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There is a Church with a high cross not a half a mile 

from the gravel path a poor child died on 

one raw Deember dawn.  

I found his stiff body, 

gorged away by the predatory frost, 

drenched in waxy blood.   

I buried him the only way I knew how – 

the stenchy ditch beside the path, 

placing his body carefully 

on the glassy cat tails, his pale face 

towards the Church’s golden mounted beams.  

I sung the few hymns I knew, 

the melody minced through my chattering teeth.  

And I stood in the fog for a long time, 

until the sorrow slid down my throat 

and intertwined in my limbs, 

and like a marionette I trudged away, 

the net of sadness clinging to my crumpled lungs.  

Poor child – victim of indifference, 

suffocated and muffled beneath the winter’s claw.  

Like this small one,

I am also a lamb cut off 

from the unblemished flock, 

and set to lie upon

unheavenly alters.

Abortion
by Karen Austin 
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If only I had known that you would not stay with me.

I would have shackled my rage to you,

anchoring your side beside mine.

I would have locked you in the darkest

recesses of my grief to see if you could

grope your way out.  I would have held you

underwater to see if you could still breathe,

breathe like I do, with gallons of 

anguish above and below me.

And when you threw me out onto the

burning pavement, I would have splintered

myself into a thousand pieces, lodging

my shards into your ankles,

carving into your hands and legs.

You would have fallen with me –

You would not have left me then.

S t a y
by Karen Austin 

We are running down Marcy Avenue, playing tag – the next moment 
we are running for our lives.  The bullets hit my mother’s flower pots 
and shatter them; the bright pedals puff and explode into the air like 
a spring parade.  The spit from the gun scrapes the Hendrikson’s truck 
and Katie’s gold bicycle bells, and rip off Mr. Smith’s roof shingles.  They 
whistle over the sidewalk, crashing into windows and white curtains. I 
crawl beneath a car and pray for it to end. I am sure that I will die with 
my fingers in my ears, smelling of gasoline.  When it is quiet, I slide 
back to the sidewalk like jelly and look upon my ravaged street, dizzy 
from the smell of hot lead and rubber.  My legs melt into a nearby 
lawn; far off, a woman screams, Oh Jesus! Her voice electrocutes my 
wilted veins, but I cannot move; my feet are glued somehow to the 
cool tongues of the grass. My broken heart is bleeding out my toes. 
Jesus! she screams.  Perhaps she has found her Lord among the dead. 

Marcy Avenue
by Karen Austin
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Wasps Nest
by Jocelyn Holst

Several wasp species can be found around the 
yard. Although wasps feed on insects such as 

house flies and garden pests, some can also be 
dangerous to people. 

Without the subject of music, my father and I are two strangers in a room. 
Without music, it’s just him, me, and deafening silence. Oh sure. We have our 
moments discussing my grandparents or work, but most of the time; I may as 
well be talking to the guy at the bank. You know— the guy that knows way 
too much about personal parts of my life without actually knowing me. The 
guy that makes absurd comments about the nice weather while he’s writing 
down on a piece of paper that I have negative $204.36 in my bank account.

 “Enjoy that sunshine today!” he says with a smile as he passes me a list of 
overdraft charges. We speak in delicate terms, the bank teller, my father and 
I. We talk around the subject. 

My father visits once or twice a year from Wichita, Kansas for a long week-
end. I try to have units of time planned out for his entire stay, but inevitably, 
we are left with two or three hours of “free time.” I plan our excursions for 
months in advance. Even before I know he’s coming. 

“Ooh! I didn’t know there was a golf course here!” I’ll say with excitement 
to a friend.

 “Do you golf ?” is the shocked response.

 “Of course not, but I can go golfing when my dad visits.” 

“Oh, I didn’t know he was visiting. When will he get here?”
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 “I’m not sure,” I say, 
“maybe next time he’ll 
come in the summer and 
we can play a few rounds.” 
I don’t really know what 
I’m saying, but I’ve heard 
my dad use this term with 
my brother, so I think I’m 
on the right track. “You 
know, hit a few balls along 
the fairway… practice our 
putting.” I casually throw 
in some other words I’ve 
heard to add authenticity.I 
have a list of activities de-
pending on the season. It 
is always best if he’s here 
when it’s good outdoor 
weather. One time, we 
tried to go skiing and got 
caught in a blizzard. We 
ended up spending the entire day in my apartment talking about how corpo-
rate America isn’t that bad. He talked; mostly I just made groaning sounds 
disguised as “mm- hm’s.” 

“You know, if you could find a job with a corporation, you wouldn’t have to 
worry about health insurance anymore.”

“Mm, health.”

“And most companies these days have retirement plans. It’s always a smart 
idea to start thinking about putting money away for retirement.”

“Hm…money.”

“I know some people like to badmouth corporations, but if you can get on 
board with a good one then you could be set for life.”

“Life.”

Doll — Katie Hunt
photograph
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I would like to avoid this situation again at all costs. We still reminisce about 
how terrible the blizzard was. Gives us something to talk about.

 “That’s the worst blizzard I’ve ever been in!” he’ll say. 

Of course, I know that is not true. It wasn’t that bad. But, if we pretend it was, 
then we can go on and on about it for at least ten minutes before I have to 
come up with new material.  

Usually, I try to make sure that I’ve seen several good concerts before he 
comes. That way I can tell him all about the hot guitar playing and the lyrical 
vocals. I can tell him that I didn’t care for the drummer, because he wasn’t as 
good as my brother. He’ll like it that I say the guitar was “hot” and that my 
brother is a better drummer than most. That’s why I say it. If I’m really lucky, 
he’ll have been to a couple concerts since the last time I’ve seen him too. And 
if I’m really, really, lucky, some big name group will have just made the news 
for something.

 “Dad, did you hear that the Rolling Stones are going on tour again? Can 
you imagine?” 

I don’t even know what I mean by this. But I’m hoping that he’ll assume I 
mean something that’s interesting to him and we can talk about it. We spent 
one entire Thanksgiving discussing the Rolling Stones. Dad can’t imagine 
going on tour at their age. 

“I mean, I get winded just mowing the lawn these days. Do you want more 
cranberries? They must have a lot of energy.”

It is best to regard any wasp with 
care before attempting to control it, since stings 

can be very painful.

At any moment of any day, my father looks like he just walked out of a J.C. 
Penny catalogue. The man irons his jeans and T-shirts. For all I know, he irons 
his underwear – but I’ve never asked. He is always impeccably clean with a 
close shave. Even first thing on a Saturday morning. He lost his hearing in one 
ear as a child due to an infection, which encourages him to speak incredibly 
soft, and at the same time, encourages me to raise my voice to a level that 
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makes other people uncomfortable. When he walks out of the airport and I 
greet him, it’s like Mozart trying to dance with Crissy Hines. 

“Hi Dad! Sorry I’m late.”

“You got your nose pierced.”

“I was hoping the pink hair would distract you.”  

The irony is that we look exactly alike. I am sensitive to the idea of how horrified 
he is to see a carbon copy of his own face with a nose ring in it. It’s a similar 
horror to the recognition of my face poking out of a neck tie. As we load his 
suitcase into my ’76 Volvo, I hold my breath, and while I pray for the engine to 
start, ponder his mantra, passed down from my grandmother, a minister’s wife: 
“Cleanliness is next to Godliness.” Am I going to hell because I don’t own an 
iron? Or am I the devil incarnate for not brushing my hair today?

“Well hun, let’s head home and take care of your wasp problem.”

Many aerosol or pressurized sprays are available 
and provide quick knockdown. The best time 
to eliminate wasp nests is at night, when most 

workers are in the hive and resting.

I have a serious wasp problem on my back patio. I can hear their humming 
during the day and sometimes, they knock into the sliding glass door repeat-
edly, as if they were trying to get inside. Once or twice a week one of them 
succeeds in permeating the fortress of the sliding glass door. Usually I can 
manage, in between screams of horror, to catch it under a glass and put it 
back out. I used to have a family of finches living under the eave, but the 
wasps have driven them away and now there is a giant nest, with the swarm-
ing and buzzing increasing daily. 

“It’s gotten to the point where I’m afraid to open the door.” I tell my father. 

“That’s okay hun. We have wasps in Kansas. I’ll take care of it.” 

Yes! A task. While I’m happy to have several units of time accounted for, this 
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makes me uncomfortable. I don’t like asking my dad for favors. I’m afraid that 
he’ll help me out and then expect me to come to his house in Wichita to extin-
guish the family of moles digging holes in his garden. I figure a woman of 30 
ought to be able to get rid of her own wasps. Not only this, but long ago, when 
my dad was in the boy scouts, he wandered into a wasps nest and was stung 32 
times. I feel protective of him and I don’t want him to be stung again.

My father is not a spontaneous man. He won’t walk onto my patio, guns 
blazing, and tear down the nest. Nor will he casually remove it while I’m in the 
shower or something. He is methodical. He is calm. First we’ll have to have a 
good look at the situation at hand. 

“Well hun, you’ve definitely got a problem out here.” He says calmly while I 
duck and scream, wasps whizzing by my head. I am disorderly. I am excitable. 

Next, we’ll have to purchase the supplies.

 “We’re going to need some heavy duty wasp killer.” He says without emotion 
as I bring up the idea of a “humane” wasp remover. This is going to take, at 
least, an entire afternoon.

As we hop in Venus the Volvo first thing in the morning I am armed with a 
list of things to buy before we can head back home for the wasp slaughter. 
Number one: a desk. My father insists, “We can’t have a straight A student 
doing homework on the floor.” 

Number two: a cell phone. I recently dropped mine in the sewer. This does 
not help my “I’m a responsible adult” personae that I’m trying to project to 
my father. Number three and lastly: the poison.

“Well hun, I was at Wal-Mart the other day and they had those desks you put 
together yourself for twenty dollars.”

 I make an unintelligible noise that is part, “oh, really?” part, “Ugh!” and 
part sigh. I look down at my fingers tapping on the steering wheel and notice 
where my cuticles are cracked and nails are broken from the constant biting. 
I remember how once, when I was a teenager, my dad looked at my hands and 
said, “You ought to have Debbie show you how to paint your fingernails so 
that they’ll look nice.”
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I quickly move my hands to the bottom, less conspicuous side of the 
steering wheel. 

“You know,” my dad sounds downright elated upon coming up with another 
sentence, “I’ll bet we could get some of that bug spray at Wal –Mart too — to 
take care of your wasp problem.” 

“Maybe.” I mutter. I’m about a half a minute away from bringing up the blizzard.

“I know you probably don’t want to go to Wal – Mart, but I think they even 
have cell phones there. We could knock out that entire list in one stop!” 

He doesn’t seem to realize that I made up the list so that we would have 
to make a long and convoluted trip around town, taking up hours of time, 
looking for these items. I make a decision to take a stand. I wait until we come 
to a complete stop at the stoplight, using the extra time to summon every 
ounce of courage within me.

 “You know dad, I would really rather not go to Wal Mart. I prefer to look for 
a desk at the Salvation Army store,” My heart is pounding. My body fills with 
adrenaline, “and a phone at the Sprint store.”

My mind is reeling, I feel like I’ve just flung a score of unreasonable demands 
and accusations at my father. I feel as if I slammed on the breaks, and shouted, 
with all the emotion of pent-up teenage angst, “Wal – Mart is the most 
evil corporation in the world! They oppress women and encourage waste 
and they’re killing the U.S. economy! YOU may as well go KILL forests 
and Chinese children! AND I KNOW HOW TO PAINT MY OWN 
FINGERNAILS GOD DAMN IT!!”

“Okay hun; let’s go to the Salvation Army.” 

Apparently, my father is unmoved by my emotional outburst.

While we’re walking through the Salvation Army store, my dad is making 
comments about how “nice” the furniture is there. He just can’t believe that 
there’s so much nice stuff – and for so cheap! It’s true; we found a “nice” 
desk for nine dollars. My dad is blown away by this figure. Never, not even at 
Wal – Mart, has anyone found a desk for nine dollars.

 “And this is a well made desk! It’s not that paperboard stuff !” He says 
in amazement.
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 “Well,” I declare, “that’s why I wanted to come here.” 

All of a sudden we’ve had a break through. I decide to get even bolder and 
suggest that we find bug spray at McGuckins, the local hardware store that 
has every conceivable item that anyone could ever possibly want to buy from 
beaded curtains to toilet insides (just to name a couple items I’ve purchased 
there). As you walk in the door, with the sound of wind chimes in your ear and 
a misty puff of humidifier warmth anointing the path in front of you, it’s as if 
you’re entering heaven. If my dad thinks Wal – Mart has a lot of stuff, just wait 
until he gets a load of this place.

 I find myself giddy with excitement as I drive toward the hardware store. 
Desk in the back of the car, I’m suddenly rambling on and on to my dad 
about all of the other good deals I’ve found at thrift stores.

 “Sure, this shirt I’m wearing right now only cost me a dollar. And my coffee 
table was three dollars!”

My dad is listening intently with a look of amazement across his face. I’m not 
sure if it’s because he’s never heard me talk this much, or if he just never realized 

Dropped Call — Gavin White
photograph
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that some people re-use things. It doesn’t matter; I’m on a role. I make a bold 
move and suggest that after McGuckins my dad accompany me to the recycle 
center to drop of the recycling in my trunk. You see, years before he told me 
that he stopped recycling because the city, “just made it too hard.” Apparently, 
they started asking people to separate the newspapers from the cans.  

With severe infestations, chemical control may 
be desired to remove any chance of stinging.

My father is so impressed with McGuckins; he looks as if he just saw Mick 
Jagger himself dancing up the fishing pole aisle. However, I am unable to 
convince him to buy the “green” wasp killer.

“Oh honey, I know you don’t want to hurt the environment, but that stuff 
just isn’t going to do the trick for the size of nest you’ve got.” 

I give a pleading look to the McGuckins employee, hoping that he’ll take my 
side. He shrugs his shoulders.

“We’ve got to make sure those suckers die the minute I spray them. We don’t want 
something that will just make them mad and not kill them for a few hours.”

I’m beginning to regret asking for his help. The idea of harmful chemicals 
being sprayed all over my patio and drifting into my neighbor’s garden is 
starting to make me nauseous. What have the wasps ever done to me? It’s not 
like I’ve been stung. They play an important role in the circle of life. What 
was I thinking? I’m going to single handedly wipe out an entire colony! This 
is madness! The wasps have just as much right as I do to live their lives in 
peace! I have to stop him!

“We’ll take the heavy duty stuff.” He says to the McGuckins clerk.

It’s too late. He’s already seen the nest. I can only handle making one stand per 
trip. I put my foot down about Wal – Mart, I have to concede with the wasps. 

Wasps are dangerous and unpredictable and should 
be treated with respect. Nests should be eliminated 

with great care and in a specific manner. 

My father takes the can of poison in his right hand and fashions it like a sword. 
Holding it away from his body, fixed on the enemy. In his left hand he is holding 
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a tissue next to his head, which he is waving at wasps that approach him. He 
looks like a medievil knight, fighting a colossal enemy, to defend my honor.

The patio floor is littered with tiny corpses. The collective hive must have sent 
out a signal to other nearby nests and back-up artillery is flying in from every 
direction. I’m standing on the safe side of the sliding glass with hands clasped 
shouting, “Watch out! Behind you!” like I do when I’m watching a horror 
movie. As if the actor on the screen can hear me. He looks like King Kong, 
with helicopters buzzing around his head. King Kong with neatly pressed 
jeans and a tightly tucked in T-shirt with a humpback whale on it. King Kong 
in sneakers purchased at Wal-Mart. Nothing can defeat him. The wasps are 
falling to ground in waves and thuds. But they are relentless.

Watching my father standing out on the patio, wasp killer in one hand and 
hankie in the other, I am struck with understanding. My knight in shining 
armor – My Dad — risking his life to defend his daughter from the fortified 
enemy beating against her back door. Suddenly, I realize that he is protective 
of me. That we communicate like bank tellers because we’re both too worried 
about hurting imaginary feelings. That he doesn’t call me “hun” because he 
still thinks of me as a twelve year old, incapable of taking care of myself, but 
because he loves me. That he doesn’t want to buy me a desk because without a 
degree he thinks I’m a failure, but because he wants to support me. I realize that 
commenting on fingernail polish to a tom-boy daughter was an ill-conceived 
attempt to relate to me. That all of my perceived criticisms of him are, in fact, 
his attempts to protect, support, or relate to me. 

In the end, my father re-enters the house, triumphant. Not one sting to speak of; 
a J.C. Penny model who has just spent the day at the lake, smelling of bug spray.

“Well hun, I think I got rid of most of them. I’m just going to take the vacuum 
out there to suck up all the dead ones. I don’t want you accidentally stepping on 
one and getting stung in your foot.”

Inside the castle walls, I have done something completely out of character. I have 
made a snack for my dad. I took out tiny pickles, cucumbers, cheese and bread 
and arranged it neatly on a plate. I made tea and set the feast on a tidy table. 

“Watch out for the pickles. They’ve been in the fridge for awhile.” He doesn’t seem 
to mind. “Dad, I really appreciate all of your help this weekend. Thank you.”

“Well, hun. That’s what dads are for.”



Corner — Tina Phenix
photograph
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Filthy Gorgeous
 by Roxanne     

                                    “When I wake up in my makeup,
Have you ever felt so used up as this?”

— Hole, “Celebrity Skin”

“All these fuckers need to take they broke asses home” Entice said.  “Come 
back after fuckin’ payday.  This dude out there, he say he give me fi’ fuckin’ 
dollars for a fuckin’ blowjob.” She leisurely stroked on some MAC lip gloss.      

Entice was a Hispanic girl, probably close to my age, twenty, and was by most 
definitions “from the ‘hood.”  Completely surprised that she was even talking 
to me, I fought the urge to turn around to check if anyone was behind me 
and looked in the mirror instead.  Nope, it was just us in the dressing room.  
That meant I had to reply.  Wait, how long had it been since her comment?  I 
should probably say something now or she’ll know I’m intimidated.

“I know, right?”  Fuck.  Could I possibly sound any whiter?  I hid my embar-
rassment by pretending to examine my manicure.  Somewhere along the line, 
I got the idea that this action came across as very cool and unconcerned, 
and it has been my way of hiding insecurity ever since.  I looked up into the 
mirrored wall in front of us and Entice granted my reflection a quick glance.  
Talking into mirrors and making eye contact through them is a giveaway 
stripper habit- that and saying “fuck” every third word.  

The night was definitely bad, but Entice was probably doing fine.  Judging 
from her makeup, she was a moneymaker- or a skilled shoplifter.  Strippers 
love nothing more than makeup, the more expensive the better, and the 
counter space in front of her was crowded with MAC stuff, and some Bobbi 
Brown thrown in for good measure.  She was a cute girl, and guys loved her 
bitchy personality and her dramatic, energetic dancing.  Some girls just laid 
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around and languished on the stage, but Entice got up there, jiggled her ass, 
and bathed in tips.  

Having gone through my short list of cool things to say a bit quicker than 
anticipated, I pulled out my own makeup.  I had just touched up minutes 
before, but it was something to do.  I was careful not to let any of my stuff 
drift into Entice’s space at the makeup counter- I’d seen her sock a girl in the 
face for the very same offense just a week earlier.  I caked some turquoise 
eye shadow (MAC as well) onto the pink, green, and blue that were already 
there.  You can always tell my boredom level by the amount of makeup I’m 
wearing.  Just then, the DJ called Entice to stage.  In no great hurry, she put 
her makeup in her locker, spritzed herself with Victoria’s Secret body spray, 
and sauntered on out.  She was notorious for being late to stage, and got away 
with it because everyone was afraid to say anything to her.  She knew it, too.  I 
could almost see a cloud of her contempt hanging over my head.  Once again, 
I was left alone with my reflection, putting off going back on the floor to get 
naked for way less money than anyone should have to.  I coached myself-   
remember, the amount you make here has no connection with what you’re 
really worth, don’t internalize.  I considered my surroundings instead.  

Strip club back rooms are pretty depressing: bare florescent lights, filthy 
carpeting, and rows and rows of tall, beige high school-esque lockers.  Most 
are decorated with stickers, bearing clever proverbs such as “Sorry boys, I 
eat pussy.”  Mine has one of those ribbon magnets on it: a blue one saying 
“Support Strippers.”

The door opens again and two more girls whose names I don’t know stumbled 
in arm in arm, giggling and totally shitfaced.  They collapsed into a corner 
together and I got up, sensing that things were about to get uncomfortable.  
So I wouldn’t seem like an antisocial bitch, I reached down and slapped one 
girl’s ass on my way out.  This is a strange sign of affection among strippers; 
applicable even to someone you don’t know.  Sure enough, the girl looked 
over her shoulder at me and squealed “Ow!” with a smile.  I hit the door just 
as the moaning started.

Half and hour later, I was standing on stage, topless with my hands on my 
hips, disgusted with what was in front of me.  The stage is a square with chairs 
on three sides and a brass pole about 15 feet high in the middle.  It holds 
sixteen people and it was full, yet I only saw about ten bills.  I quickly verified 
that they were all singles and got even more pissed off.  Taking a deep breath, 
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I ran a hand through my hair and knelt on the padded rail in front of one 
guy who hadn’t tipped me at all yet.  The stage is elevated enough to where 
his face was about hip-height.  I smiled sweetly and held out my g-string.  
Rather than spending a dollar, he got up and left.  I sighed again.  I guess 
it’s time to get nasty, I thought.  I wrapped my legs around some guy’s neck 
and trapped his head between my thighs while his friends cracked up. 
I stuffed a dollar 
down some girl’s 
shirt and took it out 
with my teeth while 
her boyfriend watched, 
bug-eyed, and she 
sat, bolt upright and 
smiling uncomfortably.  
By the time I got 
offstage, I was sweating 
and still only had 
twenty dollars.  These 
people are scum.  They 
are not worth my 
sweat.  It gets to me 
sometimes, the way 
strippers are considered 
to be dirty and desperate 
and somehow below the guys who make the drive and pay ten dollars to look 
at some tits.

Another half hour: I walked towards the dressing room, only to be intersected 
by my best friend, Andrea (at the club known as “Giselle.”)  She was chanting, 
“I’m too sexy for my shirt, too sexy for my shirt...”

“What are you so fucking happy about?” I asked her suspiciously.  

Either she found a rich and generous customer, or a broke and generous 
drug dealer.  Andrea is a lot more reckless than I am when it comes to this 
kind of thing: once she flew to Baltimore with a customer she’d only met 
once, drooling at the prospect of money and free drugs.  I knew there was no 
stopping her, so I got her parents’ phone numbers before she left and silently 
drove her to Planned Parenthood when she came home with an STD.  “It 
sucks tonight.”

Self-portrait — Kristin Villano
photograph
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She smiled and grabbed my arm, steering me into the dressing room.  “It’s 
about to get a whole lot better.”  

“Do you think we’re fucked up beyond repair?” I asked Andrea as we sat 
in the employee bathroom, making our preparations. The Fixx was playing 
One Thing Leads to Another on the house sound system, which struck me as 
very appropriate. Our feast of narcotics was spread out on the counter before 
us.  I perched on the edge of the counter and watched Andrea unwrap the 
brown ball of tar.  The ball itself, a quarter gram, was a little smaller than my 
pinky fingernail.  I looked at it and think about how something as small as 
that could take me down.  Oddly, the thought was more of a challenge than 
anything else.  I looked at the heroin and thought, I’ll show you who’s boss!

“Now, how am I supposed to cut this shit?” Andrea wondered out loud.  I 
silently handed her the razor that I’d retrieved from my locker the moment 
she’d told me to meet her in the bathroom.  “Do you, like, always carry a razor 
around?” she asked (as if she didn’t already know the answer.) 

“Yeah.”  She kept looking at me, one eyebrow cocked.  “What?”  

It certainly came in handy.  Andrea is the high-functioning junkie: she takes 
an eighteen-credit class load at CU Boulder, majoring in Biochemistry.  She 
shoots up and does homework or cleans the house.  I, on the other hand, 
shoot up and pass out for eighteen hours listening to my Ipod, then drag my 
ass to my three classes at community college.

Returning to my previous question, she said “Dude, no.  We’re twenty years old.  
People are supposed to have fun in their twenties.”  She paused for a minute, 
concentrating on the task at hand.  “As long at we don’t get addicted, we’re 
OK.”  She flicked the lighter, making a sensuous sound, and held it underneath 
the spoon.  Andrea’s always reminded me of a porcelain doll.  She’s even shorter 
than me, 5’2; she has a hipless, little-boy body and perfect fair skin.  Some of her 
facial expressions really do make her look like a little kid, and if it weren’t for 
her huge boobs, she could probably pass for 13.  Her hair is naturally curly and 
dirty blonde, but she cuts it short and bleaches it platinum.  She almost looks 
like Marilyn Monroe cooking up, and this makes her seem alluring and exotic.  
“You know, we really don’t have all day in here, so why don’t you quit staring 
into the fucking mirror and help?” she said irritably.  I jumped off the counter 
and took survey of our pharmaceuticals.  Ten Vicodin (milligrams unknown) 
and eight Oxycontin (twenty milligrams each.)  Forty milligrams of oxy can kill 
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a normal person, but Andrea and I are bad asses, so we usually do at least eighty 
each.  I wet a paper towel and rubbed the time-release coating off all the “oxies.”  
It’s the most fun to snort them because it hits you so much faster, so I crushed 
them up with my foundation bottle.  Then I used my strip club ID card to 
grind them up into a really fine powder and cut out lines.  Pt’s gives us all photo 
IDs to check in and out of the club.  They’re heavily laminated and perfect for 
this purpose.  

“Do you have a bigger bill than a twenty?” I asked.  It’s best not to snort things 
with ones or twenties, since they’re in circulation so much and are germier than 
a bigger bill.  Plus snorting with a hundred is so much more pimpin.’  Andrea 
pulled out a fifty and I was immediately jealous.  “What’d you do, suck some 
dick?” I asked nastily before I could stop myself.  Luckily, she was already high 
and therefore more forgiving.  We made quick work of the Oxycontin and moved 
on the Vicodin.  You can’t snort Vicodin because it has acetophenetidine(the 
active ingredient in Tylenol) in it and it will plug your nose up for days.  “These 
Vicodin are blue.  How many milligrams are blues?”

“I dunno, the guy that gave them to me said he takes six to get started, so let’s 
take five each.”

“Sounds good to me.”  I swallowed the pills and knotted Andrea’s black nylon 
thigh-high around my arm.  “I’m fucking bored.”

We were good and fucked up when we made it back to my locker, but I am 
an extremist, so I pulled out the three orange prescription bottles I keep 
for emergencies.  Xanex, Kolonopin, and Gabapentin- all tranquilizers.  
Benzodiazapines are a great catalyst for opiates, so we swallowed two of each.

“Thank God for quacks.” I said as I put them away.  The thought occurred to 
me that we just did a lot of shit all at once.  “I hope we don’t die.” The heroin 
had made me dreamy, though, so I said this with no real conviction.

“Well, at least we’ll leave damn beautiful corpses.”

“Yeah, I’d rather go out fucked up.”  I stared off into space for a minute, 
rubbing my nose wildly (I get the dope itch worse than anyone I know.)  “I’m 
gonna write all this down one day, and you’re gonna be in it.”  I’m always so 
lovey-dovey when I’m high.  “Cause you’re like, the shit.  Seriously.  I mean, 
you taught me how to parallel park.”
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“Just make sure you say how hot I am.” 

“Totally.  I mean, I just don’t want to let twelve steps rule the rest of my 
life, you know?”  This wasn’t really relevant, but it sounded dramatic, so I 
said it anyway.

Somehow I end up stretched out in a lap dance booth.  I don’t even think I 
can stand up, but my head is racing.  I am a disgrace to my suburban parents.  
I am a car, racing towards a cliff with windows down and music blasting, no 
brakes, no last-second skid marks here.  Live fast, die young, stay pretty.  I 
am destroying myself and I fucking love it.  I have run my life so far into 
the ground it might as well be a grave.  What will my tombstone say?  I live 
for a pill, a line, the prick of a needle- take those things away and I might 
as well be dead.  My smile is chemical and my soul is synthetic.  I am filthy 
and sexy, dirty and gorgeous.  I cherish my demons, my only friends.  I am a 
modern day Medusa: my hair turns to snakes and those who cross me turn 
to stone.  I am a siren, luring men to their deaths, leaving them bleeding on 
the sharp rocks.  I am Odysseus’s downfall.  I torch buildings and masturbate 
to the screams of those trapped inside.  I dance on the ashes, the powdered 
bones and bubbling flesh, taking in the smell of human death.  Oh, beautiful 
destruction.  I want to be a heathen, to drink the blood of sacrificial virgins. I 
fucked Satan and came so hard my head spun around.  I make cocks stand on 
end and then snap them off.  I want to stick knives into my pussy and paint 
myself in my own blood.    

Everclear’s “Santa Monica” comes on the sound system.  The DJ, Eddie, 
knows I love this song and he plays it for me sometimes.  I sink into the 
booth, loving the singer’s cynical voice.  We can live beside the ocean, leave it 
all behind/ Swim out past the breakers and watch the world die.   The world 
is dying, and me right along with it.  If I can’t have it, nobody can.  I close my 
eyes.  God, I’m so fucking tired.
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Showers 
by Nicole Sacchitella

A  S h o r t  P r e f a c e :

Early mornings in the cold and dark months are dictated by endless 
refills of piping hot coffee with sweet and low to go with canned 
peaches, toast and boysenberry jam to offset the morning’s many 
medications. Once they have full bellies all of the old ladies in my 
residence will fall back soundlessly in their chairs and wheelchairs 
to rest. In one’s golden years habit dictates everything; by a 90th 
birthday most loved ones have died or become annoyed with age 
and all that comes with it. Retired for more than 30 years, the 
daily routine is all that can get someone out of bed in the morning, 
hoping that maybe, some morning after the passing of today they 
won’t have to get up, any morning, ever again. Seven thirty is a 
wake up call, nine is breakfast and unless it’s a person’s shower day, 
by ten they are sound asleep again.

(There were mornings where I would shower Helga and the world was losing 
its light.)

The daylight flew out the cracked window of my car with a rush of morning 
air as I see the speckled wing attached to a bloodied carcass in the middle of 
an icy road on my way into work. I don’t know if I was upset by the death 
of the pigeon, whose delicate life was overshadowed with darkness from 
the second it broke away its eggshell.  People like my father just like to say 
that pigeons are diseases with the power of flight. He often snarls under his 
breath a “Good riddance,” when he sees their motionless feathers. I think 
they are the most beautiful and fragile sculptures when they are adhered to 
the pavement with frozen blood and sinews. Working at a place where the 
old come to get older, I knew death was inevitable. But a beautiful death is 
something one can only pray for. 

Helga Rube was, is and will be until-death-does-she-part, my Thursday 
morning shower.
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I wait in the doorway of the white tile bathroom and watch her get undressed. 
She does so with the utmost care. Until recently, she would water-color 
likenesses of her most likeness worthy memories once a week. The rose petal 
still-lives would take her all afternoon, and fighting sleep she would wrench 
her eyes alert until the brushstrokes were complete. Her eyesight has since 
faded, though it’s painful to know her memories are clearer than she can now 
render them. 

Her delicate hands now remove the strands from her shoulders of her off-
white lace undershirt. The shirt has many holes in it, and through the backside 
you can see “Rube,” written black in childlike handwriting. Sometimes on 
Thursday mornings she will smile her off-white toothy smile and say “I think I 
need new undershirt, but hopefully Jesus will remember me soon and I won’t 
need one.” She then giggles wildly and I smile back at her while she falls onto 
the off-white plastic seat of the toilet. I usually take this opportunity of her 
off-balance laughs to slip off her slippers and socks. I always reply “Jesus is 
going to be here, he’s going to be here soon.” When she is reminded of her 
sweet savior, her eyes grow the width of her face, she looks blankly for miles 
and drawls “Oh, yes…yes he is.”

When finally Helga stands up she is less than five feet tall. Never tall in her 
day she is even more shrunken now. Her shoulders have collapsed and stolen 
inches from her. I touch her back with my right hand, and hold her right hand 
with my left. I gently lead the few slippery steps from the toilet seat to the seat 
in the shower. Her skin feels as soft ‘neath my fingertips as it does dry and 
cracked. Her face is always rosy with big smiles, especially when her daughters 
visit, but her body is as white as the surrounding bathroom tiles. She is mapped 
out with tiny vein-writings; they are scribbled all over her body. I never doubt 
that they are sacred verses from the bible written in God’s language noting 
important events that have taken place in Helga’s life. Someday, I hope to take 
photographs of them and decipher the red words. Maybe the lyrics on her 
back will say when Jesus is coming for her, and I can tell her so she can write it, 
in childlike handwriting on one of her calendar squares.

The shower head is a white bulb attached to a slinky white hose on the 
white tiled wall. It is as fickle as I, or I bet even Helga was as a girl. I say this 
because often when I bend in her ear to tell her I must wait for the water to 
warm up, she’ll laugh again and say “I used play kissing games with boys,” 
matter-of-factly. 



	 p l a i n s  p a r a d o x 	 9 1

n o n - f i c t i o n

I tell her “But you went to church!”

“Oh but we didn’t do anything bad,” she’ll reassure me.

I give Helga a hot pink wash cloth to cover her eyes with. When the water 
is done coughing up cold and hot spurts, I bring the coursing droplets to 
Helga’s feet. She wiggles her toes and laughs again. As I bring the water up 
the length of her body, shins to knees, to belly, she dances a little in her seat. 
Once I have reached her back with the warm water she lets out a relieved 
“Awwwwwww,” and sighs a deep sigh.

At this point, when I first started the Thursday shower routine, I felt as 
though I was violating this pious woman. She rocks back and forth in her 
chair slightly and repeats “That feels good, mmm yeah that feels good,” as I 
wash her. Orgasmic amounts of enjoyment flow out from her small wrinkled 
body as I wash away the week’s soil. The shower head in my hand can hardly 
keep up the stream of water to match the stream of vividly out-flowing 
happiness from Helga. I used to think thoughts like ‘When she was a wife 
and not a widower is this what she sounded like when she made love? Am I 
hearing faint recollections of bedroom encounters of 40 years ago?’ I would 
try and imagine her delicately hanging skin tighten up around her body. She 
was a firm little woman with perky breasts and a flat belly. Her husband was 
tall and dark haired and if I thought hard enough I could see the beads of 
sweat collecting on his brow as she wildly laughed and moved against him 
saying “Oh, yeah that feels good, mm yeah that feels good.” After months of 
Thursdays, I have matured in that I can happily give pleasure to her with the 
shower without feeling awkwardly sexual anymore.

When the house water plays jokes on us, Helga will yell “Too hot!” or “Too 
cold!” as I hurriedly fiddle with the lever to make the temperature comfortable 
again. When I do she lets me know, “Mm, that’s better. Yeah.”

I wash her hair as gently as I can. Her hair is whiter that the tiles in the 
bathroom. It is without pigment, nearly glowing. This is why I know, when 
Jesus does remember her, she will sprout pure white wings. 

Helga cuts her own perfect bob. It looks like a French tress, especially when 
she wears her beret out to the library. Once recently, she trimmed her bangs; 
she was in the bathroom for almost an hour when she came out angrily and 
told me “They just kept getting shorter.” Even less than a quarter inch long, I 
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still thought they framed her round face nicely. Still half angry she let herself 
chuckle and said “Oh hooey, it grows,” and allowed her walker lead her to her 
room as she trotted behind it.

I wash her pure white hair gently because I know she appreciates gentleness. 
My dog Truk that accompanies me to work will bark sharply at anyone who 
enters the front door. Helga’s shoulders jump, her gray eyeballs pop a little 
and she scurries off to her room for quiet. I believe if Truk only growled under 
his breath, she would approve and stay in her seat on the green sofa instead 
of departing. She is often the first one up in the morning and sits on the end 
of the couch nearest the window. She lays back and reads her church bulletin 
“Our Daily Bread,” and if she stays still, Truk will let himself up on the couch 
next to her. She laughs and says “Aren’t you cute?” and leans against him.  I’m 
always relieved she forgives his loud guard-dog barks.

When all the white suds have made ribbons upon the white bathroom tiles, 
I bend down again and tell Helga in her ear “I’m turning the water off now.” 
She nods approvingly back. I pull out two over-sized hot pink towels wrap-
ping one around her shoulders and one over her legs. She is swimming in a sea 

Ruth - Jennifer Driver
photograph  
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of hot pink. Every Thursday she pulls the towel over her head and pulls it back 
quickly whispering “Peekaboo…” and smiles. I kneel at her feet and dry them 
off reverently. As I slip on her slippers she will always reach one’“raisined’ 
hand down and touch my shoulder. She asks “Are you in love?”

The question, even though I know its coming fills me with butterflies.

Instead of saying it, I nod. Yes.

She smiles “I was in love; my husband was tall, we met in Missouri. I dream 
about dancing with him. He went off to war and when he came back *POP* 
came a baby! And then it happened twice more but he didn’t go off to war 
again. I have three nice girls. Do you have any brothers or sisters?” 

I nod again and reach across the floor for her underwear. “Yes a sister,” I 
sing back.

“Oh, a sister, that’s nice. My girls are good sisters. They love each other… I 
love youuuuu honey. You’re a nice girl.”

I stand up by now and from the bottom of my gut say “Helga, I love you 
too.” My light that flew away so fast before my shift has flooded back. She has 
pulled it out of parts of my heart I hadn’t yet found and put it in my hand. 
Now I am touching towels to her damp skin and drying her with all the light 
she has given me.

“Where you from?” she beams.

I have her pink buttonless robe clutched to my chest and I always tell her the 
same place, “St. Louis.”

“Oh!” she’ll acknowledge jubilantly. “Me too, I lived in Webster Groves, 
where you from?”

“I only lived there until I was three months old, I don’t remember. We moved 
to New York, that’s where I spent my childhood.”

“Oh! New York, scary. Thomas brought me there once, I hid in the hotel 
room!” She laughs as she brings her tattered off-white undershirt from the 
hanger back to her bare chest. Her breasts hang down and touch her belly. 
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They are sleepy with feeding children and weary with years of lying dormant. 
I love them, worn breasts in general. I love them because I see them as special 
life giving power we bear as women. Helga is a great woman, beside all else, 
because she was a great mother that fed her girls from her breasts. Now, 
Helga’s nipples are barely pink and I can see through the surrounding skin. If 
they were smaller, I’m sure I could see right through to her heart.

“My father used to tell us kids when we get old we’re all butt and belly. Its 
true!” she always tells me as she ties her robe. Her belly is the rounded resting 
place for her breasts, and her butt matches. I suppose she’s right then. ...........

“Can you believe I’m 96 years old? It was only yesterday I tried to learn how 
to swim in the Webster Groves pool and decided just to float! Me…96, ha!” 
She repeats this last phrase happily as she returns to her room.

I follow behind her quietly, and behind me following at my heels is Truk 
who has been waiting for us patiently outside the bathroom door the entire 
duration from dry, to wet, to dry. We are a parade down the small hallway, 
walker leading the way.

Helga’s room is decorated with family pictures and water-color paintings. 
Each painting is signed by her and each photograph has a story by her. Her 
favorite, she points to when I am following her into her room and says, “This 
was my grandson Eric’s wedding. Elizabeth his bride is beautiful isn’t she? 
See, see? I right there, see me?” 

I now giggle a, “Yes.”

After we dress ever so carefully, Helga sits and I blow dry and style her pure 
white hair. The warm air feels good, I watch her as she closes her eyes and 
grins. After I comb it out I kneel in front of her again and touch her chin, 
“Bella!” I announce.

“What is that? Spanish?” she asks.

“No, Italian. It means beautiful, Helga.”

“Oh, what’s your name honey?” she’ll ask again.
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“Nicole.” I always feel a drop in low part of my stomach when she forgets.

“Oh…yeah…that’s right…I remember. French name. You’re parents must be 
confused!” She laughs as hard as she can now. Her eyes squeeze shut and it’s 
like every funny moment she has ever had in 96 years of funny moments is 
being compressed into one, big laugh. She puts her left palm on her belly to 
contain herself. “I go bed now. See you at lunch?”

“Yes, I’ll come wake you at lunch.” I wait out in the hallway and leave her 
white door ajar. I peek in with one eye and watch her. Every Thursday her 
rickety legs allow her to kneel beside her bed and pray her Thursday after-
noon prayer…

“Oh Lord, tell Thomas I miss him. Please bless me with dreams of him. Thank 
you for these good people. Thank you for my good life. I like this house. Please 
don’t forget me Lord, in the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.” Helga motions the 
cross and slowly moves to get into bed. She covers herself with her white fleece 
napping blanket. Helga smiles in her sleep. I know in her dreams she’s dancing 
with her husband. In other dreams she’s going with Jesus, so slowly rising up 
to the clouds, holding his hand and smiling. In the silences between her sleep-
breaths, I think if asked her, she would carry that speckled pigeon up to heaven 
with her in the palm of one her small hands when she goes.
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Hidden — A Story of 
Vegetables and Immaturity

 by Cassandra Gonzalez

I watched my sister, Tasha, do it first. Carefully she slipped a green bean into 
her quarter full soda can. It hits the liquid with a barely audible sound. My 
parents didn’t notice, it’s one less green bean for her to eat. I want to copy 
her my big sister, she just did something funny. At five, I wasn’t allowed to 
drink soda, only juice. I’m still eating soft noodles for dinner, but I slip one 
in my juice just to copy her. The juice rippled, just like my unhealthy eating 
behavior and choices in the next year would ripple into my adulthood.

Tasha hated green beans and discovered ways to get away with not eating 
them. I didn’t understand why until I was six, and began eating what everyone 
else did. I didn’t want to eat anything green. Food was not supposed to be 
green. Mold was green, and you don’t eat mold. When I was hospitalized for 
asthma, the stuff I coughed up was green; you don’t eat phlegm. I was too 
disgusted to eat the green beans.

“Drink some of the soda. You got to leave a little bit less than half a can,” Tasha 
whispered when we were alone, “If you leave too much Abel and Mama will hear 
it splash. Too little, the can will echo, and they’ll feel it when they pick it up.”

It worked only on nights I was allowed soda. I found that Barbie’s clothes 
have real pockets and small pieces would fit into them. Barbie would join 
us for dinner when I was denied soda. I would empty her pockets when 
everyone went to sleep.

After about a month of hiding green beans, it became too predictable. My 
mother figured it out faster than she did with Tasha.

“Stop hiding them. Eat, or I’ll do it for you.” She stopped eating and stared 
at me.
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“Nasty. I not eating.”

“‘I’m not eating it’ you mean. Why not?”

“It’s gross just look at it.”

“Just eat it. It’s a pea anyway, just swallow it like a pill.”

That pea was not going into my mouth. It would do no good to beg. That 
fact known to me, I would need to gross her out. Mama hates worms and is 
completely grossed out by them. I hoped that if I mentioned worms and greens 
together she would get so grossed out, she wouldn’t make them anymore.

“But it looks like a worm barfed on my plate.”

“You...never mind. The green beans?”

“Diseased icicle.”

“Icicles? Where do you see those at here? Fine, what about the spinach?”

“It looks like what I cough into tissues.”

“You are not being funny! Eat your damn peas.”

“No.”

She slapped me on my mouth. It caused me to bite the insides of my lips, and 
bleed a little, but I used it to my advantage.

“ My mouth hurts too much to chew now.”

Mama gave up now. Ever since I’d said the word “worms” she was disgusted. 
I’d hoped it was enough to get rid of the evil greens.

The next vegetable I get is corn. This one is a brilliant gold, no green at all.

I gave this one a chance. It’s delicious, and I eat almost a whole can 
by myself.
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“Let’s eat corn everyday!” I told my parents after dinner.

“You need to eat other kinds, Cas.”  Dad said.

“See? You just needed to try them.” Mama sounded triumphant. She thought 
if I could eat one vegetable I would eat them all. I didn’t think so.

“No. Only corn for me.” They didn’t like this both my saying no and 
my boldness. I needed to compromise and appear sweet. They were suckers 
for this.

“Okay, corn only and I’ll eat oranges every morning. Pweeeaaase, Mommy 
and Daddy?”

By then I was almost six and a half. I was still cute, innocent, and stupid to 
them. I got my way for a few weeks until they tried to persuade me again. 
They each cornered me and tried to trick me into eating the “Evil Green” as 
I’d come to call them.

 My Dad got me first and failed first.

“Little Princess,” he said, “try some green beans for me. My favorite, you know. 
Please, darling. It would make Daddy very happy. You want that right?”

“Not enough to eat green beans.”

My mother tried next. Her attempt failed as well, but this one was more of-
fensive than my Dad.

“Know what they do for you? Vegetables help make you beautiful. You want 
to be beautiful, right?”

She turned me around so I was looking in the direction of my sister. She was 
thirteen now and her bad habits were looking in the mirror for half the day 
and making out with her palms, tongue included. My Mom always called 
her beautiful.

“See? Tasha is so pretty and she’ll get prettier as she gets older. She was born 
that way though, and you weren’t. That’s why you need to eat vegetables. 
Don’t you want to get taller and be beautiful too?



1 0 0 	 p l a i n s  p a r a d o x

h i d d e n

“Tasha’s stupid. Will I get stupid too?”

“I’m not stupid!” She couldn’t even tear herself away from her reflection to 
yell at me. I didn’t know much at the time, but I knew I didn’t want to be like 
her. I also knew how to feel insulted.

“Green for beautiful, or no 
for smart. No, please.”

This must have been the 
last straw, the next night 
they demanded 
an explanation.

“Why just corn? It’s 
vegetable, like all the 
others! Dammit just tell 
now, why!” I gave into 
my mother.

“Because they are green.”  
The truth. I will never eat 
a green vegetable.

“What? That’s it? Because 
of the color?” My Mom 
was dumbfounded. Dad, 
however, thought it was 
funny.

“Abel stop laughing! That’ll just encourage her.”

“She’s a racist. Against those greeners!”

“Abel,” Tasha finally joined in, “she’ll become prejudice if you joke about it!”

After this conversation, dinner abruptly ended along with their questions. 
I thought they had understood the way I felt and wouldn’t bother me about 
greens anymore.

My parents thought I explained everything. Then they brought in carrots.  I lifted 
one up and sniffed it. Green. It has the Green stink.

“That’s not green. What’s wrong with that?” Mama was really fed up at 
this point.

Leaves - Patricia Tyron
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“It smells like green.”

“Now you’re just trying to piss me off. A color does not have a fucking 
smell, Cassandra!”

“Yes, it does! Green smells like nasty sick stuff and dirt.”

“What!? ‘Nasty, sick stuff ’? What the hell does that mean?”

“Like the loose stuff in your nose when you’re sick.”

She sucked in a breath, and my Dad tried to calm her down. Tasha was pursing 
her lips and making puckering motions into her pocket mirror. Things seemed 
normal to me, so I put the carrots back and ate the rest of my supper.

Next up were radishes.

 I just shook my head.

“Smell green, too.”

Mama actually growled. Then a food fight broke out. My Dad and Tasha 
disliked each other the most, so they kept throwing gravy and salt at the 
other. I was busy trying to dodge Mama’s hands, they were full of radishes.

Finally, she grabbed me and shoved one into my mouth. After a few seconds, 
the taste and smell hit full force. I threw up from one end of the small, round 
table to the other. My vomit covered most of the food that was in the center 
of the table, and even got a little on Dad and Tasha. Mama was on her knees 
in front of me when it happened. Since my vomit made an arch, she got 
covered all over her head and shoulders.

I was sent to my room for the night.

After the puke event, my parents left no room for argument or compromise. 
They gave me every green vegetable they could find, and challenged me not to 
eat it. I never did. This was war. My punishment for not eating was a spanking 
with a thick, yet light leather belt. I slept on my belly most nights.

Since I’d eat so little at night, I’d get full on vending machines at school. The 
high in calorie and sodium chips would fill me up so much, I couldn’t eat too 
much of dinner. My parents never tried to force me to eat when I was full, 
they were afraid I’d throw up again.

 My parents gave up. I’d won. I was only served corn.



1 0 2 	 p l a i n s  p a r a d o x

h i d d e n

If something green was cooked, I’d never have to eat it.

By this time, eating vending machine food and candy was practically permanent. 
Breakfast would be a variety pack of chips with an orange. Lunch would be two 
bags of chips and something sweet and frosted. These would be the only things 
I’d eat until dinner.

My family has a history of heart disease, and by age seven I was on my way 
to serious heart problems. I have always been frequently hospitalized for my 
asthma and blood problems, confining me to beds and steroids. My eating 
habits never directly contributed to my health but it has never helped it.

Eleven years later, I am trying to fix my mistakes. I still eat oranges everyday 
and I drink skim milk daily as well. My health has never been better since I’ve 
improved my diet with two meals a day. I have a very strong immune system 
now and my skin heals twice as fast as it did before. I still have an unhealthy 
diet, though, but I’m making improvements.

No matter what, I still will never eat anything green. My mother has the shirt 
from my puke night. She was never able to get the stains out. It’s a warning of 
what will happen if anyone tried to get me to eat the “evil” green.

Boulder Market - Patricia Jayne
photograph  
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The Intangible Gulf of 
Mexico: Economic Disparity 
and Discrimination 

by R. Max Aguiar

The forest breaks as my bus winds down the mountainside and into the valley 
of Oaxaca.  I am traveling with my girlfriend, Annie, and for the last eighteen 
hours, the Virgin of Guadalupe has watched over all of the passengers of this 
bus from her perch atop the rear-view mirror.  During the last month, we have 
been following the news of a heated protest that has been taking place here 
over the last five months, and things seem to have cooled off considerably.  
As we descend into the valley of Oaxaca, though, I can see several billows 
of thick black smoke rising from all over the city.  The bus driver turns on 
the radio, and as a Mexican protest song crackles through aged speakers, we 
drive off the road and around a pile of rocks blocking the highway.  We press 
on.  The next time the bus clambers off the road, we cut around a huge heap 
of burning tires and rubbish.  Finally we can go no further, and we’re told 
in Spanish that we will have to take a taxi into the city, because all of the 
highways are blocked.  We pack into a taxi, and the driver meanders off the 
highway onto some dirt road seemingly forgotten to everyone but him, and 
we head toward the city through a field of tall corn ready for harvest.

Oaxaca is the one of the poorest states in Mexico, second only to its neighbor 
to the east, Chiapas.  Since before the Spanish conquest and subsequent 
colonization of Mexico, Oaxaca and Chiapas have been home to a variety 
of indigenous tribes.  Throughout the colonization of Mexico and the 
establishment of a central government, the indigenous people of these two 
states resisted imperial domination by Spanish culture, but were inevitably 
influenced by it.  During the Mexican Revolution of 1910-1919, Emiliano 
Zapata emerged from the south of Mexico to become a main figure of 
the revolution, which arose in response to centuries of exploitation and 
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illegitimate government.  His spirit lives on today in these two strongly 
indigenous states, where the poor struggle for fair representation and 
recognition from a corrupt government.   

Mexico’s turbulent history of conquest and revolution predates European 
presence with the Aztecs and other indigenous Amerindian civilizations.  
Spanish conquistadors arrived in the sixteenth century, and in 1521, the 
Aztecs fell to Spain.  For the next three hundred years, the natives of Mexico 
were exploited, enslaved, and victim to diseases of imperialist Spain.  In 
1821, following the colonial rule, Mexico realized independence under 
the leadership of Father Miguel Hidalgo.  The revolution was born in the 
central state of Guanajuato, where Hidalgo organized a cabal to defeat the 
Spaniards.  The next hundred years were rocky, with many changes in rule 
including a brief French Occupation.  Benito Juarez of Oaxaca ended the 
French Occupation in 1876, and was the only Mexican president of full-
blooded indigenous descent.  Juarez is widely recognized as Mexico’s best 
President for his social and economic reform, and for resisting the French 
rule.  Porfirio Diaz succeeded Juarez as the leader of Mexico from 1876 
through 1911 during a period known as the Porfiriato.  The Porfiriato was 
an era defined by immense economic progress, but also marked by huge 
economic inequality and political oppression.  This growing socio-economic 
gap laid the groundwork for civil unrest and a large-scale rebellion.  Diaz 
won his fifth consecutive election in an obvious electoral 
fraud, which sparked the revolution of 1910-1919.  After that, 
the Institutional Revolutionary Party, or PRI, ruled for nearly seventy years, 
and oversaw another leap in economic progress and industrialization.

During the Porfiriato and the rule of the PRI, much of Mexico’s upper and 
middle classes advanced at the expense the peasants and indigenous farmers 
whose communal land was taken and given to rich landowners.  Chiapas and 
Oaxaca are home to a proportionally high number of indigenous people. As 
a result of their history of exploitation, these two states now play host to 
movements for political and social reform, and are considered by Mexicans 
to be sister states.  The last thirty years have seen a lot of change in Mexico, 
and with that, much civil unrest in the south.  

That unrest is evident as we arrive in the capital of Oaxaca.  Our taxi weaves 
through the bustling outskirts of town, as women push wooden carts through 
the streets and bikes dart in and out of traffic.  But as we near the town square, 
or zócalo, the activity sharply declines.  The date is October 28, 2006, and 
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we expect the town to be alive in preparation for Day of the Dead, but the 
almost everything has closed down.  Shops and restaurants are locked up 
with boarded windows and all around stand makeshift roadblocks, guarded 
by masked protesters.  Graffiti covers the surface of every building, even the 
cathedral, the most sacred establishment in Mexican culture.  The messages 
decry the federal police, or PFP, and call for the removal of the Governor of 
Oaxaca, Ulises Ruíz Ortíz.  

“What’s going on here, where is everyone?” I ask the driver.

Palm - Patricia Tyron
photograph



1 0 6 	 p l a i n s  p a r a d o x

m e x i c o

“There is a march in the zócalo, and some men were killed last night during 
a fight.  The military is on the way.”  He also tells us that the bus station 
is closed, and there is no way out of the town.  Outside of our hostel, four 
blocks from the zócalo, we can see five towers of black smoke rising.  A lone 
helicopter circles low over the buildings.  Once we settle into our room, we 
find the owner, and ask her what is going on.  

The protest began in late May 2006 with a teachers union’s march for better 
wages and school conditions.  The demonstrators took over city hall, and set 
up a shanty town in the zócalo.  After a three weeks’ occupation of the zócalo, 
local business began to suffer.  Ruíz, upset by the economic stress caused by the 
protest, ordered a strike on the sleeping teachers and their children.  On June 
14 at 4:00 am, helicopters swarmed the zócalo, dropping tear gas bombs on the 
tents the protesters had been camping in.  Police swept into the camps, and beat 
scores of protesters.  As news spread of the attack, the movement gained popular 
support, and it transformed into a call for the ouster of Ruíz.  This event sparked 
the birth of the APPO, or Popular Assembly of the People of Oaxaca.  

The APPO is an organization of 365 groups, including teachers, doctors, nurses, 
and students, unified in their aim of removing Ruíz from office.  The group is 
eclectic, with a strong indigenous presence, though thoroughly modernized, 
and even represented on the Internet with their own website.  Today, they 
are still holding strong in the zócalo as we await the arrival of some 4,000 
militarized police, ordered by President Vicente Fox to break up the protest 
and regain control of the town.  Yesterday, an American journalist was gunned 
down in the zócalo amid the confusion of a heated protest, along with two 
APPO supporters.  La Jornada, a local liberal newspaper, reports that Fox has 
taken control of the airport for military use.  

It is now the 29th of October, and Federal Police have arrived.  Armored 
vehicles pour into the city, and the sound of helicopters booms as they fly low 
over the zócalo.  Streams of pressurized water and teargas soak the protesters, 
who in turn fight back with fireworks, slingshots, and stones.  Buses burn on 
every street corner, adding to the confusion.  The melee rages overnight, and 
well into the morning of the 30th.  I buy an issue of La Jornada, and Annie 
and I go out for breakfast.  As we eat, we listen to an APPO-controlled radio 
station, which reports that the Federal Police have regained control of the City 
Hall, and several other Government buildings.  Ruíz still refuses to step down.

Ruíz is an anachronism; a relic of Mexico’s former ruling party, the PRI.  
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He is accused of stealing the election of 2004, as well as committing human 
rights violations so serious that Amnesty International investigated his 
administration.  Mexico has a long and deep-seeded history of political 
fraud, and while Ruíz’s crimes against humanity are call for action, 
stealing and buying votes is commonplace.  Author John Ross quotes 
one Tzeltal farmer of Chiapas as saying “We have never voted here.  There is 
no voting booth here-never has been one…every election day, the PRI would 
come and take our voting cards and go vote for us in Altamirano….”  Such 
fraud can result in towns giving all of their votes to one candidate, as the 
town of Tila, Chiapas did in the presidential election of 1988.  Candidate 
Carlos Salinas took all 12,070 votes for that town.  It isn’t hard to see how 
centuries of such politics can spawn deep resentment and antipathy.

Though the skirmish is interesting and historically important, we are ready 
to go, and finally get a tip that the second-class buses are servicing a couple 
small towns on Oaxaca’s Pacific coast.  We make our way through the crowded 
terminal, and buy two tickets to the coastal town of Puerto Escondido.  Two 
pigs and a small flock of chickens share our liberating bus ride out of the chaotic 
capital city.

There are no signs of unrest on the coast, but there are a few banners 
hanging from trees proclaiming support for the APPO.  We will rest here 
for a week before moving into the jungles of Chiapas, where a revolutionary 
group called the Zapatistas peoples the landscape.  The Zapatistas are a 
mostly indigenous group of men and women who agree that the Mexican 
government needs to change its treatment of its poor peasants and Indian 
communities.  They take their name from the rebel Zapata, whose character 
and cause was a manifestation of their ideology.  Although the Zapatistas did 
organize an army, not all Zapatistas are militant.  They are all over Chiapas, 
from rural indigenous villages to the large trading center of San Cristóbal de 
las Casas.  Though their initial attack was a surprise, the movement behind it 
was a long time in the making.  It was set off by an event that exemplified the 
modernization of Mexico and the marginalization of Indians.

Mexican President Carlos Salinas de Gortari played an instrumental role in 
the drafting and initiation of the North American Free Trade Agreement 
of 1994.  The agreement, called NAFTA, was aimed at stimulating the 
trade between the United States, Mexico, and Canada.  In preparation for 
this, president Salinas amended Article 27 of the Mexican Constitution, 
and ended distribution of land to peasant and indigenous farmers, called 
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campesinos.  Article 27 is a constitutional provision that requires the Mexican 
government to give land to the people who work it.  Salinas’ amendment laid 
the groundwork for the government to amass land that could be used for 
large-scale industrial farming for export.

It is a common misconception that the Zapatista rebellion of 1994 was 
simply a reaction to the initiation of NAFTA; more accurately, it was the 
result of five hundred years of oppression, abuse, and a philosophy that is 
embodied in the neo-liberalism of 20th century Mexico.  The Zapatistas’ 
roots can be traced as far back as Zapata’s Revolution of 1910, which sought 
fair dealing for landless Indians.  Researchers like John Ross point out that 
the indigenous farmers who account for about a third of the state’s 3.1 
million population were given the worst land by the government for farming.  
While the rich ranchers associated with industrial agriculture held the great 
rolling hills of lowland Chiapas, the indigenous farmers worked “on the sides 
of mountains so steep that that [they] had to tie themselves to trees to plow.”  
When the campesinos learned that Salinas was ending the land-distribution 
program and permitting the sale of land the government had already given, 
they organized a makeshift army and staged a siege that would attract the 
attention of Mexico and the world.

On the morning of January 1, 1994, a group of masked rebels marched out of 
the jungles of the Lancandon region of eastern Chiapas, and took control of 
seven towns and roughly 650 ranches in Chiapas.  Led by a man called “Sub-
comandante Marcos,” the Zapatista Army of National Liberation, or EZLN, 
took San Cristóbal de las Casas, the second largest city in Chiapas.  San Cris-
tóbal is a religious, economic, and political center, and the former seat of 
colonial rule in Chiapas.  In addition, the EZLN raided the city halls of Alta-
mirano, Chanal, Oxchuc, Las Margaritas, and Huistán.  In San Cristóbal and 
Ocosingo, the rebels destroyed records that are often used to reinforce land 
claims against the Indians.  With the element of surprise on their side, the 
EZLN encountered little force at first, but President Salinas soon responded 
by deploying 17,000 troops to the region.  

Ocosingo saw the worst of the New Year’s Day battles.  An estimated 400 Za-
patistas seized the City Hall, overpowering the 20 to 30 State Judicial Police 
who tried to defend it.  Zapatistas raided local military stores and distributed 
the goods among the residents.  Later, the military took back the City Hall in 
a battle that left 93 dead, by count of the Defense Ministry.
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On the 2nd of January, the EZLN abandoned their post at San Cristóbal to 
avoid an encounter with the superior firepower of the Mexican army, and 
moved southeast toward Rancho Nuevo, a military base.  There, 500 rebels 
encountered a military crew reduced to as few as 180 by holiday leave.  The 
death toll from the battle at Rancho Nuevo is estimated by Government 
sources to be at least 24 rebels and five soldiers.  At a nearby penitentiary, the 
rebels freed 179 prisoners, “many of [whom] were indigenous people jailed 
as a result of land disputes.”  In addition, as many as 230 prisoners from four 
other jails were released during the initial incursions of January 1st.  By the 
fourth day, the Zapatistas had been forced back into the thick jungles and 
wooded mountains, where they became the subject of military search-and-
destroy missions.

The second week of the year saw little action, as the Zapatistas absconded 
into the forest.  Most significant was the continual battle at Rancho Nuevo, 
which endured eight consecutive days of assault by the EZLN.  Estimates of 
the casualties vary by source, and range from 159 to more than 500.  Though 
the violent attacks by the Zapatistas were certainly a call for military retali-
ation, the reaction is widely viewed as excessively forceful.  Philip Russell 
reports on such heavy-handed attacks, describing aerial assaults on villages 
without an evident military objective, and gunfire upon press vehicles where 
there were no rebels in sight.  Though a ceasefire was declared on January 5th 
, the peace that followed the events of January 1994 was an uneasy one.

Peace talks between the EZLN and the government were negotiated to take 
place in the Cathedral of San Cristóbal beginning February 22.  Subcoman-
dante Marcos acted as a representative and interpreter for 19 indigenous del-
egates who represented the far-flung communities of Chiapas.  All EZLN 
members attended the peace talks wearing black ski masks.  The delegates 
spoke mostly indigenous languages like Tzeltal, Tzotzil, and Chol, but the 
negotiations were conducted in Spanish.  The outcome of the conference 
was a compromise by both sides, and the Mexican government addressed 
the specific demands set forth by the EZLN.  The mysterious Subcoman-
dante Marcos was an invaluable participant for the rebels, not only because 
he interpreted their messages, but because of his eloquent language skills and 
knowledge of the Mexican Government. 

Marcos is the target of much rumor and speculation, because he has kept 
his identity a secret along with his face, which he too hides beneath a black 
ski mask.  The Mexican government claims that he is a former professor of 
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philosophy and communications from Mexico City.  It is perhaps to Marcos 
that the Zapatistas owe their widespread support, because he was able to act 
as an intermediary between the Zapatistas and the press, bringing a clear 
message to the world.  As the Zapatistas launched their attack, they published 
a formal declaration of war:

To the Mexican People:

We, honest, free men and women, believe that the war we are declaring is 
our last hope and that it is just and necessary.  For many years, dictators 
have been engaged in an undeclared genocidal war against our people.  For 
this reason, we ask for your participation and support in our struggle for 
jobs, land, housing, food, health, education, independence, liberty, democ-
racy, and justice and peace.  We will not stop until these basic demands are 
met and a free and democratic government rules in Mexico.  

•

Marcos knew the value of presenting an easily accessible, well-articulated 
message from the beginning.  In addition to this public statement, Marcos 
led a press conference in San Cristóbal on January 1st, and immediately be-
gan to fax press releases in both Spanish and English.  As the leader of the 
Zapatista movement, Marcos was instrumental in gaining not only the atten-
tion of the nation and the world, but their respect as well.  

For two years after the initial Zapatista attacks, 30,000 soldiers remained in 
the region, patrolling and searching known Zapatista villages anywhere from 
twice a week to twice a day.  The EZLN has vanished into the misty jungles of 
Chiapas, but the spirit of the army still lives in the men, women and children 
of hundreds of its villages.  Today, they face problems that are just as danger-
ous as attacks by the military.  

Among the northern villages of Chiapas, the post-protest situation has 
divided the communities into two kinds of people; farmers who rally for 
change in government, and farmers who profit by working with the ruling 
party.  Filmmaker Nettie Wild documents the people of Jomajillo, a small 
indigenous town in which Zapatistas face attacks by a pro-government 
paramilitary group called Paz y Justicia.  In English, the name means Peace 
and Justice, but the group is known to have forcibly evicted Zapatistas from 
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Jomajillo, keeping them separated from their families and homes for months.  
There are also reports of killings between the two groups, though each 
blames the other for the violence.  One Zapatista man reports to Wild’s film 
crew that members of Paz y Justicia came to his house, and threatened to kill 
his family.  They forced him to shave his daughter’s head, and promise that 
he would not report the incident to the police.  Zapatistas from Jomajillo 
cannot take their claims to the authorities, because they will be persecuted 
for their rebel affiliation.  

Today is November 14, and my first morning in San Cristóbal.  The day starts 
slowly, as it crawls from under a cold, wet fog.  As I take my first walk through 
the town, there is little sign that less than fifteen years ago, it was host to the 
uprising that shook all of Mexico.  One wall near the zócalo bears graffiti: 
¡Viva la APPO!  Long live the APPO!  It is true that Chiapas and Oaxaca are 
sister states.  Tomorrow I will visit San Juan de Chamula, a Tzotzil village six 
miles away.  The residents there speak not Spanish, but their native dialect.  
One in five children in villages like Chamula will die of a curable infirmity 
like pneumonia or diarrhea.  This is the type of community that has been 
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marginalized by the modernization of Mexico, one who depends on tourism 
more than government aid. 

I am told the next morning that a day trip to Chamula will not be possible; 
the village is in an uproar over something that the people of San Cristóbal 
know little about.  All the office of tourism knows is that the Tzotzil Indians 
are upset with the mayor, and have rolled several tour buses and set fire to 
them.  I have seen enough burning buses for now, so I walk with Annie to 
what we have been told is the most beautiful church in all of Chiapas.

Santo Domingo Cathedral looks down on a market that comes and goes 
every weekend.  Just as the Zapatistas appeared from seemingly nowhere, so 
do the families that pack into the church courtyard, speaking various native 
dialects, to sell their wares and food.  It is likely that many of the children and 
old ladies here identify themselves as Zapatistas, still hoping for the Mexico 
promised in their Constitution.  Though the Zapatistas are quiet now, I 
can tell that the people gathered here in the market of Santo Domingo are 
proud to be at the center of the EZLN’s fight for Indian rights.  As I look 
among the amber necklaces and stone carvings, I see miniature effigies of 
Subcomandante Marcos and other masked soldiers.  It is here I realize that 
the fight is not over; we will hear from the EZLN again.




