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Our decision to focus on poetry for this issue of The 
Blue Guitar was spurred by several factors, among them 
an overfl owing abundance of exceptionally good poetry 
submitted, as well as a couple of other 
things:

1) I received a letter in the mail from 
The Poetry House in New York the other 
day, asking for a donation. I asked myself 
why the East Coast continues to corner 
the market on all things poetry.

2) During a recent spirited discussion 
at work on how to handle the spelling 
of E.E. Cummings’ name (apparently 
he did prefer uppercase and periods), one colleague (I hope 
tongue-in-check … for his sake), said, “No one reads poetry 
anymore, anyway,” which was met rightfully so with a loud 
chorus of boos, hisses and “No way!”s. “There’s plenty of 
good poetry out there,” I argued, to which a wiser colleague 
added, “And bad poetry, too. I know, I’ve written my share.”

The point is, poetry as the most poignant and most potent 
expression of the human heart will never go out of style.

Yes, ladies and gentlemen, poetry is alive and well here in 
Arizona.

And for proof, I give you Exhibit A: the fall issue of The 
Blue Guitar.
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Seven Poems By Michael Gregory 

Michael Gregory’s most recent poetry collection 
is “re: Play” (Pudding House, 2008). His poems 
have appeared in a wide variety of periodicals 
and anthologies in the US and abroad, including 
recent issues of Anon (Edinburgh), Avocet, Blue 
Mountain Review, Mirage and Caveat Lector. His 
poetry has won a number of awards, including 
a Tucson Poetry Festival award and an Arizona 
Commission on the Arts Creative Writing 
Fellowship.

A widely-recognized toxics activist, he is 
the author of several studies on US-Mexico 
border environment and numerous papers and 
monographs on local, national and international 
pollution issues. He has taught writing, literature 
and history at several colleges and universities.

One of the originators of the renowned Bisbee 
Poetry Festival, and founding director of the 
Central School Project cooperative community 
arts center in Bisbee, since 1971 he has lived 
off-grid in the Sulphur Springs Valley ten miles 
north of the US-Mexico border, where he raises 
organic fruits and vegetables. Email aztoxics@
gmail.com.

When It Rains in May
© 2010
Behind a thin overcast left from yesterday’s shower, 
the moon, not quite full, seems thin too, translucent, 
disappearing in the growing light as nighthawks 
thrum like small engines in the distance, cactus wrens 
chatter, and quail start their territorial calling. 
The air is cool, the morning gentle for a change.

When it rains in May, it probably won’t in July
when it’s supposed to, so yesterday’s sprinkle, though a relief 
from the record-breaking heat, was a reminder of summers 
when by August, despite the pumps, the pears had lost
most of their leaves, the apples and peaches were half normal size, 
the cottonwoods down by the wash had turned yellow, and cattle
out on the range lay down thick-tongued in the dust to die.

Up at the university, scientists
read rocks and tree rings and shrinking polar icecaps.
Up on the rimrock they decipher unanswered prayers. 
Down here the message goes round by word of mouth.
Hasn’t been this dry in twenty years says Tom.
Since the fi fties says his dad, and his dad says
Not since McDonald’s well went dry after the war.
Nacho says his grandad said his grandad said. . .
Not since the last time says Jack and that’s God’s own sweet truth.

© 2010
she revealed her mysteries
   - Hymn to Demeter 
1
Everywhere the story was told it was 
agreed she had mated with the sea 
who came to her in the guise of a horse.  

In Phigaleia her black stone 
statue holding a dolphin in one hand
in the other a dove was worshiped.

Elsewhere the story ends with her 
giving birth to a foal but there they say 
she also gave birth to a daughter they honor in secret
and refer to only as The Mistress.

2
The great Iambe
a limping virgin

of some years
brought a smile

to the lips
of the mother

grieving her daughter
by telling her

lewd stories
the old wet-nurse

in attendance
upon them

mimicked with
lascivious gestures.

Everywhere the 
Story Was Told
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In the Orchard
© 2010
Suppose these trees and grasses
this sky we breathe

down here where what we see above
as blue has gone transparent

were sand and rocks, all the clouds and fruit
solidifi ed as hope

come to nothing;
and the form love takes when twisted by fear

or clenched in remorse
were fi ngers touching bruises left by mouths, 

insect or bird, 
open without sound, too hungry

to sing — or by wind,
the skin torn, insides damaged by the fall,

here where we lie
looking around at what we have to offer

each other now that the stars we counted
on have disappeared,

the fi gures we took for meaning
dissolved, the warmth

we were given to understand as something 
of a compensation

escaped into shadows,
certain parts suddenly secret 

no matter how much we know or knew
or thought we did

before we began
to feel with our eyes in this broad daylight

the walls around this garden fl aming to life 
at a single word,

your tongue a sword against my throat
this amazing solitude 

within which one disintegrates,
breaking up, breaking down,

the tension that held us
as the soul is said to hold the body

unraveling, 
the lines of force letting go,

our constituent assembly 
dissolved, articles of incorporation

disavowed in favor of particles
independently engaged

in the business of losing ourselves
in the inner workings

of things that crawl in holes, in darkness,
in various states of decay. 
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The Soul of the Dry 
Regions Before the 
Heart
© 2010
 a god breathed into my lungs
    - Penelope

The soul of the dry regions before the heart
(feelings consciousness intelligence
the motivating force impelling to action,  
inspiration hard to tell from the breath)

precedes the belief that the heart decays last
(is itself the seat of sentience) 
which comes into fashion even later
than the belief that the soul in the head

(life itself: almost synonymous
with mind except for those mental functions
still carried out as they thought in the chest)
kept fresh by the cooling cerebro-spinal fl uid

survives bodily death in some semblance
of the human being it used to be
(though such a notion as individual selves
wasn’t the norm until later yet).

© 2010
 If you think it, how can it be far?
    - Pound

a cold wind out of the north north west,
pairs of white-crowned sparrows in the bare mesquite,
the blue seas of the waning moon emptying 
into the same blue of the late morning sky,

walking the dog where you always take her
out the pipeline road to and from Mexico,
at the sign warning of danger underground
I try to reach you over on the coast

but the signal is too weak, the solar fl ares
or winds between here and there too strong or something,
so I fold up the phone and put it back in my pocket
keeping my hand there around it out of the cold

on our way back toward the relative warmth of the house,
avoiding stickers and burs along the narrow path,
stepping on the prints the three of us have left,
scattering sparrows through the brush as we go.

Wireless
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© 2010
 an essential connectedness
   - Dalma Heyn

No longer feeling themselves
in relationship 
but playing a role in one
in order to keep each other.

No longer feeling equal
powerful free from having 
to feel on demand 
to please another

who won’t make the effort 
to romance or seduce 
as if forever after 
one and only one

weren’t a fairy tale 
wanting to be treated 
for a change they said 
like a grown-up. 

© 2010
  Thus do old men love
    - Ovid

He had given up he said
believing or looking for
    
(a distinction not without
differences) escape from death

fairly early on (not
long after he fi rst in fact

paid attention to it) in favor
of trying to fi nd out how to make

the best of the situation.
Dancing bears came into his mind

polar bears in polar seas 
keeping the pieces of ice fl oes 

underfoot as long as they can
in the warmth of mating season.

He Had Given Up 
He Said
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5 Poems by Laura Maher

A native of the Sonoran Desert, Laura Maher has studied poetry at the University of Arizona and the University of Texas 
at Austin, where she was awarded the Michael Adams Thesis Prize. Her work is forthcoming in Crazyhorse. She lives, 
teaches and writes in Tucson. Contact her at lmaher09@yahoo.com.

Of a Woman’s Back
© 2010
The keystone: already a metaphor
of importance, we fi nd the block
in beauty, in the buildings we love

and print on all of our postcards.
I will send one to my mother,
my aunt too; the women in my life

love the small efforts, pictures
of churches where my feet shuffl ed
past the arches to rub St. Peter’s

disappearing foot. The arch: we balance
our whole body on one, we assume
we will not be crushed walking under

one. Our bodies seem nothing more
than an architecture textbook: become
familiar with the important parts

and a body might too be art. Living
makes us think we will live forever,
like drinking espresso from a tiny

porcelain cup is all of it. When we
returned to the hotel room, you said,
a woman’s back is beautiful

and I pointed to my scar. I am not
beyond imperfections: these can
remind us of dying. And we will,

you know. It is just that everyone’s
trips to Italy are the same. But we will
still take many pictures: the women

in our lives love the stories
of the pictures, even more
if they can be turned into postcards.

For me, it might be more than metaphor,
living in my body like a building.
Scientists have found that a woman’s

back will bend with a weight differently
than a man’s does. It is for children:
so the keystone of an arched back

is really a keystone. My spine, the place
a child has already claimed—my body
no longer mine. You said,

a woman’s back is beautiful

and I fell down to bed with you,
with your rod-straight spine,
your condemned body, your Italy.
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The Hum of Salt
© 2010
For a woman given this lot, to look back
is really the only option. Looking back

on plum-dyed wool, smoke from a constant pot,
daughters. Yes, the city of hers—to look back

is a promise, her one life grown from dust.
The desert air, dry and brittle-looking. Back

when she was small, the sand was her best playmate.
Her mother’s meats seasoned with salt. The looks back

keep her solid, keep her wanting only the life she has
known. Mornings: plaiting her hair, she looks back

at her refl ection in the well, then covers
her head to avoid getting neighbors’ looks. Back

home by the afternoon, the grain might need crushing,
the loom looking after, or, looking back

at the pot, the stew needing some stirring.
By evening, the sun reminds her to look back

towards the road leading to town, her soon-to-return
husband, maybe with a lamb or coins; looking back,

something always needing seasoning or saving.
No, she was never chosen, but the looks back

warm her like the desert wind or the unceasing hearth,
like a man might. Her body begs: look back.

She is a shadow on the sand, a laurel
crowned wife, a woman-tower looking back

at the city, in love.

© 2010
And once you have grown
used to the absence of water,
                                    it will rain
in ways unimaginable. The earthy smell
of dust giving up, allowing itself to turn
to mud, relenting to water (most things do).

And once the ground has soaked
its fi ll, the starved plants drunk,
you will grow
used to its liquid limbs, liquid ways you can
be convinced to tell stories you never tell,
convinced to shed clothing
like a weight. Without rain,
            the earth still spins
and rivers fl ow, though less so.
You need the rivers. You need
the rain for an excuse. You can hide
in greenery, admit nothing
beyond that you are living, you –
once, when you heard the mourning song
of cellos across the lips of dry rivers,
say the word, let it roll from your tongue – arroyo,
arroyo – you swore you would not forget.
If the rain – no, when the rain
makes you forget what you were
or could be, anything you had
wished to be,

you will think of me. Water from my hands
touching your skin, your scars,
water from my mouth to clean you, lick
you to purity, the taste
of water from my skin, the damp
from my hair like the last rites.

Writing About The 
Desert From Memory
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This Harvest
© 2010
Call me autumn, for I have turned red
with promise, budding, and I have fallen,
earth trodden, compressed for a next life.

Though pause to call me autumn.
Give me a full season to fall,
my movement towards ripening.
And keep those shoulders straight
as moonlight, my body knows
enough to hesitate between the blades,
to linger, stay. Or maybe, you’ll fi nd,
I choose to drift. I am an equinox; one night
burning, the next not so warm,
the change like forgiveness,
like when we pretend we have not known
other seasons. When I return,
always, it seems, the next year,
you lay the quilt on the ground,
get covered in cockle burrs.
You might have known, the ground
softer, smelling of tree bark. You often
want to fall asleep under my reddening
leaves. If you remember me, know me
by my tilt:
      here, place your hands
on my tilt. Let me soak
to the outer edges of your memory,
so by winter, you can think back
and say autumn. I will be spoken, autumn,
and I will slide in—red, earthen, moving.
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A Poem for my
Grandmother, Who 
Keeps Her Life
On Her Lungs
© 2010
My grandmother, the one with pincushions for lips,
no longer breathes with the ease of a young woman,
and I sit here, feeling self-conscious for all my shallow
little gasps of surprise, my gulps of laughter, my pickled
yawns at morning. And worse for the pleasurable hiccup
breaths, caught, as secrets usually do, in the throat, or
in the folds of wrinkled sheets. I never taste my breaths,
but neither does she—doctors have said the pulse of constant
oxygen kills that sense quickly. The last years, an ordering
of losses: husband, breath, taste, balance, heartbeat.
Lemon meringue reminds my grandma of her tasting years,
and now I watch her empty lips—tongue-licked, puckered,
skin hanging like molasses.  I imagine my hands like her lungs:
this is where the scar tissue is growing, this is where I loved a man
with a side-tipped hat, this is where I had twins come from my body,
this is where I remember apple orchards behind my father’s house, this
is where I was taught to read, this is where I was taught
to keep secrets, this is where I am drowning, this is where I am tired
of waiting to die. It grows tiring to say so many times: I love you.
We never pray when I am in the room, though I cannot say
if she does when I am gone, or when I am sitting here, burdened
by the weight of breathing, or not praying.
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Three Poems By Esther Schnur-Berlot

Esther Schnur-Berlot is a transplant from New York City where she worked behind the scenes in TV commercials and 
then on to California where she taught wearable art. Now living in Tucson, she devotes her time to writing poetry. 
Esther’s poetry has been published in the California State Poetry Quarterly, the Sonoma Collective and Desert Voices. 
E-mail lberlot@msn.com.

Ars Neurotica
© 2010
  Ars Neurotica                  
  gave birth to a blur
  of jumbled words
  fl ailing
  in a spasmodic dance
  with fl urries of guttural
  yelps running wildly
  on a Tabula Rasa landscape
  spewing blather before
  meaning is stitched
  on rhythmic vocal sounds - 
              unsure
  befuddled by perfection
  of placement and pauses –
  should it be 
            here
         there 
              where?
  the dilemma meter races       

  high   
      to
        low

  as my emotional scale
  hides
  behind a gauzy scrim -
  of a deceitful metaphor

  but then he came along
  spouting his smooth lyrical 
  sestina as he glides
  into a pantoum of quatrains
  leaving me unsympotica -
  as I slant towards 
  neurotica
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Is It Destiny...
© 2010
 I gulped down growing pains
 as Cousin Marcia giggled 
 in my ear whispering
 her teen crushes.

 We kiss tested our braces –
 pressing lips on back of palms
 I rehearsed my pucker poses
 seen on Cover Girl
 and hid under Max Factor
 pancake – hair topped with 
 screaming Egyptian henna.

 Marcia never practiced
 the ballet of trying to please.
 She wore her clean freckled face
 and wash and wear do.
 Her gap- toothed grin 
 enhanced her openness.

 The fi rst time he – unbuttoned
 my blouse his rummaging hands
 pierced my painted armor. I choked
 on the fear of being abandoned
 while Cousin Marcia - chased, lassoed 
 and married the most popular boy. 

 The rhythm and fl ow of our lives
 did not alter our relationship.
 Her contagious laughter still ripples
 across time and a continent
 to cheer my brooding moods.

Baba*
© 2010

  The chipped door creaked
  hello as I skipped over

  the threshold kissing Baba’s
  brow below her covered head.

  Friday afternoon every mismatched
  chair waited its turn to be polished.

  Baba’s golden hands commanded
  the yeast of her braided challah** to rise. 

  The stove sat patiently waiting
  as I tucked the pale dough into darkness.
  Shortly it reappeared in amber splendor-

  kissing the air with its delicious fragrance.

  A threadbare tablecloth rested all week
  before it fl uttered and landed

  on  the Sabbath table.
  Crossing a stormy ocean,

       Baba’s branched candlestick survived
        and glowed at sundown.

        I lit her candles and fearfully watched
   arms fl y above fl ames. She covered her face

  as she blessed the light
  swaying and murmuring her closing devotion.

        Her apron strings clung to my palm
    In blind love Baba’s hand reached down

  to fi nd my head.

*Baba – grandmother
**Challah - Braided Bread
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Three poems By Tamara Mikell-Choudhury

Tamara Mikell-Choudhury, the granddaughter of Holocaust survivors grew up not only with her immigrant Jewish 
mother and grandmother in Arizona, but also on a Sufi  commune in the middle of Texas with her Muslim father.  Tamara 
is a doctoral student in the Second Language Acquisition and Teaching program at the University of Arizona where she 
focuses on the Middle East and issues related to gender, religion, language, and identity.  She lives in Tucson, Arizona 
with her husband, Bengali-Lithuanian children, and her Yorkie-Wawa dog (a beautiful mutt), Li’lGuy.  Additionally, 
Tamara is passionate about three-dimensional art, and when she isn’t reading or writing, she is designing funky 
fabulous homes and creating hybrid installations.

Continued on page 14

Khan el-Khalili
© 2010
Until you have experienced Khan el-Khalili
            Smack dab in the center of Al’Qahira, Cairo you have not lived
The heat in the summer and the excruciating bone cold of the winter
            Your fi ngers damp and cold to the touch in December and January
And still sweat dripping from your forehead on those July days
Situated at one corner south to Bab Zuwayla and west to Azbakiyyah
Bordered on the south by al-Azhar and on the west by Muski Market
The original courtyard lying midway between Sikkit al-Badistan
On a narrow street, you will fi nd el-Fishawi, the Cafe of Mirrors
And you too shall see a refl ection of yourself
A meeting place for local artists,
Frequented by the Nobel award-winning Naguib Mahfouz
You should shop in the area north of al-Badistan and to the west, where prices may be lower
Better deals for gold and silver to be found west of the Khan
And you will fi nd brass and coppersmith markets
Khan el-Khalili, souk, old city Cairo
            Dating back to 1382
Many coffeehouses, much street food, Turkish coffee, shisha (water pipes)
In mango, peach, apple, vanilla, lavender
Smoking on the streets in those coffee houses, on pillows, with friends
Al-Hussein Mosque, not far away
You praying with the many, with the hundreds
Bent in prostration, head on concrete
Many heads on concrete, with black marks
Black, grey and smoky tinted circles embedded on those aged foreheads
Al-Azhar University, for Qur’an and Islam
Midaq Alley, a novel by Naguib Mahfouz set in an alley in
            Khan el-Khalili
A target for terrorism
            Contemporary and historic
Smells adored, colorful, cramped
Shopkeepers calling you
            Spices, papyrus, oils, gold
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A tourist trap—indeed,
            Cartouches of your name, fabric, pots, household needs
Deep shadows and bright sunlight, cold and heat
            Winding alleyways, groups of men huddling, maze-like
A bizarre Bazaar
            A warren of winding, twisting, battling stalls and carts
In the heart           
            And of your heart
Bargain shamelessly
Fixtures for sale, mosaics and brass, oriental carpets, perfume shops with fl oral rose 
scents
Jasmine and Neroli
            Soothing, relaxing, deep and warm
            For your soul
You with a scarf, sweat slowly starting to build under the fabric
            Slowly losing the fabric, the pain, the warmth
Watching the other women, some with and others without
            You still with
Is it time?
            To watch as the fabric slides down
            Off of your head
            And into your backpack
This scarf
            Your scarf
            A keeper of your warmth
            Your protection
Dear Khan el-Khalili
            Answer her
In your maze
            Give her direction
Do not lose her dear Khan el-Khalili in your deep and unforgiving labyrinth

Continued from page 13
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White, Texas
© 2010
Dar ‘al Hickma— a commune outside of San Antonio, Texas between 
Austin and the River Walk— sat beside a little town named Blanco, 
which means white in Spanish (and this town lived up to its name); 
the average customer at the corner store had white skin, freckles, red 
hair, and wore a cowboy hat; there was only one restaurant on the dirt 
road that ran through the middle of town and it happened to be Ital-
ian, run by Mr. and Mrs. Angelo; I had my fi rst waitressing job at this 
dimly lit family food place, but I had problems— I could not serve 
alcohol because my religion told me so— each and every time a cus-
tomer came in and ordered a glass of Chianti, I would have to run and 
fi nd Mrs. Angelo and ask her to serve my wine; Mrs. Angelo was not 
happy about this, she was not happy with me—she did not like the rag 
I wore on my head (it was really a scarf) but she chose to refer to my 
religious covering as a tablecloth, cloth napkin, AND a rag—she did 
not like this thing I wore on my head, and she would tell me, no, re-
ally mock me about my hairless head; she often made comments such 
as, “I bet you don’t have any hair under there”, or “Go buy yourself a 
brush”; the cook beside the hot stove was also intrigued by my style 
(maybe more so than Mrs. Angelo) and he would also tease me, asking 
such questions as, “How long is your hair really?” or “Is it brown with 
blonde streaks?”, and then he would say to me, “Tamara, would you 
like to go out with me tonight?” and he would suggest we go to the 
bar (that was located a quarter of a mile from Angelo’s Italian Restau-
rant), even though he knew I could not drink, because he too helped 
carry my drinks on many Friday nights; each time he asked, I would 
refuse him, and each time I refused him he became more insistent 
and more intrigued: every Saturday night I would go home to our hill 
named Dar ‘al Hickma; Dar ‘al Hickma rose above this white town, 
it was gloriously colorful in contrast to the monotone landscape; this 
hill could not be accessed by anyone except our community members 
(it had huge towering walls and a coded entry gate) and Mrs. Angelo 
would ask me, “What do you do up on that hill?”, and I would look at 
her while still wearing my paisley-faded scarf and say nothing, but she 
would ask questions persistently, because she wanted to know what 
happened on THAT hill— this  was possibly the reason she kept me 
around and let me work at her restaurant: she had never met anyone 
who lived up high, and for years she had wondered who, who had 
lived up THERE— and she consistently inquired if they all looked 
like me, if they were all covered up wearing funny looking rags (that 
sometimes didn’t match their outfi ts), but I kept our secret, I didn’t 
tell them we stayed up all night and prayed until the sun came up, nor 
did I tell them we fasted from sunrise until sunset during the month of 
August; and I certainly didn’t tell anybody what else happened on that 
hill. 


