate and lament life and its vicissitudes, com-
menting on the encounters we have, the relationships we build 
(and lose), the struggles we face as we attempt to overcome adver-
sity, and the lessons we learn from those who have gone before us.

Change is an inevitable part of life. We can either fight against 
it or accept it—and there are times when both are necessary. 
Whether we acquiesce or resist, the world around us never stands 
still, and it has always been that way. Forward into the ever-
changing world!
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He Brought Me Down

He brought me down on the old grey carpet 
in the empty room, the smell of smoke and blood
everywhere, the girl he didn’t want 
waiting outside. 

In that empty room, the darkness
complete, my head racing with images of her face, 
how it mirrored mine with her long dark hair
in her long black car, in the middle of the desert, 
her eyes narrowing into mine, his short dark hands rough 
but walking in beauty and on the edge, 

I came to understand what those hands wanted of me.

He said he couldn’t help himself 
his mother a teacher, his father a medicine man, 
my long yellow body like so many others 
wrapped around his small one, 

his skin the darkest cedar.

Days later, on that last night under the stars 
I don’t know if we woke the neighbors, 
but something dark and dangerous came awake inside me,
sliding back into the grass, a blooming of something bright
as the blood that had come from my hand that first night, 
when I’d gone to open the bottle of cheap white wine
for the girl he was going to put aside for me only hours 

later. 

You’re strong, she said. Yes, I said, pushing down and 
watching the blood rush forth.
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Receding Like the Wilderness in the Night

Under the stars, the smell of the desert everywhere, L leans 
over and talks about Peyote and S about the Stomp, and we 
are all wide open and looking up and it is beautiful for a 
moment, my eyes meeting S’s eyes, we roll off into the dis-
tance, me sitting on the hood of the silver, silver car in my 
green, green dress, shimmering with the heat that has al-
ready left this place. Don’t think, don’t think about the next 
day, the wandering through the desert, the children scream-
ing in your ear, the watching of the bodies melt, the things 
you have to know about men. This is when the desert does 
not bloom, it is when it cuts you open and reveals a wound 
that cannot heal, the one that is cut precisely in the shape 
and shadow of your father. His hands reach out in the dark, 
they implore for forgiveness, and then they withdraw, like 
the shadow that they finally are, moving slowly across the 
red desert floor, receding like the wilderness and into the 
night.

Featured Poet:
Erika T. Wurth



That Small Wooden Box

Why does it always end up in grass, dirt, stars, where we all go
for release. We will come again and again and again. Your eyes, 

I hold you,
I fuck you, fuck you, fuck me come in (me) boy and shut the rusty 

screen door tight, 
don’t let the cat out, let me hold your mixed blood head in my 

mixed blood arms. Look how dirty we’ve gotten, we’re cov-
ered in grass, blood, mine, hers, yours.

Perhaps this too will fade, the memories a closet full of old glass, 
sky clouding over

for days, the way my heart wavers with the wind, something 
strange and musical

in the air. But no one better open the door, or we will all get cut, 
bleed into the night, 

the grass, the dirt. 

Tell me, where is that small wooden box that someone buried long 
ago, 

somewhere in the grass, in the night, lost lost they buried it
and died with the secret; we are the thing it hunts and we will 

never be found.
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Erika T. Wurth’s published works include a novel, Crazy 
Horse’s Girlfriend, and two collections of poetry, Indian 
Trains and A Thousand Horses Out to Sea. Her collection of 
short stories, Buckskin Co-
caine, is forthcoming. She 
teaches creative writing at 
Western Illinois University 
and has been a guest writer 
at the Institute of American 
Indian Arts. Her work has 
appeared or is forthcom-
ing in numerous journals, 
such as Boulevard, Drunken 
Boat, South Dakota Review, 
and The Writer’s Chronicle. 
She is represented by Peter 
Steinberg. She is Apache/
Chickasaw/Cherokee and 
was raised outside Denver. 

GOD in the West

In Tucson, in the bar where a man who calls himself GOD will 
brand his name on you for five dollars, from the entrance you can 
see the steam rising, and the newly religious yelling for GOD in 
the West, the poets at the bar waiting for something to transform 
them, their hands on their glasses, on the wood, in their own Indian 
hair, religion in the girl running back and forth across the room 
yelling for GOD and for Pabst Blue Ribbon, in the shot that one of 
the poets bought the other, in the woman watching the girl getting 
branded for life, telling her to brand her own name and the girl roll-
ing her eyes and saying I like GOD and I like Pabst Blue Ribbon, 
in the clouds moving quietly in the dark outside above the heads of 
the unknowing poets, in the iron that presses to the flesh, the flash 
of enlightenment after as the camera’s pulled up, and in the girl 
who simply sits down from where she had been standing above 
and like a tiny new god, admires her newest wound, consecrating 
all of the others, and then looks up, asking for her free shot and 
takes it, her blue eyes glowing with the kind of knowledge only the 
very strange and very beautiful ever fully understand.



Questions for Juan Felipe Herrera
Interviewed by Mo H Saidi

The son of migrant farm workers, 
Herrera attended UCLA and Stanford 
University, and he earned his M.F.A. 
from the University of Iowa Writers’ 
Workshop. His numerous poetry col-
lections include 187 Reasons Mexica-
nos Can’t Cross the Border: Undocu-
ments 1971-2007 (2007), Half of the 
World in Light: New and Selected 
Poems (2008), and Border-Crosser 
with a Lamborghini Dream (1999). In 
addition to publishing more than a dozen collections of poetry, Herrera 
has written short stories, young adult novels, and children’s literature. In 
2015 he was named U.S. Poet Laureate.

Mo H Saidi: What elements of your past and personal history 
exerted the deepest influence on your poetry and prose?
Juan Felipe Herrera: Everything. My parents who crossed the 
thin border, laborers living at the edge of society, yet, surviving—
their stories from an America no longer in motion, a Mexico no 
longer alive. Their continuity in a discontinuous world, most of 
all their strength as pioneers. This was the fuel, the source, and 
the inspiration.

You have been named one of the first poets to successfully 
create “a new hybrid art, part oral, part written, part Eng-
lish, part something else: an art grounded in ethnic identi-
ty, fueled by collective pride, yet irreducibly individual too.” 
How would you explain this characterization?
I have been part of various literary cultures—Mexican farm-
workers, First Peoples in Mexico (Huichol and Mayan), Latinx 
Movimiento Civil Rights Movement, Mexican and Latin Ameri-
can poetry exchanges, People’s Poetry Movements on the West 
Coast, and writers’ workshops and university cohorts. And I love 
to experiment. I am a follower of Marie Ponsot’s notion that “if 
you are not experimenting, you are not writing poetry.” For me, 
writing is more painting, sculpture, photography, music, and 
movement—than text.

Looking at the many and significant contributions of Latino 
writers, e.g., Isabel Allende, Jorge Luis Borges, Gabriel Gar-
cía Márquez, Lygia Clark, José Cura, Octavio Paz, and Pablo 
Neruda to international literature, why is the U.S. public so 
blatantly ignoring this important fact? 
Borders are everywhere. The English language and its literary 
canons are still dominant, as are their social and cultural institu-
tions. However, things are changing as we speak. Power is al-
ways at play. It is never static.

In the poem “Borderbus,” you describe a shockingly vivid 
scene: “It took me 47 days to get here it wasn’t easy hermana 

/ 45 days from Honduras with the coyotes the ones that — 
well / you know what they did to las chicas.” It seems like 
you rode on that same bus. How did you come up with these 
images, and who are las chicas?
I have ridden night trains and night buses filled with those who 
work the lands and harvest everything we take for granted. Also, 
I read stories in the news. And listen to people that I meet wheth-
er on the street or at poetry book signing tables. My journeys to 
Mexico have been treks into the margins, mountains, and forests. 
All this is everywhere—all you need to do is open your eyes, 
ears, and heart. And write. And speak up for others. It is called 
humanity.

As a naturalized citizen for 48 years, I was moved to tears by 
this passage from your poem “Exiles”: “They are not there 
in the homeland, in Argentina, not there / in Santiago, Chile; 
never there in Montevideo, Uruguay, / and they are not here // 
in America // They are in exile: a slow scream across a yellow 
bridge.” Do you think non-Anglo immigrants have a harder 
time shedding their exile identity?
Non-Anglo immigrants and migrants see things differently be-
cause of their cultural and political experience. Color, language, 
“our” legal machine and national narratives regarding the “bor-
der,” Islam, the Middle East, Asia, and “terrorists” influence 
largely how we see ourselves, our “national identity,” and “oth-
ers.” It is excruciating, severe, and traumatic to be an immigrant 
or migrant of color, with an entirely different life-way at this 
time. You have a beautiful heart.

Your performance on the stage at the McNay Museum in San 
Antonio was unlike that of any other U.S. Poet Laureate I 
have seen. It was simple yet powerful, full of delight, rich in 
imagery. Your poetry is as accessible as that of William Carlos 

U.S. Poet Laureate Juan Felipe Herrera Signing Autographs 
at Gemini Ink 2017 Autograph Series, San Antonio

Photo by Octavio Quintanilla
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Williams, yet as socially dominant as Langston Hughes’. The
majority of Americans are indifferent to poetry. Do you think 
your approach can help make poetry popular in the United 
States?
We need many approaches. One approach is to see poetry as deep 
communication and “communitas,” as anthropologist Barbara 
Myerhoff said in the early 70s as she looked at large social gath-
erings and their instant solidarity. It is the word of the people, not 
corporate sales talk. If you notice these days, probably 90% of 
our experience is immersed in corporate machination.

In the past, poets wore the mantles of prophet, philosopher, 
healer. Khayyam wrote about humanity’s struggle to deci-
pher the riddle of creation, Hafiz questioned the legitimacy of 
clerics, Rumi spoke of longing for true love. Besides address-
ing life’s major passages such as birth, death, love, weddings, 
and funerals, what is the place of poetry in our fast-paced, 
technology-driven society? How can poetry provide answers 
to our complicated world and its grave social issues?
Verse is the pathway of deep vision in the present. This is the 
template where Einstein resolved his equation E=mc2, it is where 
Steve Jobs experienced his epiphanies for the “new device.” It 
is where Frida Kahlo pivoted to speak of and sketch the non-
conformist gendered body. All the arts provide this gift. It is not 
a lollipop. It is as Li-Young Lee has said: it is “staring into the 
mouth of Creation.” We will never progress without poetry, that 
is, the deep reservoirs of imagination, kindness, and individual 
mind connected to Big Mind.

Poetry created outside the United States seems more social/
political and less personal. You are an activist on behalf of 
migrant and indigenous people and vulnerable children and 
youth. Should American poets address more directly our po-
litical crises, social injustices, and racial conflicts and still 
strive for academic recognition?
They are doing so as we speak. We do more than one thing. We 
flow in more than one current threaded to all currents. Text is 
voice. Totality is the goal.

In the past, people built walls to stop the movement of other 
people, e.g., the Great Wall of China and the Berlin Wall, 
always with adverse results. Now we have politicians with 
an irrational obsession to erect walls and divide our society. 
Why don’t we, in America, learn from history?
It is not present in our day-to-day lives. We have commercials, 
we have gun movies, we have wars in all sizes. And somewhere 
in between there are people working hard to change this kind of 
society. We must work harder—the struggle is not static. Every-
one must create the positive, the peace, the community, the open 
borders—the nourishment and care for all—so that we can attain 
a never-imagined way of life filled with true humanity carrying 
the New Idea.

Thank you very much. In conclusion, could you name a few 
poets and fiction writers whom you admire and whose work 
you read often?
I love them all, from the kind of rhymes my mother learned at 
the beginning of the 20th century, to the spoken word raps in 
St. Louis, Missouri, where youth perform Martin Luther King’s 
“Letter from Birmingham Jail.”
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Half-Mexican
Juan Felipe Herrera

Odd to be a half-Mexican, let me put it this way
I am Mexican + Mexican, then there’s the question of the half
To say Mexican without the half, well it means another thing
One could say only Mexican
Then think of pyramids—obsidian flaw, flame etchings, god-

desses with
Flayed visages claw feet & skulls as belts—these are not Mexican
They are existences, that is to say
Slavery, sinew, hearts shredded sacrifices for the continuum
Quarks & galaxies, the cosmic milk that flows into trees
Then darkness
What is the other—yes
It is Mexican too, yet it is formless, it is speckled with particles
European pieces? To say colony or power is incorrect
Better to think of Kant in his tiny room
Shuffling in his black socks seeking out the notion of time
Or Einstein re-working the erroneous equation
Concerning the way light bends—all this has to do with
The half, the half-thing when you are a half-being

Time

Light

How they stalk you & how you beseech them
All this becomes your life-long project, that is
You are Mexican. One half Mexican the other half
Mexican, then the half against itself.

Juan Felipe Herrera, “Half-Mexican,” from Notes on the Assemblage. 
Copyright © 2015 by Juan Felipe Herrera. Reprinted with the permission 
of The Permissions Company, Inc., on behalf of City Lights Books, www.
citylights.com.

Photo by Octavio Quintanilla



Poetry
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Great Grandmother Refugio, in the Altiplanos of Jalisco 
by the Volcán del Tequila

Lisa Adela Garcia

The night sings around the silver cup of life on the window ledge of her jacal.

Mahogany hands prepare the night ritual.
She slips the white manta huipil over her body,
a dress that took two years to weave and embroidered in stars.

Moonlight possesses the room, 
rests for a moment on her luminous belly that holds Estrella,
her unborn daughter and heir to the old ways.

She retraces the star etched on the palm of her left hand
Yohuatl, Mother Night, has chosen her.
With a pouch of herbs between her breasts,

she hums the alchemical notes for this desert.
Raven, El Cuervo lands at her side
a long line of grandmothers add their voices to the chant 

as they begin to climb the mountain.
Viento del Norte sweeps the dirt in small twists
and warns coyote to stay away. 

The ancestors greet the baby,
the century plant awaits renewal.
She sings the canto to the halos of Luna.



 

Voices de la Luna, 15 August 2017          9  

The High Shelf
Lyman Grant

For Bill Henry

My friend, I have been pondering a point you made
About fame and the lack of it, about the shove 
And push of mediated notoriety,
About your hopes, mine too, of taking a place
Beside our heroes on the shelves of history.
You’ll notice that my language here has turned a tad
Old-fashioned. It is respect, a feeling close to love,
More than nostalgia, that invites a graceful
And tender tone when speaking to our youth’s companion
About the faded phantoms of our once desire.
The thing we see today that shines was not a fad
That passing time or the latest trends can debase,
But late nights of cheap wine, conversation, and coffee
Became decades of silence while we did the work
That God gave us to do. And then it was done, 
Or not done, like a meal we planned to share at end
Of day, but had forgot to turn the oven on.
A life with so much stirring and so little fire.
And now you write about the simple lunch outside
Beneath the oaks, a gentle breeze, and recommend
A book that makes an anxious heart accept its fate. 
I read it late at night while children from my second 
Wife are sleeping. There’s really nothing else that I’d
Prefer to do than finish out the years we have
Receiving word from you about the blessed life
You live with books. There’s no time for regret. I’ll save 
The letters in a cardboard box my sons will find 
Someday up high as if it were a golden gift.

Oglala Sioux Chief Red Cloud
Photo by Edward S. Curtis, 1908
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Rose Hill Cemetery: Macon, Georgia
Marian Haddad

Cherry wood casket in the light, draped in mounds of peonies, roses, stock, 
that must have scented the day as sweetly as his mouth 
and music did scent the many days 
and years; 

but how hard to see a body, once of beauty, shut in a dead box like that, 
how hard to see the pall and its bearers marched to its spot, 
the heft of it, resting on a bed of metal, 
over the grass, 

near the grave, where his body will lie, there near his brother and another 
of them, where all three will watch the freight trains Gregg saw, 
thought were important enough 
to tell about, 

in a song about a dream-woman his psyche bore, because, he said, he 
was lonely, then; a beautiful man, who with his brother, 
and his brothers, gave us sounds 
we drove to, 

we loved to, we cried to, and we died to; forty years of music, or more; 
the gravelly voice, honey guitar and hair, and him sitting there, 
at the Hammond, playing; swaying. 
All but crying, 

in notes that rose or fell, from his fingers, from his mouth, into the air, 
into our ears, allaying both our sadness—and our hundred 
and seven fears; his sweet voice, all but crying 
for Melissa,

such soulful yearning; there, himself becoming, “the dead man’s ghost”; 
foretelling his own body stretched out “beneath the clay”
like that, we weep and wonder, “Will his spirit 
float away?”

We always knew he wouldn’t stay, until he found Melissa—
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The Ancient Dance
James Piatt

The circle resonates with the 
pulse of the ancients, colors, 
beads, feathers, all dancing in 
the dust of long gone 
memories, causing a 
melancholy in the minds of 
the moderns. Only in the 
circle can the tradition 
continue, only when the past 
is cherished will the future be 
assured. Listen to the beat of 
the drums echoing the 
vibrations of the heart; heed 
the message of the beaded 
feet dancing to the 
reverberations inside ancient 
dreams.

Summer’s Song
KB Eckhardt

green trees play cicada 
songs      muddy water 
slides through    bayou

jay’s feather tops grass
seven black stripes 
on blue
not turquoise
backed with brown 
topped      with white

soft feather tapers to quill
for a moment I forget
chaos

Deer Skin Painting of Girl’s Puberty Ceremony
Chiricahua Apache Chief Naiche, ca. 1900
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Fake Turquoise
Joan Strauch Seifert

Old Joe’s Indian Shoppe 
over on the back road from El Paso near Fort Davis
still shelters some of past centuries’ dust 
behind the looming hills, 
and sometimes it swirls 
when an ancestral breeze remembers.

At Joe’s Shoppe the screen door swings rusty,
and Joe remembers tales of how Navajos
used to bring real turquoise down from Santa Fe
to his grandpa’s trading post.
Unearthed aqua purity, streaked with bygone sunshine  
and asking nothing but to be true to its beginnings.

Joe squints into display trays 
of too-smooth, too-round, too-blue 
fused together stone and plastic trinkets  
posing as the real thing,
shakes his head, fists almost clenched,  
aware of something calling to be rescued.

Suck It: Another Modern Quatrain
Juan Manuel Pérez

Rarely does my wife allow yet another
Woman to join us just for my own pleasure
When she does, I get outright-freaky with a
Mexican National named Margarita

Eye Splice
Public Art in San Antonio
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Nathan: A Love Poem
Harold Rodinsky

Always muted earth tone plaid 
Pendleton shirts forest green 
whipcord timber cruiser pants 
with suspenders and the ever
present aroma of Petri Toscani 
cigars blended with the occasional
pipe load of Prince Albert 

he used his pocket knife to cut
a piece of the Toscani some for
now some for later and puffed 
away while reading the Daily 
Forward in Yiddish sitting in 
the sun on the top step of the 
grey painted concrete porch 

his woolen shirt scratched my 
face suspenders tugged my hair 
when I sat on his lap resting 
my head between his chest and 
newspaper cigar smoke drifted
over me forming the fragrant
cloud I’ve never forgotten

Prenatal Lagrimosa
Stephanie Velasquez
Palo Alto College

I am pregnant with frustration
single mother seeking an abortion
quick exit from a speeding train
the fetus inside me grows as I lose weight
can’t hold anything down anymore

When I see myself swollen I feel
contempt for the cancerous mass inside me and
shame for being a flawed woman

Dragging around dead weight
I can’t let go
I am pregnant with frustration
and I don’t know who the father is
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Dreaming in Noir
Chapter Two Hundred Eighteen

Fernando Esteban Flores

He walked in the bar
Twelve gauge in hand
& shot her in the face point blank
Today I started loving you again
On the jukebox Merle Haggard’s voice
Stringing out that soulful country drawl
With all the heartache
Love & loss can render
Then put the gun to his head 
Eluding any reckoning  
Society might demand
While we sat minding our own
Affairs going about our business
Doing what people are supposed to do
I suppose someone could have 
Prevented him from doing what 
He set out to do once 
His mind was made up
But who could have stepped in

The sacred Diamond Sutra says
Life is a bubble in a stream
Beyond that I’m not 
So sure anymore

On a Flawless Summer Morning
Betsy Joseph

The woman in azure silk,
not given a choice to stay where
she had lived her whole life,
chose to die—
tumbling from a Black Hawk chopper
while her surroundings still felt familiar—
tumbling almost gently into a rice paddy
of soft liquid brown.
The pilot watched bewildered,
nimble as the woman was, quick to leave her seat;
the other refugees took up wailing.
She had been one of them until that moment of decision.

The woman in ruined silk
remained unmoving in the lush bed of rice
with a pale straw bag still clutched to her heart.
Saigon had dictated relocations,
but the woman who did not want to leave her home
chose otherwise
on that flawless summer morning.
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Purple Field
Seres Jaime Magaña

death is cold when you have lived without passion
when you’re blind to love
or watch love from a distance
like looking at a statue, forgotten and shattered 
in some corner of the past

a failed promise
which no longer moves winds
nor does it raise mountains
nor does it part seas

time is futile when silence is no longer touched by words
when the smoke of the campfire is extinguished
leaving behind a matchstick fading under the shadow of winter

when you live without passion
sight is false
reason is ignorant
death is cold

when desire is confused by fascination
when fatigue is replaced by madness
when terror exhausts the possibilities

and the root of the tree does not lead to the fruits
the trunk is only wood, cold wood, coffin wood

That dying could turn time around
That goodbye could open the way to meet again
In the countryside
Endless towards the horizon
Purple field
Fierce earth
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HalfBreed
Ed O’Casey

It’s what’s been put in front of me:
Mexican-minded,

blue-eyed,
white coated.

I tan, certainly. Better than many.
But even a Wisconsin winter pales
me enough so that I pinked that first spring

day back in the backyard—
as pale as I’ve ever been,

still dark by these northerners’ standards.
That’s my super power: I blend in.
An invisible chocolate chunk

in the cookie dough.
So much that you’ll

prefer to believe this poem

is about self and not about race.
And I’ll say, because I’ve been trained to

You might be right.
Make sure to privilege

your perspective

or no one will believe your dirty lies.
My perspective is privilege:

no accent,
honest smile,

cotton swabs from here to the horizon.
I should be picking twenty heads of lettuce

per minute.
Attention, students!

Witness my English mastery!

Which half of you is that? you’ll ask.
The Mexican or the Irish?

 Pop quiz:
a hundred years ago

you would have been ostracized for claiming
either heritage. Is it ridiculous
to embrace white privilege if you’re really

just a subhuman Irish?

Or does your Native American beastly
nature preclude the use of silverware?

Bonus question:
How often does drunkenness

sneak into your skin
and walk you around marionette-style?



I might not consider myself fortunate to have one,
and if my child succumbed to heat stroke alone 
in Mexico’s desert before reaching the same cacti 
en el otro lado of the border walls in what we call the one 

America dare I think, in my grief, but at least she tried?  
And of the Guatemalan boy who made it across 
el Río Bravo near La Joya still wearing 
his mother’s white rosary beads given 

as she begged him to stay, only to collapse 
a mile into Tejas? I am afraid to say that at least
he did not let poverty take him. If I had to choose 
between holding my daughter’s and son’s hands 

or never touching them again, but they live? 
If I had to lean and press my cheek against 
their gorgeous faces. If I had to sew money 
into their clothes. If I had to consider

handing them a pocket knife or another 
weapon. If I had to die watching them walk 
away from home with a backpack filled 
with underwear and water bottles. If 

I had to live with my death. If
I’d need to say yes.
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As thousands of young refugees cross borderlands 
unaccompanied

Emmy Pérez

I wonder if I’d rather my children surrender 
to border patrol officers than starve, join 
organized crime, or become violence’s 
victim at home with me. I blame violence 

and its attendant causes, not individuals,
because really I am safe here in McAllen 
where neighborhood dogs bark at squirrels 
and mockingbirds compete with kiskadees 

and lawn mowers for Saturday morning’s 
song. If I had to choose between trusting 
others crossing with my children 
through countries or the gangs that want them 

for their own at home, if home were Guatemala,
El Salvador, Honduras, I don’t know what 
I’d do. Certainly Rosa didn’t have a choice 
in the concentration camp, except when 

the soldier threw her baby, suddenly 
walking and talking, against the electric fence.  
To speak or die, to run to the body she birthed 
or inside to the smallest space in your breath 

locked in your throat, swelling bruise in the esophagus 
lining down through the chest. What causes 
this burning without fire, without smoke 
signals? If I had to make a choice, like Rosa 



Crippled by Perception
Emily Garcia Reeves

A hummingbird thought I was something
I’m not.

He flew straight to me, while I sat
In my backyard. 
During the dewy morning,
Drinking my black and sweet coffee,
And smoking my cigarettes.

Maybe the hummingbird
Was blind, 
Or, like me,
Likes to believe things are what
You want them to be,
Instead of what they really are.

He stood suspended in air
In front of my face,
Wings flapping so fast, 
I heard the soft buzz.

For a moment, we stared at each other:
This must be good luck,
The one time, 
I attract something beautiful.

~

When my husband put me away
For crying too much,
And ripping open my skin,
Graduating from the typical
Self-medications of chemicals,
A man in the asylum asked if I remembered him.

Too scared to answer,
Because I knew everyone was crazier 
Than me,
I stood there crying.

He said we used to barbeque together,
Together in a foreign city
And watch baseball.
He asked how could I not remember
that I was related to the baseball legend Pujols.

In my solitude,
This man was my comfort.
He thought I was special—a legend.
I took advantage of what he needed
Me to be.
So that I could stay alive.

 

I wanted to hug him,
Live in his reality.
He was filthy and full of lesions.
Like him, I too had lesions 
Invisible to the world.

The hummingbird
Must have smelled that I hadn’t bathed
In three days. 
The gentle breeze took hold
Of the sage I was growing 
And the Joseph’s coat.
The bird must have realized
I wasn’t what he was looking for.

Hummingbirds
Plate from Ernst Haekel, Kunstformen der Natur (1899)
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Remember Me
Christopher Carmona

I.

in twilight
there is light

in the bright of day
shadows

on the tongue
there is song

behind the teeth
truth waits

 like twilight
  and shadow

II.

A moment is all I need
a moment stitched in time & space

a moment with no yesterday no tomorrow
a moment silent and loud

a simple moment

III.

Time and time again
we wait like hands on a clock

fighting a war against the motion of the tick tick tick
mechanical counting

  is this all?

IV.

follow me down
it ain’t too far

listen for  drumbeats
listen for rhythm
listen to shadows
hear my whisper

it’s okay
follow               me               down

V.

a fly
buzzing around my head

waiting to die
waiting to dive

waiting for its chance
to make one last statement

I was here
remember me
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Burial of the Minnisink
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

On sunny slope and beechen swell,
The shadowed light of evening fell;
And, where the maple’s leaf was brown,
With soft and silent lapse came down,
The glory, that the wood receives,
At sunset, in its golden leaves. 

Far upward in the mellow light
Rose the blue hills. One cloud of white,
Around a far uplifted cone,
In the warm blush of evening shone;
An image of the silver lakes,
By which the Indian’s soul awakes. 

But soon a funeral hymn was heard
Where the soft breath of evening stirred
The tall, gray forest; and a band
Of stern in heart, and strong in hand,
Came winding down beside the wave,
To lay the red chief in his grave. 

They sang, that by his native bowers
He stood, in the last moon of flowers,
And thirty snows had not yet shed
Their glory on the warrior’s head;
But, as the summer fruit decays,
So died he in those naked days. 

A dark cloak of the roebuck’s skin
Covered the warrior, and within
Its heavy folds the weapons, made
For the hard toils of war, were laid;
The cuirass, woven of plaited reeds,
And the broad belt of shells and beads. 

Before, a dark-haired virgin train
Chanted the death dirge of the slain;
Behind, the long procession came
Of hoary men and chiefs of fame,
With heavy hearts, and eyes of grief,
Leading the war-horse of their chief. 

Stripped of his proud and martial dress,
Uncurbed, unreined, and riderless,
With darting eye, and nostril spread,
And heavy and impatient tread,
He came; and oft that eye so proud
Asked for his rider in the crowd. 

They buried the dark chief; they freed
Beside the grave his battle steed;
And swift an arrow cleaved its way
To his stern heart! One piercing neigh
Arose, and, on the dead man’s plain,
The rider grasps his steed again. 

Wild Horses
Detail from Chauvet Cave, France, 29,000 B.C.E.



Ecopoetry

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

Resistance Plantings at Hays Street Bridge 
People’s Park

Kamala Platt

The People’s Park beneath Hays Street Bridge
was an unoccupied wasteland lot, 
when I went out to scatter seed of hairy vetch.
I dropped black, bullet-sized seeds
into crusty dirt mounds amongst
tufts of straw-hued grass blades
while thinking how the chains of lacy-leafed legume
ending in purple petals would feed and fortify the city soil.

One time, my neighbor helped me forecast seed, 
and when we finished off the repurposed baggie 
and returned to my pick-up  
after looking in vain for evidence of earlier plantings,
the truck refused to start. 

(I should have known not to drive my pick-up there
where the city backs men who want 
to take away the dreamed-of park—
for my pick-up stalls at places where mean spirits are at play.
I know this from frequent stalls at border patrol checkpoints.)

I never saw that any of our vetch took root—
there was mud for a short while after days of deluge,
then the top crust was bull-dozed away
making an impervious surface.

I expect though, 
there is still some seed in that dirt waiting for the People’s Park
to take root.

P.S. One of my “resistance plantings” did take root as 
a vine at the base of the border wall being built 
at Brownsville’s Hope Park…
I imagined border-crossers
taking heed of the green twining up the steel wall
might smile, for a moment.
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Chicharras, A/C
Marisol Cortez

My despair is a paralysis
that I never knew was there
that I never knew was 
despair:
hard to put a finger on
until you sit and 
settle in

It was the memory of our ride
down Military
insulated from 
the air outside, 
over 100, 
heat index 115
says George
but inside the car
is artificially
conditioned, 
thank god
thank god
for that:
my last two cars
didn’t have it

It is the memory of a ride
in the twilight of cars
over the river at Espada, 
then caught in the throat
of a train, seeing the coal cars 
crawl by en route to Calaveras
seeing Calumet’s flare
over the trees

And my daughter in the backseat,
my daughter telling me
I hope I’m not alive
when global warming starts:
I can’t bear to tell her
that it isn’t if
any longer
it isn’t even when

I remember her standing once
outside with a moth
in her hand. It had died
when it flew into the hot wax
of a candle. Outside
on the porch
she hid from us
to cry,
cradling it
in her hand,
a tiny Icarus

My heart aches, thinking
of how she loves the world
of tiny things, her eye 
on the spider
and the sparrow—

so I follow it back 
and back, the ache
within me, the pain
of our failure,
until the content
drops away
to reveal 
only tightness in bands 
around my throat, my eyes
only constriction
only salt water
the echo
of oceans

Until
it is suddenly plain
until suddenly I recognize
the name of it, 
that it even has a name
to be spoken, a shape
my mouth can make 
to pronounce it.
There it is,
that’s what it is.
Despair, yes,
I see you, come in.
It floats to the surface
like a paper flower
when my mind stops scrambling
for solutions. 
And in the quiet
and for just a moment
I hear the high summer whirr
of chicharras outside
over the a/c. And
I hear the summer whirr
of the a/c too.
Everything is alive
not just chicharras
to wake up into
everything is there
to hold you

And if there were only this
in a lifetime of trance,
if there was only 
one single moment
of stillness, 
of waking up into 
what is there:
it would be enough,
it is enough
that it becomes 
possible
again 
to imagine
continuing.
For her,
for the tiniest
ones.



Therapy
Poetry Therapy

Some authors use poetry to deal with heroin/alcohol addiction, death, 
abandonment, and sexual and emotional abuse. The following poems 
illustrate the use of writing to deal with these issues.

I Have Anxiety about Anxiety Pills:
How turning to poetry helped me calm my anxious heart

or
Spoonfuls of Sugar and Heart Attacks:

A glimpse into the life of a natural born worrier
Melody Mejia

Anxiety is real. It is part of who I am. When I admit this to 
people it’s either a blessing or a curse. I can either be too vocal 
or too quiet, too emotional or too dry, too nice or too mean. I 
have come to terms with the role anxiety plays in my life. I am 
on a quest to help others understand anxiety and how it can ei-
ther strengthen or weaken relationships with friends, family, and 
coworkers. 

I am committed to being open and to sharing my lifelong strug-
gles with anxiety. Yet, I have learned that it is hard to get through 
to other people, unless they have experienced anxiety for them-
selves. Poetry has a unique power to help me convey my experi-
ence in terms that others might be able to grasp. It is my outlet. 
Writing about anxiety allows me to define my relationship with 
anxiety. We are friends. We always will be. 

I’ve learned to use my poetry as my soapbox. I’ve chosen to 
take on challenging topics that I sometimes can’t talk about on a 
daily basis (such as: anxiety) and bring a certain level of beauty 
and respect to the topic to encourage conversation. With my po-
etry, I am able to slow down time enough to talk about things that 
might be mundane but are very much a part of life. Poetry writ-
ing has been a constant flow of creativity, honesty, and love that 
I have been able to maintain for myself.

For me, these poems reveal my relationship with anxiety, my 
journey of self-awareness, and my determination to be confident 
and unphased by the mental health stigma or ignorance that I 
experience in all aspects of my life, surrounding my willingness 
to feel and to be open about those feelings. I understand that my 
relationship with anxiety is lifelong, and my ability to accept this 
fate is what makes even the hardest days move a little easier. 

My mother might never fully accept my struggle with worry 
and why I overinvest in people, places, and things. My father 
will probably continue to stay quiet, blankly stare at me as if the 
bubbly daughter he raised was simply “absent” from the dinner 
table. My brother, although he stopped, might still ask me if I’ve 
seen a therapist and if I should at least consider finding one. My 
sister, although she has experienced anxiety herself, will may-
be still wonder why I insist on telling the same story more than 
three times with the same worry and fear in every word I spill. 
My friends, more times than not, will still assume everything 
is “okay” because I haven’t had a random cry fest at lunch or 
because I stopped avoiding them on Friday nights and I actually 
took a tequila shot with them.

 

So… here’s to being self-aware, unafraid to share the struggles, 
and for having an anxious heart that refuses to stop beating.

Cheers, anxiety—let’s go for another ride!

things          

law school
photography

learning how to decorate cakes
my thesis
exercising

my high school friends
drawing

explaining my anxiety 
staying up past 10 p.m.
understanding my boss

not arguing over politics on social media
YOU

writing in my journal
keeping my cacti from dying

traveling out West
making friends at work

coloring in adult coloring books
eating a hearty breakfast

keeping my new place clean
justifying my actions

only napping for 30 minutes during the week
trying to be less sensitive

avoiding fast food
not cussing like a sailor

saving money
going to church

i gave up on

[ILL] DEFINED 

anx·i·e·ty
aNGˈzīədē/
mother

: a phase; the act of being spoiled

Example: “You are just being chiflada. It’s nothing, you do not 
have anxiety.” 

synonyms: chiflasones, phase, denial 
antonyms: comforting, understanding

She and I were best friends before we ever met, 
but my anxiety has rattled our friendship.

She claims that right now, she does not know 
me 

 or 
  it.
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anx·i·e·ty
aNGˈzīədē/
father 

: no definition found

Example: no example found 

synonyms: No synonyms found  
antonyms: supportive, conversational

His silence joins the conversation, 
but my anxiety takes over…

it 

screams 
much

LOUDER.

anx·i·e·ty
aNGˈzīədē/
sister

: not a reason to cry; the act of being annoying or dramatic  

Example: “Can you get over it? You’ve been crying for the same 
reason for days now. Try to stop. Your anxiety is all in your head.”  

synonyms: annoying, emotional, irritable 
antonyms: sensitive, patient

She does not want to understand 

it

and as a result, she does not believe

 it

 is real.

anx·i·e·ty
aNGˈzīədē/
brother

: the need for mental help 

Example: “So if you are dealing with anxiety, should you see a 
therapist?”  

synonyms: crazy, unstable, unaware
antonyms: sympathetic, mindful

We are so much alike, but he
does
not  

understand 

it

and why it has taken 
a liking to  

me.

These excerpts are part of a larger contribution on anxiety by Melody 
Mejia. The entire work is at www.voicesdelaluna.org/201708/therapy/
Mejia-anxiety.pdf.

The Ways of My Life
Gina Zavala

My life started from the bottom
headed for destruction.
Didn’t know which way to go
walked with my head down, dazed
and confused, lost my friends, family,
house, car, and even my dogs that 
meant the world to me for all
the bad decisions and cuz of my stupid
negative missions. I finally got sick 
and tired of being sick and tired, wasn’t
sure of what my heart really desired
so now it was time for me to stop 
and think and let my mind and body retire.
I fell on my knees and looked
up in the sky and cried to God 
why oh why does all this bad have to happen to me?
He looked down at me and said not to 
worry my child. Everything is 
going to be okay you will see!

Finally
Cassandra Wood

The want still involves selfishness
and is dually expressed by quiet demands
for adjustments…
Eyes half closed, straining to see, ironically have
much better vision than the younger ones once held.

The laughter comes after a long fought battle
and instead of war cries, all that is heard now
are the sounds of long deep breaths, and the much
deserved wiser exhales… competing only with
the crashing waves against the shore.

Time now will have no use for man’s clock and
our calendar is now only the setting and rising
of the sun …..Finally……
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My God or Your God
Roja Sahipour

My god or your god
My religion or your religion
My color or your color
Different language
Different thoughts
But we already have the same blood
You have eyes
I can watch
You sing a song
I can write
We have the same way of life—
Cries, tears, happiness
If I am in love, I am in love with you
Do not forget, I am not god 
not a god who will judge you
We can share our love with each other
We can make our lives better
Let’s make a peaceful world
and not forget we are human.

Cries and Whispers
Jessica Kneese

I hear the cries but I refuse to listen
Guilt, shame, worry haunt me
as I turn my back.

I have to stay safe, 
I say to myself
“It is not myself I hear,
but only the screaming fear 
inside of me.”

I hear a faint whisper of
Love inside saying,
“Open your heart,
Open your mind.”

Now I fear not being able 
to hear the soft voice again.
So I listen and trust the
words of the whisperer.

I’m willing and able to
open up heart, mind, and soul.
My selfishness and fear are
becoming quiet.

I am free—free to live—free to love.

Protected and guided by 
the soft yet powerful 
presence of Love.

 

My Garden
Sara McKethan

My garden is a ruin of renewal. There is moss growing on the 
stones and flowers down the path to the fountain that is only al-
lowed to flow when rainwater falls though it.

My garden is plenty, while not being intentional; my weeds are 
there too. I keep them closest to the center so I can look at them 
when I’m reminded of my youth.

The weeds are young.
The flowers are calling.
Out to the sunset,
For just one last kiss of light,
before their bedtime.

There is hope here.

A Beggar’s Hands 
Sara McKethan

A beggar’s hands 
can only hold as much water 
as the rain allows.
A beggar’s shoes 
will only wear as thin 
as the street carves them.
“Dear Rain,”
“Dear Street,”
“You have not said 
how much water 
I may have 
or how far I may walk; 
you have only told the beggar.”
“Dear You,” 
the Street and the Rain reply, 
“you may have no more water 
and may walk no further, 
for the beggar dwells within you.”

My Father
Mary Barba

My father loves to garden
it is a time when
I know he is happiest
when he sees what he has
created. I feel that is 
what he thinks like 
when he sees me 
and my sisters  
proud even when we make mistakes
he’s just happy that
we are still blooming
and thriving like his 
garden.
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Art Therapy
The life-affirming pleasure of art-making is inherently therapeutic. Of-
ten both the art process and product help us to understand our current 
environments, reduce stress, enhance cognitive ability, and increase 
awareness of self and others. They may also be used as a form of prayer 
or journaling. It is common for artists to spontaneously respond to their 
own art or that of others with both art and poetry. The art and poetry 
below have been submitted through a variety of non-clinical, though 
often life-giving, art-based classes in venues around Texas.

My Freedom—Regeneration
Andrea Vasquez Garcia

Untitled
Andrea Vasquez Garcia

My Dream
Christina Ysmael 

Untitled
Christina Ysmael

The Head Politics
Frances R. Ford 

Girl, get off your back
Learn to fight back, attack
But with words not your fists
The Head Politics
Listening to what people say
Will keep you in disarray
Don’t have time for that
Come on girl, you know that’s whack!
People in your life will come and go
Hold on to those that will help you grow
Those that will be your friend till the end
Wanting nothing more than time with you to spend
The Head Politics isn’t just a game
You may even think of it as lame
But as you go on through life
Using it will cause you less strife
So come on girl, you know what it is
Now put it in play, yeah that’s it 
The Head Politics

A Smoky Day at the Sugar Bowl—Hupa
Photo by Edward S. Curtis, 1923
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Poetry & Dreams
Poetry, Dreams, and Interpretation

Trennen
Transcribed and Interpreted by Sasha Guzman

Dream: The dream is set in a resort hotel, where Trennen and I 
share a room and run drills to deliver food supplies to people in 
need. We use an inflatable raft and a truck to complete our tasks. 
The weather changes quickly, and so do night and day. Trennen 
and I go inside the hotel and begin fighting. He is unreasonable 
and victimizing himself. We are positioned across from each oth-
er in a beautiful tan, marble room. The staircase is extravagant 
and the room is enormous. Trennen attempts to commit suicide 
and flips head first over the thin, red railing. His body is limp, 
but stiff at the same time. It is eerie and sad, because he is totally 
committed to the act. I am surprised that he is brave enough to 
launch himself head first. When he falls he splits off into a young 
boy with black hair, about eight years old, and I pick up the boy 
and help him. When Trennen splits off from the boy, he falls to 
the left side of the catwalk. When I walk over to the spot where 
Trennen landed, he isn’t there. The people standing around tell 
me that he was taken to the hospital and would survive. His head 
is cracked wide open in a crooked line, and you can see the red 
blood inside. The stones where he fell cracked into a deep inden-
tation of his head, and you can see his blood in it. Afterwards, I 
am upstairs and walk from my room to the one next door to me. 
There are a couple of people inside, but I don’t know who they 
are. The rooms are decorated and lit in warm tones. I don’t feel 
bad for Trennen, but I feel that I should feel bad. He brought it 
upon himself, and there was nothing more I could do to help him 
stop fighting and work things out between us. I still feel that I 
care for him; however, I cannot fix who he is. End of dream.

Interpretation: This dream mirrors the shadow aspect of my-
self, Trennen, the pure and almost innocent being. Trennen repre-
sents a weak and sensitive aspect within myself that has recently 
been wounded. He tries to commit suicide, an act showing im-
maturity, uncontrolled emotion, and poor decision-making skills. 
A part of me feels somewhat hopeless and disturbed by the re-
cent experiences in my outer life. Trennen, in my dream, is of 
pure thought and instinct. He willingly lets his urges get the best 
of him. Trennen survives the suicide attempt and is in recovery, 
signifying a possible rejuvenation. If this dream is viewed from 
another perspective, this part of myself may not fully recover. In 
the dream, the child splits off and I rush to help him. My inner 
child is also wounded and needs my help. My inferior sensa-
tion function needs this young boy 
to remain healthy, if I am to continue 
to grow through my individuation 
process. There is a lesson that my 
unconscious is sending me. I must 
help my shadow aspect, as well as 
my inner child, to handle hurtful or 
challenging situations with grace. If 
I don’t, I risk compromising the bal-
ance between my conscious life and 
these important aspects of my uncon-
scious.

 

The New Jerusalem
James Brandenburg

First with his assault rifle
he attacks 
unbelievers in a crowded mall
a random act of kindness
he says killing 
innocent women and children
“God is great,” 
“and the end is near,”
he screams.

He flips head first
over the thin red railing
totally committed to the act 
he falls onto the stones
his head cracked wide open
in a crooked line
an indentation 
of his red blood 
on the stones.
Then he splits off 
to the right 
into a young boy
eight years of age 
while to the left
only the stone remains
with red blood on it.

The inner beggar returns
in the image of a child
form and appearance empty
cracked open on the stones
The New Jerusalem 
not out there but in him
transition from an old way of being
to a new way of being
lost in gunshots
and death screams
ricocheting off drops of rain 
in the coolness of night air
and swallowed up by his shadow.

Quotes from Henry David Thoreau, 1817-1862

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front 
only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it 
had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not 
lived. I did not wish to live what was not life, living is so dear; 
nor did I wish to practise resignation, unless it was quite neces-
sary. I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, 
to live so sturdily and Spartan-like as to put to rout all that was 
not life, to cut a broad swath and shave close, to drive life into a 
corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms.—Walden

If [the injustice that is part of the machine of government] is of 
such a nature that it requires you to be the agent of injustice to 
another, then, I say, break the law. Let your life be a counter fric-
tion to stop the machine.—“Civil Disobedience”
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Way-Seeking
Nan Cuba

In December 2000, I had been researching Mesoamerican spir-
itual beliefs for my novel, Body and Bread, when two archeologi-
cal sites I was visiting in the Yucatán manifested the sacred. On 
the first morning of a ten-day trip, I walked from my thatched-
roof cottage down a path to Chichén Itzá. I had seen photographs 
and read descriptions, even using those images as models while 
writing scenes. I had also visited various cities in Mexico, seen 
European historical sites, and studied my city’s Spanish mis-
sions. But when I rounded the path’s final corner, the stone pyra-
mids rose from arid ground like walls of a mighty cathedral, and 
I stopped, jolted, teary. Years before, as an unhappy college stu-
dent, I had wandered into a small chapel on a particularly lonely 
night, and sitting in the dark, I thought I saw a diaphanous spirit 
flit across the front of the altar. Now, as I stood before what had 
been from A.D. 750 to 1200 a sophisticated urban center cover-
ing an area of almost two square miles, a similar sacred energy 
felt palpable.

I wandered from one restored ruin to another, silently reading 
plaques, imagining pre-Columbian Nahua worshiping there: the 
observatory, El Caracol, translated “The Snail” because of its spi-
ral staircase inside the tower; The Temple of the Warriors flanked 
on its south and west sides by 200 round and square columns; La 
Iglesia, The Church, whose exterior frieze was decorated with a 
limestone masonry veneer made up of Chac masks, stepped frets, 
zigzag lines, and pilasters; the Stone Ring thirty feet above the 
floor of the Great Ballcourt; Tzompantli, the Skull Platform, with 
vertical rows of carved impaled skulls; and The Temple of Ku-
kulkan, named for a Maya deity similar to the Aztec Quetzalcoatl 
or Feathered Serpent (quetzal bird + rattlesnake), who with his 
opposite, Tezcatlipoca, created the Aztec world. This last Maya 
pyramid, usually called El Castillo, or The Castle, was seventy-
nine feet high, but its temple on top added another twenty feet. 
Each of the four sides was covered in a staircase; each base was 
181 feet across, one covered in stone serpent heads. As instructed 
on the plaque, I clapped while standing in front, and an echo 
sounded like the “chirp of a quetzalcoatl,” meaning the distinc-
tive kyow of a brilliant red, blue, and iridescent green quetzal, 
god of the air and symbol of freedom and wealth. In the 1930s, 
under the pyramid’s north side, a small staircase was discovered 
that led to another temple below the current one, and inside that 
area at the top of the stairs, which was the pinnacle of the earlier 
pyramid, stood a high priest’s throne in the shape of a jaguar, 
painted red with eyes and spots made of inlaid jade. Images had 
been discovered in various locations of a priest wearing a jaguar 
skin, assuming the role of God L, the primary lord of the under-
world, while he sat on a similar ceremonial bench.

Maya gods with jaguar attributes could move between the day 
world, which was the earth and the living, and the night world, 
which was the underworld of the ancestors. Since the jaguar im-
age recurred throughout my novel as a metaphysical motif, men-
tioned first as an Aztec mask belonging to the narrator’s brother 
before he committed suicide, I eagerly joined the line at the en-
trance. People packed the cave-like passageway, silently inching  

higher while another line descended after viewing the marvel, 
our shoulders rubbing, elbows bumped. As the air thinned and 
heat spread like fungus, my breaths shortened until I panted, 
an invisible fist pressing my chest, my head a detached weight, 
woozy. Determined to witness what had become a touchstone 
for my protagonist, I closed my eyes, inhaling, exhaling, stretch-
ing breaths, trying to calm but sensing only damp bodies and a 
tightening; so, I stopped, then bent over, trying to shift blood 
to my head but finally turning to the man climbing behind me. 
“I’m going to faint,” I muttered, and he grabbed my elbow. We 
descended like swimmers rising through water, oxygen gradually 
filtering back into my lungs, until finally, I burst into open light, 
bystanders oblivious. The kind stranger had sacrificed his place 
in line, but I had sacrificed a holy encounter, missing this rare 
clue in my search for an understanding of the spiritual.

I knew the Nahua believed the cosmos was unified by teotl, a 
self-generating, transmuting energy force. Teotl was not a god, 
but a charged current like electricity, and it comprised every-
thing, creating a seamless cosmic totality. Multiple gods were 
only features of this energy source. Much of its power derived 
from the cyclical oscillation of contrary yet mutually comple-
mentary, interdependent polarities, such as being/non-being, or-
der/disorder, active/passive, animate/inanimate, earth/sky, male/
female, life/death. When humans perceived these as dualities 
rather than aspects of the same regenerating process, teotl was 
masking itself. Nothing was temporal or theistic; everything was 
teotl. A person’s goal was to be well-rooted in teotl, and in that 
way, live a balanced life that contributed to a cosmic balance.1 

My search for more clues took me to Ek Balam, translated 
“Black Jaguar,” a Mayan city surrounded by jungle, dating from 
100 B.C. to its height at A.D. 700–1,200. During our drive there, 
my guide said restoration had begun only a couple of years be-
fore, which meant few tourists came, and in fact, we were the 
only people there that day. In the Central Plaza, the massive 
Acropolis pyramid, sometimes called La Torre, or The Tower, 
is 480 feet long, 180 feet wide, and ninety-six feet high, mak-
ing it one of the largest structures ever excavated in the Yucatán. 
Its six levels had housed the city’s governors and other dignitar-
ies. Thatched-roof palapas protected multiple facades, and at my 
guide’s urging, I followed him up the stairs toward one.

The stone steps were uneven and narrow, so I was looking at 
my feet when I moved sideways underneath the overhang. As 
my vision registered, I leaned back, taking in more, muttering 
“Incredible,” laughing. I could have been standing next to Har-
rison Ford inside a movie set, searching for the lost ark. These 
ancient set designers had sculpted stucco and limestone mortar 
into a fantastic wall frieze of alto-relief forms and painted over 
them. Three-dimensional glyphs surrounded warriors (a headless 
one above the doorway), anthropomorphic figures, a woman sit-
ting sideways, skulls, stylized serpents and plants, towering, I 
guessed, about twenty feet high and forty feet across. The door-
way was bordered by a row of thigh-sized fangs, which also bor-
dered flooring that formed a stage representing a giant jaguar’s 
open mouth to the underworld. Sacrifices had been made there 
to Ek Balam’s powerful ruler Ukil-Kan-Lek-Tok, the highest of-
ficial during the city’s peak in A.D. 800. A pair of 6.5 foot statues
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of winged guards, with clearly visible hair braids, loin cloth pat-
terns, and carved skulls on their belts, stood on pedestals, protect-
ing this, their ruler’s tomb.

Because the Nahua believed each person’s lifelong goal was to 
maintain “balance upon the slippery earth,” their religion can be 
called way-seeking rather than truth-seeking. And in this way, it’s 
more like Taoism or classical Confucianism than European phi-
losophies.2 Gnosticism, the early Christian sect, was also way-
seeking, and like the Nahua struggling for a balanced physical 
existence, Gnostics wanted to escape the “poverty” of “unknow-
ing.” The way to free yourself was to attain gnosis, or self-knowl-
edge, which might be called insight. They believed that you must 
go on a spiritual quest to discover that you are a child of God like 
Jesus. When you know yourself at that level, you will also come 
to know God, because you will discover that the divine is within 
you and identical in quality with God himself. Therefore, death is 
no longer a problem, but death is a solution, because the true self 
will be liberated to a state that’s no longer dependent on physi-
cal life. Instead of coming to save us from sin, Gnostics thought 
Jesus came as a guide who opened access to spiritual understand-
ing, much like the living Buddha. In fact, some wonder whether 
the Hindu or Buddhist traditions influenced Gnosticism, since the 
religions were not clearly differentiated 2,000 years ago. In A.D. 
80–200, when trade routes between the Greco-Roman world and 
the Far East opened, Gnosticism flourished, and Buddhist mis-
sionaries had been proselytizing in Alexandria for generations 
before that.3

According to Ronald A. Barnett, Emeritus Professor of Higher 
Education at the University of London:

If we compare the Mesoamerican concept of the prime deity or 
God with that of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, or with the ab-
stract first principle of Hinduism, the Aztec concept does not 
seem quite so strange any more. For example, Ometeotl “in-
vents” or “thinks” itself into existence. Similarly the YHWH 
of the Old Testament means “I am what I am.” Like the Mus-
lims with their 99 known names of Allah (+ the 100th mystery 
name), the Aztecs had many names for the different existential 
attributes of their prime deity. The Aztecs also believed that 
the priest was the god’s image or replica on earth… . Compare 
this with the transubstantiation of the Catholic mass or the 
idea of God’s representative on earth in Christianity.4

According to an American Psychological Association cover 
story, “A Reason to Believe,” brain researchers think religions 
are the result of “our cognitive tendencies to seek order from 
chaos, to anthropomorphize our environment and to believe the 
world around us was created for our use.”5 Although this may 
be true, my mystical experiences at Chichén Itzá and Ek Balam 
energized my own way-seeking. Writing my novel helped me 
accept that some questions will forever go unanswered, finally 
bringing me to this conversation I am having with you.

1“Aztec Philosophy,” Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, www.iep.
utm.edu/aztec, (June 23, 2017).

2www.iep.utm.edu/aztec, (June 23, 2017).
3Elaine Pagels, Excerpt from: The Gnostic Gospels, The Gnostic Society 

Library, gnosis.org/naghamm/Pagels-Gnostic-Gospels.html, (June 
23, 2017).

4Ronald A. Barnett, “Mesoamerican Religious Concepts: Part Two,” 
Mexconnect, www.mexconnect.com/articles/546-mesoamerican- 
religious-concepts-part-two, (June 23, 2017).

5Beth Azar, “A Reason to Believe,” American Psychological Associa-
tion, www.apa.org/monitor/2010/12/believe.aspx, (June 23, 2017).

American Indian and Indigenous People 
Resources: UTSA Special Collections

Agnieszka Czeblakow

The University of Texas at San Antonio Special Collections is 
home to nearly 30,000 rare books and over 500 manuscript col-
lections in a variety of subject areas. The Mexican cookbooks 
collection, Chicano literature collection, and the extensive Texa-
na and San Antonio rare books are perhaps the most well-known 
among the UTSA Special Collections holdings. 

However, UTSA Special Collections is also home to a fairly 
extensive but little known collection of books and manuscripts 
related to the history of indigenous and Native American peoples 
of the Western hemisphere. The core of the material comes from 
three discrete book collections acquired by the University in the 
mid-1970s: the John Peace Collection, the R.D. Warden Col-
lection, and the Sons of the Republic of Texas Kathryn Stoner 
O’Connor Mexican Manuscript Collection. 

John Robert Peace was a Texas lawyer and public official who 
also served on the University of Texas Board of Regents from 
1967 to 1973 (Chair, 1971-1973). He is credited with being a 
driving force in the establishment of the University of Texas at 
San Antonio. Peace, motivated by an interest in the Spanish and 
Mexican history of Texas, was an avid collector of Texana as 
well as Spanish and Mexican documents related to the region. 
Over the years, he amassed a collection of about 900 books and 
500 manuscripts, many dating back to the 1700s.

R.D. Warden started collecting Western Americana books and 
documents after retiring from Montana’s Great Falls Tribune 
Leader newspaper in 1965, where he was executive editor and 
co-owner for forty years. Over the next ten years, he amassed an 
impressive collection of 8,100 volumes of Western Americana 
focusing on the culture, arts, history, and indigenous peoples 
of the Northwestern and Southwestern United States. In 1975, 
his collection traveled along the old Chisholm Trail, from Great 
Falls, MT, to San Antonio, TX, to its new home at UTSA Librar-
ies Special Collections. 

In 1977, the Sons of the Republic of Texas, a nonprofit orga-
nization whose mission is to perpetuate the memory and spirit 
of the men and women who founded Texas and foster compre-
hensive knowledge and research about Texas, placed their Kath-
ryn Stoner O’Connor Mexican Manuscript Collection and Rare 
Books Collection under UTSA’s stewardship. The collection 
consists of nearly 7,000 printed and manuscript documents and 
broadsides and over 1,800 books, periodicals, and pamphlets. 
Royal and government documents, financial records, legal pe-
titions, civil and criminal cases, political and ecclesiastical de-
crees, wills and legal testaments, and personal and business cor-
respondence are among the many documents contained within 
the collection. The archival materials and rare books are written 
predominantly in Spanish and range in date from the sixteenth 
through the twentieth centuries.

Together, the items gathered in these distinct collections of-
fer a rich account of the discovery, exploration, and colonization 
of the Americas by European explorers, soldiers, colonists, and 
missionaries. In tandem with UTSA Special Collections’ general 
holdings, the collections are uniquely poised to create a fuller 
picture of the transnational histories of the United States, Spain, 
and Mexico, and their indigenous populations.
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From facsimile editions of pre-and post-conquest Aztec, Mix-
tec, and Mayan codices to accounts of frontier life, pioneers, ex-
plorers, traders, and Native Americans in the nineteenth-century 
United States, and from the Arctic circle to the Andes, the col-
lections support research and teaching of a variety of subjects re-
lated to the indigenous peoples of the Americas. The collection in-
cludes books with illustrations and photographs depicting native 
peoples, published collections of indigenous folklore, royal edicts 
and government treatises, ethnographies, maps, archaeological 
surveys, travel writing, voyage and exploration journals, captivity 
narratives, memoirs, and diaries. The ephemeral materials from 
the Warden Collection related to Native Americans, particularly 
in the Western and Southwestern United States and Canada, in-
clude pamphlets, calendars, auction and art catalogs, and travel 
brochures, while the John Peace and SRT manuscript holdings are 
rich in materials related to Indian depredations in Texas as well 
as legal cases initiated by indigenous populations of Mexico over 
land and water rights, inheritance, tribute, and labor. 

The majority of the materials held in UTSA Special Collec-
tions pertaining to the indigenous and Native American popula-
tions of North and South America were written by Europeans 
and Anglo-Americans, and as such they are limited by their au-
thors’ Eurocentric points of view, beliefs and traditions that tend 
to silence and marginalize indigenous voices. The accounts are 
often replete with cultural, religious, and social prejudices and 
stereotypes reflecting their creators’ racist ideologies and cultural 
assumptions and biases. Nevertheless, the materials can still of-
fer their readers a valuable source of description and observa-
tion of the peoples and the cultural and physical terrain of the 
Americas. Carefully read against the grain, the materials can pro-
vide insights into the complexity of indigenous worldviews and 
cultures, revealing perspectives about historical events from the 
point of view of native communities. 

Following are some highlights from these collections.

Demanda que levantaron Andrés Gutiérrez y Antonio de 
Loya por el maltrato de su casa y huerta, 1584 [SRT 3045]. 

The text, written in Nahuatl, is a petition addressed to the mem-
bers of the indigenous council by Simón de Santiago in regard 
to a theft and assault committed by his neighbor, Cristóbal. The 
sheet that contains the document in Nahuatl was used as a cover 
page for Spanish land litigation, suggesting that the petition in 
Nahuatl was composed much earlier than 1584. 

Landa, Diego de, and [Charles-Étienne] Brasseur de 
Bourbourg. Relation des choses de Yucatan de Diego de 

Landa: Texte espagnol et traduction française en regard, 
comprenant les signes du calendrier et de l’alphabet hiéro-
glyphique de la langue maya: Accompagné de documents 
divers historiques et chronologiques, avec une grammaire 
et un vocabulaire abrégés français-maya, précédés d’un 

essai sur les sources de l’histoire primitive du Mexique et de 
l’Amérique Centrale, etc., d’après les monuments égyptiens, 
et de l’histoire primitive de l’Égypte d’après les monuments 

américains. Paris: Auguste Durand, 1864.

Written around 1566 by one of the first Franciscan missionar-
ies to visit Yucatán, the Relation was first published in French by 
Abbé Charles-Étienne de Brasseur de Bourbourg in 1864 after he 
encountered a partial manuscript of Landa’s writings at the Aca-
demia de la Historia in Madrid. The book deals with all aspects of 
Mayan history, beliefs, and customs from the perspective of the 
Mayas, gathered by Landa through native informants. The book 
is also the source of documentation on the Mayan calendar and 
hieroglyphics, and it remains the basis for all scholarly research 
into Mayan texts and artwork.

Peña, Montenegro A. Itinerario para parochos de Indios, 
en que se tratan las materias más particulares, tocantes a el-
los, para su buena administración. Francia: A Costa de J.A. 

[Huguetan, 1678.]
First edition of the most important work of Alonso de la Peña 
Rivas y Montenegro (1596-1687), Bishop of Quito, written 

between 1660 and 1663

This book offers Jesuit missionaries guidelines and advice on 
the treatment of Indians. Considered a classic of ethnographic 
literature of its time, it offers information and descriptions of 
the religion, customs, and ways of life of the Indians, including 
observations on cannibalism, love, magical spells, and the con-
sumption of coca.
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Neve y Molina, Luis de. Reglas de orthographia, diccionario, 
y arte del idioma othomí, breve instrucción para los principi-

antes, que dictó el L. D. Luis de Neve y Molina. Mexico: Impr. 
de la Bibliotheca Mexicana, 1767.

Shown above is the first edition of the Spanish-Otomí diction-
ary, by Luis de Neve y Molina, official interpreter of the Eccle-
siastical Tribunal of the Indies, Mexico. Today, the Otomí lan-
guage is spoken by close to 300,000 people in the Mexican states 
of Hidalgo (Valle de Mezquital), México, Puebla, Querétaro, 
Tlaxcala, and Veracruz.

United States. Treaty between the United States of America 
and the Comanche and Witchetaw Nations and Their As-

sociated Bands or Tribes of Indians: Concluded August 24, 
1835—Ratified May 16 [I.e. 19] 1836.

This is the first printing of a rare treaty with Texas tribes rati-
fied during the Republic era. One of the provisions of the treaty 
was the free passage of U.S. citizens through the Comanche terri-
tory and settlements in Texas on their way to any of the provinces 
of Mexico. The treaty is signed by over 150 Native Americans, 
arranged according to their tribal affiliation.

Houston, Sam, et al. “Talks” of Samuel Houston and Indian 
Chiefs of Texas: Santa Anna, José María, Mo-Co-Cher-Co-
Pe, Keys and Bowls, A-Co-Hue-Di, War-Re-To, 1846. 1900. 

Talk of Santa Anna, Comanche Chief, 1846 Dec. 19.

 

“Talks” of Santa Anna, Comanche Chief, December 19, 1846, is 
an unpublished collection of original manuscripts of the proceed-
ings between Sam Houston and the Native American chiefs at the 
Texas border during the Mexican-American War. In the “talk” 
or “letters,” signed by various Indian agents located at Torrey’s 
Trading House, the chiefs state their faith in Houston’s words 
and give a pledge of loyalty to the U.S. during the war. Santa 
Anna, the Comanche Chief, was a leader of Comanche resistance 
to Anglo settlements in Texas, firmly opposing accommodation
with whites and conducting raids and attacks on Anglo cities and 
towns, especially after the deadly fight between Texas soldiers 
and officials and a delegation of Comanche chiefs during a peace 
conference in San Antonio on March 19, 1840.

Jones, John, and Peter Jones. The Gospel According to St. 
John, translated into the Chippeway tongue by John Jones, 
and rev. and cor. by Peter Jones, Indian teachers. London: 
Printed for the British and Foreign Bible Society, 1831.

Peter Jones, known in Ojibwa as Kahkewaquonaby, meaning 
“sacred feathers” or “sacred waving feathers,” and  Desagonden-
sta in Mohawk, signifying “he stands people on their feet,” was 
a Mississauga Ojibwa chief, member of the eagle totem, farmer, 
Methodist minister, author, and translator. Born in 1802 at Bur-
lington Heights (Hamilton), Upper Canada, to a retired survey-
or and the daughter of Wahbanosay, a Mississauga chief, Peter 
Jones was raised by his mother, learning the religion and the cus-
toms of the Mississaugas. While still a young man, he learned 
English and in 1823 converted, joining the Methodist Episcopal 
Church. Along with his brother, John, Peter translated many reli-
gious works into Ojibwa, including The Gospel according to St. 
John; The First Book of Moses, Called Genesis; and Mesah oowh 
menwahjemoowin, kahenahjemood owh St. Matthew.

[See image described below on p. 31]

Catlin, George. Illustrations of the Manners, Customs, & 
Condition of the North American Indians: With Letters and 

Notes, Written during the Eight Years of Travel and Adventure 
among the Wildest and Most Remarkable Tribes Now Exist-

ing. London: Catto & Windus, 1844.
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One of the most important works on American Indians pub-
lished in the 19th century, the book contains hundreds of line 
drawings of southern and western Indians, as well as two sig-
nificant maps showing the locations of Native American tribes. 
It was written by Catlin during eight year’s travel (1842-1839) in 
North America.

Higher-resolution images of all the documents discussed and displayed 
in this article may be found online at www.voicesdelaluna.org/201708/
images/UTSA/ - ed.

A Brief History of the Rio Grande Valley Interna-
tional Poetry Festival, Its Partners, Predecessors, 

Contemporaries, and Posterity
Daniel Garcia Ordaz

Since 2008, The Rio Grande Valley International Poetry Fes-
tival, or V.I.P.F., has existed as a four-day event to showcase po-
etry, music, and art to the Rio Grande Valley and to give a voice 
to poets with readings and events across the Valley and México.

Brenda Nettles Riojas, of Harlingen, and I started V.I.P.F. in 
2008 after I successfully organized the first-ever Poetry Pachan-
ga—the one-night event that spawned the larger festival—in 
2007. We held the Poetry Pachanga at the former University 
of Texas-Pan American Library Auditorium. UT-Pan American 
creative writing professor Emmy Pérez had invited me to be a 
featured speaker at the campus. Since I had been conducting 
readings at public schools and had already been featured at the 
university numerous times, I asked Emmy whether I could invite 
other poets. I’d select featured poets, and she’d invite faculty, 
staff, and students to read during an open-mic session as a pre-
lude to the “featureds.” Then-UTPA librarians George Gause and 
Virginia Haynie Gause agreed to help with logistics, such as lin-
ing up use of the building and volunteering at the entrance during 
the event.

People came out of the woodwork to be featured poets after I 
sent a press release to local papers. Though I knew of only about 
half of the poets, and personally knew even less, for a small fee 
that paid for a t-shirt and copies of a simple stapled program, 
fourteen poets took the stage as featured readers, the original 

Pachangueros. Over 175 people filled the auditorium, including 
the adult children of one of our featured poets, Melitón Hinojosa, 
of Harlingen—whom I met the night of the Pachanga. His sons 
flew in from Dallas. That singular fact showed me that if people 
were willing to fly in only to hear their father, the poet, read for 
ten minutes, with a packed house and tons of student and faculty 
readers, I knew then that the Valley was ready for its own poetry 
festival. I like to joke that we had twelve tamales and fourteen 
poets. During those early years, I paid handsomely from my own 
pocket. The tamales that we’d snuck in without permission from 
the university (lest they force us to use their contracted caterers), 
the chips, the drinks, some donated by friends, all came together 
to prove that indeed we were ready and literally hungry for more. 
After the Pachanga, in the parking lot behind the library, I spoke 
with Brenda Nettles Riojas, another of our original Pachangue-
ros, and she agreed to help me found our festival. Though we 
share responsibilities, I generally take care of programming 
while she takes care of logistics.

When we started V.I.P.F., held the last full weekend of April 
(National Poetry Month), we became the first and only poetry 
festival anywhere to hold concurrent readings in two different 
countries: the U.S.A. and México. Even when the drug cartel 
wars became increasingly dangerous along the northern border 
of México, we persisted. Brenda used her contacts at the Catholic 
Diocese of Brownsville, where she handles public relations, and 
the Mexican Consulate, which worked with the Mexican govern-
ment, to provide transportation and security details for our brave 
poets. Later, when things became too dangerous to travel even 
with a security entourage, we continued our readings inside the 
Mexican Consulate’s office on the American side—technically 
considered another country’s foreign soil. 

Since 2008, we’ve hosted dozens of award-winning featured 
poets from across the globe, with featured women (poets, musi-
cians, and artists) easily outnumbering the men. Our annual an-
thology, Boundless, has been a category best-seller (for a spell 
of days) on Amazon in numerous years. We’ve published poets 
from Africa, Asia, Europe, Oceania, Latin America, and the U.S. 
We may have even triggered the Austin International Poetry Fes-
tival—the largest non-juried/open poetry festival in the world—
to delay, then cancel, then postpone its festival one year because 
so many Texas poets came to us instead.

Perhaps V.I.P.F.’s greatest accomplishments are the connections 
we’ve helped poets, musicians, and artists make. We’ve even held 
a fundraiser 5K race, connecting runners to poets. We’ve brought 
two lovers together (though certainly countless others) as husband 
and wife. We’ve introduced publishers to poets, other festivals to 
poets, and schools to poets. Many of our poets have been pub-
lished, invited and sometimes paid to speak, and had their work 
featured in various venues. We continue to include students and 
faculty from South Texas College and University of Texas-Rio 
Grande Valley as readers before our slam contests, and the uni-
versity continues to invite V.I.P.F. poets as guest speakers and 
panelists before, during, and after the festival. Poets from the Rio 
Grande Valley are now connected not only with one another, but 
with poets from Houston, San Antonio, and Dallas. That connect-
edness is one of our greatest successes.

For more information about our V.I.P.F., or to connect with us, 
find us on Facebook or visit www.valleypoetryfest.org.
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Fulfillment: Diary of an Amazonian Picker
(continued)

Paul Juhasz

Day 59:
Today’s generation has it far too easy. They expect instant grat-

ification and refuse to work or earn what they want.
You can now buy an ankle monitor to wear as an accessory, to 

show (one supposes) what a bad-ass you are.
When I was growing up, if you wanted an ankle monitor, you 

had to earn it by knocking over a convenience store, ideally jack-
ing up the clerk in the process.

I weep for the future.

Day 60: 
During stand-up, Mike mentioned that on a normal shift, we 

have almost 700 people working in the warehouse. 
“We’re like a small town,” he explained. 
After stand-up, I approached Mike’s desk.
“What do you want, Paul?”
“Can I be the mayor?”
“What?”
“The mayor. You said we’re like a small town. I’d like to be 

mayor.”
Rubbing his face with his hands, he responded, “No, Paul, you 

can’t be mayor. Now get back—”
“Councilman?”
“No.”
“Alderman?”
“No!”
“First Selectman?”
“No!”
“Can I at least have epaulettes?”
“What the fuck are epaulettes?”
“Those shoulder board thingies important people wear?”
“No!”
“An important-looking hat?”
“No! Just get back to work!”
I looked back at his desk before I entered the Mod. 
He had his head in his hands.
I don’t think he likes me very much. 
And he messes with my political career at his own peril.

Day 61:
I blasted the radio on the commute tonight, hoping to get a 

good song in my head or be inspired by some positive message.
Instead, I must confront the fact that with each successive hear-

ing, I am increasingly stunned by how off I was on the lyrics to 
“Aqualung.”

Day 62:
Yet another conversation with Matt. 
Matt (without preamble or context): “Yeah, I got about 32 

friends on Facebook now. I’m pretty popular.”
Me (feigning surprise): “32?! Wow, um, that’s a lot.”
Matt: “Yeah. It is. I got one the other day from Poland. He has 

the same last name as I do. We must be related.”
I consider pointing out that I was under the impression that 

Ireland and/or Slovakia was the land of his ancestors. 
I also consider saying nothing and going to my next pick. 

 

Instead, because I am not very smart, I reply: “Poland? Wow, 
that’s far away.”

Matt: “Yeah. Much farther than New Jersey. It’s kinda tough, 
though, when he writes me. I have no idea what he’s saying. It’s 
like he’s talking Greek.”

Talking to Matt makes my brain hurt. I’m going to stop doing 
it.

Day 63:
The Darwin Awards annually celebrate individuals who have 

contributed to the human gene pool by removing themselves 
from it.

For example, in 2000, a young Houston man reportedly de-
cided to play Russian roulette. The problem was, his gun was 
not a revolver (which of course lends a titillating element of 
chance to the game), but a semi-automatic. For his lethal act of 
dumbassery, he was a Darwin Award winner.

It is merely a matter of time before someone here does some-
thing Darwin-worthy.

Tonight, I may have met the leading candidate.
I was on the third floor when I heard a cry of “Gah!” immedi-

ately followed by a series of metal-, plastic-, wood-, and glass-
on-metal crashes.

I recalled that during training, Samantha noted that short pick-
ers frequently use the bottom two shelves as steps to reach the top 
shelf. Fearing that the noises I heard were the result of an aisle 
crashing down upon someone rash enough to do this, I rushed to 
the source. 

Staring vacantly down the stairwell leading down to the 2nd 
level stood a new picker (Jake, as per his [non-blue] badge). At 
the bottom of the stairs lay his cart and a debris field composed 
of his totes and the flotsam and jetsam that until a few moments 
ago had been the new, pristine, and unsullied goods that he had 
most recently picked.

Me: “What happened?”
Jake: “The scanner told me to go to the first floor, but when I 

tried to push the cart down the steps, everything capsized.”
I looked over my shoulder at the conveyor belt literally 10 

steps away, looked back at Jake, pondered explaining what 
should have been the painfully obvious solution to his dilemma, 
and instead walked off to find someone slightly less dishearten-
ing to talk with. 

Perhaps Matt.

Day 64:
There are moments here that are quite pleasant; that I look for-

ward to; when the fog of incomprehensibility lifts, and for a few 
short moments, I enjoy working here.

Lunch with the remnants of my training group is one of these. 
There are only five of us left and that has forged a bond between 
us. 

And so we gather at the same table each shift, our own little 
clique. The initial conversations consistently centers around rate, 
odd items we picked, and avoiding Matt. 

Eventually, we pass on to other topics, each of us gradually 
presenting the others with the essence of ourselves, and the pic-
tures we paint invariably are colored by our fears: 

Riann: a single mother with an eight-month-old daughter wor-
ries about her daughter’s health (for she is sickly), her inability to 
find child care most nights, her hesitancy to explain to us what she
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does when she can’t, and her frustration that as a Hispanic wom-
an without a high school degree, Amazon is her best employment 
option this area affords.

Manny: mid-40s, from the Dominican Republic, anxious he 
will be fired soon since his rate has yet to top 80%. When he is 
not talking baseball, he is telling us how many weeks he needs to 
avoid being fired before he can achieve his goal of saving enough 
money to go back to the Dominican to visit his wife. He needs to 
get through to the end of November, another six weeks.

Kevin: 22 years old, left a day job at Foot Locker because he 
hated selling shoes (although his stories of the place make it clear 
it was not the shoes, but the constant harassment he suffered from 
his homophobic co-workers). He and his partner were both in our 
training group, but his partner did not make it three weeks before 
being fired. Although he does not mention this to us, it is clear 
Kevin misses him and is quite lonely.

Jason: 25, African-American. As a result of his waywardness 
as a teen, he has three children from three different mothers. He 
took this job as a way to get straight and be responsible. He plans 
to marry that last mother and support his other two kids fully, 
and is saving for a down payment on a house. He contributes 
to the lunch discussion with either a tally report (like Manny, 
he is counting down how much longer he needs to work here 
to achieve his goal) or showing us pictures on his phone of the 
house he hopes he will soon own.

They, and a few others, humanize this place. Their dreams in-
ure them to the rampant dysfunction and the impossibility of this 
place. 

I am in awe of them.

Day 65:
The enforced isolation of this place does lend a certain clarity 

of thought. For example, today I pondered the oddness of expect-
ant parents, who, when asked if they had a gender preference, say 
that they just hope the baby has ten fingers and ten toes.

I would have thought that they would be more concerned that 
it had a head.

Later on, it also occurred to me that if you play a country song 
backwards, the singer gets all his stuff back. 

I think that’s nice.

Day 66:
Today, the form of my protest will be haiku:

Yodeling Pickles?
As my soul disintegrates
A mad world buys these.

Day 67:
Tonight, I walked by Mike as he was lifting a 36 lb. bag of dog 

food into a tote.
“Be careful with that,” I told him. “All the weight is on the 

inside.”
He looked at me for a moment, smiled, as if touched by my 

concern, and said, “Thanks, Paul.”
Thankfully, I was able to turn the corner before laughing.
I wouldn’t want Mike to not like me very much.

Day 68:
Today, Brad cornered me at stand-up (I had successfully avoid-

ed him for about a month now).

First he tells me he met a woman over the weekend who’s “se-
riously into me.”

He then adds that this woman’s 15-year old daughter sent him 
a text this morning reading: “I think you’re sexy.”

He closes with: “So, I’m thinking there’s some mother/daugh-
ter threeway action coming my way.”

Day 69:
I had a few minutes before lunch break was over, so I went 

outside and sat on the steps and just enjoyed the silence and the 
beauty of the night sky.

I saw a shooting star, and remembering my mother always en-
couraged me to wish upon one, I did so.

I wished for peace throughout the world. 
And for a job that did not so closely resemble Hell.
And an Xbox. 
Yeah, an Xbox would be sweet.

Day 70: 
Shortly after I passed—and once again had my humanity denied 

by—Lurch, my next pick was a pair of 5-inch needle nose pliers. 
Before I knew it, I had the pliers in my hand and was racing 

after Lurch, thinking to myself, “I have ways to make you talk.”
If I had not run into Mable and her torture-defusing bag of 

Dum Dums, I don’t know what would have happened. 
There is an evil in this place; it leaks into my very soul.

Day 71:
Today I picked a bag of hedgehog food. I was dismayed to 

discover it did not contain gold rings.
My world. It crashes around me.

Day 72:
Amazon is a land of acronyms: There are VTO (voluntary time 

off), MTO (mandatory time off), PTO (paid time off), UPT (un-
paid personal time), VOT (voluntary overtime), MOT (manda-
tory overtime), VCP (variable compensation percentage),TOT 
(time off task), and PAs (process assistants).

Now they have introduced VOA: Voice of the Associate.
The idea is to provide a whiteboard where any associate can 

ask questions or raise concerns with management. 
This place thrives on isolation, and depersonalization is its 

very foundation. Much like convicted felons are issued numbers 
which become their new identity, many pickers are not known 
to management by their names, but by their rates. Will actually 
greeted me one night with a “Hello, 105,” so I am in favor of 
anything that gives us some voice.

I also like that management, we were told, MUST respond, to 
all queries and comments on the VOA.

Yesterday, I decided to try it out, offering the following advice:
“Fire Mike.”
The response tonight: “Please use this board for legitimate con-

cerns.”
I thought I was.

Day 73:
Not to be discouraged by yesterday’s attempt to censor me, 

I made sure I stopped by the P.A. desk before posting my next 
entry.

Using Mike’s User ID, I wrote “Fire me.”
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The response: “Ha, ha, Mike. Good One.”
This place is beyond help.

Day 74:
As I drove into work tonight, I passed a neighborhood dog 

vomiting on its owner’s driveway.
After a moment to recover, the dog returned to the steaming 

pile and ingested what it had moments ago disgorged.
As metaphors go, I thought that summed up the entire Amazon 

process quite nicely.

Day 75:
Lurch is not a ghost, nor is he the figment of a progressively 

unhinged mind. He’s just a kid putting himself through college. 
And he even has a name: Jakob (pronounced Yak-kob).

I learned this from Riann, who grew up in the same neighbor-
hood as his family and has known him since they were kids.

Some other tidbits: the first member of his family (immigrants 
from Romania, so they’re NOT first-generation Americans, 
Matt!) to go to college; he’s a senior majoring in chemical and 
biomolecular engineering at Lehigh University. His parents were 
acrobats for Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey Circus 
for twenty-plus years, and now, twisted, bent, and broken (but, 
Riann assures me, boisterous and happy—those genes must skip 
a generation) they subsist on disability. And so Jakob works here 
after a full day of classes to cover what his scholarship doesn’t, 
and to save up for med school.

His behavior towards me in the Mod is not the result of misan-
thropy nor an instinctive grasp of my flaws as a person (for I’m 
basically an asshole), but stems from his obsession (as in read-
ing the American Journal of Medicine in his spare time obses-
sion) with finding a cure for muscular dystrophy, which afflicts 
his younger sister. According to Riann, he’s quite confident he’ll 
solve this problem if provided with enough time and resources.

So, when you think about it, I’m not being ignored; I’m provid-
ing an essential contribution to curing this horrible disease. 

Yeah, I’m one hell of a good person. 
That Nobel Prize is gonna look sweet on the mantle.

Day 76:
Mike extended stand-up by fifteen minutes to give all of the 

pickers training in the new scanner software.
He closed the training by asking: “Does anyone have any ques-

tions? Any questions at all?”
I raised my hand.
“Yes, Paul?”
“Am I the only one surprised that Andy Dick is still alive?”
He didn’t say anything. He just looked at me for a moment or 

two, then turned and walked away.
I don’t think he likes me very much.

Day 77:
Working in the East Mod tonight, I discovered that it is pos-

sible to buy chicken breading by the case.
It then occurred to me that we have a contemptuous hatred of 

the chicken that borders on the psychotic, indicated by the fact 
that before we bread it, we first bathe it in the liquefied bodies of 
its children.

Day 78:
Last week, my fellow Amazonians and I were encouraged to 

 

dress up in costumes for our shifts. Seemed like a great way to 
get into the Halloween spirit. 

But we were then told our costumes could have no props. Or 
masks. Or any garment that was loose fitting. Basically we could 
wear t-shirts.

After thinking long and hard about what my costume should 
be, I went to my shifts dressed as the T-shirt-wearing employee 
who is confused about what the point of the offer was.

I was told my costume was quite life-like, so that was nice.

Day 79:
The main pathway that pickers are to use to get from the East 

Mod to the West Mod is called “The Green Mile.”
Management calls it this, I presume, because it is outlined in 

green tape.
Of course, what this name really does is equate moving from 

one Mod to the other with the walk from Death Row to the elec-
tric chair.

Come to think of it, that sounds about right.

Day 80:
Matt again. 
I am wearing shorts in late November.
Matt points at my exposed legs: “What do you think it is, sum-

mer?”
I give my standard answer to comments like this: “I’m part 

Viking.”
His eyes get wide. “Dude, you don’t even have an accent.”
I just walked away, looking for someone to hug me and tell me 

it would be ok.

Day 81:
I always found the phrase: “I just threw up in my mouth” to be 

silly and needlessly redundant.
Unless I’ve been doing it wrong all these years, every time I 

throw up, I do it in my mouth.
This type of mental clarity is the best this place has to offer.

to be continued…

Mission Espada
Ramón Vásquez y Sánchez
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Homecoming
Jasmina Wellinghoff

1978

When the plane lands at Sheremetyevo Airport, there’s instant 
commotion.

“So many people!” exclaims Dragan, the Serbian dancer, who 
was a big hit with New York audiences in Swan Lake just a few 
days before. From where Sonia is seated, she can’t see much but 
she is nervous. She hears the company’s assistant director trying 
to make himself heard over the din. 

“There may be reporters out there. Please do not speak to 
them,” he says. “Just go straight into the building, smile, wave, 
and just pass by them.”

“They don’t care about us. We all know why they are here, they 
and the officials,” shouts Dmitri, causing a wave of chuckles to 
travel down the aisle where most passengers are standing, ea-
gerly waiting to deplane. When the line of bodies moves forward, 
Sonia is finally able to get up and glance through a window on 
the other side of the aircraft. A funny tickle starts in her throat 
and her knees suddenly feel weak as if the kneecaps had partially 
melted. People sometimes refer to knees going weak due to ex-
treme excitement, shock, or fear, but the sensation is foreign to 
her. Excitement, shock, fear? She isn’t sure. Everything that hap-
pened in the past four days had been strange, confusing, unreal. 
Sonia may be arriving home but she feels on foreign territory at 
the moment.

She considers going to the bathroom to fix her face but the 
thought doesn’t stay in her tired mind long enough to move her 
to action. The three-day stand-off at La Guardia Airport and the 
transatlantic flight have taken their toll. If only she could post-
pone this arrival a little longer!

Now she is on the top of the staircase, looking blindly over 
the crowd, hoping to spot her mother. The people on the ground 
are applauding while a man in a navy suit and tie is approaching 
the bottom of the stairs, broadly smiling at her. Sonia continues 
standing there, clutching her purse to her chest, with the sun in 
her eyes. I should be enjoying this, she says to herself. Yet she’s 
reluctant to move; would really prefer to duck back inside.

“Do you want me to help you down?” asks Dragan, standing 
right behind her. There are some giggles in the crowd as long 
seconds tick away. When a little cloud momentarily obscures the 
sun, Sonia can see a little better, so she begins to move, stepping 
down gingerly, slowly as if she may lose her balance and fall 
head down on top of the smiling man. Someone rushes toward 
the plane to hand her a bouquet of flowers; she shakes hands with 
several dignitaries, one of whom looks important and vaguely fa-
miliar. Is he the minister of culture? she wonders. This man con-
gratulates her for being a patriot, says how proud of her everyone 
is. Other people start grabbing her elbow, her shoulder, a few hug 
her. Then her mother is suddenly right there, crying, embracing 
her. So Sonia finally speaks in a whisper, “It’s nothing, Mama, 
it’s nothing. Everything is fine, Please don’t cry. I am back.”

Barely five days later, she finds herself back on stage, por-
traying the Lilac Fairy in the Bolshoi’s grand production of The 
Sleeping Beauty. Ivan Dorovky wanted her there, ready or not, 

because she was the new draw, the woman of the moment, a na-
tional heroine, practically. Indeed, the theater is packed. This is 
her first opportunity to be the Lilac Fairy, a role second in impor-
tance only to Princess Aurora’s, who is portrayed in this produc-
tion by Diana Maleva, a superstar of the Bolshoi Ballet. Sonia 
has made up her mind to wow them. She pushes her extensions 
higher and higher, whips her way across the stage in chiseled 
fouetté, turns and manages to hold her body in arabesque and on 
pointe with no support for what felt like way too long. This was 
something she had never been able to do before. A sense of the 
transformational power of dance invades her. So she beams at the 
royal courtiers and the princess she is about to save from certain 
death by putting her to sleep for a hundred years. 

At curtain time, flowers pelt the stage in her direction, shouts of 
“bravo” echo through the hall as someone leads her to the center 
to take her bows. “Where is Maleva?” she fleetingly thinks. “Is 
she going to hate me for stealing the spotlight?” Yet, the rivulets 
of relief and pleasure have already started percolating through 
her body. After twenty years of dancing, Sonia Zorina is finally 
being feted like the star she was in her childhood fantasies. Her 
smile is so broad it begins to look like a grimace. 

At the stage door an hour later, cameras are clicking while fans 
and reporters call out to her. Are you having any regrets? Have 
you heard from Yuri? What did you tell him? Sonia smiles some 
more without replying. No, she isn’t going to talk about Yuri. 
Not yet. This has all happened too fast; she wouldn’t even know 
what to say.

“You are very beautiful!” an American reporter shouts out. The 
“Woman of the Moment” turns to look at him. “Tell that to my 
husband,” she says.

Normally after a performance she would be riding home with 
Yuri to their spacious apartment on Gorky Street, but tonight she 
is alone in her mother’s car, driving back to the tight little apart-
ment Vera has lived in for more than twenty years. Just a few 
days ago, she and Yuri were together in New York, tired from the 
tour but content and relaxed. Then a plane takes you 4,600 miles 
away in ten hours… . The euphoria she felt on stage is leaking out 
of her fast; it’s clearly hopeless to try to hold on to it.

Moscow is subdued at this hour, its broad avenues glisten-
ing in the wet semi-darkness left behind by a light rain. Mos-
cow had been the city of her mother’s dreams. Almost from the 
day when Vera signed up her daughter for ballet lessons, she 
started talking about going to Moscow someday, where Sonia 
would join other stars-in-the-making at the best ballet academy 
in the world. There, she would be seen by the legendary cho-
reographer Oleg Semionov, and everything would start happen-
ing for her girl who was the center of her life. Not that there 
was much else Vera could center her life around. It had been 
just the two of them ever since her husband left when Sonia was 
barely four, ostensibly to take a temporary good-paying job in 
Barnaul, on the southern edge of the Siberian steppe. At first he 
had sent money every two months or so, money that made Vera 
and Sonia’s lives much more comfortable. Vera was lonely but 
pleased, still convinced that he would come back with a lot more 
money, enabling the family to live “decently.” That’s the term 
she used, “decently,” meaning eating in a restaurant once in a 
while, going to the theater, having people over for a nice dinner. 
With money, you can have friends. Who wants to come to sit 
in their little kitchen and eat bread and cheese? Not the people 
Vera wanted to associate with. Two years went by before both 
the checks and the phone calls became rarer and then stopped for 
good. Sonia was the only witness to her mother’s fury and tears. 

Ballet school became her escape. Twice a week, she looked
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forward to getting into her leotard and soft ballet slippers to fol-
low the instructions of Irina Vladimirovna, who presided over 
the class of nine little girls and three boys like a benevolent 
queen bestowing special gifts on her subjects. Rail thin, with 
heavy blonde braids piled in a chignon on the top of her head, 
manicured hands in constant motion, Vladimirovna struck poses 
to demonstrate a port de bras or tilt of the head, addressing her 
students with their full names, using the traditional patronymic, 
which Sonia thought was very classy. Though she knew nothing 
about her teacher’s past, the little girl imagined young Irina float-
ing across a stage into her partner’s arms, being lifted skyward 
in gravity-defying poses, like she had seen ballerinas do on TV. 
To please Vladimirovna, Sonia applied herself to every step, ev-
ery exercise, every rule. She even enjoyed the commotion in the 
studio antechamber where the young dancers changed clothes, 
shoved each other playfully, and giggled, while their parents—
usually mothers—urged them to get on with it, put their shoes 
on, button their coats, put their gloves on, etc. On the way home, 
Vera would often say, “You are good. You have the secret ingre-
dient. You’ll be a ballerina.”

It was a sad day, indeed, when she had to say goodbye to her 
adored Irina Vladimirovna, to start classes at the state ballet 
school “for the good of your career,” as Vera put it. There were 
scores of young people filling the various studios, pushy, loud 
youngsters who paid her zero attention, as well as severe look-
ing teachers, none of whom sported big blonde braids coiled in 
a lovely chignon, nor red nails, nor the aura of romance that her 
former teacher had. For three long years, Sonia submitted herself 
to the demands of her training, always striving to pay attention, 
take correction gracefully, attend all classes, including piano and 
solfège, which she disliked. And it paid off. When Vera finally 
took her to Moscow to audition for the Bolshoi Ballet Acade-
my, she was accepted, one of only 55 new students enrolled that 
year. They were told that fewer than 25 would actually survive 
to graduate. The pressure was on like never before. Both intimi-
dated and exhilarated by her new surroundings, Sonia soldiered 
on. Ballet was her life. What else could she do?

Now she is driving down some of the same streets she’s been 
traveling on for years. She just had the greatest night of her life as 
a dancer yet she is already slipping into the now familiar sense of 
confused suspense she has been living in since her return. Upon 
hearing the front door open, Vera, who sleeps on the couch since 
she ceded the bedroom to her daughter, lifts her head a bit.

“Did he call?” Sonia asks in a low voice.
“No, honey, no one called.” After some hesitation, she adds, 

“You know, maybe they are blocking his calls. They don’t want 
you to have contact with him.” 

“Yes, maybe. Goodnight Mama.” In bed, spent like a deflated 
doll, she stares at the fragmented shadows on the ceiling, seeing 
herself dancing the Lilac Fairy with Yuri as her partner.

II

The first time he mentioned it, it was in a lighthearted manner, 
as if it were a joke. Tired after yet another performance, the two 
of them were drinking champagne in the hotel bar. She laughed 
easily and drank with pleasure. Champagne always made her feel 
lightheaded, a state of body and mind that she found most enjoy-
able. Extending a leg under the table, Sonia poked him in the 
thigh and Yuri pretended that it hurt.

“What would your adoring fans in Moscow do without you?” 

she teased.
“I will have other, richer fans,” he retorted.
“Aha, you are in it for the money! Now the truth comes out!”
“What’s wrong with money? Wouldn’t you like to live in a 

mansion on the coast of sunny California? I’ll feed you caviar 
and champagne every night.” And it went on like that, silly words 
made sillier by too much champagne.

Sonia felt warm, safe, happy. Eventually, Yuri lifted her off the 
chair with his strong arms forged into muscular steel by years of 
lifting his stage partners. “You are tipsy, my dear. Time for bed,” 
he said.

By the third time the subject of seeking asylum in the U.S. 
came up, the mood was very different. He was trying to convince 
her. Yes, money was part of it, he conceded, but think about all 
the new contemporary choreography they would get to explore, 
Balanchine, John Cranko, Jiri Kylian. Maybe they could start 
their own company someday. “Please Sonia, this is our chance, 
this is our chance!” Then, to her relief, he stopped talking about 
it. So she was surprised, when on their last night in New York, he 
pulled her into the bathroom, closed the door, and let the shower 
run continuously. 

“What are you doing, creating a sauna?” she asked, bewil-
dered. Yuri started speaking in a low voice, very close to her face. 

“We have to make a decision. I have already contacted U.S. 
authorities. Boris is helping. Look, our future depends on this. 
We’ll be celebrities. We’ll get all the roles. We can do whatever 
we want!”

“You are out of your mind,” she said, while unease enveloped 
her like the steam from the hot shower. “Turn that shower off, I 
am getting drenched.”

Though frightened for the first time, a part of her mind was tell-
ing her that he wouldn’t take such a step without her. She must 
resist this crazy scheme of his. What did they really know about 
America? Maybe no one would hire them. Maybe no one would 
hire her! Two sorry exiles with no family, friends, or country. 
She wanted to express these thoughts but Yuri grabbed her upper 
arms to shake her. “Sonia, please… .” He stared at her, still hold-
ing her firmly, yet words momentarily failed him.

There was a knock on the door of the room which they heard 
over the noise of the running water. Suddenly he stood still, his 
face an odd mask of mixed emotions. 

“They know we are here. We must open the door,” she whis-
pered. He turned off the shower to listen. Another louder knock. 
“Pretend to be taking a shower, I’ll see who it is,” he said.

“Hey, how are you two doing?” It was Leon, the company 
manager, brandishing a bottle of whiskey. “Want a taste?”

“Uh… I don’t think so. We are kind of pooped. We’ll just stay 
in here tonight.” But Leon was already in the room, laughing 
while setting the bottle down in preparation for filling the glasses 
he had also brought along. Yuri sipped while Leon downed his 
drink, smacking his lips, still jovial and friendly. There was a party 
going on in the artistic director’s suite, said Leon. Yuri and Sonia 
must come. Sonia, who had joined them wrapped in a fluffy bath-
robe, yawned and shook her head. “No way, I am going to sleep,” 
she stated firmly, tightening the robe’s belt. Leon slapped Yuri on 
the back. “Let her sleep. You must come. The ambassador is com-
ing, too. He wants to be introduced to the stars. Come on Yuri, 
let’s go!” He grabbed the bottle he had brought and began pro-
pelling the taller man toward the door. Yuri looked back at Sonia. 
“Let me say goodnight to my wife,” he said, then quickly moved 
toward her to plant a kiss on her lips. He whispered something
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Sonia didn’t get and then he was gone. She heard them talking 
loudly in the hallway for a while until the elevator came to whisk 
them to the artistic director’s floor. That was the last time she saw 
her husband. 

Early the following morning, Sonia was awakened by a series 
of frantic knocks. It was Leon again, but this time there was no 
whiskey or laughter, and he was accompanied by another man 
who did not introduce himself. 

“Where’s Yuri?” barked Leon.
“He went to the party with you last night,” she responded 

sheepishly, still not fully awake. 
“Don’t play games. Where is he?” 
When the ballerina continued to stand there with a strange ex-

pression on her face, Leon started opening the closets, ordering 
her to start packing. “The airport bus will be leaving in 30 min-
utes,” he shouted. “I’ll help you pack.” All her protestations that 
she needed some privacy, needed to take a shower, etc., fell on 
deaf ears. Hers and Yuri’s things were piled haphazardly into bags, 
including every piece of paper in the room, her jewelry, and even 
toiletries. By the time they got downstairs to board the bus, other 
company members were gathering in the lobby, quietly greeting 
each other, some suffering from a hangover. The man who came 
with Leon propelled Sonia straight across the lobby and into the 
waiting bus where she was the first to board. “What is going on?” 
she asked timidly, worried that she already knew the answer. The 
man surprised her by answering in a gentle voice: “Your husband 
has defected to the United States. I am sorry, Comrade Zorina.” 
He didn’t ask her if she knew about Yuri’s intentions, but she vol-
unteered: “I pleaded with him not to do it,” she said, oddly com-
forted by this man’s courtesy and soft voice. Tears filled her eyes.

For three days, American authorities refused to let the Aeroflot 
flight leave, repeatedly insisting on interviewing Ms. Zorina to 
make sure that she was leaving U.S. soil voluntarily. Her husband 
was worried. Her husband wanted her with him. Her husband 
was afraid that she had been coerced, they said. On and on, they 
went in circles. “I am too Russian to live in America,” she told 
them. “I would be a fish out of water. My home is in Moscow. I 
love my country.” On the fourth day, they let her go.

1995

Choreographing dance routines for talented young ice skat-
ers is her new career now. It’s fun. Today, her students are Alex 
and Marina, a brother and sister whose mother was an Olympic 
skater. They are eager to please their ballet teacher, just as she 
once was with Irina Vladimirovna. Odd how she never inquired 
about Irina in all these years. Forever living in her mind as the 
elegant, glamorous teacher of her childhood, Irina was always 
there somehow, always the same, immortal. The sudden realiza-
tion that Vladimirovna might not be alive anymore unsettles her. 
How old was Irina back then? Sonia has no idea.

“Miss Zorina, Miss Zorina, look!” calls Marina who is right 
now airborne on her brother’s shoulders. Only thirteen, the girl is 
totally enamored of skating—breathes, dreams, and lives figure 
skating, imagining herself already as a gold medalist maybe five 
years from now. She is also thrilled to have a former Bolshoi bal-
lerina as a teacher/choreographer.

Less than two years after her triumphant return home following 
Yuri’s defection, at age 37, Sonia had retired from active perform-
ing with the polite encouragement of the artistic director who of-
fered her a job as a repetiteur. No more Lilac Fairy for her, no 
more foreign tours, no cameras clicking late at night at the stage 
door. Nearly every day during those two years, she awoke every 

 

morning hoping for a phone call or a letter from America. When 
the waiting became unbearable one day, she grabbed the phone to 
call, only to realize that she had no idea which number to use. And 
she sure wasn’t about to ask anyone at the Bolshoi. Months into 
her waiting, Sonia walked past the American embassy in Moscow 
one day, trying to imagine herself going in, asking for assistance 
in locating the man who was still her lawful husband. But the 
courage failed her. The consequences might be awful. The author-
ities might accuse her of colluding with the Americans in some 
nefarious affair. Yet the embassy became a kind of anchor for her 
soul. After that first time, she returned again and again, always 
making sure to walk on the opposite side of the street, lingering 
just a bit while contemplating going in to ask for help. She never 
did. So the waiting continued, as well as dreams in which she 
was always running toward a plane or away from it, her destina-
tion unclear, her feet shod in ballet slippers. When divorce papers 
finally arrived, three years of waiting came to an end. No more 
walks by the American embassy. Vera said, “You are still young 
and pretty… .” The rest was unspoken but clear.

“Should I lift Marina on my left shoulder and then grab her arm 
on the other side?” red-cheeked Alex is asking, looking at her 
with big bright eyes. He lowers his younger sister down to the 
ice, and she proceeds to skate across the rink, just enjoying the 
gliding movement and the speed that propels her forward. When, 
after a while, she skates back to where her brother and Sonia 
are, the girl is ready for the next round, reaching her arm toward 
her brother and assuming a pose. It’s a sparklingly sunny day 
and there are other skaters training nearby. Young voices seem to 
bounce off the ice, crisp and light, crisscrossing each other in the 
air. Sonia believes Alex and Marina are the best of the bunch, and 
she is determined to help them reach their goals. 

“OK, let’s try the same configuration again!” she says, her own 
voice sounding younger and crisper. When her phone rings, she 
motions toward the kids to indicate they should go ahead, and she 
picks up her cell. It’s a friend from her Bolshoi days, whom she 
rarely sees these days. 

“I have some news…, not good news,” says Lara. “I wasn’t 
sure whether I should call but I think you should know.” 

“What is it?” asks Sonia with her light crispy voice. Lara is 
silent for a while.

“It’s news about Yuri,” she finally replies.
“Oh! Has he seduced a movie star or become artistic director 

of the American Ballet Theater, or something?” Sonia’s voice is 
mocking.

“Uh…, no, nothing like that.” Lara pauses again, longer than 
before. “He’s dead. He was found alone in his apartment in New 
York. Apparently, he had become an alcoholic and did drugs, 
too. I can’t believe it, our handsome, talented Yuri.” Lara’s voice 
clouds with emotion.

“Our Yuri,” mumbles Sonia, then thanks Lara and hangs up. 
For a moment, she is acutely aware of skates screeching on the 
ice. What a poignant sound, she notes. She hasn’t thought of it 
in years, but now her thoughts fly back to the hotel room in New 
York and the message whispered in her ear years ago. Funny how 
she had always expected to decipher it one day. 

Alex and Marina are staring at her.
“OK kids! Let’s get back to work. We need to practice that last 

combination. Alex, lean further into Marina as you are getting 
ready, then push her forward in a slow, legato move and bring 
her back toward you before spinning her in a pirouette. No jerky 
moves. Don’t rush it. It should be a smooth, gliding motion. It takes 
a little practice.” She watches patiently with a smile on her face, 
and then applauds their still shaky try, and the next, and the next.
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San Antonio Missions National Historical Park
In 2015 the San Antonio Missions National Historical Park was 
designated a World Heritage Site by the United Nations Edu-
cational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). The 
missions were built by Franciscan missionaries in the 18th cen-
tury and are an example of the interweaving of Spanish and Co-
ahuiltecan cultures, illustrated by a variety of features, including 
the decorative elements of churches, which combine Catholic 
symbols with indigenous designs inspired by nature. The four 
missions that comprise the park include Mission Concepción, 
Mission San José y San Miguel de Aguayo, Mission San Juan de 
Capistrano, and Mission San Francisco de Espada. In addition 
to being part of the national historical park, all four missions are 
active parish churches. Photos of Mission San José were taken 
by Voices poetry editor Octavio Quintanilla. Others are in the 
public domain.



Two San Antonians Named Texas Poets Laureate

The Texas Legislature has named two San Antonians poets 
laureate of the state of Texas for 2017 and 2018. Poet Laureate 
for 2017 is Jenny Browne, the current 
San Antonio Poet Laureate. Browne 
is an associate professor of English at 
Trinity University and author of three 
books—Dear Stranger, The Second 
Reason, and At Once—all from the 
University of Tampa Press. A former 
James Michener Fellow at the Univer-
sity of Texas at Austin, she has had po-
ems and essays published in American 
Poetry Review, Gulf Coast, Pleiades, 
The New York Times, Tin House, and Threepenny Review.

Texas’ 2018 Poet Laureate is Carol Coffee Reposa, a three-
time Pushcart Prize nominee and for-
mer poetry editor of Voices de la Luna. 
Reposa is professor emerita of English 
at San Antonio College and author of 
four collections of poetry: At the Bor-
der: Winter Lights, The Green Room, 
Facts of Life, and Underground Musi-
cians. A member of the Texas Institute 
of Letters, Reposa has had her poetry 
published in Concho River Review, 
Atlanta Review, Borderlands, Revista/

Review Interamericana, San Antonio Express-News, The Texas 
Observer, Voices de la Luna, and many other publications.

Incarcerated LGBTQ Artists Exhibit Their Work

The Abrons Art Center in New York City recently hosted an 
unusual exhibit entitled On the Inside. The exhibit, which ran 
between November 5 and December 28, 2016, was conceived by 
Tatiana von Furstenberg, in collaboration with Black and Pink, 
a publication that features prisoner-generated art. On the Inside 
featured the work of incarcerated LGBTQ artists and was real-
ized after von Furstenberg placed an ad in Black and Pink invit-
ing LGBTQ artists to contribute their work for the exhibit. The 
response was overwhelming—more than 4,000 submissions—
and more than a hundred pieces of art and writing were chosen.

Drawings of Abraham Lincoln, Michael Jackson, and Prince 
intermingle with scenes of erotica, nudity, and tenderness. One 
image depicts Jesus holding a black sheep. Another shows an 
oversized Tinkerbell behind bars. Then there are the words:

Even though my thoughts are of freedom I am never free. The 
world has turned their back on me. It’s like I’m not even here.

I have been locked up for the past 23 years. I told my broth-
ers and sisters I was gay and till this day I have yet to receive 
mail from them, but I feel great and love myself.

Jesus’ body was mutilated and murdered, like many queer 
bodies have been.

Future On the Inside exhibits featuring different groups of 
artists, including frequent Voices contributor Tara Layer, are 
planned. More information on and images from this powerful 
exhibit may be found at ontheinsideart.com. A New York Times 
article on the exhibit is at www.nytimes.com/2016/11/10/fashion/
tatiana-von-furstenberg-art-exhibit-inside-prisons.html. 

UTSA Creative Writing Reading Series

All events are in the Business Building University Room, BB 2.06.04, 
on UTSA’s Main Campus. 

Friday, November 3, 2017, 7 p.m.
Samiya Bashir

Samiya Bashir is the author of Field Theories (2017), Gospel 
(2009), and Where the Apple Falls (2005), which was a finalist 
for a Lambda Literary Award in Poetry. She is also the author of 
the chapbooks Wearing Shorts on the First Day of Spring (1999), 
American Visa (2001), and Teasing Crow (2006). Her writing has 
been featured in numerous publications, most recently includ-
ing Poetry, World Literature Today, and Callaloo. Bashir is the 
recipient of several awards, grants, fellowships, and residencies 
from the NEA, Virginia Center for Creative Arts, the University 
of California (where she served as a poet laureate), the Astraea 
Foundation, National League of American Pen Women, Com-
munity of Writers at Squaw Valley, Soul Mountain Retreat, the 
James Dick Foundation for the Performing Arts, and Cave Ca-
nem, among others. She was a recipient of the 2011 Aquarius 
Press Legacy Award, given annually in recognition of women 
writers of color who actively provide creative opportunities for 
other writers. Bashir currently lives in Portland, Oregon, where 
she teaches creative writing at Reed College.

Friday, February 9, 2018, 7 p.m.
Chigozie Obioma

The Fishermen, Chigozie Obioma’s first novel, was a finalist 
for the Man Booker Prize. The powerful story of a family and 
a nation torn apart by violence, it received the NAACP Image 
Award for Outstanding Literary Work by a Debut Author. It was 
also listed as one of the best books of 2015 by the Economist, Li-
brary Journal, The New York Times, NPR, and Wall Street Jour-
nal, among others. It has been translated into 26 languages and 
adapted for the stage. Named by Foreign Policy to its list of “100 
Global Thinkers” and by The New York Times Book Review as 
“the heir to Chinua Achebe,” Obioma grew up speaking Yoruba, 
Igbo, and English in Akure, in southwestern Nigeria. He received 
his B.A. from Cyprus International University and his M.F.A. 
from the University of Michigan. Chigozie currently teaches cre-
ative writing at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. His second 
novel, An Orchestra of Minorities, is scheduled for publication 
in 2018. 

Friday, February 23, 2018, 7 p.m. 
Karen Tei Yamashita

Karen Tei Yamashita is the author of several novels, including 
Through the Arc of the Rain Forest (1990), Brazil-Maru (1992), 
Tropic of Orange (1997), and I Hotel (2010). I Hotel was a final-
ist for the National Book Award and received the American Book 
Award, the California Book Award, and other awards. She has 
also published oddly wonderful hybrid books such as a mixed-
genre graphic “short story collection, memoir and scrapbook” 
called Circle K Cycles (2001) and a collection of performances 
entitled Anime Wong: Fictions of Performance (2014). MLA will 
soon publish a pedagogy collection on teaching her work. She is 
an associate professor at the University of California Santa Cruz.
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Reviews
Between Two Gardens

Poems by Laura Quinn Guidry 
Reviewed by Jim LaVilla-Havelin

There is such hard-won grace to be 
found in Between Two Gardens, Laura 
Quinn Guidry’s masterful first book of po-
ems. A poet whose work has appeared in 
Texas Review, Concho River Review, four 
issues of the Texas Poetry Calendar, the 
San Antonio Express-News, VIA’s Poetry 
on the Move in 2012, and other journals 
and anthologies, Quinn Guidry’s work was 
featured in In these Latitudes: Ten Con-
temporary Poets (edited by Robert Bon-
azzi, Wings Press, 2009). While the tragic 
loss of her son at twenty-four marks many 
of the early poems in this book, grieving, healing, and achieving 
some balance within the transience of the world are at the heart of 
this generous volume. 

Beginning with “Listening,” filled with loss, Quinn Guidry 
hears her daughter’s voice in the next room speaking to her dog, 
and though she can’t make out the words, “the lilt of her voice / 
reaches the stilled place / where silence leans toward / the timbre 
of devotion.” As Mary Oliver instructs in her selected essays, Up-
stream, “Attention is the beginning of devotion.” And so, Quinn 
Guidry’s journey begins. How on this journey Quinn Guidry man-
ages presence, loss, quicksilver happenstance, and long-standing 
gift of being, is the between of Between Two Gardens.

Mary Oliver, Wendell Berry, Gary Snyder, and William Staf-
ford, poets of presence in a natural world, preside here. But 
Quinn Guidry’s reticent clarity is her own. Her words work their 
thoughtful magic, of two minds, between two gardens, as de-
scribed in “A Few Words,” which contemplates the impact her 
poems might have: “I have only a few words and some images.” 
The poem, unflinching, depicts the violent and the cruel in a place 
she has loved, and “must learn to love… again.” She understands 
the fullness of between, and admits, of the dog struck by a car, “I 
want to blot out that image / and others. Still, I summon them.”

She tells us, “Even memory is permeable, / the water disclos-
es.” And, “It is impossible to live here lost.” And of the kiwi mar-
malade, “its singular sweetness / lasting after the bitter is gone.”

She tells with wisdom, through loss and gift, in nature, where, 
with attention, invention, and an honoring vision it is possible to 
pass “The long hour between ending and beginning. / A limbo place 
where I wait / for color to come back / chatter to become song.”

And there’s the grace, in the between-ness, and in the attention to 
both sides of the passage, and a staunch refusal for between-ness to 
be or to become equivocal. In “Back Home,” a poem in the house 
after the funeral of her son, Quinn Guidry details comforts of the 
gathering and the food, only to end with her daughter and herself,

Koren and I speak low.
We’ve had to do the hardest things.
We needed everyone to be here.
We need them to go home.

With changing light, seasons, weathers—emotional and exter-
nal, focus, time, and location, Quinn Guidry offers a richness of 
attention, a palette of memory, observation, and continuing.  

Holy Literary License: The Almighty Chooses 
Fallible Mortals to Write, Edit, and Translate 

GodStory 
by Robert Flynn

Reviewed by James R. Adair

Robert Flynn, past president of the 
Texas Institute of Letters, is the author 
of ten novels, the two-part documentary 
A Cowboy Legacy, several collections 
of stories and essays, and other works of 
fiction and nonfiction. In Holy Literary 
License, Flynn delves into the story of 
God as told by the authors and editors 
of the Jewish and Christian Bibles, with 
copious references to other religious 
traditions. He also draws on his own life 
experiences, weaving his family history 
together with GodStory into a compelling, entertaining, and at 
times challenging account.

Flynn’s personal story begins in the plains of North Texas, 
moves to the battlefields of Vietnam and higher education, and 
continues to the present through episodes of enlightenment, love, 
and loss. He elaborates on the value of myth for understanding our 
family stories, drawing comparisons with the myths associated 
with nation and religion. Myth is not opposed to fact, he says, 
for often “the myth tells the greater truth” (36). The way we tell 
a story, whether our own personal story or that of our tribe, is 
shaped by our understanding of those myths, which in turn is 
shaped by our experience. Critical thinking, and in particular 
self-critical appraisal of our beliefs, and a willingness to change 
those beliefs in the light of new evidence, is crucial to character 
formation and to the story-telling enterprise.

A seminary-trained scholar, Flynn draws on his academic 
background to lead readers beyond the surface-level reading so 
common among many adherents of Judaism and Christianity. His 
experience as an accomplished author plays an equally large role 
in his evaluation of both sacred texts and the modern world as he 
has experienced it. Flynn brings these two strands of knowledge 
to bear on such contemporary issues as sexual mores and customs, 
capitalism and the accumulation and use of wealth, the exercise 
of power by certain groups of people over other groups, and the 
question of labor relations. One particular hermeneutical point 
Flynn emphasizes is the importance of determining whether a 
specific Bible passage should be understood an universally 
applicable (“love your neighbor as yourself”) or as applying to 
a particular group of people in a specific time period (“women 
should be silent in the churches”).

Flynn’s story-telling style is humorous, thoughtful, and 
personal, drawing the reader into his own experiences and 
insights in ways that may be unexpected. His own story illustrates 
some of the biblical anecdotes he relates, and vice versa. This is 
not surprising, since he sees our personal stories intertwined with 
our religious traditions and with the fictional stories we tell one 
another. “Boy meets girl, boy loses girl who chooses the wrong 
guy, boy gets girl. Except for grandeur, scope and scale that isn’t 
very different from God creates man, God loses man who has 
chosen evil, God saves man” (203). In other words, GodStory.
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Batting For Lloyd George
Will Rogers

Rogers’ first syndicated newspaper column in the New York 
Times, December 1922

I want to apologize and set the many readers of THE TIMES 
straight as to why I am blossoming out as a weekly infliction on 
you all. It seem THE TIMES had Lloyd George signed up for a 
pack of his memoirs. Well, after the late election Lloyd couldn’t 
seem to remember anything, so they sent for me to fill in the 
space where he would have had his junk. 

You see, they wanted me in the first place, but George came 
along and offered to work cheaper, and also to give his to charity. 
That benevolence on his part was of course before England gave 
him his two weeks’ notice. 

Now I am also not to be outdone by an ex-Prime Minister do-
nating my receipts from my prolific tongue to a needy charity. 
The total share of this goes to the civilization of three young hea-
thens, Rogers by name, and part Cherokee Indians by breeding.

Now, by wasting seven minutes, if you are a good reader—and 
ten to twelve if you read slow—on me every Sunday, you are 
really doing a charitable act yourself by preventing these three 
miniature bandits from growing up in ignorance. So please help a 
man with not only one little megan, but three little megans. 

A great many people may think that this is the first venture of 
such a conservative paper as THE TIMES in using something of 
a semi-humorous nature, but that is by no means the case. I am 
following the Kaiser, who rewrote his life after it was too late. 
I realize what a tough job I have, succeeding a man who to be 
funny only had to relate the facts. 

Please don’t consider these as my memoirs. I am not passing 
out of the picture, as men generally are who write those things. I 
want to warn you of a few pitfalls into which our poorly paid but 
highly costing politicians are driving us daily. 

We pay an awful lot of dough in the course of a year to try to 
get our country run in such shape that a certain per cent of our 
citizens can keep out of the poorhouse. The shape we are in now, 
over and above all the taxes we pay, allows us to hang on to about 
8 per cent of our gross earnings. 

Now, that’s entirely too rich we are getting—too prosperous. 
So they are talking of lending Europe about a billion and half 
more. I knew there would be something stirring when Morgan 
visited Washington last week.

He goes down once every year and lays out the following 
year’s program. 

Europe owes us now about eleven billions. Lending them an-
other billion and a half would make it just even 12.50. You see 
it is so much easier to figure the interest on 12.50 than on 11. Of 
course the interest ain’t going to be paid, but it’s got to be figured. 

The government could charge it off on their income tax to pub-
licity. I only hope one thing, and that is, if we make the loan, 
Europe will appreciate this one. 

The Allied Debt Conference broke up last week in London. 
It’s getting harder every day for nations to pay each other un-

less one of them has some money. 
They called that an Economic Conference, and, as we didn’t 

attend, it was. Why don’t somebody lend Germany the money so 
they can pay France what France owes England, so England can 
pay us the money to lend Germany to pay France? 

It only needs somebody to start it. Senator Borah opened up 
and told the U. S. what he thought of this loan. For speaking right 
out in church he is the Clemenceau of America.

They are bringing over Ambassador Harvey. He don’t know 
anything about it; over there he has been too busy learning 
speeches. If they don’t have a concert on the ship coming over, 

his trip will be spoiled. 
I see they have been holding another Peace Conference in some 

burg called Lausanne. They are having those things now just like 
Chatauquas—you jump from one to the other. 

This one must have been somewhere near Italy, as that is the 
stopping place of the Ambassador that we sent there. He didn’t 
go officially, as we don’t belong to the League of Nations. (We 
only finance it.) Well, this fellow Child, as I say, he went as a 
kind of Uninstructed Delegate. He got into the game, but his ef-
forts were more like a cheer leader at a football game. They heard 
him, but he had no direct effect on the game. 

It seems that the Allies (that is those of them that are speaking 
to each other) wanted Turkey to promise to protect the minor na-
tions within her territory. Now this Turkey is a pretty foxy nation; 
she’s got her mind on something besides wives and cigarettes. 

Turkey says: “We’ll agree to give minor nations the same pro-
tection that you all give yours.” 

Well, that was not exactly what the Allies wanted, but they took 
it as a compromise and hope at some future time to get full pro-
tection for them.
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San Antonio Small Presses

Wings Press

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

 
New and Forthcoming Titles from Wings Press

Holy Literary License: The Almighty Chooses Fal-
lible Mortals to Write, Edit, and Translate GodStory 

(2016)
Robert Flynn

Robert Flynn, an award-winning novelist 
(North to Yesterday, Wanderer Springs) with 
decidedly liberal political leanings writes a 
spiritual autobiography unlike any other. The 
author grew up in a small west Texas town, at-
tended seminary, joined the Marines, became 
a war correspondent in Vietnam, and taught 
creative writing and literature for 40 years 
at Trinity University in San Antonio. With a 
deep sense of the irony of his project, he sets 
out to explain how the Bible came to be, delv-
ing into historical misconceptions, errors in 
translation, political and cultural biases, as well as the editorial 
failings of the Bible’s many authors—and yet, he arrives at a 
place of ultimate faith. Along the way, Flynn takes on capitalism, 
the military-industrial complex, American consumerism, and a 
host of other American values and ideals that prove America to 
be anything but “holy.”

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

                              Matthew David Goodwin

Fifty years ago the Latin American “Boom” 
introduced magical realism to the world; Lat-
in@Rising is the literature that has risen from 
the explosion that gave us García Márquez, 
Jorge Amado, Carlos Fuentes, and others. The 
21st century writers and artists of Latin@Ris-
ing help us to imagine a Latino/a past, present, 
and future which have not been whitewashed 
by mainstream perspectives.

The Heart’s Many Doors: American Poets Respond 
to Metka Krašovec’s Images Responding to Emily 

Dickinson (2017)
Richard Jackson and Metka Krašovec

Slovenian artist Metka Krašovec created a 
suite of drawings inspired by the poems of 
Emily Dickinson. Editor Richard Jackson 
began gathering poems created in response 
to the drawings— fascinating and insightful 
examples of double ekphrasis. The Heart’s 
Many Doors is a rich cross-genre combination 
of writing and art that functions as a multi-
faceted commentary on Dickinson, art, and 
the creative process.

Word Design Press

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

New from Word Design Press: The Marchers

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

www.getcreativesanantonio.com

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

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

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

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

210-653-5501 — www.NE-OBGYN.com

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

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

www.beckervineyards.com

   

www.southtexaspressinc.com

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

important part of the way we do business.

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

table Fund of the San Antonio Area Foundation.

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

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

frontdesk@shiverslaw.com
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.
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Brief Bios of Selected Contributors
Christopher Carmona
Christopher Carmona is the author of The Road to Llorona Park, which 
won the 2016 NACCS Tejas Best Fiction Award and was listed as one 
of the top 8 Latinx books in 2016 by NBCNews. He was the inaugural 
writer-in-residence for the Langdon Review Writers Residency Program 
in 2015. He has three books of poetry: 140 Twitter Poems, I Have Al-
ways Been Here, and beat. He co-edited The Beatest State In The Union: 
An Anthology of Beat Texas Writings with Chuck Taylor and Rob John-
son and Outrage: A Protest Anthology about Injustice in a Post 9/11 
World with Rossy Evelin Lima. He has also co-written Nuev@s Voces 
Poeticas: A Dialogue about New Chican@ Poetics.

Nan Cuba
Nan Cuba is the author of Body and Bread, winner of the PEN Southwest 
Award in Fiction and the Texas Institute of Letters Steven Turner Award 
for Best Work of First Fiction. Cuba co-edited Art at our Doorstep: San 
Antonio Writers and Artists, and published other work in such places 
as Antioch Review, Harvard Review, Columbia, and Chicago Tribune’s 
Printer’s Row. Winner of a Dobie Paisano Fellowship and founder and 
executive director emerita of Gemini Ink, a nonprofit literary center, she 
teaches in the M.A./M.F.A. Program in Literature, Creative Writing, and 
Social Justice at Our Lady of the Lake University in San Antonio, where 
she is writer-in-residence. Her website is nancuba.com.

Marian Haddad
Marian Haddad is a Pushcart-nominated poet, writer, manuscript and 
publishing consultant, private writing mentor, lecturer, and creative 
workshop instructor. Her poems, essays, reviews, and articles have been 
published in a number of literary journals and anthologies within the 
U.S., Belgium, the U.K., and the Middle East. Her books include Wild-
flower. Stone., Somewhere between Mexico and a River Called Home, 
In This City of Saints (forthcoming), and a chapbook, Saturn Falling 
Down. Haddad has taught creative writing at Our Lady of the Lake Uni-
versity and Northwest Vista College, and International & American Lit-
erature at St. Mary’s University.

Emmy Pérez
Emmy Pérez is the author of the poetry collections With the River on Our 
Face (University of Arizona Press) and Solstice (Swan Scythe Press). 
She is the recipient of a 2017 National Endowment for the Arts fellow-
ship in poetry and is a former CantoMundo fellow. Since 2008, she has 
been a member of the Macondo Writers’ Workshop founded by Sandra 
Cisneros for socially engaged writers. Currently, she is an associate pro-
fessor of creative writing at the University of Texas Rio Grande Valley.

Emily Garcia Reeves
Born and raised in Queens, New York, of Puerto Rican heritage, Em-
ily Reeves has called San Antonio home for the last decade. She has a 
bachelor’s degree in English with an emphasis in creative writing, and 
she is currently completing her MA/MFA in Literature, Social Justice, 
and Poetry at Our Lady of the Lake University.  For the last four years, 
Reeves has taught high school English and is currently teaching ESL. 
She has  published work in Sagebrush Review and The Thing Itself. In 
2015, Reeves served as poetry editor of her university’s literary journal. 
She is active in the literary scene in the San Antonio area.

Idioma
Those Who Cannot Remember the Past

James R. Adair

Poet and philosopher George Santayana said, “Those who can-
not remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” Apparently 
those who elect a president who never learned about the past in 
the first place are condemned to listen to him garble it. According 
to a recent New York Times interview with President Trump, the 
U.S. commander-in-chief had these pearls of historical wisdom 
to share:

[Napoleon’s] one problem is he didn’t go to Russia that 
night because he had extracurricular activities, and they froze 
to death. [So THAT’S what happened to Napoleon’s army. I 
thought they succumbed to food poisoning from undercooked 
snails!]

Same thing happened to Hitler. Not for that reason, though. 
Hitler wanted to consolidate. He was all set to walk in. But he 
wanted to consolidate, and it went and dropped to 35 degrees 
below zero, and that was the end of that army. [Which is why the 
U.S. never had to enter the war, a well-known alternative fact!]

But the Russians have great fighters in the cold. They use the 
cold to their advantage. I mean, they’ve won five wars where 
the armies that went against them froze to death. [Again with 
his praise of the Russians     —if only other countries could 
acquire their long-john technology!]

The president’s creative recasting of history raises some inter-
esting questions. Former Press Secretary Sean Spicer told us that 
we can trust everything Trump says, as long as he’s not joking, so 
should scholars start rewriting the history books? Did the Napo-
leonic Wars and World War II end abruptly when the French and 
German armies, respectively, froze to death?

Part of the conceit of postmodernism is that objective reality 
doesn’t exist, that point of view irreparably disrupts observation, 
that reason itself is suspect. Now in our post-postmodern world, 
facts no longer matter, expert opinion is no more valid than the 
views of uneducated dolts, and the assertions of corporate shills 
and “reality” show mavens trump those of scientists and scholars.

Some may dread the dreary downward drift of civilization to-
ward idiocracy, but I think there’s an unnoticed silver lining in 
current trends. Consider the possibilities: (1) public schools will 
be able to free themselves from the scourge of standardized tests, 
since one answer to a question is as good as any other; (2) those 
who are fired from their jobs for petty matters such as excessive ab-
sences, incompetence, or pilfering can sue to reclaim their jobs on 
the grounds that those at the highest levels of power do it, so it must 
be OK; (3) people formerly shamed for improper spelling or word 
choice can point to the unpresidented example of the chief covfefe 
and push back against their antagonists (if they know that word).

Or you can chuck this advice and spend the next four years im-
proving your knowledge of the past by watching Drunk History.
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