






Dominic Tiberio | In the Playhouse

I was five, at recess,

The first time I kissed

A girl with curls that

Hung like ribbons

In front of my eyes.

We hid under the plastic

Roof of the playhouse

Where the sun couldn't

Reach us.

Tiny voices filled the

Air with chatter,

Tricycles whizzed by

Like bees and squealed

Like hamster wheels.

Inside our hideout

Yellow dump trucks 

Stood still. No Hot Wheels
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Rolled on the carpet

Street we stood on.

We looked eye to eye

And closed them.

We moved as if we were 

Underwater, our tongues 

Stuck out, pressed between

Our lips. We leaned in.

Two slugs touched

Like a 9 volt battery.
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Evangelina Vasquez | A L I
(From an upcoming book, Estrellitas)

“F airy Godmothers don’t exist,” Raquel said that
afternoon.

“Oh yes, they do!” I said, “but only a few can see them.”

Raquel started to laugh, “You are a dreamer.” 

Surprised, Ali looked t her, “Why are you here so early, Raquel?” 

Ali was six years old, a month younger than I. Her name was Alicia,

but almost everybody called her Ali. It was winter in Irapuato, the city

where I was born, and the orange tree blossoms gave the old patio its

unique and beautiful aroma.

The orange tree has blossomed early this year, I thought that morn-

ing. It was maybe because that year the weather of the Mexican winter

had been warmer than usual.

“Let’s go, Alicia,” Raquel said.

“Oh, no! Please, Raquel, I don’t want to go yet. Look, we are drinking

orange blossom tea. We just made it. Do you want some?”

“Alicia, what you are drinking is dirty water only. Come on! Let’s go!”

“Please, Sister, let me stay a little longer. I don’t want to go yet.”

“No,” Raquel said.

“We have to go home. Hurry up! I have homework to do.”

I looked at her. Soon, Raquel would be fifteen-years-old. She was as

skinny as a straw. Both Ali and Raquel were my first cousins. They were

the daughters of my uncle Antonio, my father’s older brother. Uncle

Antonio disliked my father. I never saw them speak or hug each other.

My uncle came to visit my grandmother every evening on his way

home, which was only a block away from Grandma’s house. I was already

used to my father and uncle’s cold war. It had been like this ever since I

could remember.

However, I liked my cousins. They came over to my grandma’s house

almost every day to play with me and my brothers. We lived next door,

so we met there every day. I only played with Ali. Raquel was much older

than I, and my other cousin, Reyna, was only three years old. Besides

that, Ali was my best friend.

Ali was so beautiful, so good, that sometimes I thought she was one
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of the little angels floating above the Virgin Mary in the altar of my

church. So there, in that patio, we played house, jumped rope, started to

practice soccer, and sometimes we climbed to the roof of the house to

pick orange blossoms from the top of the tree and mix them with water

from the kitchen faucet to make tea.

Indeed, those days were perfection revealing itself through the eyes of

two children.

The little ceramic cups that my father had bought for me in

Guanajuato shone on the little table we had set under the lemon tree. It

was six o’clock P.M. more or less. The music of the merry-go-round out-

side the house played its old songs with a rhythm magical and different.

Uncle Melchor, my father’s younger brother, was in charge of the car-

rousel that day. We children called him “Padrino,” and he was my favorite

uncle. He always had a little present or a kind word for me.

That day we celebrated the apparitions of Our Lady of Guadalupe to

Juan Diego in 1531, and on the streets of the barrio, people gathered at

night to enjoy the band’s music, good food, clowns, firecrackers, and to

meet old friends and neighbors.

“Please, Raquel,” I insisted. “Let her stay. I will ask my father to take

her home later, please….?”

“No,” Raquel said and turned her back on us and started walking

toward the gigantic front door.

Outside the decorative, colorful squares of tissue paper hung from

side to side on the street. All the families had spent weeks making them

especially for that day. Soon, the band would be playing: “Above the

Waves.” I knew it.

Ali hesitated. Her sister had disappeared, “Okay, prima, I have to run. 

I will see you tomorrow, okay?”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

“Wait for me, Raquel,” Ali screamed. And she ran through the open

door to the street. I looked at the teacups sadly, and I thought that Raquel

had come that day too early… too early. I looked around. I saw nobody. 

Everybody is outside already, I thought. The sun going down in the

horizon was making funny shadows over the bricks of the patio. I started

to put the teacups and spoons in a box. Then, suddenly, a strange sound
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made me tremble. What’s that? I wondered. I listened to the voices com-

ing from the street. I heard people crying, screaming, asking for help. I

ran to the street and saw what I should never have seen and knew sud-

denly, that life has no favorite children.

At that moment, I felt as if someone had stabbed me in the heart. My

chest, my head, my whole body hurt. But I couldn’t talk. I couldn’t move.

Then I saw uncle Melchor holding Ali in his arms. Her white dress had

turned red. Her face was white, white. Her pink ribbon was in the mud

of the street. My grandfather looked at Ali with a strange expression.

Next to the door of the monstrous truck, there was a man whose

bloodshot eyes were gleaming. He had run over Ali. I heard Ali saying,

almost whispering, to uncle Melchor: “Padrino, I can’t see anything. Is it

night already?”

“Yes, Baby,” my uncle said, with a weird whistling in his voice. “It is

night.”

“Padrino,” Ali said, “please hold on to my gum.” 

“Okay, Darling, okay, I will.” And Ali closed her eyes and went to sleep.

Uncle Melchor ran with Ali in his arms toward the nearest hospital. But

it was too late, too late. Ali never woke up.

I stood there, next to the merry-go-round, looking at my grandfather

cover his face with his hands. The little horses had stopped going around.

The next morning. I saw Ali in her white coffin. She had a gardenia in her

hands, and her beautiful angel face was white like alabaster. She was in

perfect peace. She already rested in the arms of God. Her mother bought

a new pink ribbon for her hair. 

I remembered, then, some lines of a poem that Sister Columba, our

first grade teacher, had recited to us at our reading class not long before:

“Run… moon… moon… moon… if Gypsies came, they would make

necklaces and white rings with your heart.”

Someone by the name of Lorca had written them, Sister said. I mem-

orized the passage because, to me, it sounded like a song for children

although it had a strange rhythm, I thought that morning. And you, Ali,

unlike the moon, didn’t have time to run, and the Gypsies had stolen

your heart.

I went home later, but I never played with another cousin again. My

teacups were forever forgotten somewhere at my grandma’s house. 
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Now, Ali…, dear Ali, half-a-century later—I still think of you, and

somewhere, deep in my heart, in a secret place, I keep you, and I know

that sooner or later, you will return to that old patio, old house, old

lemon tree to fulfill your promise.

And I will be there, waiting for you under that patient tree that still

now casts its shadow over the hard floor and still drops its bright yellow

lemons over my grandma’s pots. That old tree waits for you, Ali, waits for

me, waits for the people we loved and love.
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And around it, over the dry leaves, we will dance in the moonlight,

weightless and ethereal, and we will go back to perfection. After all… a

promise is a promise…

Isn’t it, Cousin…? �
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Evangelina Vasquez | Writing: My Life

At the end of World War II the colonial town of
Irapuato, where I was born, was full of Europeans who came to

America fleeing the Nazi Army. Mexico was a safe country to hide

because Mexico didn’t support the war, and we had a respectable and

peaceful life.

I was raised in a very conservative society, where values and religion

were respected. So when I was four years old, I started attending a nun

Catholic school called Atenas Academy, a school where girls learned to be

good daughters of God and good wives, in that order, where mathemat-

ics were not that important, and the history of Mexico didn’t exist. I did-

n’t know exactly why, but when I asked Sister Columba, she looked at me

as if I were an alien from space until one day I stopped asking. After all,

I thought, I could read my brothers’ history books, for they were attend-

ing public schools and learning many pretty things about our country. At

Athens School, however, learning to express our thoughts and write

them in good sentences was primordial, and to read the classics was

extremely important. The rest of the main and essential subjects were

crocheting, knitting and embroidery, so I had the chance to make for my

mom a lot of tablecloths with poinsettias or roses and knit purses for my

grandma and sweaters for my brothers, which they never liked. Of

course, we had subjects like geography and geometry, etc. etc., which

were fun and easy for me. So I spent many years of my life in that old

building on Allende Street. 

In the evenings when I had finished my homework, I was usually

bored. I couldn’t go outside to play with my neighborhood friends

because my father thought it was dangerous (of course). So I was bored

most of the time. 

One day while wandering my grandma’s house (she lived next door

from us), I found a gigantic box full of books. So I decided to take one to

the roof of the house, where I could sit without interruption while the

sun went down. That day I discovered that without moving a foot I could

go far away to distant places where different people lived and had differ-

ent and fascinating stories. I read all the books in the house little by little

while I was growing up, like The Divine Comedy, the Bible, Gone with the
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Wind, Vision of the Anahuac, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, The Voragine, Les

Miserables, Paradise Lost, and so on. 

Soon I felt the need to write, and I did. I wrote many little poems and

essays that I faithfully destroyed because I was afraid my brothers would

read them and make fun of me. Many, many years later, while taking

Carol Lem’s creative writing class at East Los Angeles College, I discovered

that writing was a good catharsis for the pain of living, and when I would

finish a piece, yes sometimes I cried, but in the end peace came to me. �
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Michael Venegas | Attention           

So, how does this work entirely?

You have to type whatever I say? 

But not what you say.

Right.

May as well start.

You know for someone that is supposed to be listening and typing, you

sure do talk a lot.

Want a drink or something before we start? No wait, don’t put that in there.

Too late?! 

What do you mean too late? It’s never too late, all you have to do is high-

light and delete.

Fine, whatever, let’s just get started.

I want to clarify a few things first, my name is Edward. I lived in a shack

of a house that brought about nothing but pain, honor and pride. You

see, I’m the older brother of the family. My younger brother… well, I

rather not talk about him at the moment.

It’s been years, I’m thirty-eight now, with a son of my own. It took three

tries but I have my son. I can’t wait to see the girls chase after him. It’ll

be quite a sight to see him grow-up. I can only imagine that he’ll turn out

just like me. I mean, I wasn’t all that bad while growing up; in fact, I’d say

I was a perfect child. HAHAHA… who am I kidding? I was a rambunc-

tious kid. I bit the butts of the cute girls at the K-mart. My parents had

their hands full with me. Couldn’t handle me for nothing. Did whatever
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I wanted and got whatever I wanted. Why do you think they had my

brother? He was someone they could control.

Wrong? What do you mean wrong?

I’m doing this because I don’t know how to write, I know how to talk, I

know how to tell a story. I know how to be me. Do you know how annoy-

ing it is for someone to act and try to be like you, when you don’t want

them to? No matter how old I was he would always try to be like me. 

Yes, I know he was my little brother, but still he needed to find his own

life. His own thing to do. He did and ended up becoming a writer. Guess

he wanted it more than I did. Or at least my parents babied him until he

was ready to go out on his own. I, on the other hand, wanted money, did-

n’t matter where it came from so long as I was being paid for a job well-

done. I didn’t want to be under my parents thumb like he was. Yeah, he

was able to reach his dream. Well, forget about it and move on.

When he was in college he wrote a piece called “Sacrifice.” I thought the

title was interesting especially since he stole my birthright. “Stolen”

would’ve been a better title for it. He said it was a fictional memoir piece.

Technically, it was a memoir. But it wasn’t his memoir, it was mine. That

story was based off a memory I had kept telling over and over. He stole

that memory from me. It wasn’t even a memoir; it was a memoir based

off my memory. And the extent he took the story too. I can’t believe he

would lie so much.

First of all I still remember the day, June 19, 1973. Mom wasn’t cooking

rice and beans, she opened a can of refried beans and reheated the rice

Grandma gave us the night before. That was her usual “home-cooked

meal.” He made it sound like she bought a McDonald’s cheeseburger and

called it prime rib. He was right about me being under the bed when Dad

came in through the door. But what he didn’t tell you was that he was

slobbering all over his blanky. Did you know, he had this interesting way

of sucking his fingers?
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Most normal kids, like me, they would just suck on their thumb. Of

course, he was an idiot. He would suck on his middle and ring finger, but

before that he would wrap his blanky around those two fingers so that

the blanky would be rubbing against his nose. To this day, I have yet to

meet another person that did that, he still is the only one. He would do

things a different way just to do it. It didn’t matter to him how he looked

to other people; so long as he felt comfortable he didn’t care.

What was wrong with it? I’ll tell you what was wrong with it! He had no

pride in his appearance! I hated that, he had a name to live up to. He

needed to live up to my father’s name. My father fought all his life to get

his family taken care of. He fought in the mud, worked in the dirt and

built his family a home. Not a house, mind you. Anyone can buy a house

to live in. But it took my mother and father to build a home. And then

for him to write that story basically degrading my parents. Our parents.

I don’t care how many people said it was a beautiful piece. I don’t care

how many people said they loved it. Fact of the matter is Dad and Mom

weren’t shown in the greatest of lights. 

Anyway, back to the story. I remember I was watching something, car-

toons. I forget what but that doesn’t really matter. But when I heard Betsy
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I did run straight to my room, locked the door and hid under the bed. 

Betsy? She was my dad’s truck at the time. It was brown. Old. It had con-

struction stuff in the back. But under the bed I couldn’t hear nothing

much in the other room. I’m not going to bother to guess either. I didn’t

care really. I was safe. My mother wasn’t going to let me be spanked.

Yes, spanked. That’s all that happened. It wasn’t a beating like my so-

called “brother” described. He was right though, usually when my dad

saw two legs sticking out from under the bed he would just walk away,

take a shower and watch T.V. I would come out near dinner time, he’d

rub my head and we’d just watch T.V. He’d always smile and tell me, “One

of these days, that bed isn’t going to be a safe place.” He was right, the day

came and I got the spanking I deserved. 

I deserved it because, well as cliché as it may sound, I was a bad kid because I

wanted the attention. What do you expect? He was the baby! So he got all of

their attention, he didn’t have to do anything and they loved it. He had them

wrapped around his finger. He’d blow bubbles with his drool and they’d run

to get a camera. When he slept they would give him all the attention. I still

remember this one time: we were going to bed, they put him in his crib, cov-

ered him up ’cause it was a cold night. They kissed him then they walked

away. It was like I wasn’t even there. All I got was a flick of a light switch. 

Is it any wonder why in all of our childhood pictures every time there’s a

picture of him the next ten pictures have me in the shot with him. I tried

everything I could. At first I was the good kid, I was the smart one, I

didn’t make that much of a mess when eating. I was able to read bill-

boards almost as soon as I could talk. I was biting butts well because I

wanted attention. Even if it was negative attention I wanted something. I

didn’t want to feel like I did that cold night. 

The spanking lasted quite awhile actually. To this day, I still say neither of

us gave up. I still remember when my ass was in the air the belt never

moved up or down. Each hit was squarely on the butt. My dad would

scream, “Are you going to school tomorrow?!” 
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I screamed, “NO!” 

Whack. 

“Are you going to school?!” 

“NO!” 

Whack. This went on for maybe ten, fifteen minutes. By the end of it, I

didn’t say yes, he didn’t say I give up. My brother separated us. When my

father heard him screaming he dropped the belt and me. I remember my

face being red. I was sweating a lot. My ass was so beet red that it hurt

when the wind blew in from the window. But I got up. That’s the one

thing my father always gave me. I got up. I walked to the kitchen and, of

course, my mom blamed me for whatever happened to my brother. I

looked at him, my brother. I looked at him and believed what he’d done.

Even when I’m a bad kid, even when I’m getting spanked, even negative

attention, he manages to wrap them around his finger. I used to have that

power and I wanted it back.

I did the only thing left. I went to school. Got good grades. Hell, when he

started school he was missing a lot. More so than me. My dad always

wanted to do the same to him but he never got the chance. My mom said

she could barely bear to see what he did to me, but to do it to him

would’ve been too much. But I always liked hearing, “Why don’t you be

more like your brother.” Especially when my mom said it, cause then he

wasn’t getting any attention, I was. When report cards came out, he

would hide his or say he lost it somewhere. But me, I would always be

sure to tell them when they came out so that I would get the attention

and hear those ever loving words, “Why can’t you be more like your

brother?” He tried. So hard. But he never could. I felt bad for him

though.

Because I would set the standard to point where I knew he wouldn’t be

able to reach it. He would try his hardest and still fail, I liked seeing that.

I liked putting him in that situation. Remember what I said when we

were going to bed as kids?

I left out something, we used to have a night light. I used to be able to see

him and he used to be able to see me. Well, he must’ve known something

was wrong that night. You see, when my parents left the room he was
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lying there just looking at me and I was looking at him. A few minutes

later he reached out his hand for me. You want

to know what I did?

Nothing. I flipped over, looked away and went to sleep. If he had the

attention of my parents, then why should he have mine?

Do I miss him? I don’t miss him as much as I hate him. You tell me, you

were his wife. How did it feel when you found him in the tub? Like I said,

I hate him more than miss him. He didn’t get back up. If he wanted to be

like me he would’ve gotten back up. Maybe my father should’ve spanked

him. He did what my father was afraid of, he gave up. �
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Michael Venegas | The Store

It was yellow. A big studio-like store. As you walked in
from the back it was dark and there was no light. The only light com-

ing in came from the door. If you weren’t careful you could smack your

shoulder against the clothes rack. Yes, it was a Men’s Big and Tall clothing

store. There were shelves in the main lobby separated enough so that

mannequins could be fully dressed, though many times they weren’t. I

remember the seasonal dressed ones were on the first floor, the classic

tuxedo mannequins were standing on the shelves.

There was a wall that divided the back half of the store. If you were to

walk in from the front, the back entrance was on the right. On the left

was where the tailor worked with a measuring tape wrapped around his

neck and a pocketful of pins.

There were stairs that went up to a second floor. It led to an office

where I rarely saw anyone, but I always felt someone watching me

though there were absolutely no cameras in the store. The owner relied

on the good nature of the people and on the nature of his mystic guards.

I would often find myself hiding in the clothes rack trying to get away

from the eyes that would stare at me. I would get a sense of relief when

my mother said it was time for us to go and jet out from the circle of

clothes to be the first one outside.

It’s been years and a decade since returning to this store; a pity really,

a store that was once dedicated to my father’s back is now worshipping

my mother’s toes.

When I walked in all of the old memories disappeared in a second.

The room is now split in half, its vast wideness replaced by a narrow row.

Ceiling lights brighten up the backroom filled with rack after rack after

rack of floor model shoes for sale. They call it the bargain corner. It’s

more like the last hope corner. A trashcan directly across from it waits for

new donations to add to its collection. The shelves that once held a com-

plete mannequin now hold six rows of boxed soles. The other half of the

store is used for storage.

The tailor is gone. Even when I was scared he would always bid my

family and me, “Ah Good day,” with a heavy Irish accent. He was white

with eyes that have seen new worlds come and go. I can only figure he
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died and his family sold the store. Every time my mother would buy my

father’s clothes he always asked how he was doing. He was the type of

man that would remember a face when he saw the name after one busi-

ness deal. His spot is gone now, replaced by shoes. All of his life is gone.

That was all gone. They are replaced by a Chinese, “Yo!” People that

only care about the deal, not the person. As I write cameras are recording

the slightest motion of my hand.

In the front to the right is a small men’s shoes corner filled with

Florishmens, Dockers, Carolina Shoes, Sketchers and Berlingtons. When

you first walk in, though, the first thing you notice is a bargain rack of

size ten and half and eleven shoes. Four rows of chairs face a wood pan-

eled wall, oak with maple miter joints: shoes with heels and buckles,

shoes with laces cover the walls. The wall only serves as a separator to

cover even more shoes. Against the back of the seats are displays, the

grandest of all sitting in the middle of the whole store. There are two

islands of six seats back to back opposite the chairs and displays. Hush

Puppies, Naturalizing, Ros Hommerson fill the right wall. Clinic and

Spring Step fill the left along with a register.

The Irish man made business deals when on the phone. The man talk-

ing now on the phone is making his personal calls switching between

English and Chinese. Before, the store was run by one man; his son

worked the register.

Now, the quality customer service is gone. The Chinese cashier used

my mother’s card to pay for another customer’s shoes and not wanting

to have to go through a “rassle of a reef-fun.” He suggested that my moth-

er buy another $150 shoe while he charges the original pair of shoes that

she was buying.

I wondered about the ghost that watched and made sure that there

was no stealing. I would like to think that they don’t care about this

place, especially since the owners took away their second floor office and

filled with guess what, more shoes.

Even I can only hope that the old Irishman had not seen this before

he died. If only I can find out for certain that he hasn’t visited his store

while in death because this would be his hell. �
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Michael Venegas | Teddy

“Merry Christmas, Honey!”
“Thanks, Grandpa,” then the light rushed into my eyes. Then I felt a

grip loosen, like a candle blown out by the wind.

“It was mine when I was a little boy, please take care of him as if it was

me,” my master said.

“Ok, I will!” Putting up a lying face to her grandfather, she didn’t want

or need another teddy bear. She already had five from her past

Christmases.

Unfortunately, a few days later he died and I was sad that I would not

see him anymore. But I knew there was a reason why he gave me to his

dearest granddaughter just before his death.

A few days later...

“You...,” the girl picked up the teddy bear. “You remind me of my

grandpa,” she said smiling. After that I suddenly became her favorite toy. 

Oh I can still remember when I was still in good order. I had a red bow
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around my neck, marble eyes that had such a shine, and just like any

other bear I had cotton fur, and filled with cotton to make me extra soft,

as if I was made to be a pillow for a loving child, hopefully, this child.

I remember when we would sleep together, that was when I knew I

had worth. I mostly remember when we went to the neighborhood park.

Everyone had their mechanical Tinker toy Men, or family-like figurines. 

“I don’t care what you say, I love my bear! My bear is better then all of

your toys put together! He takes care of me when I sleep,” and she knew

I always would. “Can your toys sleep with you keeping the monsters

away? I can talk to him and he talks to me. We’re friends!” The children

had been silenced by my new master, and for this I would do anything

and everything possible for her.

But just like my previous master she would grow older. She was ten, I

had been with her for five wonderful years. But she began to change sud-

denly, she wanted the family-like figurines. She wanted things that were

more real. I understood. It had happened with my previous owner. “Can

I play with that?” my master asked another child. 

“What about your bear?” the child smirked. 

“Him? I’m tired of him, I want to play with your toys, can I? I’ll give

you my bear if you let me play with your toys.” 

“I don’t want your bear, he’s old, and he’s been yours. Why do I want

that? You can play with my toys, but what about your bear?” 

At least that child cared enough for me. “I’ll just put this shiny chain

around him. That way the other kids will know he’s mine.” A present for

me? From this child that had just tried giving me away; maybe perhaps,

I was still loved.

She placed me in the sandbox so that I could see other children play-

ing but would never touch me. There I sat for the next few hours bleach-

ing under the sun, losing my oak tree coloring. I saw so many children

playing with their toys. I saw them happy as my child once was. But night

had started to come around and I wondered where my master was. No

child would pick me up because they were afraid that the child I

belonged to would come and scream and say I was theirs. Or maybe

because they thought I made some disease that would get them sick. The

moon was out now, and my master still wasn’t here. I hoped she’d come

back. I felt so alone.
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It was morning now and children were playing in the sandbox a little

closer to me. I was getting buried under their playful sand. I could feel the

shine in my eyes growing duller. It started to rain, and all the children fled.

But where was my master? Had she completely forgotten her promise to

her grandfather? Or was she treating me the way she always felt about me?

“Let’s go, Timmy! Hey my bear, I forgot it was here.” Those were the

words I awoke to the next morning. “Timmy, I’ll meet you later!” 

“Ok! Bye!” 

“Hmm... I wonder if I could make you better.” Was she going to repair

me? Did she still really love me? 

“Mommy, where are the scissors?” 

“What for, dear?” 

“Oh... I need to cut something out for school.” Maybe she was going

to repair me later. Then we went to her father’s work station, she found

three wooden screws before her father found her in his work room. We

then went to her mother’s sewing room and found three pins and two

thumb tacks. She stared into my dulled marbled eyes, “I’m going to make

you better, just you see.”

She started cutting from the back of my head and made sure to not

cut my neck and to start at my back and continued down to my tail. Then

she started pulling out my insides. I wondered if she had heard me

screaming, would she have stopped? She put the thumb tacks into my

mouth from the inside. “There now you have fangs like a ‘real’ bear.” She

started with my body now; again I started screaming. Could she not hear

me? How can she not hear me anymore? We’ve talked before. Still I bore

the pain for her because I loved her. Wooden screws for my right arm,

pins for my left, “There now you have claws like a ‘real’ bear. Isn’t that

better?” Was it? For the better, that is? It surely didn’t feel like it.

This was when she realized that it would be much too hard for her to

put my cotton back. She couldn’t ask her mother to repair me. What

would she think if her daughter did this to her father’s dear teddy bear?

So she filled my head with sand, tied up the hole with a piece of loose

string from her dress. She filled my hands with rocks, why with rocks and

not with sand I did not know. But she didn’t bother to fill in my stomach.

“Eww... you look uglier than before,” she said with such disgust. I always

wondered what it would be like to fly like bird. Now I was given the
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chance to fly like one. She threw me onto the park’s grassy knoll and with

that I knew I was no longer wanted, or worse yet no longer loved.

How could she be so cruel? Why couldn’t she just give me to another

child that would accept me the way that I was. Why did she have to change

me so much, into something so hideous and dangerous? I will probably

never find the reason why. I heard the dogs of Mr. McGee. Are they com-

ing to gnaw me? Or would he care to repair me and present me to one of

his children? The hope I had was dashed when a dog began to shake me

like a rag doll but was soon let go once my “claws” picked his nose.

There I lay for days and days, then finally a drunkard picked me up, he

smelt of one. I would never forget him, his stench was one that never left

my fur. Last thing I remember was blacking out and only seeing his shoe.

• • • • •

“And here I am, a toy, a child’s plaything. Well... maybe not anymore,

maybe if someone cares to repair me to my normalcy.”

“I don’t care who or what you are. You’re no toy I’ve ever seen before,”

said a Tinker toy man pointing with his neon red stick.

“Believe me or not, but I was once loved, as if I was a real person,” the

teddy bear said

as its head was tipping over. 

• • • • •

It’s been over, oh I lost count of how many years I’ve been sitting on

this charity shelf. I’ve seen every one of my friends leave me—the slightly

bleached rabbit, the one-armed string puppet, and yes I even heard the

Tinker toy man say I wasn’t a toy. They’re all gone and I’m all alone.

“Mr. Stevens, Mr. Stevens. Do you have anymore toys for my little sis-

ter?” Is there a chance that, perhaps, I would be given to a new master,

one that would love me enough to change me back to my normalcy? 

“I do have one left, he’s been there for over nine years now. But I don’t

think your sister would want it.” A charity man picks me up and shows

me to the child. 

Nothing hurts my heart more than seeing that child scream and cry

after she sees me. “I’m sorry, honey, but I don’t have anymore toys left,

he’s all I have…” 

With that he puts me back on the shelf; Mr. Stevens and the child con-

tinue their talk. Why, why did my old master give me to his granddaugh-
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ter, why did she turn me into this horrid beast just to throw me away?

Am I doomed to be alone for something that I’ve done? �
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Michael Venegas | Wallet
The sun rays lit his off-white office.

The makeshift desk, two red cabinets and a door

were still dirty with his work.

There I sat in his chair

wondering where has my rock gone.

I looked through the drawers frantically.

The cold steel handles, cabinet containers hid nothing:

my elementary school work, paper clips, rubber bands, his diabetes test supplies.

Everything in its place and a place for everything,

I slammed the drawers shut

and saw his turtle shell.

Had my brother or mother walked in

they would’ve thought the day before didn’t happen.

I cracked open the worn leather wallet.

Yesterday it meant nothing, today it’s the Holy Grail.

The tri-fold wallet showed his three sides.

First who he was—a driver’s license, Kaiser card, Triple A card.

I opened the other flap of the brown shield.

It showed his business side—contractor’s business cards.

Hidden away was one of his own,

one for each site where he was an Oltman’s Super.

Finally the middle, his deepest side—family:

an ATM card, two Visas and a Mastercard, then his savings card hid

at the bottom, my second grade picture back to back with my brother’s fifth.

I glanced into the big pocket, only a lotto ticket, 

because he’d given me money for the week.

Then I laid out the contents of his life,

still looking for something that belonged to me.

When I pulled out our 1988 pictures, it slips.
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In my head a bomb explodes as it lands on the desk,

five hundred dollars kept hidden for the family.

Time stops, every second takes an hour.

All I could do was kiss the wallet

and piece the turtle shell back together.

The dripping water will not break it down

I did what I could only do—

Put everything back in its place

so that I knew it would still be there

again and again.
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Michael Venegas | The Starburst Process

Not all that long ago, I was eating a yellow Starburst
pack. I had just eaten my favorite, strawberry. I thought to myself,

“I really wish they make an all strawberry pack.” With this notion in my

head I decided to skip through the rest of the flavors—lemon, orange

and cherry. I never really had a taste for them yet I would still always eat

them, but this time I didn’t want to.

I just had one, and I loved it, as I always do. I had my second, and I

still loved it. Then my third and I felt the pleasure of eating the candy

leave me; it left like a train leaving the station. Finally, I had my fourth

and the flavor was just gone.

After I swallowed my last strawberry Starburst I managed to null out

my Ethics class completely, which wasn’t really in session. The students

and the professor were talking about random vacation-time things. I

began to process through my feeble little mind: how can something that

should bring me pleasure suddenly doesn’t?

I began to think about what made the Starburst so pleasurable. Then

I realized the sad reality of it, it was pleasurable because of only one fact,

that I had to eat through the tastes I didn’t like, and for one hated flavor,

lemon. Usually, when I finally get the strawberry flavor it would be so

much sweeter than normal.

Too much of a good thing can be a bad, nasty and down-right horrid

thing. Something I thought was “Heavenly” suddenly isn’t and became

“Hellish,” and something that is “Hellish” suddenly became “Heavenly.”

Maybe that is the reason as to why Now and Laters never really sold. To

this day I rarely see someone eating or even buying them for that matter.

My class was nearing its end, and I still had more questions for myself.

I thought that if this was true for candy, maybe it’s true for real life as well.

I’ve met people that I thought were truly dumb, ignorant, and didn’t

know what they were talking about. But by the same guidelines, I’ve met

the opposite. When I’ve met the seventh person in a row that was truly

smart, I would wish in the deep pits of my being that I would meet some-

one who didn’t know what they were talking about or led a very superfi-

cial way of life. It’s almost rejuvenating.

I also noticed that this analogy can also work with situations in life

M i l e s t o n e :  The Voices of East Los                                                                   130



such as someone going through a horrible week at school and/or work

only to have some kind of good day on the weekend, doing whatever it is

that person wants to do. I’ve gone through so many weeks of school just

trying to keep my grades up or finishing a paper, just so that I can go out

to my favorite bar to meet a few people, or possibly Miss. Right, though

too many of these days can weaken the experience.

I realized also that this works with girls. It seems that in my early

years, I went through some really good girlfriends, my strawberry

Starbursts. Then just like I was at the end of my class, I’ve had nothing

but flavors that I really didn’t care for.

I didn’t throw them away though for some reason to this day I still

can’t comprehend completely. My best guess is maybe I have gone

through lemon, orange and cheery Starbursts in order to finally find my

strawberry again. Girls—unlike candy, I can’t go to a vending machine to

get another twelve for seventy-five cents. Who knows, even now as I’m

growing older, I’m developing more of a taste for those other flavors. �
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Michael Venegas | Jack

Nobody remembered where he came from.

Nobody touches him unless they have to.

Nobody remembered the carve marks, gold paint or lost key.

Nobody touches the rusted hinge or gaping hole.

He was once loved and played with everyday.

He is old and worthless.

He was happy and sprang to life for a child.

He is what scared children when they hid behind mommy.

Somebody gave him as a Christmas present.

Somebody tries to sell him, three pence or best offer.

Somebody gave away his key and didn’t know it.

Somebody tries to bury him, in a chest, beneath the stuffed dolls and

metal trains, porcelain clowns and teddy bears, and the tattered

dressed twisted stringed marionettes.

Nobody cared when his spring was broken.

Nobody cares if they find him.

Nobody cared when they called him an evil wizard punished for his

crimes.

Nobody cared that he is waiting for someone, to fix him.
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Michael Venegas | Voice of Memory
(Inspired by Edward Hopper’s “Evening Wind”)

The young widow sets in for the day.

She topples her covers over her hand,

reaches out for his.

A gust of wind smothers her bare body,

the white shaded curtain caresses her face

like her husband the night before.

Kneeling on the bed, she is still

searching for him

as she turns her head.

Swearing she heard the wind whisper

she looks out the window

and is met by the gentle caress

taking away her tears and saying,

“I love you, too.”
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JoAnn Villanueva | The Other Woman

I know you are here, somewhere,

Your hair twisting like rattlesnakes,

Your voice like a cackling hen.

Someone says, “Go over there.”

I walk to the end of the room

And sit,

Watching the web

Glistening like lights on a pinball machine.

Is that you?

Brown hair pulled up like dried weeds,

Red lips like poisonous fruit,

Nails long and curved like pigtails.

The prey oblivious to the spell,

Entangled in the silk,

Mesmerized by the glistening lights,

She slowly makes her way,

Then turns and looks at me.

I feel a hole

Where my heart used to be.

The prey twists and turns,

Trying to free himself

From the shackles of the silk

And succumbs to defeat, 

His head hanging in remorse.
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Is that you? It’s you—

Brown hair

Shining in the light.

Red lips,

A petal’s pout.

Her hand reaches for mine,

Her nails long and curved like pigtails,

Her handshake a lie.
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Dianna Virata | This Is How A Man Sulks

No glittering vision from this balcony

the night is moonless

clouds gray with smog and pollution

as smoke does to an addict's lungs

an hour or two at the strip joint

round the corner

bodies of angels promise pleasure for the dollar

and if you're luckily maybe even more

you're burning, throbbing at their offer

faces pretend they want you

trying to empty everything 

but the dust in your wallet

smoldering in drunken stupidity

your dumb ass gets thrown out of the club

bills go to more booze instead

you wobble back to your hotel room

sitting on the bed

blank stare into oblivion

what happened to you?

Why are you here?

why has it come to this

the Smirnoff vodka falls

breaking the glass, cutting your fingers

the sheets are stained crimson

A run to the bathroom

letting the water run through

for the first time that night

you get a good look at yourself in the mirror

what do you see

blood shot eyes of regret
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you haven't slept in days

well a decent night anyhow

haven't shaved in weeks

the once barely stubble, now spiked whiskers on your cheeks

what's wrong with you

a delicate rose

the only angel you want

you can't afford to buy

stripped you 1/2 of your possessions

but the money isn't what bothers you

her face won't get out of your head

fists pound the marble in sobs

blood oozes from your knuckles 

tears burning your open wounds

no matter how much you wallow in regret

it's written on paper

it’s over

you'll never get her back
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Dianna Virata | Porcelain Doll

Another night, another fight

Screams fill the night like a siren’s cry

These four concrete walls slowly

Close in more and more each day

Like a bear trap waiting to snap its prey

Running at speeds I never thought I could

Short breaths, quick and tired

The yelling is coming closer

Brute force is the only way he knows

A sharp grab of my arm

I cry in defeat

Closing my eyes palms over my face

As he spits his words

Tightening his grip

Not knowing his own strength

Self-soothing, my only comfort 

Soon this struggle will be over, to start again another day

For now, the sweat, tears, anger subside

Checked into my place

I have to be good

There are people around

Putting on masks

His handsome face, a gentleman

As for me, there’s nothing makeup can’t hide

Standing like a porcelain doll on his arm

Look deeper in the glassy stare

Don’t be fooled

Behind the mask

She’s reaching out wanting to be saved
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Dianna Virata | Hope Shattered
(After Sharon Olds)

Suddenly I don’t know if I want to do this anymore

Your hair black as charcoal, your jaw line defined

As a crafted blade.

Passing through the crowds on campus, I walk hastily,

My golden blouse flowing in the wind

Like a phoenix soaring through a concrete maze.

None of the men staring compare to you,

Too husky, too synthetic, drowning in brand name fabrications.

They crowd together in little groups

Like ants swarming around a morsel of food.

Cars zoom by like colorful blurs

So driven, racing like wild horses at the sound of a gun.

And I cannot spot you.

My breathing weighs

Like smog creeping in and devouring the oxygen in my lungs

When in the restaurant a man stands up,

A man who looks very much like you,

His eyes bright like a child on Christmas morning

His clothes awkwardly frame his body

Like a wolf in sheep’s skin

Coming closer

He is you, but I don’t feel it.

Once you lose someone it is never exactly

The same person who comes back. 
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Pa r t  I I :

W o r k s h o p  E x e r c i s e s

�

Focused exercises are often useful to encourage the practice of a specific

craft.  Having students begin and end a poem with the same line, for

example, might show them how by the end of the poem they may discov-

er something that happens in the poem that changes the way they feel

about that line at the end.  As a result, writers learn the process of organic

form.  For this workshop exercise, we were looking at poems in which

poets repeated lines for rhythm and meaning.

Or, telling a story as though writing a letter to some-
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one who needs to know exactly what happened because the letter writer

was there allows for the surfacing of specific details that might not

emerge without this personal, conversational approach.  The model for

this prose assignment was Allan Gurganus’ short story, “Condolences to

Every One of Us.”
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Carol Lem | Face in the Hotel Mirror Redux

I am the face in the hotel mirror,

perhaps you know her:

She looks around the room—

the sepulchral drapes, the one table

and chair beside the window

that always looks out to the street,

the toots and screeches, and

restaurant grease seeping through

the cracks like spiders.

But these night props she has come

to embrace beside the one dim

lamp, the page opened to where she

last wrote, 

I will not be back for awhile, 

please do not look for me . . .

and continues,

the woman that once was 

is not here, eyes gaze at the web

of words 

as she blows out the candles 

one by one.

I am the face in the hotel mirror.
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Nancy Perez | In My Life

In my life

I’ve seen a blue balloon float,

and I want nothing more than to follow:

I don’t want to 

say anything anymore; what if my mouth suddenly swelled up

until it fell inwards, got lost in all the fleshy red?

What if I pulled my face off and turned to ash 

whenever you’d speak to me? 

With no ears to hear you

chip away at my leafy soul,

I wouldn’t hear my blackening soul,

the kind of noise when squares of mirrors,

piece by piece, 

fall and scream, being sucked 

out of their reflection;

what if the world swallowed me into nothingness

and I laughed as you’d say, “Wait”? 

what if I had no breasts? Then I

wouldn’t feel them eating out of my flesh like hungry dogs

at a banquet, picking through all the reddish and saggy skin,

poking their heads out for an occasional smile, then plunging back into

the hole.

It would be beautiful not to have a shadow;

could jump and skip and say: Fuck You 

through the wind,

white, touching nothing,

feeling myself lighter and lighter

because I am nothing.

But always, at my feet, holding my string,

a little black boy pulling 

the blue balloon down

and my heart feels the pin

and it pops a: Oh, in my life.  

143                                                                    E a s t  L o s  A n g e l e s  C o l l e g e



JoAnn Villanueva | I Want To Run Away

I want to run away

To be with you

To follow our dreams

To buy a big house

Have children

A big dog

To take care of you

To clean our house

Feed our children

Bathe our children

Wash our clothes

Play with our children

Make dinner

Wash dishes

Work 40 hours

To help pay the bills

Clean up after the dog.

I want to run away
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Matthew Corwin | Dear Ms. Kowalski

I served with your son in the 561st Military Police
Company, special detachment, and I was there the night he was

killed. I am sorry it has taken me so long to write this letter, but even now

it is very difficult for me to think about. I am taking a writing workshop in

college and one of our assignments is to write a letter to someone who

needs to know what happened. I thought of you and while at first I did not

want to trivialize a letter to you by using it as a class assignment, once I had

thought about it I could think of nothing else. I hope that this letter is a

comfort to you, and perhaps it will exercise some of my own demons. 

I have felt that the burden of guilt for what happened to your son

since that night. I have also at one point or another blamed everyone

from President Bush to the crack addict whose needs cause the flow of

drugs into this country that we were trying to stop. They told us in the

mission brief that our assignment was a dangerous one and that the jun-

gle we were shipping off to was a lawless jungle, but in the Army you go

where you are ordered. 
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Your son was not a showoff, he kept to himself most of the time, but

he was without a doubt the most dependable man in the unit. I know he

had seen action in Afghanistan so while he was still a PFC, he was not

green. I remember one morning after a brief pass we had to assemble at

unit HQ at 0500. Everyone had to be there, or it would mean a loss of

passes for the rest of the deployment. Captain Reed was such a hard-ass

about stuff like that. Your son, although we did not know it, had been

riding in a taxi which had been broadsided by a bus on the way back to

post. He was a little bruised up but OK. He could not find another cab

that time of the morning in the middle of nowhere so he decided to

walk. He was about halfway here when he was attacked by a gang of kids

only a few years younger than he was. He tried to give them his cash but

there was no way he was parting with those perfectly shined boots he

always wore. I guess they figured out they messed with the wrong guy

after he knocked the third guy unconscious. 

So there we all were, standing in the dark in formation. It was 0455

and Captain Reed had a huge evil grin on his face as he said, “Well

Gentleman, looks like your days of lollygagging on pass are . . .,” cutting

himself off mid-sentence as your son came running up the hill toward

HQ at full sprint. No one said a word as he found his place in the forma-

tion. “Sergeant Black!” Captain Reed barked, “Time!” “Zero-four fifty-

nine, Sir,” Black answered. “Humph,” Captain Reed shrugged and walked

over to your son, who stood there, missing his beret, his uniform torn

and filthy, wearing a new black eye, and perfectly shined boots. Captain

Reed looked him over and said, “Looking sharp as usual, Kowalski.” We

kept our passes. 

Your son was the guy who always had some spare water during a road

march or a spare magazine in combat just when I would run out, and he

would give it to me before I could even ask. I realize that you were by

necessity told little about what happened to your son, but I think you

deserve to hear the whole story. There is no reason to keep secret facts

which have been in the news and even made it into Hollywood movies. I

am bitter about many things the government has done, but one of the

worst was not telling you what a hero your son was. 

That entire night is etched into my memory, possibly deeper than any

other in my life. We were waiting in the staging area and the mosquitoes
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were going crazy as they always do at night during those hot muggy

months of the year. I had just slapped one on my neck and was looking

at the rusty brown streak left on my hand when the Agent who was coor-

dinating the mission walked out of the latrine up to the front of the for-

mation. He said the intel was spotty, but it was believed that the guy we

were hitting tonight was a major trafficker and was known for some par-

ticularly devious business practices. As usual the cartel boss’s location

was unknown and it was considered highly unlikely that he would be at

the location we were hitting. We would have no support from the local

Army on this one, which worried me less than it should have. I was

always more worried about friendly fire from those guys than I was

about enemy fire from the bad guys. It seems that the boss of this cartel

liked to have the children of his enemies raped and murdered, and the

locals refused to get involved. The plan was to hit the main house with

the team going in first and our Special response team backing them up.

The K9 team would ride in a third bird and would not enter the area

until it was secured because it was lightly armed. 

The sky was clear and full of stars as we flew over the dark jungle.

Over the loud roar of the Blackhawk’s rotors I could hear our pilot talk-

ing to your son, who was just now leaving the post. There was no moon

so they decided to switch to night vision for the infiltration. As we neared

the drop point the aircraft slowed and the rotor noise quickly decreased

so that it could not be heard beyond a few hundred feet. 

This was our fifth mission at night and it was becoming almost rou-

tine. We were not worried; so far opposition had been very light. The

people with guns in these compounds were there to control the cartel’s

workers, not prevent raids by American commandos. When they realized

what was happening they usually dropped their guns and ran. Still,

silently roping down into a pitch black jungle is not something a person

could ever really be comfortable with. As the helos took off and left us at

the extraction point we prepared for the long night ahead and began to

move methodically through the jungle.

We hiked downhill for about two hours with no contact. Our faces

were caked with camouflage, our clothes the color of nature around us.

We were in our element, one with the jungle. Silently, we crept closer and

closer to our objective. At last through the jungle I smelled the tobacco
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smoke, and then I saw the red glow as a lookout inhaled from his ciga-

rette. I motioned to TJ who took him out with a silenced shot from his

MP5. We came to the edge of the tree line and a walled compound with

a large mansion and several smaller structures. I saw a storm culvert a

few feet away, which passed under the main road into the compound and

through a hole in the wall protected by a chain link fence. Hughes and

Getz stayed at the perimeter to provide cover while I signaled the rest of

the team to follow me into the culvert. I cut a hole in the fence and we

crawled through. There was no activity inside the compound so we

moved in to breach the main door. TJ set the charges and we took up

positions on either side of the door. The perfectly placed charges blew

the door off its hinges and into the main structure. 

This was also the signal for Hughes and Getz, our sniper element, to

take out the remaining sentries outside. While the door was still falling

through the air with us right behind it, the sniper’s bullets found their

targets. I went left inside the door with TJ while Kowalski and Dice head-

ed right to clear that half of the building. Through the first door I found

myself in a huge “kitchen,” which was in some disarray; most of the items

on the shelves had been knocked off the walls by the blast. I saw no one

inside and just stepped back into the hall when I heard shouts and

weapons fire from the area Kowalski was clearing. We leapfrogged our

way over to the other side of the house and what looked like the main

bedroom door.

Inside had been converted to a makeshift arms room; I saw at least five

dead men wearing the same clothing as the sentries outside, and Dice

lying just inside the room covered in blood. “Kowalski,” I whispered, “over

here.” Kowalski had taken cover behind an old oak trunk, and I could tell

he had been hit pretty badly. “They were waiting, opened up on us as soon

as we came in; someone must have tipped them off. Dice took one to the

head before he could fire a shot, I managed to get some cover and shoot

the bastards but I took a few rounds. Body armor stopped some of it, but

my leg is finished.” I was about to call for a medivac when the radio crack-

led, “Mike Papa one, this is helo three, you have multiple vehicles inbound

on main road.” I keyed my mike, “Rodger, helo three, I have two casualties,

need medivac.” “Negative Negative, area is not secure, cannot approach.

Advise when area is secure.” “Rodger, Mike Papa one out.” “Shit,” said TJ
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who covered us while I stopped Kowalski’s bleeding; Kowalski had passed

out by the time I was done. I pulled Dice, who was barely breathing and

had a jagged crack in his Kevlar, over to Kowalski.

“Shhh,” TJ said, “You hear that?” The distant rumble of engines vibrat-

ed through the walls. I heard a tremendous crash followed by gunfire as

one of the trucks veered off the road and into a tree, its driver shot by one

of the snipers. They were exchanging fire but I could not see anything

from the side of the house we were in. By the time I reached a window at

the front of the house the gunfire had stopped and the men from the

trucks were spreading out through the compound. Our sniper cover was

gone. TJ and I took up positions at the windows and began firing, but the

return fire was overwhelming. TJ got hit and I pulled him back into the

room with Kowalski. He was out cold and his pale yellow skin told me the

bad news. The incoming fire was intense, bullets splintered wood every-

where and plaster rained down continuously from the ceiling. 

I was sure that was it for me, sooner rather than later a bullet would

find the spot where I was hiding and it would be over. Then I heard

explosions from outside and the whole house shook. I still heard firing

but it was less now, none of it seemed directed at the house. I made it out

a side window where I was able to take up a firing position beside the

house. I saw two of them running toward the woods and as I emptied my

last magazine I watched them go down in a spray of dirt. It was over as

quickly as it had begun. The Locals had pitched in after all. Hughes and

Getz were ok; they had pulled back when the situation looked hopeless

and joined up with the locals when they showed up.

Well, Ms. Kowalski, I know nothing can make this right for you, or

stop you from wishing your son had not been there that night. I can’t

even imagine the pain you must feel. Know this though, if your son had

not been there that night, my own mother would be feeling the same

pain you feel. Thank you so much, and I am so very sorry.

– CPL Matthew Corwin
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Nancy Perez | Dear Peter

Dear Peter, 

How’s life been treating you? I know—I know. Ama tells me the same

thing, and the worst part of it is that she’s actually gotten me into believ-

ing it, so easily after Willy died. It’s weird but I didn’t come to realize how

sad it was believing it, up until now that I’ve finished reading Mrs.

Dalloway. We spend our days trying to guard it, this life. They tell you:

“Be careful, don’t go there, “You never know what’s gonna happen,” all

day long that it makes you afraid of life; you begin to look at it as this

bunch of sapphire diamonds—so shiny, pretty, given to you to “protect,”

to hoard even, but when do you get to play with them? They tell you to

be afraid of life, make you afraid of living it until you become clingy with

what is not yours: this life. We’re just drifters passing through—I need to

“Let go, throw it away.” Afraid of life until you stop living it—sad. 

What’s the point in trying to hold on to something that’s not yours?

You know, this is probably the reason why I didn’t mind at all telling him

I loved him—no matter the outcome, I didn’t think of it. It was great,

even though I wish I could have said more (I don’t know why, can’t

explain why I didn’t). 

I was listening to Stevie Wonder’s “My Cherie Amour” today. I usually

listen to it when I’m walking back home, passing through Fishburne,

through that line of beautiful trees that shed their leaves; sometimes I

stay and play with them. But today I listened to it to blot out Luis’ stupid

voice; you know how he gets when he starts talking about religion—he’s

a stupid, arrogant ass who thinks his word is law, always speaking in that

authoritative tone when in all reality he just talks out of his ass. And

when he talks about relationships, I never knew a dog so desperate; he’s

like Mr. Collins in Pride and Prejudice—he’s stupidly deluded and just

looks for whatever girl is stupid enough to marry him. Oh, well, enough

of that. 

I really like that Stevie Wonder song; it makes me think of myself

when I’m riding the 260, looking through clouds as if the answer I’m

looking for is somewhere hidden in the sky. It also reminds me of the

times I walk to the park at night. It’s amazing what you see sometimes,

M i l e s t o n e :  The Voices of East Los                                                                   150



walking through streets. Like last time: I was just walking around aim-

lessly when I saw some kid, around eight years old, dancing outside or

jumping, into the air, for no reason—he was laughing; he looked happy.

Sometimes I’ll do that: look into other people’s windows, into other peo-

ple’s lives and they look happy, so happy. 

Man, this song is so beautiful, really, it makes me want to sing along

with it, in my head anyway. You know me, I cry inside my head, I’ll laugh

inside my head, crack a joke, I express—inside my head; surprisingly it

hasn’t cracked, huh?! Anyway, you know that part when Stevie’s all like:

“My cherie amour, won’t you tell me how could you ignore that behind

that little smile I pour, I wish that you were mine?...La, la, la, la, la, la, la,”

you know that part? That’s a nice part, huh? You can really hear his voice

take off…La, la, la…

Maybe some day I’ll stop looking through other people’s windows,

(La, la, la, la; I’m listening to it again—can’t help it it’s so pretty). I hope

nobody has to look through other people’s windows. 

Yes, I didn’t get to tell him, not completely. I wrote him a poem, and

now he’ll never get to hear it. I was supposed to go to Skylight Book store

and read it, you know, for Milestone 2005, but I went to the internet to get

the address on mapquest.com and the shitty shit gave me the wrong

address! I never got there on time. When I came home, Apa asked me

where I was. I told him I was looking for an address; he said, “Let me see.”

I handed him the paper I had gotten from the internet; he looked at the

address above, looked back at me, gave a little smile and said, “Ah, mija,

it’s so easy. I know where this is. Why didn’t you ask me, I would have

taken you?” Oh, really, I thought. That’s messed up, all this time I was lost

when I could have just come home and asked my dad. Fuck! 

“Have some pizza,” he said and handed me a plate with a slice. I

refused and went to lock myself in the room. Outside, in the living room,

everyone was watching TV, eating pizza and laughing; I was inside a dark

room, all lights out thinking about my stupid mistake and trying to fig-

ure out what to write for a poem Lem had asked us to write. I came up

with lines like: “Little love got lost, bumped into some traffic and never

found her way home; little love got stranded with road blocks, an ambu-

lance drove by to pick her up,” but, ah, it wasn’t enough—I didn’t like the

images. Nothing I was thinking could have gone into a poem; I didn’t get
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to tell him, not completely. I wrote him a poem I wanted him to hear at

the reading, and now he’ll never hear it. It was kinda like my last words

to him, you know? Like the last thing of mine I wanted him to go away

with, even if he was to retain it only for that moment, but yeah—I didn’t

get to tell him. 

Now he’ll never know—not completely. I really don’t feel fertile, but

I’ve been feeding out of the trash and well, at least I’ve gotten myself to

write again. He’ll never know, but he’s given me my writing back. He’s

very beautiful, and I know she’ll be very lucky, with him—it hurts me,

but I like to see him smile again (at least when I think of this possibility

and picture it in my mind). 

I’m sorry. Peter, I’m putting you to sleep. Hey, maybe I’ll lend you the

Stevie Wonder song, or the Sheryl Crow CD, the one with the song “My

Favorite Mistake,” (me and my country songs, huh! Don’t I just love to cry?!) 

Well, it sounds like stupid Luis has gone to sleep, Ama’s making me a

soup—I’m going to finish the rest of the Stevie Wonder song, for the

tenth time! 

Goodbye, Peter. 
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Dianna Virata | Love Me Not

Dearest Michael,

Sweet Michael, how many people do you know that
would confess an affair with every explicit detail? Before you get

angry at that mere fact, continue reading why I did it, and what happened. 

The big fight we had I didn’t forgive you for a long time. The abuse

has been going on for months, and I finally couldn’t take it anymore. It

was so hard to function with my right hand; you almost took away my

greatest passion, my ability to write. As you remember, I broke up with

you and refused to be with you unless the pain and abuse would stop,

until there would be changes. I was vulnerable; I did what I always do

when I’m sad, run into a pair of arms for comfort. In this case, more than

that happened this time.

I want to be honest with you. No more fooling myself that everything

is okay, this relationship is dead. No secrets, no more lies. Here’s my

uncensored confession of another love of my life. It was a reunion of two

people of a questionable relationship. Lovers, friends with benefits, be

what it may I don’t like labels, they make things complicated. In a lot of

ways we were forbidden by society’s standards, and at times my own, I

didn’t care about all that. He came back, that’s all that matters. Like a gig-

gly schoolgirl I lie on my bed waiting to catch my breath before I was to

go outside to meet him. I’m wearing those black pants with the pockets,

the matching black lace panties emphasizing on the delicate curves of my

body. Vincent was above that I know, but nonetheless he was still a man.

As swiftly and carefully, I tiptoed on the creaking brown carpet not to

disturb Nonna or your mother sleeping in on Saturday morning. During

this time I was living with you and your family, your grandmother and

mother, that last thing I needed was bitching from people I really have no

obligation to. The coast was clear, Michael, it was that weekend you went

to the car races.

I called Vincent telling him I needed him once again. I always went to

Vincent after a falling out with you. In a way it was wrong for me to fall

out the arms of one man then run to another’s. It was a slightly overcast

day, but as soon as I stepped into his black Corolla in front of the house
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it was just he and I. I was never able to forget about Vincent. Everything

just stopped. His dark honey skin in the charcoal dress shirt insinuated

his much-improved muscular form. I squealed in delight being in his

arms again.

“I missed you so much,” I whispered in his ear.

“Ditto,” he whispered in reply. When Vincent comes back it never

seems real, as if any moment, the university will steal him away from me

again, and poof he’s gone.

“This is so surreal,” I said, dazed, still latching my arms around his

neck.

He gently cupped my face and brushed his lips against mine, tongue

just so slightly touching mine.

“Trust me, this is real.” 

I smiled in satisfaction. He always knew how to do that, melt me

within seconds without even trying. I sat in the passenger seat in antici-

pation and burning with curiosity. He pulled into the Blue Marlin Hotel,

a familiar site; we used to stay here on certain nights he would rescue me

when I was living with my parents. Back then I was afraid to go back to

my abusive household, Vincent was there for me on those nights I didn’t

have a home to go to. Yes, Michael, Vincent was there with me all those

nights when I said I was alone.

“Don’t you need to check in?” I asked puzzled as he passed by the

obvious parking spots near the entrance. I noticed we were going more

toward the west wing of the lot.

“Already did,” he grinned, as we got out. 

He juggled the key card from his pocket. He finally opened the door

to my awaiting surprise. The beige walls glowed with the numerous can-

dles lit in perfect harmony all over the room. Rose petals adorned the bed

and spilled all over the floor. On the bed sat a teddy bear, open arms

holding a small tray of my favorite bread, as well as another bouquet of

red roses next to it. I was shocked by his actions. Just like the movies, I

thought, every woman’s dream.

“Vincent,” I said softly as I wandered around the room. I gently

touched the soft light fur of the teddy bear. I haven’t had a stuffed animal

since I was six. 

“I actually got it in L.A. earlier than when I first called you,” he admit-
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ted, “It took me awhile to set this up actually. I went to the bakery to get

your favorite, I went to the shop you like to…” As he excitedly told me

the lengths he went through to make this special for me, I stared at this

man. He’s unlike any man I know.

After you, Michael, broke me into a thousand pieces, he gave me hope

that I was worth more than what you showed me to believe. He fell in

love with my mind, my soul before anything else. My angel, he saved me

from an icy world of bitterness and hate. He showed me a kindness so

rare, not expecting anything in return, just for me to be happy.

I shushed his lips with my index finger and traced it down to his neck,

circling his chest. I pierced him with a gaze, he knew what was coming. I

reached for the top of his collar and began unbuttoning slowly. I didn’t

have to see his face to know he was watching me with zeal and anticipa-

tion. The gray dress shirt fell to the ground; I stopped for a moment and

gazed at his striking figure. I bit my lip as my eyes moved up his body, his

tall physique, and skin of dark honey, his shoulders perfectly angled in a

structure, chest fit and defined. An exhilarating chill went through me as

the center of my palm felt his heartbeat. I glided my finger up his chest

to the soft flesh between his neck and collarbone. This is how a man’s

body should be.

That was it, I couldn’t control it anymore. I threw him on the bed with

a force that surprised him but still welcomed. Hastily, I helped him

unbuckle his pants and kicking off his shoes. I soon felt the smooth fabric

of my blouse pull over my head, my pants pushed down to my feet. Both

breathing hard in desire, we removed the final remaining undergarments.

Naked I lay on top of him skin-to-skin, flesh-to-flesh. His kisses were like

nectar, sweet, and left me craving for more. He groaned from my nibbles
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and tormenting licks on his neck and shoulders. His caresses on my skin

set me off in an unbearable ecstasy.

I was going to take this man. He was mine; he belonged to me, no one

else. I was his first, his only to teach him the throngs of passion. Vincent

was once chaste, always pulling away from sexuality as if it were a sin. He

reminded me of a monk, having only what’s necessary, and turning away

from the tempting indulgences in the world. I was the one who took his

virginity, showed him that there was nothing wrong with sex, that when

two people love each other, it becomes more than just the act. I gave his

physicality being. On top, slow but hard, I took him to a bliss of heaven

incomparable to any other. Moans of pleasure escaping our lips, moving

together like two becoming one. Finally, with a finishing moan of climat-

ic release I collapsed, lying by his side still recovering from the pleasure

just seconds before. I lay cradled against him, stroking my hair and back,

he watched my reaction to the teasing of his fingertips. It was perfect, it

was heaven, and I never wanted it to end.

We must have slept there for hours but I don’t think either one of us

cared. We were tangled in the sheets with my back against his chest, his

arms wrapped around my waist holding me close. He held on tight, as

though he were afraid this would disappear. I dozed and woke to see him

already awake playing with my hair.

“Hey,” I said groggily, planting a quick kiss on his lips.

“Your phone rang a lot,” Vincent said with a hint of uneasiness in his tone.

I reached over to check my cell reading eight missed calls all from you,

Michael. I heard your affectionate messages of the “sorry’s” and “I love

you’s,” telling me you missed me while you were at the drag races. But as

you see you were the last thing on my mind. 

“You and Michael,” Vincent started slowly.

“We’re not together anymore,” I said coolly

“I see.” 

I gave him a reassuring kiss on the cheek. “Let’s not talk about him okay?” 

He nodded followed with a sigh. “You were constantly on my mind,

Dianna. At night I always wished I could hold you. You give Southern

Cali meaning, you’re the only reason why I come back from NYU, did

you know that? Without you this place is a barren wasteland of regrets

and memories that I wanted to get away from. I was so ready to leave this
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place. I was done. But then I met you. I love you, you’re my sweetness.

Dianna, I want you to move away with me.”

“To New York?” I asked in surprise.

From the beginning, when I first met him, Vincent was sick of his life

in L.A. He wanted a change and was very desperate to leave. An accept-

ance letter from New York University was his ticket out. Then he met me,

he didn’t know or intend on falling in love, a reason to not want to leave

California. Nonetheless, he moved on to N.Y.U.

“Dianna, I’m tired of seeing you in pain. I can’t just sit here while that

asshole is hurting you. I want, no I need to help you.” I looked up into

his deep chocolate eyes seeing nothing but genuine sincerity and concern

for my well-being and happiness.

“I’ll think about it,” I replied, closing the subject.

I had a wonderful opportunity to start a new life, to start over with a

wonderful man. At times, I was angry with you, all the abuse you put me

through. All I wanted was to get away from them, that place, to get away

from you. I thought you would never change.

All too soon the night was over. I sat up with the white sheet wrapped

around my body. I stared into nothingness. I was torn between the two

of you, two paths of life. Deep in my heart I knew the decision was

already made. I decided to tell my Vincent my choice of staying in

Southern California. This was where I belonged, even if I had to suffer

the constant battles with you. I would tell Vincent after he left; I wouldn’t

be able to see him in pain. A bit cowardly I admit, but I am selfish at

times. I lay in Vincent’s arms listening to his adventures of his new home

in New York for a while before nudging him it was time to leave. I put on

my clothes, as did he. I stayed quiet, not wanting to slip out my thoughts

in risk of ruining this wonderful night. It was a silent awkward drive

home. He constantly asked me what was wrong; I kept the nonchalant

mask on reassuring him it was nothing. One of the most difficult things

I had to do in my life was let him go. For the last time our lips locked, I

wanted to hold on, relish in this delight forever knowing it was our last.

The night followed with the heart wrenching words of goodbye.

I walked toward the house, I didn’t turn back in fear of being tempted

to forget my decision and run away with Vincent. I reluctantly opened

the door to the dreaded house. I saw you, Michael, sitting on the couch
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already waiting for me. Before I could take another step you ran to me

and pulled me into your arms, tears streaming down your eyes.

“I’m sorry,” you cried over and over again.

I simply listened as you continued your endless sobbing. I shushed

your cries with my empty touches of comfort. You didn’t notice the

numbness in my body, in my eyes. You were desperate for any kind of

contact with my skin. Resting on the couch, I held you as you lay on my

bosom, tears soaking through my blouse. Till the late hours after mid-

night, in the dim living room you rambled on about how you felt horri-

ble, unable to go on without me, how you hated yourself for the recent

damage. I was your reason for breathing, your existence would mean

nothing if I were not by your side. Or so you would say, I always thought

you were utterly pathetic when you said things like that. 

For this decision I had to think with my head, not my heart. Thoughts

of survival overruled any desire for love. You had the resources I needed;

you gave me security of a home, money and took care of my needs. The

price to pay for this soon became too much to bear, how many more

injuries did I have to endure? I’m sure deep down inside within yourself,

Michael, you knew what you loved was an illusion, that I was just using you.

If you didn’t know, then my acting must be truly excellent. It was all purely

in the means of survival and who can be a better provider. Vincent was very

dear and good to me, but not the most dependable. Vincent was illogically

optimistic, always thought everything would turn out all right, without

thinking things through. I knew life on the road with him would probably

be a bumpy one, and I was scared of taking the choice of stepping onto the

path of unknown possibilities. Life with him wouldn’t have been a wise

choice. A part of me felt like a whore for sleeping with both you and Vincent

at the same time. I was wrong for hurting both of you, acting out of anger,

acting out of emotion. I acted out “battered wife syndrome” doing drastic

things, in escape from or revenge on an abusive spouse. 

So, do you see now, Michael? I was torn between two men who loved

me very much. Some would call me foolish for giving up and shattering

my beloved Vincent’s heart in the end of all this chaos. I chose you, it was

hard, really fuckin’ hard. I knew the consequences and what risks came

along with my choice. I lost my best friend and maybe a possibility of a

relationship. I need to let go of this. As a final revelation, this is what real-
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ly happened, and if you still wish to be with me, sadly my fate is in your

hands. I’m tired of acting; I’m tired of feeling like a doll. One day maybe

things will change and I can finally move on, put this behind me. Maybe

one day I can finally be set free, start over and have a relationship with

someone that actually means something. One day you were going to find

out about my affair, you might as well know the truth now. 

Sincerely Yours,

Dianna
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Pa r t  I I I :

W r i t i n g  a b o u t

L i t e r a t u r e

�

Since college composition focuses on writing essays about what we read,

students often find it helpful to read how other students, not just profes-

sional writers, write about text.  Like many instructors, I encourage 

students to provide a context for their subject—either personal or cul-

tural/historical, etc.—to give scope to their close reading analysis.

The essays must also display the expected skills of establishing a thesis,

organizing content, providing evidence from the text by paraphrasing

and incorporating quotes; and, if research is required, citing outside

sources.
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Samuel Dominguez | Byronic Hero: 
Psychological Enigma

Lord Byron’s dramatic play, “Manfred,” develops the
complex character of the Byronic hero. Byron’s fascination with the

“internal dramas of the human mind” (607) is reflected in Manfred’s

bipolar tendencies and is at the root of the complexity of his character.

Manfred is a master of two worlds: the world of common men and the

world of psychological and spiritual forces. Manfred’s calling upon the

spirits of the universe as a means to escape the sorrows of his troubled

past is driven by the desire to escape from this world of mortal suffering

and transience, which is maintained by the strength and command of his

will. The desire to escape the world of suffering and transience can be

found in Manfred’s constant dabbling with death. Manfred’s flaw is his

greatest strength, his strong will, which eventually dictates his fate.

Manfred and the Byronic hero are identified by several important psy-

chological characteristics: self-isolation, self-reliance, introspection, a

haunting past, and a gloomy spirit.  Byron creates complexity in Manfred

through his actions and behavior; they are not black and white, they

reside in that obscure, dark place that all humans recognize yet lack the

courage to enter and dwell therein, namely death. Manfred’s ability to

enter, explore, and embrace the darkness of life and death makes him a

psychological enigma. 

Manfred’s haunting past sends him on an inward journey in search of

the knowledge of mortality and life. His opening monologue quickly

reveals his introspective nature as he proclaims in isolation, “…grief

should be the instructor of the wise/ Sorrow is knowledge; they who

know the most / must mourn the deepest o’er the fatal truth / The tree

of knowledge is not that of life” (637, lines 9-12). If Manfred believes that

the tree of knowledge is not that of life, then he must surely believe that

the tree of knowledge is that of death. His words reveal a personal grief

and sorrow, for such proclamations are usually made through painful,

subjective experience. In the lines that follow that monologue he pro-

ceeds to call upon the spirits of the universe and demonstrates the power

that he has as a human and his ability to reach inside to the other world,

“Rise! Appear! /...I do compel you to my will. Appear” (637, lines 35-49).
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The spirits obey and appear only to deny him that which he desires…

“Forgetfulness— / Of that which is within me; read it there— / Ye know

it, and I cannot utter it” (640, lines 136-138). Manfred desires to escape or

“forget” himself, his sorrow, and the terrible guilt which consumes his

mind and soul. The spirits deny his request and proceed to offer him

many things that would make any other person happy: wealth, strength,

and longevity. To their surprise Manfred refuses all such gifts. Manfred’s

refusal highlights several important aspects of the Byronic hero: his self-

reliance and his desire not for the transience of external gifts but for the

boons of the internal world.

Manfred’s conflicting emotions and desire for death come into view

in the second scene in which he is alone on the cliffs of Mount Jungfrau.

Manfred is distraught with the spirits’ inabilities to grant him what he

wants and so proclaims, “I feel the impulse—yet I do not plunge / I see

the peril—yet do not recede” (643, lines 643-644). The standoff of his

words echo Hamlet’s dilemma: to be or not to be and are examples of the

conflicting urgencies within himself as to whether he wants to live or die.

He is prevented from jumping by a chamois hunter but quickly refuses

further help, demonstrating his self-reliance and self-alienation from

other men. Manfred reveals to the chamois hunter, “I have lived many

years / Many long years… / ages—ages / Space and eternity—and con-

sciousness/ With the fierce thirst of death-and still unslaked” (646, lines

44-48). His words reveal his craving for death and a dark gloominess, but

he refuses to trade his lot with the chamois hunter. An important char-

acteristic of the Byronic Hero revealed here is that through his embrac-

ing suffering he attains strength and redemption. Manfred does not

desire to pass his buck, and he eventually refuses the hunter’s prayers.

Manfred loves nature and isolation believing that both bring illumi-

nation of self and an escape from the sorrows of life. Isolation, as detach-

ment from mankind, is symbolically representative of death and its

detachment from life. In Act 2, Scene 2, Manfred reveals his alienation

from men and his introspectiveness in his dialogue with the witch.

Manfred seeks from the witch the same which was denied by the other

spirits, “A boon” (649, line 47) of forgetfulness. He proceeds to tell her:

From my youth upwards / My spirit walk’d not with the souls of
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men… / My joys, my griefs, my passions, and my powers, / Made me 

a stranger… / I held but slight communion / My joy was in the 

wilderness… / These were my pastimes, and to be alone… / And

then I dived… / To the caves of death / Searching its cause and its

effects; and drew / conclusions most forbidden. (649, lines 50-83)

The “conclusions most forbidden” are never given a name but are

assumed to be a view of death as a release and an end to be sought; for

what is most forbidden to man than to view death as a gift. The same dia-

logue gives a name to Manfred’s consuming guilt, “I have not named to

thee… / One with whom I wore the chain of human ties… / Yet there

was one… / She had the same lone thoughts and wanderings… / I loved

her, and destroy’d her… / Not with my hand but with my heart-which

broke her heart” (650, lines 100-119). His last words echo and remind of

what Thomas Mann referred to as Erotic Irony, when one hurts or kills

that which he loves because he loves it. Manfred is consumed by guilt

because he feels responsible for Astarte’s death. The witch offers her help

with the condition that he submit himself to her will and become her

slave. Manfred again refuses any help that might take away control from

him. His refusal echoes William Blake’s words, “I must create my own

system or be enslaved by another Man’s,” (77) and further reveal his

strong will and his desire to be in control of his life. Manfred refuses to

be enslaved by anyone’s system and so he creates his own. 

Astarte’s two appearances are important because they can be inter-

preted as psychological projections from Manfred. During his dialogue

with the spirits of the universe in Act 1, Manfred desires to “behold ye

[the spirits] face to face,” to which the spirits reply, “We have no forms…

/ But choose a form—in that we will appear” (641, lines 175-183). Manfred

tells them that they should take the form that they find “most fitting.”

The spirits choose to appear as a “beautiful female figure,” which is

assumed to be Astarte for Manfred declares, “Oh God! If it be thus, and

thou / art not a madness and a mockery, / I yet might be most happy.—

I will clasp thee, / and we again will be—” as the figure disappears

Manfred shouts, “My heart is crushed!” (641, lines 189-192). The spirits

choose the form that is reflected from Manfred’s mind, the figure gone

autonomous in his mind, and projected it from his mind. Manfred’s love

163                                                                    E a s t  L o s  A n g e l e s  C o l l e g e



for Astarte is so much that it continues after her death and is manifested

as projections. Astarte appears again in Scene 4 of Act 2, again by means

of the spirits and Manfred inquires for forgiveness, “Yet one word

more—am I forgiven?” (660, line152) to which the ghost of Astarte

replies, “Tomorrow ends thine earthly ills /…Farewell /…Farewell” (660,

lines 152-153). These final words seem to be Manfred’s sentence, for from

here on out he behaves as a man who knows the end is at hand. He is res-

olute, self-reliant, and is willing his own life when he tells the Abbot, “…

Whate’er / I may have been, or am, doth rest between / Heaven and

myself,—I shall not choose a mortal / To be my mediator,” (660, lines 52-

55), and in doing so he wills his death. Scene 4 then brings the fall of

Manfred in the interior of a tower. The Abbot interrupts and witnesses

his death. Manfred remains strong and resilient in his darkest hours and

refuses any hope or prayer the Abbot offers. Manfred refuses to succumb

to the spirit’s will, declaring, “I have not been thy dupe, nor am thy 

prey / But was my own destroyer, and will be / My own hereafter… / The

hand of death is on me—but not yours” (668, lines 139-141). This procla-

mation reveals that Manfred wills his own death and that he accepts the

fate which he has chosen. Manfred’s final words, “Old man ’tis not so dif-

ficult to die” (668, line 151), reveal the absence of fear within him; he does

not feel like he needs to give one last prayer, he is ready and welcomes

death. Death as a welcomed release from sorrow is finally attained and

Manfred is at the end of his journey. 

The Byronic hero was an important figure in his time because he

marked a true separation from the church and the popular religious

beliefs (Christianity) of his time. In breaking from the norm Manfred

has created intrigue in the darkness of the human mind. Consequently,

Manfred remains an intriguing figure because his complexity, as a char-

acter, has greatly influenced many movements in literature, philosophy,

and psychology. The modern anti-hero has been immensely inspired by

the Byronic hero, manifested in such literary works as Dostoyevsky’s

Crime and Punishment. The Byronic hero has also helped spearhead

philosophical movements such as existentialism with its emphasis on the

analysis of human existence, its belief that each person is able to define

and determine his life, and its strong belief in the power of an individ-

ual’s will. Manfred could be easily considered an existential character
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because of his strong will to determine and define his own life, fate, and

death. Manfred can also be seen in psychological movements, specifical-

ly, Freudian psychology. Manfred is a perfect example of the manifesta-

tion of Freud’s “death” instinct and Freud’s idea of the individual’s “sense

of guilt.” The Byronic hero is a character that most readers could identify

with because he is a very humanistic character. Manfred is not the ideal-

ized hero with superhuman strength or the favorite of a certain God; he

is a mortal who feels and experiences things in ways that allow the reader

to connect and dialogue with him. He appeals to the psychology of

humanity and appears as a projection of our deepest desires and fears; he

does the things that we wish we could but fear doing. It is that paradox

that has rendered the Byronic hero and Manfred a holistic range and

continuing longevity within the human experience. �
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Ann Marie Gamez | The Great Power of Seduction

Seduction is the most powerful force between a man
and a woman.  The power of seduction has no escape.  It is a glis-

tening web of desires, heat, passion, an entrapment of slavery; for when

one is seduced by normal means or by those beyond imaginable, the

seduced one will fall into the darkest depths of his or her existence.

Women are enchanting creatures of nature with alluring figures that turn

men wild.  Men can be weak and desperate creatures who are needy of a

woman’s gentle tenderness in hopes of fulfilling their soul, their body,

and their mind.  The power of seduction is so great, it can lead to death,

just like a female black widow lures her opposite into her web of seduc-

tion, only to use her mate and then kill him.  Women are not too far from

these brutal and loveless acts of seduction as in the poems, “Siren Song”

by Margaret Atwood and “La Belle Dame sans Merci: A Ballad” by John

Keats.  The females in these poems are portrayed as heavenly-sounding

creatures with voices like angels and faces which are beautiful and

enchanting, a disguise to hide their horrendous thoughts and desires

they truly wish for.  In “Siren Song,” the murderous female character

lures seamen in, seducing them and calling to them as she convinces

them to leap off their ships to rescue the so-called beautiful enchantress.

However, the men are fooled by the seduction, and instead they fall into

their cursed deaths.  The poem, “La Belle Dame sans Merci: A Ballad,”

portrays death in the form of a beautiful and comforting female.  The

female is consoling a wounded knight in his hour of dying.  In a dream

the knight learns the female has a reputation of causing despair to others

before him.  Once again, the woman uses her seduction and her beauty

as a means to kill or send her opposite away into another existence.

However, the story, “A Rose for Emily,” by William Faulkner, an old maid

falls in love with a Yankee and defies facing the truth when her love dies

and leaves her.  In the two poems, the females disregard the concept of

love and care only for ridding the world of men, whereas in the story, the

woman, Emily, is seduced by her own wishes and by the power of love

she has for her Yankee.  She cannot accept that her one embrace of love

to another has ended with his death, and so she preserves his corpse in

hopes to fulfill her emptiness and loneliness.
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The female is used in myths and fairytales as usually being gender

kind and submissive.  The masculine figure is usually portrayed as the

character with hurtful intentions.  Generally, the male figure has more

freedom than a woman in being allowed to feel and emit a wider range

of emotions and thoughts.  It is refreshing to see a piece such as “Siren

Song,” where the feminine gender uses the art of seduction on men in

their ships.  The legend of the enchanting song is known to lure these

seamen ashore to the dark island from where the seducing voice is com-

ing, or as it is described in the scene, “The song that forces men to leap

overboard in squadrons even though they see the beached skulls” (280).

The alluring sound is so great that the men become blinded by it; for

they do not see that their death lies ahead of them.  The beached skulls

on the beach are a sure sign of danger and death; however, the men pass

them like hypnotized animals.  All the while the “picturesque and myth-

ical” (280) female characters are bored with the vulnerable wits of the

man.  The poem greatly elevates the female, as she is the controller of the

man and is also his fateful decision maker.  The mythical female contin-

ues her call of death as she says, “Alas it is a boring song but it works

every time” (280).  She amuses herself by her evil deeds, causing havoc
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on the man’s soul.  She is represented as a cold opposite of what society

expects of females figures.

In the poem “La Belle Dame sans Merci: A Ballad,” the female figure

is not quite as loveless as the murderous siren; however, her intentions

are not to nurture and provide love.  The female is a representation of

death, trying to send the wounded knight to his eternal sleep.  The

woman of awesome beauty seduces the knight in a way so that he is

enfolded in her as he says, “And there she lulled me to sleep” (285).  She

nurtures him into a promising and loving sleep, though he is forewarned

in his dream which came, “pale kings, and princes too, Pale warriors,

death pale were they all; They cried-‘La belle dame sans merci Hath thee

in thrall!’” (285). The knight, a character of strength, incapable of pain, is

defenseless against the female.  He is warned by others who were once in

his shoes that he is a victim; he is not being saved by the female.  Though

the female may have sent men off to their death, she seems to do so more

in angelic manner, remaining beautiful, nurturing and loving; she too,

like the siren, disguises herself to be a savior when she is only in fact

sending men to their death.

“A Rose for Emily” has a twist on the gender role which has been dis-

cussed thus far.  The two poems represent the female gender as man

killers.  In the story, even though the reader is led to believe Emily kills

her love, this does not certify that Emily plays the same role as the

females in the poems, for it is Emily who becomes a victim of love.  Miss

Emily Grierson is an unfortunate soul with societal pressures concerning

her age and ugliness, not to mention her lack of gentleman-suitors: poor

Emily is an old maid.  Her home is of “dust and disuse” (200) with

leather cracked furniture.  Emily is a woman who gives up on glamour

and on the up-keep of her image as a carrier of her family name, at one

time a noble family with great respect from the community.  Now, Emily

is alone, with no one to keep her company or to keep her spirit alive,

until she meets Homer Barron, a Yankee foreman in charge of paving the

sidewalks.  Homer is a well-liked man and “he knew everybody in town.

Whenever you heard a lot of laughing anywhere about the square,

Homer Barron would be in the center of the group” (203).  Emily has at

last discovered the feeling of belonging; her heart surrenders to the

charm and likeableness of Homer.  He is accepted by all in the commu-

M i l e s t o n e :  The Voices of East Los                                                                   168



nity, which makes it odd that he would fall for someone like Emily, who

has lost her social status in the small town.  Her rank of aristocracy had

crashed with her father’s death, and now she is an older, eroded woman

with no love from the town around her.  Emily has fallen in love with

Homer hard, and she lets the entire town know of her newly embraced

relationship by having them appear together “on Sunday afternoons in

the yellow-wheeled buggy” (203).  Emily is aware of the foul and mean

things the women of the town whisper to one another about her, and she

wants to prove all of them wrong.  She makes it even more apparent to

the town’s eye that she and Homer are in love by purchasing  a “man’s

toilet set in silver, with the letters H.B. on each piece” (205) and later “had

bought a complete outfit of men’s clothing, including a nightshirt” (205)

which leads the town to believe that “they [were] married” (205).  She

enjoys having all her misery and loneliness taken away from her life, and

she is glad to be accepted again by her community.  Emily is in love with

Homer Barron and also in love with the respect she is gaining again from

the community.  However, happiness does not last forever and in Emily’s

case, her happiness does not thrive.

In the poems, the men fall victim to the villainous female character

and to the love they superficially encounter whereas in the story, the

female character, Emily, falls victim to love for the male character, Homer

Barron, and a victim of her town by trying desperately to fulfill a marital

image.  Even though the reader learns that Emily preserves Homer’s dead

body in her own bed, the reader realizes that it is not Homer who is the

victim of love, that in fact it is Emily.  She is so consumed with her love

for Homer and her love for the companionship that she cannot bring her-

self to give Homer his honoring departure into death.  Instead, Emily

clings to the decaying corpse lying in her bed in her house without telling

anyone of Homer Barron’s whereabouts.  She starts to isolate herself from

the rest of the world, driving herself into a slow, painful and lonely death.

She takes no part in any social gatherings and does not allow anyone to

visit her.  This behavior causes her to become an enemy to herself, by dis-

connecting herself from the norms of society.  She remains absent from

the civilization that is taking place just outside her home.  Her own

appearance begins to wither as she becomes older, for she has “grown fat

and her hair was turning gray,” (205) until alas, she herself meets with
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death.  After the town and Emily’s cousins bury her, they break down the

door to the top room in her house, and as they do, “a thin, acrid pall as of

the tomb seemed to lie everywhere upon this room decked and furnished

as for a bridal” (207).  Among the withered display of bridal intimacy

Homer Barron “himself lay in the bed…rotted beneath what was left of

the nightshirt” (206).  Emily was desperate to be rid of her loneliness and

emptiness.  She could not live without Homer Barron, even after his

death, and she would have done anything to keep her artificial happiness.

She couldn’t accept the possibility of living the rest of her life alone and

with her outside community believing she drove Homer away.  She kept

Homer a secret for years, unable to cope with her insanity.  She needs

Homer, who in a sense plays the role of the villainous female, dead or alive

to feed her love and her needs which have such power over her.  This love

is the only love that she knows.

Just as the men all fall victim to a seducing damsel of beauty in the

poems, Emily falls victim to the seducing charm of Homer Barron.  He

gives her the confidence and the strength to feel comfort and love.

Although Homer does not lead Emily to her death the way the poetic

dames lead their men to their death, Homer, unknowingly, has led Emily

to a life of psychotic solitude, a lingering pain that equals death itself.

The art of seduction should not be taken lightly, since it is likely to be

more powerful than the human mind’s rationality.  Those who are

already in distress—a weary seaman, a dying knight and a lonely old

maid—are too disillusioned already in their own minds to carry the

strength and the challenge of taking on a loving yet superficial relation-

ship.  They become easily influenced by the charismatic dominance of

the opposite sex, which as a result, leaves the tortured individual far from

feeling loved.  The feeling of love that the victim embraces reveals itself

to be artificial, empty and evil, evil because it leads one into a temptation

that one cannot resist. �
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Nanci Mendez | A Breath of Fresh Creativity

The tension of political and social turmoil has served
as a catalyst for artistic works concerned for the human condition.

Art remains a descriptive reflection: a historical record of the period

wherein it was produced. Because of the cyclical nature of political

upheaval, modern concerns can find counsel in past literature. The

Romantic period, dated from the late 18th century to the early 19th cen-

tury, was marked with the contemplation and apprehension of the French

Revolution. The hope of a new age inspired writers to explore the impor-

tance of a “new spirit” within the chaos of war. Among many writers who

were disillusioned by the gory results of the revolution, Percy Bysshe

Shelley maintained his vision of radical social reform. His re-examination

of the source of social ills leads to a meticulous exploration into the

“moral failures” of the human condition. His idealism is well-grounded

in the affirmation that the power of creativity and self-reflection can over-

come the limitations of the ordinary world, thereby transforming it.

Shelley’s exemplary dedication to progress and his introspective search

for the resolution of social and political instability inspires hope in con-

temporary times. In his poem, “Ode to the West Wind,” Shelley examines

the autumn wind as a metaphor for the purity of imagination and cre-

ativity. He uses the natural process of the seasons to convey the ever-

changing illusions of the mundane with the purity of creativity. He con-

veys the importance of a revitalization of thought with the metaphor of

spring. This quest for creative rejuvenation and the importance of hope

for a better future are Shelley’s contribution to social reform.

The wind is set against images of death to convey the power of the

wind and the life it brings in the changes of the seasons. The opening line

of “Ode to the West Wind” describes the wind with qualities that are ani-

mate and representative of life: “O wild West Wind, thou breath of

Autumn’s being, / Thou, from whose unseen presence the leaves dead /

Are driven” (772, lines 1-2). The speaker addresses the wind directly, not

only as the wind but as the “wild West Wind,” a free and intense force.

This same quality is felt when the speaker assigns the wind, breath. One

of the ultimate symbols of life is breath; this “unseen presence” drives

away the dead leaves. The speaker goes on to describe the leaves as “pesti-
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lence-stricken multitudes” (773, line 5); this disparity between the liveli-

ness of the wind and the darkness of the nature around it creates the

image of a divided world . The power the wind is assigned is highlighted

against the dark descriptions of the leaves: “Each like a corpse within its

grave, until / Thine azure sister of the spring shall blow” (lines 7-8). The

power of the wind is heightened; the seeds of autumn are lifeless and stat-

ic until the spring wind blows. After contrasting the images of lightness

and darkness, Shelley unites them in the last line of the first section by

referring to the wind as “Destroyer and Preserver” (line 14). The speaker

describes the wind as a rejuvenating force; upon destroying the dead

leaves of the past it preserves life by spreading the seeds that remain. This

duality of force in the wind expresses Shelley’s intention of examining the

need for human revival through the metaphor of the changes in seasons.   

Shelley emphasizes the importance of self-rejuvenation by using the

wind as a symbol of inspiration and a rebirth of creativ-

ity in humans. The objects of nature take on human

qualities; the dead leaves are symbolic for the death of spirit. The dis-

eased multitudes refer to people with inanimate minds, each a corpse

static in their grave. The speaker reveals the power of the spring wind

that “shall blow/ Her clarion o’er the dreaming earth, and fill / (Driving

sweet buds like flocks to feed in air) / With living hues and odours plain

and hill” (lines 9-12). Here, the speaker is illustrating the importance of

inspiration; humans are the “dreaming earth” that will “feed in air”; in

other words, creativity will bring life back to the mind. After describing

the changes in the autumn winter and spring, the speaker observes the

effects of summer on the sea like on land. The images of overgrown veg-

etation and “sapless foliage” (774, line 40) seem to represent the con-

formity of summer. This suggests a time of idleness in people when one

is conformed; in summer, there is neither a surge of life as in spring nor

death as in autumn. This is evident in that the stillness that the summer

brings is weary of the oncoming wind: “The sapless foliage of the ocean,

know / Thy voice, and suddenly grow grey with fear” (lines 40-41).

Because the vegetation of the sea is familiar with the changes the wind

brings they are resistant to awaken from their summer dreams. They

“grow grey with fear” of starting anew. This is a familiar feeling in

humans when renouncing to conformity and anticipating the dramatic
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changes in revitalizing our spirit. Shelley confirms the importance of cre-

ativity and the rejuvenation it brings to the vivacity of human kind as he

illustrates the importance of the wind to seasonal change. Each season is

representative of the different stages in human growth, each relying on

the inspiration of the wind for progress.

The need for inspiration and the freedom of imagination become

more evident when the speaker addresses the wind in first person. The

speaker’s wish for the wind to carry him is characterized by the longing

of a plea. He compares himself to adaptable objects of nature such as a

“dead leaf,” a “cloud,” or a “wave” (lines 43-45); these are all moved by the

wind . He wishes to feel the strength of the wind and to be lifted. The

speaker cries out to the wind to free him possibly from the confines of

the mundane, “I fall upon the thorns of life! I bleed!” (line 54). The

speaker seems weighed down by his current self; his plea to the wind is a

plea for the freedom of inspiration. The thorns of life may be the flaws

of the world that inhibit creativity. He mentions the weight of time

chaining “One too like thee: tameless, and swift, and proud” (lines 55-56).

Here he may be referring to his creative qualities or that of others

chained by time. The speaker asks the wind to make him its instrument.

Evading the restrictions of the world he wants to serve the wind, the

speaker asks to be a channel for music, symbolic of art in general.  

The speaker confirms Shelley’s views that internal change and creative

forces are primordial for external (social) change. The speaker requests

that the wind revitalize his thoughts over the universe “Like withered

leaves to quicken a new birth! / And, by the incantation of this verse, /

Scatter, as from an unextinguished hearth / Ashes and sparks, my words

among mankind! / Be through my lips to unawakened Earth / The trum-

pet of a prophecy” (774-775, lines 63-69). The speaker solicits the wind to

spread his thoughts over the universe, like “withered leaves” possibly refer-

ring to his written word, to “quicken a new birth.” He wants his thoughts

to be a catalyst for change, a rebirth that began within him and that he

hopes to spread with the aid of the wind to humankind. But taking into

account the necessity of death for rebirth Shelley refers to his leaves, his

written words, as withered. Just like the dead leaves of the first stanza

fueled the rebirth in the spring, Shelley’s words, his art, will serve as a vehi-

cle for the rejuvenation of society and a new flourishing of ideas. He stress-
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es that thoughts are dead even meaningless unless they are used to inspire

creativity in others. In other words, the individual’s creative process is only

important as it leads to a social creative process. The closing line confirms

his idealism and his belief in progress: “O Wind, / If Winter comes, can

Spring be far behind?” (775, lines 69-70). Shelley asks this with the inten-

tion of having the reader confirm the implied response, “No,” Spring can

not be far behind. His idealism seems to stem from his understanding of

the natural process of rejuvenation evident in nature as well as in history;

it is not naïve idealism but a rational conviction that throughout a history

of war and death, creativity (art) can redeem humankind. In other words,

there is hope because the winter is a prelude to the regeneration of spring.

He implies that in times of social upheaval and discontent such as war—

times equivalent to winter—creative inspiration can aid in a social rebirth.

Shelley argues that society must also change like nature and that the inspi-

ration of creativity will

bring forth that change.

Shelley’s vision of

social reform is promi-

nent in his works; his

exploration of the

human condition

reveals the power of

self-renewal. He links

this creative rebirth

with the reform of

social conflict; in other

words, we must renew

ourselves in order to

renew the world that

surrounds us. Shelley’s

reaction to the war that

surrounded him was

that of responsibility; he

suggests that we search

within for hope to pro-

mote creativity. He, like
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many others, were let down by the prospects of change after the revolu-

tion; therefore, he concluded that a deeper change had to occur. We, too,

have faced the emptiness of war—Iraq has weighed on many of our

minds. Throughout a history of wars it is more than likely that the flaw

lies within us; not only those who start the wars but those who idly stand

by are responsible. Shelley offers a very obvious yet difficult solution: we

need to seek inspiration in order to spark changes around us; and

although this may not mean to end war forever, it will result in strength

to speak out in our own ways. This vision is valuable in current times as

a reminder that we can find in ourselves a force that will contribute to

positive change in the world that surrounds us. �
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Nanci Mendez | A Subjective Truth

Samuel Beckett’s “Endgame” reveals to its audience,
through fragmented and almost nonsensical dialect, a postmodern

truth: the human condition is a play within a play, in which all the char-

acters present the absurdity of life; the play results in a collage of repeat-

ed phrases and ritualistic, meaningless behavior that exposes the audi-

ence to an uncanny visualization of the postmodern disillusionment

with a substance-less life. The characters Hamm and Clov embody the

universal concept of co-dependence, revealing the individual’s need to

qualify existence by feeling useful in habitual tasks. Hamm is master of

his domain yet remains alienated; he is unaware of true emotion and is

only useful in ordering his pet and companion, Clov. Hamm’s parents,

Nagg and Nell, are isolated, at least more physically restrained than the

others and lead partial lives, constrained by ashbins from which they

only peak out of. Clov is servant, pet, son, and companion; he is the only

character able to move freely, yet he is restricted by his emotional

dependence on Hamm. This postmodern play reveals within its satirical

and “grotesque” world that the meaning, the purpose of life, is not a con-

stant truth, but it is framed by an individual’s dedication toward a sub-
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jective concept. Here, all the characters are going through the motions of

life but lack meaning, purpose. The characters are aware that their lives

are only show, they are aware and even apathetic to the “play within the

play,” and in the comfort of their fragmentation, discontinuity and insta-

bility, they go on with the show. 

The scene opens with Clov setting up and opening the curtain to his

own play. The ashbins, the armchair and even Hamm are covered waiting

for their curtains to be drawn. After uncovering the ashbins, drawing the

curtains and revealing Hamm, he “turns toward [the] auditorium”

(2395). The play begins, yet Clov is already tired, obsessively chanting

“finished, it’s finished, nearly finished” (2395). This reveals the habitual

cycle of their lives; although we have just been exposed to the scene,

Clov’s muttering reveals that this setting-up has been happening contin-

uously—never finishing—it’s just a cycle of monotonous activity. This

ritual is now completely void of expectancy, there is even numbness to it

as Clov wails, “I can’t be punished anymore” (2395). His repeated pain

has become obsolete. Hamm wakes, his first words are “Me—[He

yawns.]—to play” (2395). Throughout, references to “the dialogue”

(2314) reveal mechanical interaction; their communication is limited to

“lines”—memorized clusters of words. The references to “the play”

become more apparent close to the ending, Clov pleads, “Let’s stop play-

ing” (2418); the reader is stuck by his exhaustion. It’s as if he can no

longer hold on, yet sadly we know that soon he will end where he began,

asking, “finished, is it finished?”. Hamm even warms up for his soliloquy,

angrily shouting at Clov for ruining his “aside” (2418).

Despite the inactivity of their “play,” it is all held together, not by a

plot but by co-dependence. They only exist in that they may justify their

existence in the other. Hamm asks Clov, “Why do you stay with me?” and

Clov responds, “ why do you keep me?”(2396). This is the essence of co-

dependency; in other words, Clov stays because Hamm “keeps [him]”

and Hamm keeps Clov because Clov stays, and so on. This is the super-

ficial attempt to fill the void of meaninglessness with just company.

Hamm knows that Clov wants to leave and no longer loves him, yet what

matters most is they both resign to the idea that “There’s no one else” and

“There’s nowhere else” (2396). This dependence causes each character to

remain in an existential limbo; neither is fulfilling what little they have
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left of will. Hamm wants his “pain-killer,” the ultimate pain killer is

death. It would mean freedom for Hamm to die, yet he can not do it

himself. He wants Clov to do it. Clov wants to leave, constantly asking

himself, “What is there to keep me here?” (2413). Hamm responds, “The

dialogue.” Hamm is aware that they depend on each other for the dialec-

tic, and that they exist only for the play of words—there is no plot to

their lives, no movement, just words—empty as they may be. 

Beckett reveals the absurdity of life and how trivial our actions may

be. Yet the ultimate belief that it will all fall apart if we do not play our

role is the underlying comic relief. Beckett reveals that individual truths

are only illusions maintained by the individual’s need for purpose. The

individual’s need to be needed is why Clov wants to believe that “[he

has] things to do” and that he is somehow “putting things in order.” This

is the ultimate farce. The postmodern concern with purpose, or lack

there of, sprouts from the essential need for qualification. Beckett

reveals the void that is habitual and empty behavior, yet all is not lost.

As the curtain descends on the lonely, possibly dead Hamm and absent

Clov, the audience is left with a choice of endings. Either both achieved

what they truly wanted—freedom—or they will wake to the same room

with Clov pleading, “finished, it’s finished, nearly finished” and the

“farce” will go on. �
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Nancy Perez | To Help Find his Way 

After many years of being away, Toto returns to his
home town to bid his last goodbyes to his old friend, Alfredo. He

begins to walk around the town square, looking around, and then he

fixes his eyes on the old Cinema Paradiso where he grew into a young

man, and just pauses for a moment. An old, homeless man walks by say-

ing, “The square is mine, mine!” Toto looks at him and smiles: he

remembers this man from when Toto was a young boy, when the old

man would always say the same thing: “The square is mine.”  Toto takes

joy in seeing this, as if he begins to recognize something that was lost

within himself—he looks at the old faces, the old town; his old memories

return and they make him feel as if he’s found himself again. In Giuseppe

Tornatore’s “Cinema Paradiso,” we are reminded that, yes, progress is

good, but you cannot know where you’re going if you do not know where

you came from; our past is what makes us who we are today, and Toto

finds, at the end, that he can never fully escape his own past. By telling

the story from Toto’s point of view through the use of flashback, dramat-

ic monologue, metaphors that suggest progress and a connectedness to

the past, and mise-en-scenes in which motion serves as the “dominant

contrast,” Tornatore lets us know that though time moves forward we

need to find the unbreakable connection to our past which gives us pas-

sion, without which we are lost, empty and lonely. 

In his film, Tornatore is saying that no matter how much we try, and

despite the progression in time, we can never get rid of our past. As the

film opens, we see an older man with grey hair driving through a street at

night and alone. When he arrives at his house, he lies in bed beside a

woman who tells him his mother called from Sicily and left a message. She,

then, tells him that his mother told her that whenever she wants to see him,

she is the one who has to make the trip to Rome, where he currently lives.

To this remark, he leans back and becomes annoyed, evasive, and simply

asks, “She called just to say that?” From the man’s gaze and expression, it

seems that he doesn’t like the idea of getting a phone call from back home;

it seems he’d much rather try to forget about anything that reminds him

of where he comes from, forget or rid himself of his old memories. But

when the lights go out and his insensitive bed partner goes back to sleep,
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the man stays awake, and it becomes evident that there is something that

still lingers, that still hurts. There is something which makes him try to

shut out his memory, and this becomes a constant struggle for him, for

even the mere phone call of his mother already brings back notions of that

other world in a small town in Sicily he left behind. 

We must also ask if trying to rid himself from his past and living

strictly in the present really makes the old man, Toto, happy. Yes, Toto

lives in a nice home with a fancy dining table, a chandelier hanging from

the kitchen ceiling, a bed partner, a promising career as a filmmaker.  But

something about his vacant gaze, his stout posture, makes us think he is

a man who tries to hide that something is missing from his life. And

through his present state, his staring out a window at night, we are made

to wonder if one could really let go of everything that we’ve lived, and if

yes, does one feel empty or like a blank piece of paper when one does so.  

It is very effective to let Toto tell the story because Toto personifies the

abstract idea of progress, of someone who left the poor and provincial cir-

cumstances of a past life and yet returns to it, which carries out the idea

of the co-existence of the past with the present. Toto was born and raised

in a small town called Giancaldo. He lived in a town in which a kiss in a

movie was considered too much and kissing scenes, therefore, were

banned and censored by the conservative town’s priest.  In Toto’s day, a

school’s methods for teaching consisted of getting your head banged into

a chalk board if you didn’t know what five times five was.  When Toto

decides to leave, he gets out of the small town and becomes a noted film-

maker. It’s good for him to retell the story because he gets out of that town

that seemed stale.  He becomes something greater than a mere projection-

ist, he moves beyond the small town; he personifies the idea of what it is

to move on. So, since Toto gets out of the small town and thereby symbol-

izing modernization, he needs to tell his own account of the story so we

can understand that a little bit of the past lingers on with the present

despite changing fashions and life styles.  Toto needs to tell the story

because he is the one who mingles the old world with the new through his

memories, and characters like his elderly mother or even his intimate

friend and mentor, Alfredo, cannot tell it because they are products of a

passing time, characters that remain in that past generation with their old

customs: they never get out of the small town. 
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The strategic use of flashback also adds to the notion of Toto carrying

his past with him. When Toto is lying in bed at night, there is a sound of

bells coming from a metallic object that hangs from the porch ceiling

outside. After he takes in this sound, he drifts back into his old memories

of when he was an altar boy, sleeping through the mass ceremonies.

From there on, the story is told through his memories. The flashbacks

portray Toto’s life back then to contrast how it is now; they remind us

that Toto is telling the story from a distance and place the past with the

present side by side, a technique which dramatizes the fact that his mem-

ories have not completely died even though Toto is now far away. 

Another beautiful component of the film is Alfredo’s dramatic mono-

logues, which work thematically and illustrate that this is a film about

finding one’s self again. After young Toto finishes his military service of

a few years, Toto returns to his town distraught, not recognizing any-

thing in the town, feeling alienated and saddened by the separation from

his girlfriend. But, then, Toto and Alfredo decide to take a walk to the sea;

they sit and talk beside the blue ocean. Alfredo tells young Toto that liv-

ing in the same little town for so long makes you narrow-minded, as if

the town were the center of everything and that nothing will change, but

“then you leave for a year or two. When you come back, everything’s

changed.  The thread’s broken. What you came to find isn’t there.  What

was yours is gone. You have to go away for a long time…many years…

before you can come back and find your people. The land where you

were born.”  Indeed, this is what happens in the film: Toto is happy at the

beginning, with a girlfriend, his job as projectionist, his friends, then he

leaves for a few years, comes back: everything seems unrecognizable to

him with no girlfriend.  Finally, toward the end Toto comes back after

many years and is overwhelmed with memories as if he is now able to

reconcile with his old demon, his past. Alfredo’s lines are prophetic; he is

wise when he says this; for Toto’s journey, it means that it is only after

being away for so long that he begins to appreciate and look at those

things which he left more sensitively. Indeed, it is only after being away

for so many years that Toto gets a sense of completion when he returns;

perhaps, this is so because by leaving and starting over in another place

he grew out of that immature adolescent he used to be. So that in seeing

again the familiar places and objects that symbolize who he used to be,
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as when he enters his old room with the familiar pictures and film

posters, he realizes his memories have become more potent and much

needed after the distance of a lot of years.  

Tornatore effectively utilizes cinematic metaphors to suggest change,

progression of time, the future and its link to the past. As Toto grows

older and takes over the projection booth after Alfredo’s accident when a

reel of film catching on fire leaves him blind, new inventions and cus-

toms come to the cinema where Toto has taken over his mentor’s job: the

invention of a film that doesn’t catch fire, the screening of films in which

men and women kiss (which were not allowed when Toto was a boy) and

the upgrading of the camera projector. All of these juxtaposed images

(though not in this order) symbolize the passing of time; the film indus-

try is expanding, we don’t even see the old priest with his bell inside the

theater anymore, since he will not watch what he calls “pornography.” All

the new film innovations, the screenings of certain films at the paradiso

suggest the ingenuity that’s taking place because of the changing times.  

But the most remarkable metaphor in the film comes in a scene with

Toto’s mother, which symbolizes Toto’s connection and reconciliation
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with his past. After Alfredo dies, Toto’s mother phones him to let him

know. The lady is now old, filled with wrinkles and sits on a small brown

sofa, sewing and expecting Toto’s visit. When a bell rings, she gets up

with her bundle of yarn and says, “I know it. It’s Toto.” She walks away

taking her bundle of yarn with her, the main ball of thread stays behind,

sitting on her sofa. We see a line of yarn extending as she walks out of the

house and onto the front yard. The frame moves to a window through

which we can see Toto and his mother embracing, Toto’s mother still

hanging onto the thread, unbroken and extended. This is a beautiful

image; it makes Alfredo’s previous speech about “the thread” being bro-

ken, resonate: in this scene, the thread is unbroken and it’s expanding,

connecting Toto back to his old house as he connects with his mother for

an embrace; that thread is linking Toto back to his old life. 

The mise-en-scenes portray the distinction between the then and now

through motion. At the beginning of the film, life in the town seems

more rural with men riding bicycles to their destinations, ladies walking

through town to get water and chores done, even people bathing in water

fountains. But then, when Toto returns after many years to the broken 

down cinema, he looks out the window; 

the camera zooms in slowly at the 

road outside: here, we see streets 

cluttered with vehicles and honking 

trucks and busses. This is all motion 

going on in two separate mise-en-

scenes, used for contrast to reveal 

the dramatic changes the little town 

has gone through. In these mise-en-

scenes the focus is on the motion 

going on, symbolizing the town 

moving from provincial to 

modern. 

The film ends with a beautiful 

scene that is also worth a closer look. 

At the end, we see Toto as a grown man, watching an old film by him-

self in a dark auditorium. As the film is playing, we learn that the mon-

tage is a sequence of spliced scenes that were edited out from those
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films in which men and women kissed. Toto watches and smiles; he

knows where these cut-outs come from: they are the censored pieces of

films played in his day, which he wanted to keep as a little boy, but

which Alfredo kept for him. Alfredo had told little Toto that the cut-

outs were his but that he would keep them for him; Toto never got

them until now. Perhaps, Alfredo wanted to remind Toto of the passion

he once had, perhaps wanted to say that before you can find something

you must lose it; before you become wise, you must be ignorant.

Perhaps, Alfredo wanted to keep the films for when Toto really needed

them to help find his way. �
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Alonso Quintero | The Execution of an Hour

Let’s imagine waking up each morning to a life we do
not wish to lead, opening our eyes to see the same redundant indi-

viduals and to do the same dreary routine. It would all just feel like a life

being wasted away because everything would seem meaningless. How far

would we have to let this charade go on? Under what conditions must we

realize that the life we have can be changed only by our choices? We nat-

urally hold the right to govern ourselves, so if we are not happy with what

we got, then we should go after what makes us happy. We begin to fanta-

size about a life that seems too distant but can be reached. We begin to

visualize a life filled with ease and happiness, and as we think more about

it the more we want it. We decide to go after that dream, but as we do we

begin to understand the complexity it takes to bring that dream to life. No

matter how motivated we are there will always be a demanding backdrop

between the vision and its execution. We try to escape the life that we do

not want, but we realize that that is an impossible idea because our history

will always be trailing along. History will cling to us as we move along try-

ing to escape the landscape that makes our life so difficult to bear. We will

always have our thoughts and dreams to ease our trivial existence, and

perhaps with self-meditation and self-discovery we will someday find the

peace and happiness we are all desperately searching for.

In the film, “The Hours,” director Stephen Daldry has the challenging

task of envisioning and executing Virginia Woolf ’s classic 1925 novel Mrs.

Dalloway. In his film we see three different women living in three differ-

ent times and places, all of them connected by one book. As the film

opens Daldry bonds the three women by using stylized synchronistic

editing, which helps enforce the parallelism of their diverse lives: first

with Virginia Woolf, who lives in the quiet suburbs of London in the

early 1920’s; throughout the film we follow her moods and listen to her

voiceover as she pens passages to her novel, Mrs. Dalloway; then we see

Laura Brown reading and bonding with the novel’s character, Mrs.

Dalloway, in post-World War II Los Angeles; lastly, we watch Clarissa

Vaughan prepare for a party in 2001 New York, replicating the unexam-

ined lifestyle of Mrs. Dalloway. The film goes on to portray the three

women planning their day and hours while their stories interlace to a life
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changing moment. Daldry creates a faithful adaptation of Virginia

Woolf ’s novel by capturing the dark poetic tone, artistic imagery, and

theme of despair, madness, and death. He also manages to envision the

story in its simplest form and is able to execute it brilliantly into a film

that a contemporary audience can relate to and easily understand. 

Stephen Daldry is able to create a dark lyrical tone to the film as

Virginia Woolf does in her novel. The novel has an elegant way of flow-

ing with profound moments. Daldry captures that by also having a lyri-

cal graceful flow to it. The film is filled with feelings and moving

moments expressed in insightful conversations between the characters.

Virginia Woolf , played by Academy Award Winner Nicole Kidman,

resembles the dark perplexed character Septimus in Mrs. Dalloway. In

one scene Virginia Woolf storms out of her Richmond home in a desper-

ate desire to catch a train to London. Her overprotective husband,

Leonard Woolf, chases after her hoping that she isn’t going through

another of her mental breakdowns in which she attempts to commit sui-

cide. Leonard Woolf manages to catch up to her at the Richmond Train

Station and confronts her on why she ran out on him with no explana-

tion; he unsuccessfully attempts to reason with her as to why she should

come back to their suburban home and live a quiet and peaceful life.

Virginia Woolf lashes back, “I have endured this custody, I have endured

this imprisonment. I am attended by doctors. Everywhere I am attended

by doctors who inform me of my own interest.” Virginia Woolf is reveal-

ing her dark thoughts that control her mind as she suffocates in this

sedated life Leonard has established for her nerves. But no one can help

her, not even doctors. Screenwriter David Hare manages to capture the

dark poetic tone of Mrs. Dalloway, condense the ideas into a few sen-

tences and still have a meaningful impact. 

David Hare also captures this somber tone in Richard, played by Ed

Harris, a sad poet who is dying of AIDS. Richard also seems to hold a

fragment of Septimus’ gloomy characteristics. As the ex-lover of Clarissa

Vaughan, he represents the friend she can’t get out of her life. Like the

character of Virginia Woolf, Richard also suffers from mental episodes.

In a poignant scene, Clarissa goes up to Richard’s apartment to pick him

up for the party. Richard has been thinking deeply on how his life is com-

ing to an end, and he wonders if he can endure another hour with a dis-
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ease that is taking over his body. Clarissa walks in and finds the place a

mess while Richard is going crazy talking about how he needs light and

fresh air. Clarissa knows that Richard doesn’t want to attend the party, so

she tells him that they don’t have to go, but Richard insists that is not his

point. He explains how he can not live the way he is, “…I have to face the

hours, don’t I? The hours after the party. And the hours after that…I’ve

stayed alive for you…But now you have to let me go.” After confronting

Clarissa with that prospect, he plunges down the window to his death.

The same despairing event occurs in the novel when Septimus refuses to

be taken by doctors and plunges out the window to his death. The haunt-

ing tone is faithful to Virginia Woolf ’s novel, even with the characters,

time, and locations altered. Stephen Daldry manages to focus on the

actors’ craft of delivering simple lines to form a nostalgic tone of time

wasting away, life slipping away, and the hours counting down. 

Daldry is capable of executing the artistic imagery of the book onto

the big screen by the use of close-ups, high and low angle camera views.

Mrs. Dalloway is a novel that contains delicate words which create images

in the readers’ minds. Daldry manipulates the camera shots, angles, and

lighting to create the same effect. He focuses on capturing the sense of

despair by using close-ups to show the expression on an actors’ faces. A

tender close-up is one with Richard in his apartment sitting beside a

table strewn with pills; he is holding a picture of his mother: as the cam-

era zooms in on his face and slowly pulls away, a tear runs down his

worn-out sunken cheeks, and his bright blue eyes are lost in memory.

Similarly, Virginia lies underneath an enormous tree besides a burial

ground for a dying bird. The scene connects Virginia to nature, this lush

world coming to an end. In the scene Virginia seems to be deeply inter-

ested in the moment of the bird’s death. She lies next to the bed of col-

orful roses in which the bird lies; as she gazes deeply into the eyes of the

bird, we get a close-up of her face, which is now a death mask. The bird

lies with a spark of light from the sun in its dead pupils, then the light

begins to fade, the bird’s life is slowly vanishing away.

Daldry also uses high angle shots, which help illustrate the mental

state of a character. In Laura Brown’s case we see the image of someone

desperately trying to be perfect. Laura has everything a woman in her

time could ever want, yet she is not satisfied. One of Laura Brown’s
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scenes she is in a hotel room trying to commit suicide. She has a thought

of killing herself, but will she be able to execute that idea? The scene is

shot from a high angle bird’s eye view of the room as Laura lies medita-

tively on the bed with her eyes closed. Suddenly, we see water gushing out

from under the bed. The water continues to rise as Laura is thinking; as

it begins to engulf her, she wakes up from her thoughts and realizes that

she can’t give her life away. The high angle gives the viewer a sense of

Laura’s desperation: four corners, four walls, no possible way to escape

but through suicide. In Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf uses long paragraphs to

illustrate the meaning of a scene to get her point across while Daldry

only has to use a few simple well-defined images. 

The theme of despair, madness and death dominates in both film and

novel. Throughout the film we witness characters undergoing hard situ-

ations that take them into their darkest moments, and they struggle to

surpass them by any means possible. In all three stories we encounter a

woman who has to make a choice that will highly impact her life and

those around her. This theme is best summarized by Virginia Woolf

when she confronts her husband in the train station, “This is my right.
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This is the right of every human being. I chose not the suffocating anes-

thetic of the suburbs, but the violent jolt of the capital. That is my choice.

The meanest patient, yes even the lowest, is allowed some say in the mat-

ter of her own prescription. Thereby she defines her humanity.” Here

Virginia Woolf illustrates how important it is for a human being to have

control of her own life. Choices should be made by the individual; that

is a right, a true power, the liberty to lead the life she feels she can lead

and be happy with. The film’s theme may be dark and depressing, but it

does give contemporary viewers an insight into how important each life

is. The message transcends class, race, and gender just as the film tran-

scends location and time. 

Stephen Daldry captures the essential message of Virginia Woolf ’s

novel, the message that as human beings we should not let our history

hold us down when we try to find the happiness we search for by looking

at life and recognizing it for what it is, accepting it, and then putting it all

away. Daldry presents the characters and their situations in a refreshing

manner and still creates the same atmosphere as in the novel. Finally, the

film is paradoxically a celebration of life; as Virginia Woolf says towards

the end of the film, “Someone has to die in order that the rest of us

should value life more.” In the film that someone is Virginia Woolf while

her novel’s character, Mrs. Dalloway, lives. The characters begin to value

what defines them, the choices they have made; they are confronted with

situations which force them to examine the way they spend their hours.

We see them making choices and confronting the difficulty of executing

their ideal self. It is very easy to imagine a life filled with simple happi-

ness, but it is difficult to undertake the creation of that image, which may

result in tragic events. �
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Danny Rivas | A Time of Adolescence 
and Adulthood

Iremember the times when my parents drove me crazy. 
As a young teenager, I was never allowed to leave the house and go

places on my own or with my friends if they hadn’t met them. They

always thought I would get myself into trouble with the police, when I

actually felt that my home was like a jail for me. I soon felt isolated from

the world outside as if I hadn’t lived it. Sooner or later, I began to rebel

against my parents while I had the mentality of “I can’t wait to move out

of here.”

I always thought I was the only one who lived that teenage life. I never

understood why my parents were so hard on me. Did they have a bad past

life? Were they raised by strict parents themselves? Then I read Gail

Sheehy’s essay, “Predictable Crises of Adulthood,” about the steps of devel-

opment each person takes from one stage to another in human growth. By

outlining the “developmental ladder” of the six stages, she presents us with

a better understanding of what we will face in each stage of the ladder.

Before eighteen years old, our motto is “I have to get away from my par-

ents.” Usually, during our teenage years, we do not like to be told what to

do. We often like to think that we know what we’re doing just so we won’t

be told what to do. After eighteen years old, we begin the “Pulling Up

Roots” stage. We often say, “I know exactly what I want,” just so our parents

will let us live our own life on our own. In reality, we can’t take care of our-

selves. We haven’t yet learned how to survive in the real world. Therefore,

we often move back in with our parents until we are fully ready.

I agree one-hundred percent with Sheehy’s description of the “Pulling

Up Roots” stage. In my case, I wanted to move out as soon as I turned

eighteen years old to escape from my parents’ strict rules and live my life

in freedom. My girlfriend, Liliana, and I were going to move out and live

together in the summer. After we came up with the average price for

renting an apartment in southern California, she felt she wouldn’t be

able to pay it all on her own. I, on the other hand, wouldn’t want to work

full time and stop attending college. It would take me longer to graduate

and achieve my goal of becoming a psychologist. It turned out that I am

going to finish with school and possibly work half time, depending on
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the situation that I’ll be in. My girlfriend and I agreed that we will wait a

couple of years until we are fully ready to live our lives together in the

real world. As of now, I have remained in my grandmother’s household

since she is more lenient when it comes to staying up and/or coming

home late. I realize that I still have a life ahead of me that will quite pos-

sibly change as I move on into my twenties.  

During our twenties, we question how to deal with life in the adult

world. We now begin “The Trying Twenties” stage. We begin to act our

age by how society defines it. At this point in time, we should be married

and settled down. People in their twenties feel that they should be very

careful with their decisions because they believe that changes can’t be

made. However, it is not true. Change is possible but unfortunately some

decisions are impossible to change. There are two types of people in their

twenties, one who is ready for commitments and the other who explores

and experiments. We commonly believe that the path we have chosen is

the right one, ignoring the other.

I believe that Sheehy makes a convincing case because my uncle relates

to her description of “The Trying Twenties” stage as I’ve observed his life

in his twenties. In his mid-twenties, he married his wife, Lisa, because

they were both in love with each other and wanted to continue their lives

together. A few years later, she gave birth to their first child, my cousin

Veronica, proving they’re ready to live their lives together. After five years

of marriage, they were having problems with money and each other that

eventually led to their split up. Unfortunately, things are likely to change

in the future as much as we don‘t want them to, that‘s just the way life is.

As much as he doesn’t want anything to do with Lisa anymore, he is stuck

by paying child support for Veronica. I can see other factors that con-

tributed to their split-up as they moved on into their thirties. 

Men and women in their thirties feel very narrow and restricted. They

now begin the “Catch-30” stage. They blame all sorts of things, mainly the

choices they made in their twenties. Usually, the choices differ greatly in

our thirties than twenties. Sometimes the person may feel that he or she is

missing something in their life which leads to new choices and commit-

ments. However, it involves great change, turmoil, and often crisis. “One

common response is the tearing up of life we spent most of our twenties

putting together” (208). The single person feels the pressure to seek a part-
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ner, the housewife wants to explore the outside world, the childless consid-

ers having children, and/or anyone who is married wants to separate.

My mom’s friend, Carmen, and her ex-husband, James, are the perfect

example of the “Catch-30” stage. Carmen was like any other young

woman in her early twenties who already wanted to settle down, get mar-

ried, and start a family. James, on the other hand, was in his late twenties

who was on the same page as Carmen. They dated for a while, and a few

years later they got married while Carmen was still in her early twenties.

After more than ten years of marriage, she began to realize that she want-

ed to be free again and date other guys. Of course, James wasn’t too fond

of her decision. It eventually led up to their divorce having two daughters

and a son together. Our choice(s) change again back to our previous

decision as we move on to the next stage. 

Life becomes more rational and orderly in the early thirties. We now

begin the “Rooting and Extending” stage. We begin to settle down at this

point in time. People have careers and are financially stable. Satisfaction

with marriage generally goes downhill in the thirties due to a lack of

social life outside the family by focusing more on children. 

My mom and father’s relationship reminds me of the “Rooting and

Extending” stage. They have been married close to about ten years and

they have settled down. Although my mom hasn’t quite yet achieved her

career, she and my dad are financially stable. Their satisfaction with mar-

riage is average due to the fact that all of their friends are doing their own

thing since most of them are also married. The “Rooting and Extending”

stage, then, leads to the next stage of our lives.

In the middle of our thirties, we have reached the halfway mark. We

now begin “The Deadline Decade” stage. We tend to squeeze a great

number of things in between which can be stressful. This is the stage

when we feel the loss of youth, the physical power we have taken for

granted, the purpose of stereotyped roles by which we identified our-

selves, and the spiritual dilemma of having no absolute answers. It is a

time of both danger and opportunity. We can all rework our identity and

make the most of our opportunity to have a “full-out authenticity crisis”

(210) as Sheehy states. To come through this crisis, we must reexamine

our purposes and reevaluate how to spend our resources. We can’t take

everything we have into the bridge to the second part of life. Along the
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way, we discover that we are alone. We must learn to give ourselves per-

mission rather than asking for permission because we are the providers

of our own safety. Our true identity is what we are going to display in the

sense that we are no longer being something we’re not to please others.

It is a renewal of our identity.

The situation my uncle is in right now is the perfect example of the

“Deadline Decade” stage. Although he is turning thirty-eight years old

next month, he feels the need to squeeze everything in between his thir-

ties before he turns forty. It’s been quite stressful for him as he realizes

that he no longer has his youth and everything that revolves around it.

He has to take better care of himself because his life is more fragile as he

ages. This stage leads to the final stage of our life as we continue on in

our forties and after. 

Somewhere in our mid-forties, our equilibrium is regained. We now

begin the “Renewal or Resignation” stage. A new stability is achieved

which may have a positive or negative effect on us. If we skip “The

Deadline Decade” stage, we may feel the need to give up. At this stage, we

feel abandoned by our family as we all grow older. The crisis usually

begins at age fifty. However, if we have confronted ourselves in the mid-

dle passage, these may well be the best years of our lifetime. We gain per-

sonal happiness as we forgive our parents for the burdens of our child-

hood as our children can let go to be on their own, and we no longer feel

bothered by our children leaving the nest. At age fifty, our friends

become more important than ever to us, but so does our privacy. 

At this point in time, we no longer take shit from anyone.

My dad fits in perfectly with the “Renewal or Resignation” stage. He is

almost turning fifty years old and he’s already shown early signs of this

stage. He feels abandoned by my mom and me because we are all doing

our own thing. His childhood life was a tough one, having to deal with

his father’s death in his thirties, his mother’s sickness throughout her

whole life, and having to take the full responsibility of his mother, sister,

and two brothers. His parents were blamed for all his misfortunes, but he

forgave them a year ago. I’ve noticed that he has a lot of friends now.

Everywhere he goes, he makes friends with people. I always see him talk-

ing to people he doesn’t even know at a store or at the gym. He already

has the mentality of “I’m not taking shit from no one anymore.” I sup-
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port him one-hundred percent because he’s suffered greatly in his life, so

it’s time to relax and enjoy the rest of his life while he is still able. That‘s

why everyone should live their life everyday as if it were their last because

death can occur anywhere at anytime.  

Though it’s impossible, given my age, to relate to the last five stages, I

have gained a better understanding of what is in store for me as I move

from one stage to another up the “developmental ladder.”

Works Cited

Sheehy, Gail, “Predictable Crises of Adulthood.” Rites of Passage. Eds. Catherine 

Fraga and Judie Rae. Boston: Thomson, Heinle, 2002. 205-12.

M i l e s t o n e :  The Voices of East Los                                                                   194



Pa r t  I V :

L i v e  R e a d i n g /

C u l t u r a l  

E v e n t  R e p o r t

�

For many students, attending a live reading or cultural event may be an

unfamiliar experience they will want to repeat. By fulfilling this class

requirement and writing a report without a set of guidelines as in an essay

or research paper, they tend to be more open and reflective, less self-con-

scious, than writing graded papers. Many acknowledge moments of inspi-

ration while in the presence of writers reading their own work or observing

works of art or art forms that mirror back something in themselves.
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Christine Appel | Word Painters

F or this report I decided to go to a poetry reading in
Pasadena. The event was called Word Painters: A Poetry Reading

About Art, which was being held in an art gallery. I had never attended a

poetry reading before so my imagination was running wild with images

of what I would see. Would there be beret wearing, goatee sporting men

and all natural dreadlocked women? Imagine my surprise when I arrived

at the art gallery and saw that most people were middle aged and nicely

dressed. It was wonderfully normal. I have to say that I do have prejudices

against “artistic” people. My own mother was a failed art major and she

was the most unstable person I have ever encountered in my entire life. (If

anyone asks me if I paint I cringe inside. Yes, I’ve painted thousands of

pictures, written hundreds of poems and even had an idea for a novel all

in my mind. I try to keep a tight rein on that part of me. I don’t want it to

ruin and or consume my life. Perhaps it is fear that holds me back.) 

The art gallery was very white, bright and smelled like a hospital

which is not bad. There were chairs set up in an open area for the poetry

reading. Since I was a few minutes early I took the opportunity to view

the art hanging on the walls. Most pieces were bright abstract oil paint-

ings. Nice but nothing really spoke to me. I noticed that every twenty

minutes or so a low grade rumbling would go through the building. I am

not sure if it was a truck going down the street or a metrolink train going

by somewhere. The first time it happened I thought there was an earth-

quake. Luckily for me I am not afraid of earthquakes or I may have made

a spectacle of myself as I tried to squeeze under a folding chair for cover.

The three poets that were reading their work were women. The first

woman was Judith Terzi. I related to her personally since she mentioned

that she was Russian, or part Russian. I am also part Russian. My mom’s

side of the family is Russian. Judith had a picture that she drew of her

mother, which reminded me of my great grandmother. I enjoyed the

poem about her mother; she also did a poem in columns. It could be

read down or across. I thought that was interesting and it got me to

thinking about writing a poem about a cat shaped like a cat. It took a few
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poems for me to get used to the animated way poetry is read. I know it

adds personality and feeling but I am not used to that. I also found it odd

that we did not clap between poems. I found the silence uncomfortable.

The next poet was Beth Paulson. She was not as animated as the first

lady. I thought her poems were nice but I couldn’t really find anything

that I personally related to. It is also harder for me to just concentrate

and listen. I like to be able to read along. I think I may have gotten more

out of her poems if I could have read along. 

The last poet was Carol Lem. I felt very comfortable while she was

reading her poetry since I know her from school. I like listening to her

read because I feel that she does a good job. I wish she were able to stop

and explain like when we are in class reading T.S. Eliot. I think that is

what is hard about poetry. There could be several meanings. I would like

it if the readers could have gone line by line and explained the poem and

what they were feeling. I guess that would ruin the cadence of the poem.

I liked the poem she read about the plum tree and going to see if it was

still there. I am like that. It made me very sad to think about the things

that I have tried to go back and see. Some things remain and some have

gone (is that a song?). I feel sad when I think about past friends from

high school. I know very well that we have changed and probably would

not be friends but I hate letting go. I drive by a house in Downey that I

lived in 32 years ago. I think of my father, who died when I was nine. He

built the wooden fence to the back yard of the house and it is still there.

I guess those are poems waiting to come out.

I really enjoyed myself at the reading. I would definitely go to some-

thing like that again. I guess that I should give artists a chance and not

base my feelings on how badly my mother behaved. Well, I guess bad par-

ents give birth to the artists of the world. �
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Ernestine Gallegos | Pigments Mixed with 
Wine and Words

The silence was deep and the words evasive, cascaded 
in a blue, which helped to cast those silver and grey wisps in a halo

of intellect and intrigue. April 9, 2006 at the Fine Artists Factory in

Pasadena I was greeted with a smile and a wave hello and left with a

deeper insight into a woman who I would learn could be found in the

shadow of a plum.

The crowd was large and I was late so I tried to sneak in unnoticed as

though not disrupting a class in session. I was of course caught by a

sweet, welcoming, round rimmed face and a smile that beamed with pas-

sion and love for the written word. I was seated in the back and listened

with illuminated ears as the poetess was on display in a gallery where pig-

ments mixed with wine and words in order to paint verbal pictures of

emotions and moments in time. There were two other poets that herald-

ed the approach of the mystic that I came to hear, one accompanied by

beautiful melodies played on a native flute; and the other, I must admit,

to walking in half way through.

As for Ms. Lem, Ms. Carol Lem, Carol Lem—What to call her here, no

longer standing in front of the dry erase board filled with whimsical

insights and journal questions? When I heard chuckles in response to her

introductory comments all pomp of the professor/poet professing and

the instructor instructing seemed to melt away. Ms. Professor Carol Lem

spoke of teaching at East Los Angeles College. Hi, I’m Carol, she said to

the crowd with a smile, a giggle and a sigh, yet immediately I was

bewitched by the ideology and insight that she had to share. No longer

was Ms. Lem a two dimensional figure standing in front of the class help-

ing me to better understand both World and English Literature; now she

was the poetess reciting the rhythms of her muses. We often don’t take

the time to appreciate those that spend their lives trying to give us the gift

of knowledge and understanding; we have a tendency to believe that it’s

just a job, perhaps something to pay the bills, and then you meet a pro-

fessor who doesn’t just talk but she is.

So as I sat silently flipping through her book, Shadow of the Plum, I

came across “At a Poetry Reading,” and it was those words that said it
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best, “It was not the words so much, / the meaning, but the way she read

them.” So I smiled, closed my eyes and listened to what she had to say.

She also commented on “Upside Down Drawing,” her passion and desire

to paint; but it was when she concluded with the “Plum Tree” that my

intrigue began to rise. She spoke of a childhood plum tree that grew in

her yard. With such sweet sentiment she began to recall how that plum

tree seemed to watch silently over the days of her youth, and it wasn’t the

words but the way that she read them that seemed to echo, “I would rest

my head against the trunk / and feel life push up from the roots / to the

open sky.” She also explained how she would visit the tree often and how

one day it was gone, yet it remains in a poem, in a memory, and lingering

in the room that night. So as silence fell and the room erupted into

applause I began to think of what to write for my report on Professor

Lem’s live reading and knew it had to be something about a plum tree. 

My greatest Thanks, not just for the invite to see and hear you read

your own work, but for viewing the passion that sparks the use of such

words so passionately. �
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Ernestine Gallegos | Lords of Creation

As I sit here, the day after viewing the exhibit and scan
the museum guide it hits me that what it has to say seems clinical

and evasive. So it was at that moment that I put the guide down and

searched the annals of sheer emotions the exhibit stirred inside me. I am

of Aztec descent and my family can trace itself back past its American

migration beyond its Spanish conquerors to the time of what we now call

those “Ancient Civilizations.” Although I stand here, amongst these

lands, fifth generation Mexican American, it is that pride, that under-

standing, that veneration of my culture in which I find my greatest

strengths and values. So as I stood at the threshold of the museum ready

to step inside and be reminded of the Mayan people’s greatness I realized

that the person that stood next to me was of Mayan descent (my fiancé

Edwin). I began to realize that this would not just be a museum visit; it

would take on a much deeper meaning than what I had first anticipated.

As Edwin and I walked amongst the exhibit pieces we both seemed to

experience a sense of pride and belief followed gradually by loss and

detachment. My family still lives in Mexico City and Edwin’s family in

Guatemala. When we go to visit they insist that we see the surrounding

temples in order to pay homage to the past by praying and making offer-

ings to not just the old Gods but also those new Gods that have come to

exist in those lands. And each time we visit I am always reminded that

although many of our old ways are gone, our culture still exists and the

voices of our ancestors still dwell inside all of us. We are a people of great

culture and great belief and those seem to be some of the attributes that

still live on in many of us. 

The pieces that spoke to me beyond any other were those made of

obsidian and onyx. They were very small, housed in a single case, and

were in two shapes of various sizes. There were about six in the shape of

snakes, which represented among other things rebirth. There was also

one larger piece in the shape of a man that couldn’t have been more than

five inches in length but it reminded me of things that my great grand-

father used to speak of when I was young. He had many pieces carved

out of obsidian and a lot of jewelry with onyx stones. He would often say

that the Aztecs (his people) believed obsidian and its sister stone onyx to
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be worth more than gold. He spoke of the Spanish with their disease that

only gold could cure, and he would laugh as he held up his obsidian

blades. He was 95 when he passed and he had always believed that he

would meet with his Gods at his end. I believe he is with them now. 

The funerary mask made of jade was also another piece that spoke

volumes about these great people and what they believed. In the muse-

um guide it simply says that, “Death was defined as the expiration of the

breath soul, or life force.” However, the description that was placed upon

the exhibit itself told a more enhanced and beautiful message. The

description pointed out that the white pieces that seem to be escaping

from the masks mouth were the representation of the soul at the

moment that the body expired and the soul set itself free. To me this was

meaningful because it showed the absolute literary and physical differ-

ence between just reading about something and giving yourself the

opportunity to see it in a three dimensional context. 

Although many, many generations later would be viewing this exhibit

with a whole new religious twist on this subject, the opportunity is there

to get a glimpse into the inevitable, that moment when creation mixes

with the unknown and we depart to see what is beyond this physical

realm. This exhibit helps to remind us that we need not go silent into the

abyss. Reading Cantares Mexicanos helped to animate and bring this

exhibit to life for me, that understanding that man lived amongst nature

and did not try to subdue it. In today’s busy world we can’t expect to live

completely by the standards of those that have come before us, but per-

haps we can learn from the culture, traditions and values that they held

most dear in order to seek a more justified, civilized and complete life. 

Thank you for requiring our class to attend a cultural event to write

this report since very soon I will be receiving a copy of the book, Cantares

Mexicanos, due to the overwhelming effect these two stories/songs,

included in our English 206 syllabus, had on me. So, Thank You… �
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Diana Recouvreur | Puente Project Presents

Ihad never been inside the Vincent Price Art Gallery;
though I’ve passed it quite often enough in either a slow meander or

hurried steps to the car or class, respectively. Recalling that second day in

May leaves me feeling a bit like Wordsworth in “Composed A Few Miles

Above Tintern Abbey,” reflecting upon my experience out of the imme-

diacy of the actual moment of occurrence. I remember strolling into the

room five minutes before the reading by Jim Marquez was to commence,

placing my backpack against a wall, and taking the few minutes to

admire the artwork. At the time, I remember being impressed by the

variety of art pieces. Now, “…passing even into my purer mind, / With

tranquil restoration…” (lines 29-30), I can recall two pieces that made

the most powerful impression on me. The first was one I encountered

before the reading, “The Cat” by Rafael Coronel, mostly because of how

dark the painting is. The last painting, for one reason or another, was the

main focal point for me during the poetry reading. It was painted by an

ELAC artist, whose name escapes me, entitled “Protection,” and it still

appears vivid in my mind’s eye. It was hung behind the poet, directly to

the right of where Ms. Lem sat: acrylic on wood panel, divided into

thirds, each very catching in hue. One side is black and impenetrable; the

other side is a leaf, soothing and refreshing; in the middle is a mesh of

colors of flame, chaotic but simultaneously full of life, energetic.

When the signal came for the reading to commence, I hurried to the

reading area and sat at the end of one of the aisles, next to a man that

seemed to be writing his own verse during the event. Jim Marquez has a

friendly face, is jovial in demeanor, and is passionate about his art. The

reading was of three pieces, two short stories and an observation, from

his self-published book entitled East L.A. Collage. All three pieces were

based on experiences that had a particularly powerful effect on him, all

of which the audience seemed to be receptive of because of its familiarity

in plot and colloquial vernacular. The first story, about a girl in a café

who is caught in a bad marriage, evoked personal memories of encoun-

tering battered women, of witnessing my own mother’s relationships.

The second story, more sentimentally charged about watching a neigh-

borhood thrift-store burn down, reminded me of losing my own neigh-
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borhood Vons; of losing late night shopping trips and the employees

who always remembered my family, of the end to the small-town effect

in a big city. 

The last anecdote Jim Marquez shared, about a roadside memorial,

was the one that was the most powerful for me perhaps because as a poem

Marquez pays homage to that memorial and the one it belongs to as well

as to all roadside memorials and the street corners that claim lives.

Although I do not know of that particular memorial, its memory will

always be with me and the others in the audience. A roadside memorial

will always be more than just another dot on the landscape of my passing

peripheral. It will be more than passing curiosity. It will be a shrine that

conveys the care of someone to erect it, a life precious enough to deserve

fresh memory in candlelight and flowers. The ending of the piece, about

how that particular shrine in Marquez’s story had to have been kept by a

mother, brought tears to my eyes as I thought in trepidation of having to

keep a memorial for my own son (knock on ALL the wood).

After the poetry reading and questions, all filed out of their seats. I

stood, took the opportunity to admire that “Protection” piece, which had

held me so captivated, gathered my things, and filed out of the gallery. I

did take the refreshments offered, but did not stay to mingle and converse

with fellow reading-goers. The experience was a welcome break in my

busy day, a moment to celebrate poetry and art. Life cannot withstand

perpetual robotic motion, cannot thrive in endless routine. Poetry is

motion wrought with pleasant fervor and emotion, ambrosia for the soul.

Thank you, Jim Marquez and “Protection” in acrylic on wood panel. �
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Antonio Salcido | Chicano Poetry Night

M y first experience at a live cultural event was at
the 7th Annual East Los Angeles College Chicano Poetry night

on May 4, 2006. The professor, Guillermo Carreon, started the night off

with words of inspiration by saying, “ Poetry is something from the heart

and soul…It takes courage to recite your thoughts and feelings in front

of a crowd…that makes us all poets tonight.” The inspirational beats of

Congo drums lit up the room and the guitar cried out its very soul with

every pluck of its strings. I never thought that I would see such a burst of

poets join the event. 

There is no grade or standard to which a poem is written; it is what in

essence tells us who we are: our life experiences and where we come

from. Everyone from ex-gang members and students recited their trials

and tribulations and how writing poetry helped them to escape the harsh

realities while in prison, through near-death experiences; it helped them

to speak their minds on current events. In a complete act of sheer pas-

sion for poetry a deaf man touched me the most because he is the pin-

nacle of what passion and desire represent. How can someone write such

inspirational words without being able to recite it? Only his voice is a

white canvas and just about anything he can write on. If anything, I

learned from that poet that it’s never too late to get into something you

feel passionate about and pursue it; it doesn’t have to be poetry, it can be

anything as long as you have a desire to fulfill it. Never let different roads

venture you out of what you truly desire and want to pursue. 

I noticed throughout my life that everything we as individuals do are

often measured by a certain standard set by those who have come before

us. However, I noticed that poetry is a deep journey into the mind of a

poet, very much like voiceover in a film. Everyone’s mind is different and

a poem takes us into a little journey into the mind of what that person has

caged up like a bird waiting to fly out and soar. It can be an outburst or cry,

but once it is released that caged bird can no longer torment you inside. 

I’m not the greatest writer by any means, but when I read my poem,

“The Ghetto Sound,” I felt as though I realized the caged bird I had inside

me for years now. Imagine me speaking in front of a large crowd talking

from the heart and soul, something I could never have imagined at the
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start of this year. For once, I was one with the crowd because it seemed

as though everyone wanted to let something out. Many might not have

recited a poem but the applause was for all us poets on this one night we

needed. I am not saying that one night turns me into a poet, but for that

one night I can say I was a poet. 

I hope that many students and writers try my experience once in their

life; it helped me and my perspective on life—

The Ghetto Sound

The Streets of the World

We can not understand it

We can only live through it

The ghettos cradle to every syndicate

Followed by the association of terror

Even when we are destined to fail

We can choose to overcome and prevail

And the lost souls are but a destined rival

Falling into a cycle of survival

Many fall but few succeed 

Many starve and die of disease 

Silence in the code of the streets

Is like remembering your dream last week

So while many are sound asleep

Another world is lurking the streets

The sounds can only paint a picture

The sirens go tick with my clock

The pain of the streets will never stop 



Robert Watana | The Cycle

There is historically an inevitability of feeling pain in
being a woman in Japanese high society. During the time of the

Heian era and Murasaki Shikibu’s novel, The Tale of Genji, women were

oppressed and left in waiting for the desires of men to fall upon them. In

addition, class boundaries left women feeling inappropriate with their

higher ranked love interests. Through longing and difference of class

boundaries, Rob Marshall’s film, “Memoirs of a Geisha,” draws parallels

with that of The Tale of Genji. Sayuri, the protagonist of the film, is an

underprivileged girl who is sold into a geisha house in pre-World War II

Japan. She struggles to the top, where she attains her goal of becoming a

famous geisha but is unhappy with her success. She realizes that her

intention of becoming a famous geisha is just a means to fulfill her desire

to be with a man with whom she is enamored. Just as in The Tale of Genji,

where women wait and long for their loves to appear, Sayuri finds that

she also falls into the same predicament.

Sayuri is most similar to the character of the Akashi Princess in The

Tale of Genji because they are both of lower social status than their

respective love interests. Sayuri loves a wealthy chairman, while the

Akashi Princess is Genji’s lover. Though the Akashi Princess and Genji

consummate their love, she bemoans the fact that Genji’s background is

much higher in class in comparison to hers. This causes conflict when

she must give up their child to be groomed by Murasaki (referring to

character in the novel, not the author). Ideally, she wants to take care of

her own daughter, but class division forces her to do what is best for her

child in giving her up to Murasaki. However, Sayuri must keep an arm’s

length away from her love because she, as a geisha, is not supposed to

have feelings for her clients. Her profession keeps her away from her

desires because the chairman is of a higher social rank.

In both cases, the women must yearn for their respective love interests

from a distance. It is ultimately societal status that erects a wall between

the women and their true desires to be closer to the men they love. In the

case of Sayuri, the longing reaches fulfillment, but the Akashi Princess

never realizes her dream. Such is the case for people in the present as

class boundaries still develop a certain barrier between relationships,
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