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Editorial Note 
 
The Gift of Friendship 
Gail Willmott 

 
Friendship is absolutely one of the most wonderful gifts that life can give us. Friendships 
come to us as a result of our life circumstances, and they come in a variety of shapes and 
sizes. They are usually based on shared interests and values, and can be founded on 
intellectual compatibility or emotional closeness or both. Sometimes a family member can 
become a really close friend when the relationship goes beyond obligation and evolves 
into a deep, lasting caring and love, as well as, a belief in the value of each for the other. I 
have a sister, Donna, without whose love, care, and encouragement, I would be seriously 
bereft. Five years ago, when I was seriously ill, she traveled from San Francisco to help 
select the right nursing home for me where I would undergo three months of rehabilitation. 
This is only one of the many many times that she has been there for me when I needed 
her. Though we are separated by distance and our life paths have been very different, we 
support and love each other unconditionally no matter the circumstances. I consider 
myself extremely fortunate to have her in my life.     
 
Oftentimes, people come into our lives with a particular functionðperhaps that of a 
teacher, a colleague at work, a pastor, a nurse, or a therapist. Over time, in the course of 
fulfilling whatever purpose brought them to us, a connection is made and something 
deeper develops. We realize that their influence over us is much greater than just the 
original reason that brought us together.  
I have a colleague at work, who has been, for the last seventeen years, the most 
incredibly supportive mentor to me. Her expectations of me have always been high, and 
she has always believed that I am capable of more than I often feel I am. She continues to 
help me stretch and grow in my role as editor-in-chief of Kaleidoscope. She didnôt have to 
do this. There is nothing in the supervisorôs manual that requires her to mentor her 
employees. Nevertheless, her influence on me personally and on my work has been 
strong and valuable.  
 
Some friendships that are very brief, can, in fact, have a direct and enormous impact on 
the direction that our lives take. I worked with a speech therapist for a while in high school 
because I thought I wanted to be a speech therapist myself, and we worked on some 
problems in my speech that would be seen as a hindrance to that goal. Carol, herself, had 
quadriplegia and used a power wheelchair. When I began to apply to nearby colleges, 
without success due to my physical disability, she told me about the accessible campus at 
the University of Illinois and the services they had been providing to people with 
disabilities since 1948. At first I resisted the idea, wondering why I would want to go to 
school with other disabled people. How could such a decision, which would take me far 
away from home, actually be helpful? After a while, as I continued to receive rejections 
from local colleges, always for physical reasons, it seemed that the writing was on the wall 
and that I should apply to The University of Illinois. Ultimately, though in the beginning it 
was a very difficult transition, that decision turned out to be one of the best things I have 
ever done for myselfðtalk about a set of circumstances that required me to stretch myself 
in multiple ways. I finally chose to major in English and the rest is history, all thanks to 
Carol with whom I spent a comparatively brief time. 
 



The most valuable aspect of friendship is that friends can be mutually supportive of one 
another, each helping the other whether in times of sorrow or celebration. Veronica 
became one of my aides about ten years ago, and though she no longer works with me in 
that capacity, we remain friends. I have watched her struggle over the past few years to 
earn an associate degree in the medical field with one setback after another. This year 
she will finally graduate as a surgical technologist. I am so proud and happy for her as she 
accomplishes this goal for which she has worked so long and hard. After so many 
difficulties, we will have reason to celebrate. For her part, Veronica has been a help to me 
in many ways over the years, most especially in one very important way. When my cat, 
Heidi, my companion for fourteen years, needed to be put to sleep, Veronica accepted the 
task of taking her to the vet since I was unable to do so. She stayed with Heidi and held 
her during the process just as I would have done. It was a very difficult thing to do and it is 
a gift I will never be able to repay.  
 
In addition to filling practical everyday needs in our lives, some close friends can help us 
heal emotional wounds and gain confidence in ourselves. Several years ago, at my 
request, I was referred for counseling to someone who also happened to be a minister. As 
a professional, he was very patient, accepting, and never judgmental, taking the time 
necessary to help me work through a childhood trauma which still held power over me 
many years later. His patient assistance was invaluable to me. Later, I decided to join the 
church in which he served and we became very good friends. As a matter of fact, he and 
his children took me to the local humane society where I found Heidi, my long time 
companion. Though he has since moved to a different church in a different state, and we 
have lost touch, he will always hold a special place in my life. I still attend that church and 
have developed several meaningful and supportive relationships with other members. 
 
Today, some of my most important relationships exist with my aides and nurses. They 
perform very specific and necessary tasks, and, fortunately for me, the particular people 
who are working with me now are very conscientious, dependable, and caring individuals. 
I also care for them as individuals, apart from what they do for me, and I occasionally get 
to hear something of their struggles and joys. My relationship with Rita, one of my nurses, 
is very special. A friend of my motherôs first, I am very grateful that Mom brought us 
together. Rita is one of the most loving and compassionate people I have ever met. In 
addition to her excellent nursing care, we have become close friends. Rita and I seem to 
share a similar philosophy and worldview. She is also a deeply spiritual person. One of 
the best gifts she has given me is the opportunity to read and discuss with her a variety of 
booksðfrom novels to spiritual classics and almost everything in between. At present, we 
are working our way through No Man is an Island, by Thomas Merton. These reading 
sessions are a great joy to both of usða mutual gift. If and when a time comes that we 
have to be separated, Ritaôs influence will remain with me for the rest of my life.  
 
As you can see, I have been blessed with many friendships of great value over the 
yearsðpeople who have helped me in uncountable and extremely important ways. I like 
to believe that I have been helpful and supportive of them as well, by listening and being 
present for them even though I have never been able to offer much in the way of physical 
assistance. Prayers can be helpful as well, though you donôt always see or know the 
results.  
 
For me, the most difficult aspect of friendship is the change that must inevitably occurð
the coming and going, the ebb and flow, of these important relationships. Everyone knows 
that life is a series of changesðthat change is inevitable. However, some of us do a better 



job than others accepting and coming to terms with what life gives us.  I donôt cope very 
well with loss, especially the loss of people in my life, be they family or friends, and like 
most people, Iôve had my share of these difficult losses to deal with throughout my life. 
Losing friends whether through death or distance or changes in the paths we travel is very 
hard. As a sophomore in college, I lost a roommate to death while we were living together. 
We had roomed together the previous year as well and I liked Joyce very much. We 
enjoyed each otherôs company and had similar political views. She died in November and 
when I came home for the holidays, I was still very sad and depressed. I will always 
remember what my father said to me at that time. He asked, ñWould you rather not have 
known Joyce?ò In other words, would I have given up the opportunity to know her in order 
to avoid the pain of losing her. Someone once said, ñthe greater the love, the greater the 
pain,ò but would we sacrifice the joy.  
 
Thankfully, the impact or influence of these special people usually remains with us long 
after the separation. Also, a particular phenomenon that I have seen played out many 
times in my own life is that when someone leaves, someone else often comes along to fill 
that empty space, not in the sense of a replacement, but by way of creating an opportunity 
to develop a new friendship based on entirely different needs or interests. I really believe 
that God or the universe puts people in our lives at various times for various reasons. The 
right people seem to be there when we need them and then, after a while, they are gone. 
Life takes them on a different path, and our path, is in some way altered as well.  
 
Sometimes it is human nature to become complacent about significant relationships. One 
of the most important lessons I have learned over the years is to try never to take our 
friends and loved ones for granted. It is very important to let the special people in our lives 
know, in whatever ways possible, how much they mean to us. We should never assume 
that these gifts of friendship and love will always be there for us.  
 
 
 

 



Featured Essay 
 
I Was a Lover Once 

 
 

Vanessa Willoughby 

 
My mother says that I was a happy baby. She says that Iôd cling to her neck reluctant to 
leave my perch on her shoulder. She says that I liked to misbehave, using the toilet as a 
wishing well, slathering peanut butter in the VCR. My smile was much louder than my 
laugh. I find her statements nothing more than a combination of nostalgia and resentment. 
Two handy things to have tucked away in a motherôs arsenal. Common side effects: guilt, 
guilt, and a dash of self-loathing. Repeat every four to six days for best results. 
 
To be fair, the evidence shows that my mother could be right. Weôve got stacks of photo 
albums to prove her point. But itôs strange, almost surreal, to peel back the plastic covers 
and gaze at the pictures enclosed. Here I am, at four or five years old, dressed in hot pink 
overalls and immaculately white high tops. My hair sits in high pigtails that mimic 
antennas. I am looking directly into the camera, lips parted, teeth exposed, a child 
genuinely fascinated by the tilt of tree branches and the haze of the sun. A tabula rasa. 
And here I am again, trapped in a puffy snowsuit, hypnotized by a lumpy snowman 
without a nose.  
 
Who knows? Maybe all of this is just in my head, that this is merely a bad case of teen 
angst. But teen angst has become a cultural clich® and everything Iôm feeling, well, theyôre 
more like spot-on symptoms. Iôm not a psychologist or anything, but thereôs a point at 
which you understand that getting absolutely smashed on New Yearôs Eve and attempting 
to guzzle Drano isnôt exactly the result of watching reruns of My So-Called Life. 
 
Maybe, Iôm blowing the problem out of proportion. Iôm not even sixteen. I havenôt lived yet. 
Iôve got places to go, people to see, books to read, stories to write, layers and layers of 
culture to digest and absorb. (I try to quiet the voice that is much stronger, the voice that 
tells me that these goals are out of my reach. Heôs positive that Iôm going to grow up an 
old maid, surrounded by ragged felines and cartons of cheap cigarettes.) 
 
When I go back to school, I anticipate that people will know. I assume that theyôll pick up 
on my instability like a greyhound picks up the scent of the hunt. Itôs obvious, isnôt it? 
When youôre feeling this battered, itôs bound to show. Itôs like someone has unzipped your 
skinðlike youôre one of those cut-away skeletons people use in anatomy class. Much to 
my surprise, life continues. No one rushes to my side like Florence Nightingale. Teachers 
donôt express their condolences, friends take my cynicism for sarcasm, stepping into their 
respective high school costumes: Social Pond Scum, The Nerd, The Comedian, The 
Beauty, The Screw-Up. The two that do understand, the ones I often consider my soul 
sisters, well, theyôre in a no better position than me. 
 
Time and time again, my mother will say that I was a happy baby. And time and time 
again, I want to say, are we talking about the same person? Instead, I will shovel down 
her handfuls of optimism, hoping that if I gorge on her affirmations, I will be cured. My 
father, a well-meaning man with limited insight, will not know what to do. I can talk to him 
about James Dean or American politics, Malcolm X or The X-Files, abstract art or the 
merits of a good cheesecake. I can even, on the rare occasion, talk to him about boys. But 



when it comes to depression, heôs uncomfortable. Fidgety. Heôll dig up stories about how 
he fought his way through elementary school, the embarrassment of rejection, the pain he 
felt when his mother, diagnosed with cancer, had less than a year to live and no one told 
him until it was too late. And each time I attempt to articulate this great big nothing that 
sleeps on my chest, heôll retell these stories as though heôs memorized a script. Soon, itôll 
start to feel like a competition. Whoôs suffered the most, who deserves the most 
sympathy? The fact that I want to win leaves a funny taste in the back of my throat. So 
finally, I stop trying. It becomes much easier to ignore the problem than confront it. 
 
ñHowôre you feeling?ò he asks. Weôre sitting in the living room, watching an Elvis movie. I 
concentrate on the inky blackness of The Kingôs pompadour. 
 
ñFine.ò 
 
ñAny problems today?ò he asks. 
 
ñNo.ò 
 
ñThatôs good.ò 
 
The relief in his sigh always stings. And we continue watching the movie, ignoring a truth 
that sits in the corner, shoes off, feet up, having made himself right at home. 
 
Itôs not until years later, when Iôm a sophomore in college, that Iôll finally be diagnosed with 
depression. The psychiatrist, a very nice older man with glasses and a Santa Claus 
familiarity, will prescribe anti-depressants. And I will hold the slip of pink paper in my hand, 
staring at his boxy handwriting, both relieved and reluctant to finally be headed down the 
path of ñrecovery.ò 
 

*** 
 
The only intimate relationship Iôve ever had is with depression. No, itôs nothing like the 
movies, where your downward spiral is decked out in disheveled designer duds and 
accompanied by an indie soundtrack. You are not some soldier of suffering, marching 
through the haze of your days, gathering the sympathy of your peers like the weekly 
collection at a Sunday Mass. Depression is sleek, coy, and smooth. Slipping through the 
back door, lingering in the corner, sliding between the sheets. Heôs knowledgeable. Heôs 
experienced. And then, as with any other toxic lover, itôs too late. The only thing you can 
do is wait to be released. 
 
To this day, I canôt exactly pin-point the moment that Iôd crossed the line from ñhealthyò to 
ñunwell.ò There was no explosion of fireworks, no neon sign that flashed: WELCOME TO 
DEPRESSION, GET OUT WHILE YOU CAN. But after some time, I began to regard that 
flat-line of numbness as the norm. It seemed like Iôd always been this way. And like a 
marriage gone stale, depression and I shared the breakfast table, eating our food and 
politely ignoring one another. Perhaps, both of us had toyed with the idea of leaving. But 
we knew that abandonment would mean each of us would cease to exist. 
 
Journal entries would suggest that warning signs couldôve been detected as early as 
seventh grade. My grandparentsðmy motherôs parentsðhad come to stay with us for 
awhile, much to my delight and my fatherôs dismay. My motherôs parents werenôt 



particularly fond of my father, a dislike which he willingly reciprocated. My own parents, 
never having qualified as Mr. and Mrs. Cleaver, had a new incentive for fighting. For the 
next two years, our house became neither the site of a bloody war or a passing skirmish. 
There was the occasional clap of thunder, the random crackle of lightning. But for the 
most part, the conflict between my parents was executed through passive-aggressive 
tactics. The cold shoulder, the slamming of a kitchen drawer, the snippy remark. (Later on, 
one of my good friends would comment that my parents never seemed to talk to one 
another. Instead of agreeing, I would get defensive.) 
 
I wasnôt bothered by the fighting itself or even its sophistication. No, I was more bothered 
by the cause. You see, when I found out that my father wasnôt too sold on having my 
grandparents visit, I cried. I curled up in my motherôs arms and blubbered, taking his 
reluctance as a personal affront. As the weeks turned into months, and the tension 
mounted and mounted, I began to feel responsible. After all, hadnôt I been the one to run 
to my mother and rat out my father? Really then, wasnôt I the one who had encouraged 
their fighting? 
 
I kept my worries to myself. In school, I played my part as best I could, attempting to keep 
up with homework, casting my line into the rough waters of middle school romance only to 
reel in empty hooks. Occasionally, I slipped: picking fights with friends for no reason, the 
C or the D on a science test. My journal recorded the confessions of someone else, 
someone whoôd absorbed the repressed anger of both mother and father. Even now, to 
read those journals, Iôm amazed and slightly embarrassed. How could one girl, barely 
thirteen, contain so much rage? However, to everyone on the outside, I was normal. 
 

*** 
 
We are in the car, driving down the highway. My mother and I have just come from a 
doctorôs appointment. Itôs the summer before my junior year in high school. The checkup 
was pretty much the standard routine. Do you smoke? No. (Yes.) Have you ever had 
alcohol? Of course not. (The first time was last year, in my best friendôs basement. Her 
parents were out of town. I drank half a bottle of Peach Schnapps and couldnôt take more 
than five steps without falling down.) I couldôve escaped with the typical cartoon band-aid, 
if she hadnôt seen my arm. 
 
ñDid you do this to yourself?ò she wonders, running a thumb over the raised lines of skin. I 
flinch and hope she doesnôt notice. I want to lie. But the word is tumbling out and Iôm 
wearing the uneasy smile of a child thatôs been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. 
 
ñYes.ò 
 
Soon my mother is ushered into the room. She is ready with a bland, vanilla smile. The 
doctor has a soothing voice and knitted brows. My mother pretends to be concerned, but 
the creases around her mouth reveal her embarrassment. The doctor writes down a few 
names and numbers of psychologists. Daintily, my mother takes the paper, scans it, and 
then stuffs it into her purse like a dirty tissue. 
 
Back in the car, it feels like hours before she speaks. 
 
ñYou do this to yourself, you know.ò 
 



I look at my hands. My fingernails are ragged, the cuticles cracked. I pick at the skin, tear 
off a sliver and it starts to bleed. Sticking my finger in my mouth, Iôm unable to turn in her 
direction. 
 
ñIf this doesnôt work, itôs going to be a big waste of money.ò 
 
I look out the window, watching the ground rush by. 
 
ñIf you canôt talk to me, what makes you think you can talk to some stranger?ò 
 
This is the last time weôll directly and openly talk about my ñproblem.ò The possibility of 
therapy will never be addressed again. When we get home, she will crumple up the paper 
and toss it in the trash. Up in my room, Iôll open the bottom drawer of my nightstand. My 
fingers will enclose on the sliver of glass. The blood will blossom from my forearm before 
the pain. And for the first time, this furious thirst for proof of life will not be enough. 



Poem 
 
Spirit Sister 
     for Margaret Rutley 

Sidney Bending 
 
I met her at singing lessonsðsoprano sparked and melded with bass. 
We explored Descartes, Beethoven, Van Gogh at our senior centre classes; 
favoured long walks around Elk Lake through cedars and ferns; 
coddled long talks over tandoori chicken and mango chutney. 
 
Each year we celebrate our friendship anniversary 
at a different fancy restaurantðduck breast and wild salmon. 
 
I am flooded with rides to the airport, flowers for the flu, 
cheers for my diet success or support for the detours. 
When I won my first poetry contest, she rushed over 
with a ñcongratulationsðyou did itò balloon. 
 
She tells me she canôt draw, but drew me out of myself. 
I say failure; she says successful daughter, sister, friend. 
 
After my mother had a stroke, 
Margaret designed a solid stepping stool for her SUV. 
They call each other third daughter and spirit mother. 
 
Iôm so glad we harmonize. 
 



Fiction 
 
Goodnight Noises Everywhere 
Connie J. Weber 

 
ñSoledad! Eduardo! Time to go,ò Lupe called from kitchen, where she was making 
sandwiches. ñVamos!ò 
 
A girl of fourteen and a boy of sixteen, both with black hair and green eyes, hustled into 
the kitchen of the small bungalow. Each greeted their mother with a kiss and grabbed the 
brown-bag lunch she had prepared. As she put the mayonnaise into the refrigerator, Lupe 
glanced over to the table where the kids were stuffing the lunches into their backpacks. 
 
ñSoledad Kathleen Guadalupe Murphy! Where did you get those jeans? You stroll right 
back into your room and put on something more appropriate for school.ò 
 
ñBut Mom . . . .ò 
 
Eduardo was grinning. 
 
ñYou know that I expect you to look like a respectable young woman when you leave this 
house. Put on something more appropriate.ò 
 
ñBut everyone else wears low riders like this. Youôre just too old to appreciate them.ò 
 
ñExcuse me! Iôd like to make two points here. First, you will address your mother with 
more respect.ò She ran her hands down her loose fitting dress, catching the contours of 
her ample hips. ñAnd second, if I had a figure that would do them justice, Iôd wear low 
riders in a heartbeat. But they donôt have to be that low! Go find another pair.ò 
 
Soledad slumped, and shuffled back to her bedroom. Eduardo zipped his backpack and 
squeezed his mother into a hug. 
 
ñShe got them from Chloe.ò 
 
ñYou just canôt resist a chance to rat on your sister, can you?ò She tugged his ear. ñGet 
out of here.ò 
 
At 6:30, Lupe threw her sandwich and a bottle of water into her purse and flew out the 
door, five minutes late. If she was lucky, traffic on the freeway would be light. The weather 
was good for early October. As Lupe backed out of the driveway, the sky was just 
beginning to brighten. With the CD player blaring one of Eduardoôs new Latin band 
discoveries, Lupe made her way through the early morning Seattle traffic. 
 
She pulled into the driveway of a split-level house just as the clock in her ô89 Corolla rolled 
over to 7:00. Through the window in the basement, she could see Marcus in his 
wheelchair, dressed and listening to his iPod. The night nurse, Maureen, a slender, 
blonde woman in her thirties, waved and smiled from behind the wheelchair, where it 
looked to Lupe as though she was putting away the suction machine. Not a good sign. 
Lupe opened the sliding door and let herself into the lower level family room. 



 
ñBuenos Dias, Marcus. Hey, Maureen. Long night?ò Lupe pulled off her coat. She could 
see fatigue in Maureenôs dark eyes. 
 
Maureen clicked off the big screen TV. ñYeah. Some seizures and heôs pretty congested. 
He wants to go to school, though. Donôt you, Marcus?ò 
 
Both women watched and waited as the ten-year-old in the wheelchair slowly broke into a 
grin and raised his left hand. 
 
Lupe laughed. She was relieved that she wouldnôt have to stay at home today. Ten hours 
could be an eternity when Marcus wasnôt feeling well. 
 
ñYouôd better get home, Maureen. Youôll want to kiss that handsome husband goodbye 
before he goes to work.ò 
 
Lupe took the logbook from Maureen, and shooed her out the door. She draped the 
earplugs from Marcusôs iPod around his neck, kicked her shoes off, and settled into the 
chair opposite the boy. 
 
ñAhh. Alone at last. Howôs it going? I see Maureen didnôt get the gel in your hair. Do you 
want some?ò 
 
Lupe waited. Almost a minute later, a flutter came to Marcusôs eyes. 
 
ñThat looked like one blink. Uno. Means yes, no?ò she watched as his pale lashes 
fluttered again. ñSo, yes it means no, or yes, it means yes?ò 
 
A smile came slowly to the boyôs chubby face. He began to laugh. It wasnôt loud, but his 
body shook with it. 
 
ñThatôs an old one. I thought you never laughed twice at the same joke.ò Lupe left Marcus 
briefly while she went to the bathroom for the gel. She loved to get him going. There was 
little on earth that pleased her more than hearing Marcus laugh. He had so many reasons 
to cry, and yet he was much more inclined to burst into giggles than tears. Well, maybe 
ñburstò wasnôt the right word. Most things Marcus did were slow, but his laughs were 
always worth the wait. 
 
She brought back the gel, squirted some into her hand and used her fingers to comb the 
slimy stuff through Marcusôs short, blonde hair, working the front into little spikes. Eduardo 
had been the teacher when it came to gel. Heôd spent an afternoon with Marcus, trying out 
different styles. When theyôd finished, Soledad took Marcusôs hand and ran it along the 
stiffened hair. He had beamed, and hiccupped a laugh. 
 
After checking Marcusôs backpack to make sure he had all he needed for school, Lupe 
started up the stairs to greet his parents. ñIôll be back in a sec, young man. Donôt get into 
any trouble while Iôm gone.ò 
 
Mr. and Mrs. Cooper were having coffee in the kitchen. Lupe had been with the Coopers 
since Marcus was in preschool. At that time, they had just begun to accept their sonôs 
terminal condition and needed a great deal of support and guidance. The doctors believed 



he had Alpersô Disease, a degenerative condition that is only conclusively diagnosed 
through autopsy. His body was deteriorating and most likely in the end, his liver or his 
lungs would fail. Heôd already outlived the expectations of the medical experts. 
 
In spite of his condition, Marcus was like a magnet. He could draw people to him more 
easily than anyone Lupe had ever known. His smiles were plentiful, he loved to laugh, and 
even though he didnôt speak, Marcus was able to respond to the jokes and banter that 
was typical of kids his age. At school, his eyes glimmered with mischief when he heard a 
teacher scolding another student for an infraction of the rules. He loved loud noises, and 
giggled when a stack of books dropped in the library or the custodianôs cart rattled through 
the hallway. There was never a shortage of kids who wanted to push his wheelchair, and 
he loved it best when the kids ñaccidentallyò bumped him into the cones marking the area 
on the field for ball games. He raised his hand for high fives from kids as he rolled through 
the halls, and staff members often stopped by to check in with him. Lupe marveled at the 
effect he had upon other people. Marcus brought a party atmosphere to any place he 
went. 
 
Marcusôs parents didnôt see much of this. They were kind people, but Lupe often had no 
patience with them. They reminded her of disinterested bystanders. They rarely went to 
school or anywhere else with Marcus. When they visited Mrs. Cooperôs parents in Boston 
each Christmas, they left Marcus with Lupe, Maureen, and other nurses who took turns 
caring for him. Since her husbandôs death three years ago, Lupe and her children had 
spent Christmases at Marcusôs house. Each year, the Coopers had provided gifts, food, 
and a gorgeous tree, but Lupeôs resentment toward them grew. She couldnôt understand 
how they could spend Christmas without their son. 
 
Lupe greeted the Coopers and asked about their day. She reminded them to come down 
to kiss Marcus before they left and went back downstairs. Lupe insisted that Mr. and Mrs. 
Cooper make physical contact with their son every morning. She suspected that, since 
Marcus had round-the-clock nursing care, they wouldnôt see him for days at a time if she 
didnôt. 
 
Lupeôs children often accused her of trying to take the place of Marcusôs parents. It was 
true, she did many things for Marcus that a parent would do, but it was her job to care for 
him. Part of that care was to tend to his dignity and his quality of life. It was also true that 
she loved the boy. She knew she shouldnôt have let herself get so close to him, but how 
could she not? He was more than just a job to her. Her joy at seeing his smile was equal 
to that of seeing her own children smile. She delighted in his triumphs and successes. 
She defended his right to be treated as an equal to any person. 
 
Last year, when a student volunteer had been needed to lead the Pledge of Allegiance in 
the Veteranôs Day assembly, Lupe put Marcusôs name into the drawing. The teacher in 
charge had passed over Marcus because she didnôt think Marcus was able to 
communicate. When Lupe found out, she made a special recording on Marcusôs 
augmentative communication device. They made an appointment with the teacher, and 
Lupe helped Marcus push the button to say, ñIôm capable of leading the flag salute, and 
you have discriminated against me by excluding me from the drawing.ò Later, Marcus was 
asked by the principal to introduce their special guests at the assembly. 
 
Marcus was coughing when she entered the family room. ñHey, amigo. No mas!ò she said 
gently as she pulled out the long tube of the suction machine from a bag on his 



wheelchair. She put the tube down the boyôs throat and suctioned the saliva and phlegm 
that had gathered there. 
 
Marcusôs eyes watered and his face puckered. 
 
She dropped a kiss on the top of his head. ñLetôs rock and roll. School bus will be here 
soon.ò 
 
Maureen had dressed Marcus in the England Rugby shirt that Soledad had given him last 
year for his birthday. Soledad was the one who made sure Marcus had hip clothes to 
wear. Marcusôs mother usually bought him conservative things like oxford shirts and khaki 
pants. Soledad had been exasperated. ñNobody wears that stuff!ò She tossed them in the 
Goodwill box whenever she got the chance. ñHeôs gotta look stylinô, Mom!ò 
 
Lupe knew her daughter was right. The first thing you saw when Marcus entered the room 
was his wheelchair. The second thing you saw was his up-to-date clothes. It was 
important to Lupe that Marcus look like every other ten-year-old in his manner of dress. It 
was one of the ways he could be just like everybody else. And since there werenôt many 
of those ways, each one was important. Her two live-in fashion consultants supervised 
shopping trips whenever possible. 
 
Because he had so little muscle tone to support himself, Marcus was held up in his 
wheelchair by a series of straps and belts. They were necessary, but not very attractive. 
Soledad and Lupe had adapted many of his sweatshirts and jackets so that straps could 
be hidden underneath, and his contemporary, well-planned wardrobe could be shown off 
properly. 
 
At 7:55, Lupe hollered up the stairs that they were leaving. Marcusôs parents dutifully 
traipsed down the stairs and kissed their son goodbye. Mrs. Cooper even had a kiss for 
Lupe this morning. ñThanks,ò she whispered into Lupeôs ear. 
 
The bus arrived on time at 7:58. Georgia, the bus driver, lowered the ramp and Lupe 
rolled Marcus aboard. While Georgia raised the lift, Lupe boarded the bus. She met up 
with Marcus just as he was having a seizure. His face had turned pink and the muscles in 
his chin were quivering. She checked her watch and kept him in her sights as she helped 
Georgia strap the wheelchair into the tie-downs. He was still seizing as they pulled away 
from the Cooper home. His eyes were open and darting back and forth. Lupe reached 
across the skinny aisle to hold his hand. She spoke to him softly and moved his arm up 
and down, back and forth gently. When the seizure released him, Marcus took a deeper 
breath than usual, and the color in his face faded. Lupe saw that he was all right and 
looked up into the mirror above Georgiaôs head. When she caught the driverôs eye, Lupe 
made the ñokayò sign and then gave her attention back to Marcus. 
 
There were no more seizures, but she had to suction Marcus three times before they got 
to school. When Marcus was settled in the spacious classroom with his three teachers 
and eight classmates, Lupe pulled up a chair beside him during the classôs daily meeting 
and took out her notes. She documented the activities of the morning and made a mental 
note to give his doctor a call. 
 
Marcus had extra smiles this morning for his teachers, and he broke into giggles when his 
best friend Katie, a pudgy girl with silky auburn hair and Down syndrome, gave him a wet 



kiss on the cheek. When calendar activities and shared reading were over, Katie wheeled 
Marcus near her at the table and Lupe slipped into the hall to make her phone call. She 
left a message for Dr. Tokumoto, and got back to the classroom in time to see Marcus 
start another seizure. It was a small one and short in duration, and she logged it in the 
chart. 
 
After the second seizure, Marcusôs physical state seemed to improve. Lupe watched him 
with extra care; she was concerned about his respiration. He continued to cough, but he 
weathered physical therapy like a trooper. It wasnôt an easy time for him. The therapist put 
him into the stander, to put some weight onto his legs for a short time. It was very 
uncomfortable for Marcus, so Lupe provided a distraction by reading to him. Katie joined 
them, and she brought the classroom collection of Dr. Seuss. Lupe spent work-time 
tripping over her own tongue, trying to pronounce unpronounceable words. 
 
Later, when it was time for lunch, Lupe propped Marcus sitting up on the classroom 
couch. She discreetly connected the feeding tube to the valve that protruded from his 
abdomen and pulled his iPod from a pocket on his wheelchair. She scrolled to the playlist 
with the new Los Lonely Boys release that Eduardo had downloaded over the weekend, 
clipped it onto his belt, situated the ear buds, and pushed ñplay.ò 
 
During lunch, some students from the general education class next door came in to eat 
with Marcusôs class. Clare, a quiet little girl with frizzy black hair and gorgeous blue-green 
eyes, chose to sit next to Marcus on the couch. Lupe found a chair near the big table and 
dug into her sandwich. Clare hardly spoke a word through her entire lunch, but she smiled 
a lot as she reached over to pat Marcus on the shoulder, or to tickle his permanently 
curved fingers. When he giggled, the girl let out a whispered laugh. She leaned in a few 
times to listen to the music from his iPod, and once or twice, Lupe heard her humming 
along. 
 
Lupe and Marcus had been at this school since kindergarten. Typically, the staff and 
students were terrific. Once in a while, though, Lupe and Marcus would run into someone 
who was patronizing or rude. They might make a wide berth as Lupe wheeled Marcus 
down the hall, or gush, ñOh, you poor thing! Is there anything I can do to help?ò Lupe 
knew Marcus well enough to see his reaction. She could see the sparkle fade from his 
eyes. Marcusôs condition had caused some mental retardation, but he knew when he was 
being insulted and not treated with respect. Sheôd swear in court that he could fake a 
cough, just so his nurse would have to pull out the suction machine and put on a dramatic 
show. 
 
Worse than the ñgushersò were the people who talked about Marcus as if he werenôt in the 
room. ñOh, my goodness. Is he all right. Is it safe to have him here at school? You must 
have a lot of patience to work with somebody like that all day.ò Lupe could handle 
ignorance and curiosity, but downright disrespect for Marcusôs dignity really pissed her off. 
She had grown to realize over the years that Marcusôs presence in the world was a critical 
one. He helped others to be more understanding and compassionate. He brought out the 
decency in folks, and he taught other people about their own fears and inadequacies. 
 
Clare continued to sit patiently next to Marcus. When his ear buds slipped, she put them 
back in place, and then whispered something to Marcus that made him smile. Lupe 
admired someone so young who really ñgot it.ò 
 



Poem 
 
Wig Shop 
Mary Kane 

 
Dropping you off, 
like I have a hundred times before, 
this time 
I say ñwig shopò 
like itôs nothing: 
paper towels, oil change, wig. 
 
I say the swingy kind, 
like youôve always wanted: 
red, shiny, pretty. 
 
Then I sense your breath 
halted 
the air between us, 
stilled 
until you turn 
away, reach your fingers 
into the curls we shortened 
just last week. 
ñIôm not ready,ò you assert, 
using your back-off voice: 
the one that is irritated but tender, 
the one Iôve heard a hundred times before. 
 
But, tomorrow, 
it will begin to fall. 
You will be frightened 
by blond, curly clumps 
in your pristine white shower. 
 
We know this means nothing. 
Just dead cells, an unnecessary disguise 
falling away. 
Moody, bold locks you never could tame. 
 
I give us a pep talk 
about dangly earrings 
and bare beauty. 
I cannot tell 
if I am lying 
if I am loving. 
 
When I watch you walk up your steps 
I know you will lie awake 
for hours 



wondering how 
to just make the strands stay. 
 
I drive home, 
with the smell of rosewater 
on your empty seat, 
wondering how to make you stay. 
How to make you stay. 
 

 



Rose 
Mary Carvell Bragg 

 
Rose sits composed in her chair 
while her roommate hogs my attention 
until sheôs wheeled to the dining room. 
Now itôs Rose and me. 
 
Her face is an intricate maze of lines. 
Her left eye has a cast to it. 
She must be in her late 90s 
and doesnôt hear well. 
So much for reading to her. 
 
I try making conversation 
but she barely responds. 
I ask if I can do anything for her 
before I leave and she says I wonder 
would you care to comb my hair? 
 
Her hair is soft and thin like my grannyôs; 
the scalp shows pink beneath 
the whiteness of her hair. I remove 
tortoise shell combs from the side wisps 
and four plastic hairpins holding 
a braid at the nape of her neck. 
 
She sits stone still, almost enjoying it 
as I loosen the braid and brush her hair. 
Two hairpins break as I secure the braid 
and I hear myself say 
when I come next week 
Iôll bring new pins. 
 
I turn to go and she says 
I reckon you figure 
I donôt want you here 
if  I donôt talk. 
So I sit with her. 
We donôt talk. 
We donôt need to. 

 
 

 

 



Fiction 
 
The Blind Girl 
Grace Talusan 

 
I was in the first grade when I became the Blind Girl. 
 
The day before I lost my vision was a Wednesday, pizza and tater tots day at Parkview 
Elementary. Already I could smell the grease of the fried potatoes sliding under the crack 
in the classroom door. Tater tots looked like greasy brown buttons and I would squish 
them into the red ketchup before popping them into my mouth. 
 
My parents entered the classroom with the principal. As the only black Asian kid in school, 
it was obvious I was the connecting link between my Filipino mother and African American 
father. 
 
ñOoh,ò Rob W. whispered across my desk with his peanut butter breath. ñYouôre in 
trouble.ò 
 
Rob W. and I were Apples. Our teacher, Ms. Donna, fresh out of school, believed in 
learning communities. She pushed our desks together and named us after fruit. The 
groups were supposed to be random, but everyone knew Apples read on a second grade 
level. In the first grade, everything would stop for some drama. I remember one afternoon 
we all watched silently as Valerie, a Plum, broke a box of unsharpened pencils over her 
thigh. At recess fistfights between the big kids would break out. The two tumbling bodies 
connected like magnets and every kid on the playground became a metal filing. We were 
always on the lookout for something real to unfold before our eyes. 
 
I was two years old when I was diagnosed with retinoblastoma, a rare eye cancer. My 
mother had noticed a glow in my eye like a catôs; glinting in the nightlight as she put me 
down to bed. When the pediatrician looked, he was startled. He sent me to Boston to see 
specialists and I was in emergency appointments all day long. The next morning, 
surgeons removed my left eye. Sometimes you only get cancer in one eye, but I was 
unlucky and I had the kind you get in both eyes. They would try to save my right eye for as 
long as possible, the doctors said, but the main goal was to save my life. 
 
At the first show and tell, on the advice of the hospital social worker, I placed my 
prosthetic eye in my palm and went around the classroom answering questions. I have an 
orbital implant made from coral that holds the space in my head where my eye used to be 
and thereôs a removable cover that goes on top. The prosthesis is a work of art, a painting 
the oculist made to fool everyone into seeing something thatôs not there. 
 
Some of the boys wanted to touch the hard shell with its tiny red veins and brown iris with 
flecks of gold painted on it, their fingers grubby with pencil lead and pink eraser. Later, I 
left the room so the school nurse could disinfect my prosthesis and my ears burned. I 
returned to the class with my protective glasses on, and things were weird for a week, and 
then everyone forgot about it. 
 
 



On tater tots day, when my parents entered my classroom, my motherôs nose and eyes 
were pink and wet. She wiped her face with her handkerchief. My father chewed his 
bottom lip and kept rubbing his hand over his head as if he were dusting it. Mr. Bailey 
whispered into Ms. Donnaôs ear, who said, ñMy word,ò bringing her hand up to cover her 
mouth. I understood the news from my latest scan was not good. 
 
ñWhat?ò I asked. Everyoneðmy classmates, the teacher, the principal, my parentsðwere 
staring at me. All their eyes on me felt like spiders crawling on my skin. I stared back, 
because I still could, and then I said, ñI want to go now.ò 
 
ñWeôre getting ice cream,ò my father said. He drove and my mother sat next to him, 
digging one pink fingernail into her hair and scratching. 
 
ñCrescent Ridge,ò I said. ñIce cream, ice cream.ò I bounced up and down on the seat. If 
they were giving me ice cream, I was not in trouble. 
 
ñWhat flavor will you get?ò my father asked. He turned onto Bay Road. He seemed 
happier all of a sudden. ñMaybe the cows will be out in the pasture. Baby, did you know 
cows have four digestive compartments? Like sheep and camels, cows are ruminants. 
Can you say ruminant, JC?ò 
 
My name is JC, short for Joan Catherine, named after two saints, because my mother is 
more Catholic than the Pope. My father jokes that my initials are short for Jesus Christ. 
 
My mother stared so hard at my father; I thought her eyes would harden into candy. She 
slapped the dashboard with her hand. ñSay something,ò my mother said. ñItôs your job.ò 
 
My father didnôt speak for a long time. He didnôt say anything as we approached the roller 
coaster, the bump in the winding road that made the butterflies dance in my stomach. My 
father always accelerated when we came to the yellow road sign that said, ñSlow, Bump 
Ahead,ò and I would scream, ñFaster! Faster!ò My parents had planned to fill every 
available seat in the green station wagon with their children, but after I was diagnosed, my 
parents didnôt talk about more children. ñItôs too hard,ò I had heard my mother tell one of 
the Filipina nurses at the hospital. ñI have my hands full with this one.ò They spoke in 
Tagalog. ñOf course,ò the Filipina nurse had said. ñGod understands.ò 
 
We went over the roller coaster, soundlessly, wordlessly, with no joy at all. My father 
cleared his throat. ñBaby, we have bad news.ò He told me that the doctors had tried 
everything, but the cancer was seeding. Before the cancer found its way to my brain, they 
had to take my seeing eye out. I was scheduled for surgery the next morning. 
 
My father stopped in front of Crescent Ridge and clicked the blinker left. It was the middle 
of the day and everyone was back in school so the place was empty. Inside the wooden 
fence, white and black cows gathered in groups of two and three, chewing or just standing 
across the pasture. The grass they were eating burned a bright green. 
 
ñAt least there are no lines today,ò my father said. In the summers, there could be ten lines 
twenty people deep at the ice cream windows. 
 
My mother watched as I unbuckled my seatbelt and scooted forward. I reached my hands 
out for my fatherôs face. He was already pressing on the gas and turning left when I 



clamped my hands down over his eyes. ñDaddy,ò I said, ñAfter tomorrow, this is what Iôll 
see.ò 
 
My father wasnôt startled. He kept saying, ñOkay, baby, okay.ò He coasted into the empty 
parking lot and braked gently. My mother slid her fingernails under my small hands and 
pried them off my fatherôs face. She swore at me in Tagalog. 
 
Before they knew that I had the bilateral disease, during one of my hospital stays for 
chemotherapy, my mother held my hands and stood me up on the hospital bed. White 
bandages still covered where my left eye used to be. My mother said, ñGod gave us two of 
everything in case one stopped working.ò She touched me on my ears, my shoulders, my 
hands, my thumbs, my knees. 
 
My father slid his behind onto the bed and clipped both hands onto my waist. 
ñRedundancy,ò my father said. ñCan you say that word? Re-dun-dan-cy.ò My father said 
that if little children could learn words like tyrannosaurus rex and correct him about the 
difference between the brontosaurus and apatosaurus, then they had the capacity to build 
a more useful vocabulary. 
 
My father instructed the hospital staff, ñDonôt baby her.ò He was furious at one nurse for 
saying, ñWeôre going to flush your tubies now,ò before she hooked me up to the infusion 
cart with my bags of medicine hanging on it, a skull and crossbones sticker cautioningð
This is poison. My father, arms crossed, leaned against my hospital bed, and raised his 
eyebrows. ñShe knows what itôs called.ò I pointed and named aloud: port, catheter, 
syringe, needle. The nurse smiled at me, ñWell, arenôt you the smart one?ò Then she 
pressed a couple of buttons and I felt the cold liquid pulse through my chest and travel 
throughout me. I remember it tingled in my bottom lip. 
 
After the nurse left, my father said something that he would repeat throughout my 
childhood, ñJC, people are going to see your brown skin and assume you arenôt smart. On 
top of that, youôre femaleðanother strike against you. You will have to work ten times as 
hard as everyone else to get half as far.ò 
 
ñDad,ò my mother would always say. ñEnough.ò 
 
As they watched poison drip into my veins every three weeks, my parents always fought. 
The nurses told them to wear gloves when they changed my diapers, but my mother 
refused. ñPut them on,ò my father would say. 
 
ñThatôs an insult.ò 
 
ñItôs for your own protection,ò my father would insist. 
 
ñYou donôt understand what it is to be a mother,ò sheôd say. And that would always end 
the argument. 
 
 
My mother, whose new role was to describe everything to me, told me the cane was 
painted white. I didnôt want to use it and folded it up every chance I got. Even today, when 
I walk down the street, slowly caning, I can feel people staring at me with pity. 
 



I went back to the public school and used Braille editions of the textbooks. There was 
always some little girl who wanted to be my helper, enjoying the novelty of leading me 
around until she tired of it and then some other little girl would want a turn. They werenôt 
my friends; their pity seeped out of them like a bad smell. 
 
ñIôm not a baby,ò Iôd tell them. ñI just canôt see.ò 
 
When I was in middle school, my parents split up. That same year, I met Sammy and 
weôve been best friends since. Sammy had come to Massachusetts from Guatemala. His 
only English was ñyes,ò ñno,ò and ñsuper cool.ò Ever since I lost my vision, Iôve been a whiz 
at languages. I had already been picking up a little Spanish from listening to the radio and 
from lessons in school, but within a month of befriending Sammy, I was fluent. 
 
On Sammyôs first day, I was sitting on the blacktop, my back against the building, listening 
to music on my Walkman. I had to turn it up because the boys who always played Four 
Square were bouncing a ball near me. I used to bring a book and read during recess, but 
this inspired the Four Square boys to ask, ñHey Blind Girl, how many fingers am I holding 
up?ò 
 
Honestly, it didnôt bother me that those boys called me Blind Girl. At least they 
acknowledged me. The way they said ñBlind Girl,ò had a hint of warmth to it, like when I 
heard them punch each other on the arm to say hello. That was a lot better than people 
choking on their, ñSo, you seeôs . . .ò and ñSee you laterôs.ò 
 
Sometimes I would turn off my music and listen to them play. After a while, I could smell 
the Four Square boysô sweat. They all smelled so different. One smelled of his fatherôs 
musky soap on a rope while another smelled of rotting vegetables. Another smelled like 
pork chops and one smelled of womenôs floral deodorant. I heard the ball stop bouncing 
and I could smell Sammyôs hair. He used the same hair oil as my father. I knew Sammy 
from the loud ticking of his watch. Everyone else used digital watches that beeped every 
now and then, but Sammy had a watch that ticked. ñHey, Wetback,ò the boys called, or 
sometimes, ñBeaner.ò The boys asked Sammy if he was gay. Sammy said, ñYes.ò And the 
boys howled. 
 
I found Sammy by the scent of his hair and pulled his arm. ñVamanos,ò I said. We walked 
away from the boys. I lifted my arm and stuck up my middle finger. I turned my head to 
shout, ñHow many fingers am I holding up now?ò 
 
Sammy was sticks and bones when he first arrived from Guatemala, but by the end of his 
first year, he was corpulent. He always smelled of Doritos. He learned English, but we 
preferred to speak to each other in Spanish. His voice didnôt change; my voice was 
deeper than his. When we were in junior high, he admitted he liked boys. The Blind Girl 
and the Gay Boy were not members of the in-crowd. We imagined that everyone was 
jealous of our friendship. We would walk the halls of school arm in arm and when we got 
close enough for other people to hear, our voices would crescendo and weôd say, ñDid you 
hear what happened toð.ò Then, our voices would die to a whisper. I could feel the other 
people stop talking and lean in. 
 
When I turned sixteen, Sammy showed up with sixteen discs full of music. We sat on my 
bed and heôd lean over and install another disc of music on my computer. 
 



ñAll this music reminds me of you in some way,ò he said. ñWhen you listen to it, see if your 
can find the reference.ò 
 
ñIôm sweet sixteen and never been kissed,ò I said. I rubbed my bottom lip, the strawberry 
gloss coming off on my finger. ñIs it because Iôm ugly, or because Iôm blind? Tell me the 
truth.ò 
 
By sixteen, Sammyôs hormones had kicked in. He was tall and he ran track and cross-
country. I loved to run my fingers over the muscles in his arms and legs. I loved to play 
with the curly hair that covered his forearm and rub his curls between my fingers. He had 
stopped eating corn chips, and thereôs no other way to describe it, he smelled green. 
 
ñIôve never been kissed either,ò Sammy said. 
 
ñI asked you a serious question: Blind or ugly? Tell me the truth.ò 
 
ñYou should tell your mother youôre too old for braids because when you let your curls 
down they are crazy beautiful.ò 
 
I sagged my shoulders. He wasnôt going to tell me what I wanted to know. But all of a 
sudden, his thin, wet lips were on mine and our tongues were touching. He tasted like 
stale chewing gum and the skin near his chin smelled of mint. My fingers felt the bump in 
his neck and his smooth chest and the hair on his stomach. ñI gave you your kiss,ò he said 
fiercely and left the room. 
 
My mother came to my door and asked, ñWhatôs wrong with Sammy? Did you two have a 
fight?ò My mother used the opportunity to talk about how you couldnôt trust friends 
completely, how blood was thicker than water. She was always jealous of anyone who 
came between us. Now that we were getting older, Sammy might take advantage of me. 
ñHeôs my best friend,ò I told her. ñHeôs all I have.ò 
 
ñThanks a lot,ò she said. ñIôm only your mother after all.ò 
 
ñYou know what I mean,ò I said. ñHeôs someone who isnôt obligated to hang out with me.ò 
 
My mother was quiet for a while. I could hear her twirling her hair around her fingers. She 
said, ñIôm going to church now. Itôs your birthday. You better come and thank God he let 
you live another year. You should always remember that blood is thicker thanð.ò 
 
ñOh yeah, if blood is so thick, then why did your family disown you when you married 
Dad?ò I said. I just wanted her to be quiet. I wanted to memorize the sensation of 
Sammyôs mouth so close to mine. 
 
My motherôs slippers slapped against the bottom of her feet as she came toward me. She 
pushed me and I fell back on my bed. Her voice was shrill. ñThey said I should only marry 
a Filipino. They warned me not to have a black man as a husband. God would punish me 
through my children. 
 
ñYou donôt know anything. Youôve never felt the sudden absence of love from all the 
people youôve ever known. I have never left you and I will never leave you,ò my mother 
said. ñNo matter what.ò 



 
ñThis is America. Ma,ò I said. ñThings here are different.ò What I really wanted to ask, ñYou 
may never abandon me, but what if I want to leave you?ò 
 
By the time I graduated high school, my father had married a young woman fresh out of 
social work school. While she was pregnant, they moved to San Francisco, where her 
people lived. My father explained, ñThe Bay Area is like a different country. When Iôm 
there, I can imagine a future for myself.ò Even though he was older than most of the staff, 
my father was hired in human resources of a start-up that actually survived the crash. Iris, 
the woman he married, stays at home with their three small children. (Yes, I know, how 
ironic, my father married a woman named after part of the eye. But itôs true.) 
 
My mother, who has never even been on a date since they split up, refers to my fatherôs 
new wife and children as ñyour black family.ò Iôve visited them over the summer and during 
school vacations, but my mother is always anxious to have me back. She used to 
accompany me across the country and visit with her West Coast relatives, but the last trip, 
I convinced her I could travel alone. She walked me as far as she could go without a 
boarding pass and asked, ñHow will you manage without me?ò 
 
ñMama, have you ever considered that I donôt need you as much as you think?ò 
 
ñSuit yourself,ò she said. She didnôt kiss me goodbye, just closed her fingers over mine as 
she gave me my bag. She called me twenty minutes later while I was waiting in the 
boarding area. ñIôll buy a ticket right now and accompany you.ò 
 
ñIôm good,ò I told her. 
 
Iôm graduating college in a month and will leave with a certificate to teach high schoolð 
American history. Iôm told the blind drop out of college in record numbers. 76% of us are 
unemployed. My mother has done everything in her power to make me an exception. My 
mother drove me to my college courses, waiting in the parking lot no matter how long my 
labs and lectures were. She would sit in the car for hours, reading aloud and recording the 
articles and books I needed for my courses. In the winters, she would wrap a sleeping bag 
around herself and wear a fur hat a Russian friend had given me. I told her that the school 
would pay a work-study student to record the materials and she said, ñDonôt insult me.ò 
 
This spring, on weekends, I took a course called Independent Living at the school for the 
blind, but I lied and told my mother it was New Technologies. I learned to cook in the 
microwave, pay bills, and practice verbal and physical self-defense. In the future, Iôm 
considering working with a guide dog. 
 
In other words, Iôm planning my escape. 



 

Poem 
 
Dialogue 
Bob Johnston 

 
We faced each other through the glass. 
Without the beard he looked smaller 
and the gray shirt sagged 
on his shoulders. He seemed 
to be growing backward, 
and I wondered if he 
would become 
a little boy again 
with blond hair. 
 
He said the food was okay 
and I told him the frost 
hadnôt hurt the peaches 
and his mother sent her love. 
 
We went on talking 
until the glass clouded 
with the years between. 
 
 
                                  Original version previously published  
                                  in the Kansas Quarterly, 1987. 



  
Featured Art 
 
The Art of the Journey 
Sandy Palmer 

 
ñIt is difficult to express the importance of painting in my life  
because it affects everything I see, feel, and doïI canôt escape itéò 

- Keith Jansz                             
 

 
When a newborn foal attempts to get up and walk for the first time it is wobbly and 
awkward, not quite sure of what to do with the knobby, long appendages extending below. 
His legs straighten, shake, buckle, and he tumbles to the ground. He launches up, totters 
and collapses.  Undaunted, he will try again, and again. When Keith Jansz tried to use a 
mouth stick for the first time he says thatôs how it felt. Awkward. Uncomfortable. He 
struggled. It took a while for him to get used to the implement between his teeth, biting 
completely through a few of them along the way. Undeterred, he tried again, and again. 
Years later, he uses it with ease. To draw, paint, or write with an implement in his mouth 
has become commonplace, now a natural extension of himself. Just as the foal becomes 
acclimated to its legs and begins to gallop, the artist has become accustomed to using a 
mouth stick to express himself through art. He is now able to paint with the same ease as 
the stallion runs, both having discovered their purpose.  
 
In 1995, Keith Jansz worked hard in the industry of financial services and he played just 
as hardðexcelling at various sports including skiing, rugby, and football. In addition to 
physical stamina it takes mental determination, perseverance, and sheer will power to 
complete a marathon. Jansz was at the peak of his physical fitness and lung capacity 
when he ran in the London Marathon in April of that year. He accomplished what is an 
unattainable goal for most people. Two months later he was involved in a tragic car 
accident. He woke up a few weeks later to the shocking realization that he ñcould barely 
move anything.ò He broke his neck, suffered a C-5/C-6 injury, and was paralyzed from the 
shoulders down.  
 
His wife, Cindy, attributes his ñhigh level of fitnessò at the time of his accident to his 
ñrelatively fast rehabilitation.ò As an endurance athlete he says, ñI knew how to push 
myself and accepted the physical pain that was necessary during rehabilitation.ò Once his 
rehabilitation was complete, he wanted nothing to do with athletic endeavors. 
 
After six months in the hospital, Jansz went home and had to learn to adjust to a new way 
of life. His mother-in-law gave him the book, Painters First, a collection of biographies 
about selected members of the Mouth and Foot Painting Artists, Inc. (MFPA). He read the 
book and could relate to the artists and their circumstances. ñAs a child I knew I had the 
ability to draw and copy things.ò He enjoyed drawing the characters he saw in comic 
booksðheroes like Superman, Spiderman and the Incredible Hulk. He had ñtaken up the 
hobby of painting againò just a few months prior to his accident. Knowing that he had 
talent, became a hindrance though. He had resigned himself to the fact that it was 
something he did before his accident, and could no longer do. Although he was 
challenged and inspired by the artists in the book, he had to overcome the ñpsychological 
hurdleò of believing that chapter of his life was over.  



 
Wanting to pique his interest, Cindy made arrangements for him to meet mouth artist, 
Trevor Wells, a member of the MFPA. Wells encouraged Jansz to try to paint by holding a 
brush in his mouth. ñIn the beginning I had to go through the painful process of learning 
what would work.ò Early attempts to draw and paint are described as ñdisastrous.ò He saw 
the equipment that Wells used and tried to paint the same way. It didnôt work. In time, he 
discovered that he was more comfortable with a longer mouth stick. ñI found I could paint 
a bigger area and be farther away from the canvas, able to move more freely. I paint in a 
mosaic wayðputting slabs of information down on the canvas and then moving back to 
look at it. Many paintings are multi-layered, which shows Iôm struggling and kicking it 
around, altering it, but not completely, until the last moment when Iôm happy with it.ò He 
uses short brush strokes and has developed a distinct impressionistic style of painting 
with a long mouth stick and an assortment of brushes that have been modified to fit on the 
end of the implement. 
  
ñI have always been a very driven person. Whilst others were outside enjoying the 
sunshine I would be working. I established a good work ethic that has continued for twelve 
years. I tend to push myself harder and harder.ò Continually challenging himself, whether 
it is by trying a new medium or attempting a new subject such as the human figure or 
portraiture, the bar he sets for himself is incredibly high. Falling short of the goal is simply 
not an option. He admits there are times when he is disappointed but he just keeps 
working at it, ñexpecting to get better.ò  
 
 

 
 

 
Keith Jansz, The Serpentine, 2009, oil painting, 12ò x 24ò



 
 

 
Keith Jansz, Tower Bridge, 2008, oil painting, 20ò x 24ò 

 

 
 Keith Jansz, Campo Dei Miracoli, 2008, oil painting, 10ò x 12ò 

 



Poem 
 
Fish Story 
     for a friend 

George Bishop 
 
The strength of his right side drawn 
into the milk of infancy, the best stories 
lost somewhere on his tongueð 
his best fishing was done 
with his eyes after a stroke. His two 
blue worlds were nearly speechless 
as the trophies he left unpolished, 
that his wife witnessed tarnish 
and take his name. 
 
He knew the importance of keeping 
light away from water, to leave 
voices to the gears of a drag, 
the tightening of a knot. His face 
showed no signs of weakness 
when a hook had to be setð 
He knew to catch something was 
to let something else get away. 



Poem 
 
Should I? 
Hugh Fox 

 
Should I think about anything 
else, like the old days in Chicago 
when Tom and I used to have 
lunch everyday at this fancy 
restaurant near Loyola University, 
us and our tweeds and ties, more 
Catholic that Vatican 100, and one 
day I took my mother to the same 
restaurant and the waitress told her, 
ñYour son is so liberal, he has lunch 
here every day with a BLACKMAN,ò 
the first time I ever thought of him 
as anything more than my colorless 
best pal, dead now, 77, two months 
ago, me two weeks from 78, will 
there be a colorless place where we 
can sit down again and simply 
 BE? 
 



Art 
 
Opening Doors 
Sandy Palmer 

 
Bernie Bainbridge paints exquisite watercolors with a long brush that, unbelievably, has 
only three to four hairs on the end of it.  Painstakingly dedicated to perfecting each detail, 
one painting may take several months to complete. If she isnôt satisfied with the image 
that results, regardless of the time sheôs invested, sheôll start over.   
 
In Montreal, at ten years of age, she studied with Renate Heidersdorf, a well-known artist 
and member of the prestigious Canadian Society of Watercolour. During that time she 
was exposed to a wide variety of media. When her family moved to Ontario four years 
later, she received private training from Marlene Hilton-Moore, renowned Canadian 
sculptor. Bainbridge studied with a few more instructors in the years that followed but, 
according to her mother, eventually ñdecided to do it on her own,ò developing a method 
and style that work best for her. 
 
Born without arms, the artist holds the paintbrush in a hand that emerges from her 
shoulder. Her mother was given the drug thalidomide to ease morning sickness when she 
was pregnant with her fourth child. She only took nine pills. After giving birth the doctor 
kept her sedated in the hospital for days and wouldnôt let her see her baby. Medical 
professionals advised her against bonding with the infant because they were certain she 
wouldnôt live very long. After the baby survived for six months in a care facility, Mrs. 
Bainbridge went to get her daughter and brought her home.   
 
Thalidomide was pulled off the market in December of 1961, and banned worldwide, after 
discovering babies were being born with severe birth defectsðsome without arms, legs or 
ears and damage to internal organs.  
 
Absent arms and a right ear, the artist also has partial facial paralysis and a hearing 
impairment. Despite the physical challenges she faces, she has become a prolific 
watercolor artist whose paintings are included in many private collections in Canada and 
abroad. Viewers are drawn into detailed scenes that often lead oneôs eye along a path 
and through a door, gate, or archway. People seem to be attracted to portals and what 
they represent. Is it because they often symbolize hope and opportunity? Perhaps it is the 
mystery of what lies beyond that intrigues people. Or, maybe, it is the search for a place of 
refuge. Sanctuary. As for why she paints so many doorways, the reason is simpleð
people buy them. The artistôs mother says, ñIf sheôs selling a group of paintings, the 
doorways will always sell first. No doubt.ò Painting has opened doors and provided 
opportunities for Bainbridge to express herself through art.   

 
 



 
Bernie Bainbridge, Detail from Throne of Apollo (one of three), 1996, watercolors, 22ò x 14ò 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Bernie Bainbridge, Ellas Café, 2004, watercolors, 19ò x 16ò 




