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Welcome to the Spring 2010 issue 
of The Blue Guitar! It’s hard to 
believe, but we’re celebrating our 
fi rst anniversary!

We have so much to be thankful 
for and feel truly blessed by the 
outpouring of remarkable and 
wonderful work! It’s a testament to 
the unlimited talent of the people who call Arizona 
home and their unlimited power to make this world, 
and Arizona, a better place to live. Our cup truly 
runneth over, so much so we are launching a third 
edition, an issue that will come out in summer.

With every edition, we fi nd that all roads lead to 
Arizona. From Russia, Haiti, Havana and Mexico, 
from New York, New Mexico, New Jersey, 
Minnesota, California and Hawaii, all are represented 
here, as well as the immense home-grown talent, from 
the southernmost part of the state to its northernmost 
reaches.

As always, folks, please keep submitting! And a 
huge thank-you to all who helped put this Spring 2010 
issue together! We couldn’t do it without you!
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I Won the Battle, But My
Sisters Are Losing the War

By Michelle Castro Smythe
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“If one more person tells me what a strong woman I am, 
I’m going to break,” she said in a shattered voice as 

tears fl owed from her desperate eyes. “If anyone knew what I go 
through every day, they’d know how pathetic I am.” 

With those words, Dolores, my closest friend, confessed the 
secret she’d guarded so carefully during our six-year friendship. 
The revelation came out of nowhere, as most secrets do, 
triggered by an off-handed remark I made about her ability to 
handle anything. 

We were sitting in my car, parked in her driveway after our 
weekly lunch date. Music played softly from the radio, and the 
car hummed in idle, cushioning our voices as we talked. 

I commented on the two piles of mismatched mattresses 
piled in her driveway. “Mark must be busy selling beds,” I said, 
referring to the business her husband runs from their home.

The conversation veered to her frustration with her husband 
and her life. I knew some of the problems from what she’d told 
me before — his tight fi st over money, his verbal abuse of her 
in front of their children, his affairs — but this time she needed 
to say more. This time she needed my silent support as she 
struggled to reveal her deepest and most shameful secret. 

The fi ght had started over a disconnect notice from the electric 
company. “He told me to ask my dad for the money,” she said 
in a voice tight with anger, looking at me with hollow eyes. “He 
called me a fucking whore and a fat bitch, and he got so close to 
me that I could feel his spit hitting my face. Then he slapped me.

“I put my hand on my cheek, and I could feel it hot and 
throbbing. All he fucking did was smirk at me and walk out. One 
day he’s going to drive me over the edge, and you’re going to 
see me on the news for killing him. That’s how far he’s going to 
push me,” she threatened with false bravado. 

In a tormented voice she told me all the times he’d called 
her names in front of their four children. The other day, she 

Michelle Castro Smythe is a Journalism and Transborder Studies student at Arizona State University. The mother of 
two wonderful children, she is owned by Buddy, the wonder dog. Her goals are to make a living by writing and to use 
her multimedia skills to help her family achieve their dreams. Her favorite saying – ”Never give up, never say die” – has 
served her well through life. She can be reached at michellecsmythe@ymail.com.

continued, their 7-year-old daughter grabbed a knife from the 
kitchen and put it in her hand for protection. “What kind of shit 
is that?” 

I knew without her saying that this wasn’t the fi rst time he’d 
hit her. Her pain was visible in her taut jaw and clenched fi sts. 
The words kept pouring out of her mouth as if, once started, 
she was powerless to control emotions pent up for so long. 

I knew it was pointless to tell her to leave him. I’d offered 
room in my home to her several times before. I tried to keep 
the anger building in my chest from showing on my face 
—anger at her, at him, at the situation. 

My thoughts jumped to Dolores’ children. I knew what it 
was to stand helpless, watching your father beat the hell out of 
your mother. Back then, all I could do was stay out of the way 
and clean up the mess afterward. I swore that no man would 
ever hit me, and I’d never let anyone kill my spirit. I’d watched 
my mother’s wither away, insult by insult, punch by punch, 
until my father tired of his sport and moved on. 

The mattresses in the driveway transported me back to a 
childhood memory. I was 6 and my little brother, Phillip, 3. I 
was anxiously trying to distract him from the dull thuds and 
yells coming through our closed bedroom door from down the 
hall. 

Phillip was having none of it. “I want mommy,” he said with 
stubborn fi xation, walking around me to the door. 

“Not yet. Let’s play a game,” I coaxed. Holding his 
shoulders, I guided him toward one of the two twin beds in our 
room. “Let’s jump on the bed and sing ‘Five Little Monkeys.’ ”

I clutched his arms and heaved him onto his bed. “Five 
little monkeys jumping on the bed,” I chanted as he bounced, 
nodding my head to the rhythm of the bedsprings. I walked 
over to my bed, climbed up and started jumping.

“Come on, Phillip, let’s see who can jump higher,” I goaded. 

Continued on page 4
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“One fell off and bumped his head….”
Our parents’ fi ght had started over a broken egg yolk. My brother 

and I were eating cereal at the kitchen table while our dad read 
the morning paper. Our mom bustled around the kitchen, fl itting 
from sink to refrigerator to oven making breakfast for our dad. 
The aromas of fried eggs, toast and coffee enveloped our family 
in the comforting ritual of breakfast together. The normalcy of the 
moment ended in a jarring crash when my mom placed the plate in 
front of my dad.

“What the fuck is this?” The beast that took over our dad’s body 
snarled as he picked up the plate in one hand, and grabbed our 
mom’s hair with the other. His clenched fi st pushed her face into 
the plate. “You think you’re going to give me a broken egg yolk, 
goddammit! Bullshit!”

I grabbed my brother and ran with him down the hall to our 
bedroom, slammed the door and locked it. The sound of our dad’s 
fi st making contact fi ltered through the closed door. 

“Four little monkeys jumping on the bed, one fell off and bumped 
his head. Mommy called the doctor and the doctor said, no more 
monkeys jumping on the bed.…”

I left the memory in the past and looked over at my friend again. 
She had become as close to me as my own sister, and I felt as 
powerless to help her as I did with my natural sister. 

My younger sister had repeated the same cycle of abuse in most 
of her relationships since she was 15. I’d protected myself, but I’d 
failed to protect her from repeating the cycle of abuse. Born after 
our parents divorced, she never saw the things my brother and I 
witnessed. I thought that would be enough, but it wasn’t. She sought 
relationships with abusive partners as if to replace the love she 
never received from our father. I failed to teach her that some men 
are dangerous, that they can hurt us emotionally and physically. 
I failed to warn her that sometimes monsters hide behind a good-
looking face and a strong set of arms. 

I warned her of the danger, but I still had to pick up the pieces 
when the last bastard pushed her to slashing her wrists with a 
butcher knife rather than running out the door. I nursed her back to 
sanity as she lay in a broken heap on my couch, unable to care for 
herself or her baby girl for endless weeks until, fi nally, a faint smile 
appeared when she looked at her daughter.

As I sat in my car and listened to my friend, I wanted to share my 
own family history of abuse with her, but I stayed silent. I wanted 
to tell her about my sister, but I knew she didn’t want to hear it. I 
wanted to warn her of the danger, but I held my tongue. I wanted to 
shake her into reason and tell her to take her children and run as far 
away as she could, but I sat still. 

I’d played this scene out too many times before. So this time I 
listened to my friend, wordlessly giving her the support she needed 
from me. Inside, I prayed that her daughter would watch, learn and 
make the same promise I’d made to myself so long ago. 

Continued from page 3
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“Clack, clack, clack” went her shoes.
Each step echoed through our small house as she prepared 

dinner. The kitchen was lined with cheap white tile from the 
’70s, so I could monitor every step she took in her high heels, 
never shorter than three inches and almost always stilettos.

“Clack, clack, clack.” She was at the sink.
“Clack, clack, clack.” She was at the fridge.
“Clack, clack, clack.” She was at the pantry. The clacking 

stopped for a few minutes. That’s where she always stopped. I 
knew what she was doing. Each night she’d prepare dinner, and 
each night she’d drink herself to sleep.

* * *
My mother liked to drink. I would listen to her heels as she 

readied our meals, and I used to count the number of times she’d 
stop at the pantry. As time went on, I stopped trying to count. It 
was too many. 

Now, my mother was smart. She didn’t leave bottles of vodka 
lying around. No, that would be too obvious and too hard to lie 
about. 

My mother had found a cheaper, easier way to get drunk. She 
frequented the pantry for her drink of choice — vanilla extract. 
Yes, that bitter, dark liquid you add to baked goods. See, vanilla 
extract is made from soaking the beans in alcohol. Pure vanilla 
extract is 35% alcohol by volume, only slightly less potent than 
Smirnoff vodka at 40% alcohol by volume.

I was 9, but I knew what was going on. The fi ghting between 
my mother and stepfather would burn through the paper-thin 
walls and punish my ears. I would try to get away from it by 
turning up my boom box, playing hip artists such as Ricky 
Martin or Britney Spears, who always knew how to express 
feelings so well. Usually, though, I would just play with my 
Barbies. 

I used to hide the fact that I still played with Barbies because 
my older brother would make fun of me. With my Barbies, I 
could escape to another world for a while and pretend everything 
was fi ne. 

One day my mother was fi xing dinner as usual and making 
her frequent, unnecessary stops at the pantry when I opened my 
dresser drawer to fi nd a stranger sleeping alongside my Barbies. 
Now, usually only Ken got the privilege of sleeping with Barbie, 
but this time one of my mom’s vanilla extract bottles had 
snuggled in with them. 

The Steps She Took 

By Chelsea Josten
“Clack, clack, clack.” She stopped at the pantry. 
I studied the bottle frantically, trying with all my might to 

fi nd some incriminating evidence to prove to her she had a 
problem. I read the label. I read the ingredients, but many of 
the words I didn’t understand. 

“Clack, clack, clack.” Another stop at the pantry. 
I debated whether to show my brother and older sister fi rst 

or just go straight to my mother. I decided to confront her 
with this secret bottle, believing I was the only one who could 
convince her to stop. 

When I presented her with the bottle and asked why it was 
in my Barbie drawer, she snatched it from my hands and threw 
it in the trash. She told me to stop bothering her and said it was 
nothing. She headed toward the pantry again, heels clacking. 

I wanted to scream at her that she had a problem. Her 
drinking was not only affecting her. It was killing all of us. Her 
kids were afraid of her. Her husband resented her. The fi ghting 
continued. 

Instead, I kept my usually loud mouth shut and retreated to 
my room. 

I didn’t play with my Barbies that day, or any other day after 
that. I was too scared to open my drawer and fi nd proof of a 
lie. 

* * *
And so it went on, until one day she crashed into a semi-

truck and totaled her car. She walked away with nothing more 
than a scratch. Thankfully, no one else was in that car. 

She spent the night in jail for driving under the infl uence. 
We didn’t post bail. A judge ordered her to go to rehab for 28 
days. 

She missed a month of our lives. A month! My brother 
turned 14, and she couldn’t celebrate with him. I hated her for 
what she did, but I was hopeful for a new future that would not 
involve drinking. 

After she came back from rehab, my anger vanished. The 
fi ghting also vanished, along with the lies and the vanilla 
bottles.

My mother has been sober for 11 years, going on 12 in July. 
When she put other people’s lives at risk, she realized she had 
gone too far. Each year when she celebrates her AA birthday, 
she writes to the judge to tell him her progress. I couldn’t be 
more proud. 

My mother hasn’t relapsed once since becoming sober, 
which shows me how strong she is. I now look to her for 
support and courage, something I was unable to do in previous 
years. 

Alcoholism is a disease that can tear families apart, but 
it doesn’t have to. Luckily for me, my mother and her heels 
made it through that tough time. Now, when I listen to those 
obnoxiously high heels clacking around the kitchen, I don’t 
have to worry about them stopping at the pantry.

Chelsea Josten is pursuing a bachelor’s 
degree in print journalism and a minor in 
communications at Arizona State University. 
She hopes to one day write for a sports 
magazine or an online publication. She can be 
reached at cjosten@asu.edu.
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In Defense of My Father 

By Janice Vega
© 2010

“Okay, let’s go,” my mom said as she took my pink 
Beauty and the Beast suitcase off my bed and out the 

door.
I didn’t say anything because I couldn’t speak with the lump 

in my throat. I didn’t ask where we were going. It didn’t matter. 
I knew we weren’t coming back. 

She led me down the dingy, unlit hall toward the front door. 
That’s when I saw him. My dad, sleeping in the living room. 

His body carelessly slung over our worn-out brown couch as 
if he’d simply dropped from the sky and landed that way. He 
probably had come home and never made it to the bedroom. 
Not a care in the world. Not aware we were leaving him.

My heart broke.
“Don’t wake him,” my mom said. “I’ll be waiting in the car.” 
I stood there, small for 7, staring at my father lying there, 

helpless because there was nothing he could do to stop us from 
going. Instinctively, I ran to the hall closet, yanked down a 
small maroon quilt and placed the blanket over him, gently, so 
as not to wake him. 

As I gave him a quick kiss, tears fi lled my eyes and the lump 
in my throat grew thicker. Before I could cry, I forced myself to 
turn around and run out the door. 

The split didn’t come as a surprise. My parents had separated 
before, but they kept trying to work things out. But this time 
seemed as if there was no going back. 

Growing up, I’d become accustomed to their yelling and 
fi ghting. I learned to tune out the noise. If it got real bad, I’d 
pick up my baby brother, take him to a quiet room and play 
with him, knowing that soon the argument would blow over and 
the butterfl ies in my stomach would go away.

Although their fi ghts were rarely violent, my dad did break 
the occasional plate or punch a hole in a wall. My dad loved us 
all very much, but he had a hard time controlling his anger. He 
dealt with his problems in all the wrong ways, and he hurt my 
mom and our family. He did what he wanted, and she didn’t 
like it. When she protested, he got angry and said hurtful things, 

but he never laid a hand on her. To me he was always good, but 
he was hardly around.  

Only rarely did I get between my mom and dad. One evening 
as I was doing math homework at our dining room table, they 
began to argue in the kitchen. I knew my dad had come over to 
try and work things out with my mom.  

“I’m going to win your mom back,” he had told me one night 
before dropping me off at home. I smiled, knowing he had good 
intentions. 

Well, somewhere along the way, my dad’s conquest went 
astray because their shouting was not of a love rekindled. I did 
my best to focus on the long division problem in front of me. 
Soon, however, the numbers became a meaningless jumble as 
the screaming grew louder. 

My breath stopped when, out of the corner of my eye, I saw 
my dad lying on the fl oor and my mom standing above him, 
holding a knife to his chest. Time froze. That image will forever 
be embedded in my brain. 

Without thinking, I jumped up from my chair and threw 
myself across his body, sobbing with fear. My mom drew the 
knife away and knelt down. We just sat there, all three of us, 
holding each other.

I knew my dad wasn’t a bad guy. My mom’s family always 
criticized him for treating our family the way he did. They had 
forgotten how they used to love him, but in the end they took 
my mom’s side. 

I was never hateful toward him, though. Sometimes he did 
scare me, when he yelled and the time he pulled the car door off 
its hinge.  

I remember that day because it started out as a happy one. 
But on the way home from lunch, my parents started fi ghting. I 
don’t even remember what the argument was about, but my dad 
was heated. 

When we got home, he got out to open the door for my mom, 
but he was in such a rage that he pulled the door too hard. It 

Janice Vega is a print journalism senior at the Walter Cronkite School of Journalism and Mass Communication at Arizona 
State University. She grew up in Tucson, but soon left the city to pursue bigger dreams. She loves people, travel and music. 
Most of all, she likes writing about them. Her work has appeared in ASU’s State Press and State Press Magazine as well as 
Arizona Foothills Magazine. One day, Janice hopes to combine her passion for the arts and writing as a writer for Anthem 
magazine. She can be reached at javega1@asu.edu.

Continued on page 7
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broke. 
My mom panicked, picked me up and started walking back 

to our apartment. 
Looking over my mom’s shoulder, I saw dad in tears. “I’m 

sorry,” he yelled after her. “I was just trying to help.” 
All I wanted to do was run back and hug him.
Though I loved my mom, seeing her cry made me sad. Still, 

I felt I could never abandon my dad, let alone be angry at him. 
He was selfi sh, impulsive and aggressive, but he was also 

passionate, smart and charming. He was my dad, and he loved 
me. 

  What he didn’t know was how to nurture the 
relationships most important to him. Instead, he responded in 
anger and frustration when he couldn’t get a point across or 
did something wrong yet couldn’t bring himself to apologize. 
He was prideful. 

In those moments I felt that if I didn’t defend my dad, if I 
didn’t love him, no one else would. Even if the world knocked 
him down, I would always be there to catch him. Or comfort 
him with a blanket.

The Blue Guitar salutes
Allison Gatlin

Third-place winner in the prestigious national 
2009 Hearst Journalism Awards Contest for 
her nonfi ction essay “Playing His Twisted 
Game,” which appeared in the Fall 2009 issue 
of The Blue Guitar.

Congratulations, 
Allison!
2009 Hearst Editorial Writing Winners were announced in December.

Top ten scholarship winners include: Allison Gatlin, Arizona State University, third place, $1,000 scholarship.

The 50th annual William Randolph Hearst Foundation’s Journalism Awards Program encompasses 110 undergraduate 
journalism programs at colleges and universities across the nation that are eligible to participate.

Allison Gatlin

Continued from page 6



Stairs to the Cottage

www.TheBlueGuitarMagazine.org               Spring 2010
8

Five Poems By Cathy Capozzoli

Cathy Capozzoli’s poetry and short essays have been widely published in print and on the Internet.  She holds an MFA 
from the Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics at Naropa Institute in Boulder, Colorado. Cathy has performed her 
poetry at many venues in Arizona. Contact her at cathycap@gmail.com.
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I gave away your lamp yesterday,
the one you gave me when I married
your cousin—Irish glass isn’t meant
for the tropics, and I needed to let go 
of that marriage anyway, as I have 
for years, it seems, and you, who died without me,
my Christmas card to you returned to me 
that year, you left the ink in my hands.
I would call your sister, but she wears
a gray feather boa. I couldn’t bury you,
I just laid myself down 
after a red-wine sleep
to stare blindly into the surge.

Cold Plates
© 2010
He left that morning as he always did—
worn gray bag slung over hip, 
green canvas pants rolled at cuff, 
beard and hair wild with sleep.  

The sun moved over the hill earlier that day, 
a few leaves brown on the ground—
not fall just yet.  

Later, they found him where the trail 
shortcuts the switchbacks. 
Blue skin a veneer—
Dead with his mouth closed.  

With the table set for two,
she slept on a chair, 
dreamt of dark mirrors, 
two strands of blood-red pearls;
dirty winds that come
before a storm.

Night Watch Woman
© 2010
Awake,
asleep,
maybe both,
I watch
a whirlpool stop
above me,
and the water calms
to a stranded nest.
I emerge from this water, 
but cannot breathe—
two silent hands, 
magnets 
in orbit 
around shared poles,
hold my voice.

I myself stand naked, 
skin the tenor of sepia 
leaks from the frame of my remains.
Eggshell bones cleave,
and my soft interior perishes,
like the dancer’s last face
longing to know the hush of sleep.

Around me, then,
courtyard walls appear, and dissolve.
A dove lands on a drum
that arises from mud before me.
Fire comes, and
my hair blazes in smoke
that burns ovals around my eyes.

A snake curls to my wrist,
and in a single moment,
a cul-de-sac of despair—
my fi gure is restored
from sea urchin to night watch woman.
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If an Archeologist
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If an archeologist
someday dug up unmarked land
where this house once stood,
the fi ndings would be as follows:
ink holders and ghee lamps,
fi ne linen text wove, in shreds.
A wall calendar, 
pages unturned but spent—
a cupful of misplaced rocks and stones.

The archeologist would fi nd 
a collection of pens,
a magnet once applied
to a sore elbow,
various half-burnt candles—
sooty wicks untrimmed,
and the tarnished candle snuffer.

A half-dressed peasant doll.
Rarifi ed bits of glass
that when dusted and recomposed
would yield a smooth
glass lingham.

The broken paddle of an overhead fan.
A sage leaf carried from deep inside
the desert’s living edges.
A warped board—a lap desk,
with a thin notch gone from the
top left, where once it was dropped.

The books of a woman who
loved deeply, and the curled
remnants of a telephone cord,
once a conduit.  

A tarnished door handle,
a thin strand of silken hair,
the gray-white porcelain lid
of a ginger jar
that once contained the ethers.   
 

Various sets of spectacles
to redress tired eyes;
plus one sturdy lamp,
the worn seat of a desk chair,
mismatched tea cups from old China.

An endless knot of cables,
all in black, of course,
like the hats of proper ladies
in churches.

All these
the one who digs
would gather,
and, smelling the rubrum lilies
that often bloomed in a vase near the 
stove,
would surely know
the woman who once lived here.

The digger would sort
dust and dirt 
with fi ngers and tools, 
and hear words line up,
knocking, bearing witness 
to the endless march of language
that would never face the scrutiny
of scholars—
yet once lived before dying on the page,
lived in a heart,
lived among these fi nds 
now liberated from the earth.

The archeologist would sit on her heels 
and hear
the hovering spirits, essences like rare 
perfumes
and the pinpricks of scorpions,
who might persuade her to take up
the old pen and strive
to answer the artifacts with echoes—
returning them forever to the wind.

Stranger
in Perpetuity
© 2010
A single street light
discloses snow 
circulating
up into the air.

These are the nights I
can’t sleep for the heat 
in my skull, the wheel
sliding from my grip.

Someone said those things 
about heaven & hell
as a promise
to the chariot driver 
who makes the reins a friend.

The hawk’s circles aren’t lazy—
she’s searching earth
from the sky—the way 
I search the sky from earth, 
and a girl’s room 
no longer holds her,
daylight fading like snow 
on a warm, dark street.

The day I realized 
what a lucky rabbit’s foot 
really was, that the teacup 
in front of my doll 
actually was empty, and
the coin purse that pinched 
my fi nger didn’t 
keep me from spending 
myself anyway—
then I knew: 
how to fall through 
a closed window. 

Next came the time when
the snow stopped swirling 
under the street lamp,
stopped dancing
stopped rising to the light.

Who was I to the walls 
of the sun porch?
The unplugged phone rings.
I haven’t cried like this—
in a long time.



And Now, a
Strange Concerto
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Harp, what sounds you make
through your heavy bow-bent back, 
strung out to reconcile wire and wood. 

You could have been a trumpet
bellowing your life’s music, instead a winged clavicle
of confl icting tunes. 

As if you were a guitar,
warped along the frets of your strained wood neck,
spoiling every bar. And if you 

think you are immune,
weird harp, know that you too are a strange instrument,
no stranger than a cactus,

not yet able to sing,
who raises its prickly arms to desert skies, whispering
por favor, I am thirsty.

Four Poems By Eman Hassan

Eman Hassan is an MFA student of poetry at Arizona State University, where she teaches English writing courses and 
will be teaching her fi rst poetry course in the Fall of 2010.  She came to the valley three years ago and decided this was a 
good place to stop being a rolling stone. Contact her at ehassan1@asu.edu.

Gracelessly
© 2010
Suddenly—
the breath of spring barely exhaled—
the pink lush petals of the fl ower bush turned pale yellow—

where did the time go
now how many poets have written on the darling buds of May
the fl ickering
 
blush of bloom caught out of the corner of an eye instead of looked at
directly as if to say everything that grows holds in perfection but
a little moment 

rather than focusing on a dimple you wish you had, green eyes
or bigger breasts, noticing that furrowing third
eye on your head
 
or those kilos you needed to shed off your thighs because 
then you really would be beautiful. We take notice only in the leaving, 
in the fl eeting  

departure of things,
holding up our hands under the harsh summer sun, taking note 
of growth rings around our knuckles.
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‘Not With a Bang’
© 2010
And what was it we raced to with arms open wide,  
  after opening the door? Flinging ourselves 

forward, into its embrace, as if it were our lover 
at the end of the corridor we ran through the day to meet, 
calling our names.   
   
  But it’s not them, is it?

How short. 
The sprinted length of it. The earth-womb of it.
Towards a red-haired Siren in a white satin dress 
her parting gash of lips; red cave-mouth calling out for your last kiss.                                                                                     

  This is the broken digit. 

      A fl ung-open manuscript on a wooden table. A
speed reader weeps at the end of a book. Pages fl ip
in the wind.   Frequency of fl esh (or, 
a composite worn like fake jewelry). 

      This is the indignity
      of it. 
     
Because we carry sorrow in our knees, blessed are the rooted trees.  
   
This is the sideline story
the way we run
with one hand clinging onto a myth 
the other clutching at wind.

  

Perfectly Clear
© 2010
From up here the mountains seem
like hills that seem so big to ants
below all details are perfectly clear 

the rivers make out as veins that snake
around those earthen mounds like
water running itself clean they 
remind me of my mother sitting next to me
who once loomed so big now a foot hill her words 
fl owing non-stop encircling the slopes of 
her body though now she is standing still
as though her stream of speech embodies
a longing she will hear if she stops

talking long enough she will hear the only
thing she has not spoken waiting around
the bend of her words an echo of

a former question only an echo of
the original it is perfectly clear my mother
is afraid of the end of every sentence 

you can see it deep in the unwinding
water of her eyes you can hear it in
her speech running rapid incessant 

as if each question were an
imposter posing for another
all of them secretly only one

innocently born in the longing
mouth of a child long ago on an
airplane who asked are we there yet? 
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Aurélio, soup, and love
By Patricia Friedrich

Patricia Friedrich, PhD, is an associate professor of rhetoric and composition/linguistics at Arizona State University’s 
New College. She has written extensively on the spread of English and on issues of language and peace for several 
academic publications, including World Englishes, Harvard Business Review and the International Multilingual Research 
Journal. She is also the author of “Language, Negotiation and Peace: the use of English in confl ict resolution” and the 
editor of “Teaching Academic Writing” both by Continuum Books. She has recently become more engaged in fi ction 
writing. She is working on a book project for young adults and on several short stories. She can be reached at Patricia.
Friedrich@asu.edu.

© 2010

“Hora de dormir, Aurélio,” announced his mother in 
her melodic native Portuguese. Aurélio, who never 

became quite fl uent in the language, knew well what that 
meant, though. It was time to sleep. He had been reading Jules 
Verne under the covers again, illuminated only by a small gas 
lamp which he kept by his bedside table. His mother knew he 
only pretended to sleep; she always knew everything. She knew 
when he was sad, scared or hungry. She also knew that their 
situation was very worrisome.

And so did Aurélio. He could gauge the status of the family’s 
fi nances by the tenor of the dinner menu: if soup was served 
several times a week, things were bad, and this week he had 
already had potato soup, cabbage soup, and onion soup. Worse 
yet, it was only Wednesday. He knew that what went into 
the soup were relatively affordable items which would not 
overburden the family. But even if they had been able to afford 
fancier food, they would have been curtailed by rationing 
policies. The war had forced whole communities to observe 
restraint since the previous year.  

Aurélio’s mother did not complain; she sang softly as she 
peeled vegetables and cleaned the kitchen. She always believed 
better times would lie ahead. She had seen both adversity and 
bounty and remained impressed by neither although having a 
child had made the former a little more poignant. 

Aurélio did his best not to burden her any further.  Apart 
from not respecting curfew and reading until his eyes burned, 
he was a very good son. He studied hard in school and did his 
chores diligently. When he was done, he sat by the window, his 
chin supported by his knuckles, while he listened to the radio 
and waited  for his father to come home. 

John Allan, the father, was a bus driver who worked to 
the point of exhaustion. But like Aurélio’s mother, he never 
complained. He believed that, despite the economic hardship, 
he was a very lucky man. He had what mattered; he was 
married the love of his life, Maria Eugênia, a beautiful 
Portuguese woman who had given him his beloved son. He 
was not an ambitious man, not beyond reason, and although he 
wished their funds were a little more abundant, he fi gured his 

problems were small and manageable, especially because to 
offset them, he had Eugênia.  

While she cooked, Maria Eugênia ruminated over the 
possibility of working. With the war and so many men sent 
abroad, positions had opened, and although her husband had 
miraculously escaped being drafted, possibly because he was 
older than those in the optimal age range, his salary alone was 
insuffi cient. Secretly, Eugênia also had a desire to work for her 
own sake, and now that many married women held jobs outside 
the home, she felt entitled to at least dream about it. 

But John was a proud and traditional man, and Eugênia 
hesitated about even bringing up the subject. So instead of 
troubling her husband, she started doing odd jobs which she 
could accomplish within the confi nes of the house. While he 
was away at work, she ran a small business: fi rst came the 
laundry baskets full of clothes which she washed and pressed to 
perfection. Then came the sewing of children’s dresses. Finally, 
she accepted orders for the delicious pies she baked.

Soon the dinner menu improved, though Eugênia tried to 
be subtle about it. When the main course was soup, it came 
accompanied by delectable breads and possibly a baked dessert. 
In addition, more often than before, dinner was not soup, and 
John commended her on her home economics skills.

However, as it happens with many innocent lies, Eugênia’s 
deception was not to go undetected forever. Once while 
walking home from work, John ran into one of his wife’s 
wealthy customers, who saw in the chance encounter an 
opportunity to profusely praise his wife’s baking. John, 
although confused, kept the farce going, but upon arriving 
home demanded an explanation. Aurélio eavesdropped from 
behind a door which he managed to keep ajar. Eugênia, not 
schooled in the art of lying, confessed to everything right away 
between bouts of crying and attempts at interrupting. Despite 
her claims, though, John proceeded to outline everything which 
was wrong about her behavior. Not only had she lied to him, he 
pondered, but she had also emasculated him by overtaking his 
role as provider. 

Continued on page 13
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Eugênia’s tears were a burden too heavy for Aurélio to 
endure, and, unable to contain himself any longer, he leaped 
into the room and confronted his father. He argued that his 
mother was an angel who only wanted to help, that since her 
enterprising idea, the home had been running more smoothly, 
the food had improved and he, Aurélio, was even feeling this 
pants tighter around his waist. 

Unfortunately, Aurélio’s reasoning caused an effect which 
was the opposite of what he had hoped, for it only reinforced 
in John the feeling of humiliation and of having failed to fully 
provide for his family. His face turned an unbecoming shade 
of red, and he stormed out of the room slamming the door 
behind him.

Eugênia, still shaken after the uncharacteristic outburst from 
her husband, wiped her tears and hugged her son. She smelled 
of soap and lavender. “Não te preocupes, Aurélio, do not 
worry. Your father is a good man who just needs to calm down 
for a few minutes. Go listen to the radio. By the time dinner is 
ready, everything will be fi ne again.”

Aurélio found it hard to concentrate on the radio shows 
which usually sent his mind soaring.  It seemed that 
daydreaming had just become an impossible task. Adventures 
in distant lands and horseback riding escapes could not remove 
the images of the early evening from Aurélio’s memory. In the 

end, he fell asleep while trying to make it through the radio 
broadcasting. His mother, her heart full of love and tenderness, 
brought a blanket to shelter his slumber.  

The following morning, Aurélio woke up to the little 
silvery sounds of the kitchen: china being brought to the table 
for tea, knives arranged by the plates ready to spread the 
homemade jam he liked so much. The smell of freshly baked 
bread invaded his nostrils and, carried away by the music of 
breakfast, he sleepwalked into the small room. His father sat 
there sternly; his mother, her stomach glued to the sink, did 
not betray any emotion. Aurélio wondered just when things 
would go back to normal. 

It took a little longer than he expected. Yet, slowly but 
surely, things started going back to usual. The changes were 
subtle — his mother went back to singing while she cooked, 
his father commended her on her soups, her hairdo, or the 
cleanliness of the house. In time, the two of them resumed 
their routines, the same habits that made Aurélio feel so secure 
and loved. One morning, after leaving the house, John slid 
a note next to his wife’s cup. Aurélio, who usually knew his 
place, could not resist. While his mother was outside, Aurélio 
sneaked a look and grinned. The message read:

 Mrs. Gilbert needs three apple pies for Wednesday.
   I love you, 
   John 

Continued from page 12

Winners of The Blue Guitar Jr. Contest
The Blue Guitar congratulates and is proud to announce the winners of the inaugural The Blue Guitar Jr. 
contest for young writers and adults writing for children. The winners will be recognized at The Blue Guitar 
Festival of the Arts on April 18 at ASU West.

The Winners’ Circle
First place for writers 10 and younger:

Meena Venkataramanan — “Time for Change”

First place for writers 11 and older
Mira Takamura — “Franco”

First place for adults writing for children:
A.L. Means — “A Change of Scene”

First place for poetry for children
Victoria Turnipseed — “A Sniff of Sadie’s Magic,” a poem for children


