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Front Cover
Joanna Hellmuth

I usually only get around to making
one print a year, though the images
and ideas tend to reside in my mind
for months before they are worked out
on a page. My background in field
botany, coupled with my fascination
with the curves and textures of plants
make them a common subject of my
prints.

Front Inside Cover
Niña, Que Ves?

If ever you could capture the
tenderness and innocence of a child
that knows only today, I think this is
one of those moments. We see her
sheepish and concerned, peeking
under this leaf as she grasps her
protector and security blanket.  The
real question being what kind of a
world are we creating for her to see
that will help her let go of her leaf and
choose to walk barefoot on this earth.
Niña, que ves? What do you see?

This picture was taken August 2003
in Boquete, Panama. 

The views expressed in this publication do
not necessarily reflect those of the The Stew
or the School of Public Health.

Funded by  the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg
School of Public Health Student Assembly

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR:

stew@jhsph.edu
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The Stew Staff

This Stew is brought to you by:
Holly Wellington Ellen Beckjord Sufia Dadabhai
Jennifer Kleene Aliza Monroe-Wise Elizabeth Flanagan
Steve Koh Bamini Jayabalasingham

Monika Dutt - Editor

The Stew staff decided that for this edition, we would compile a short story for
your reading enjoyment. All characters and events described are ficticious...

She woke with a start; it wasn't even light yet.
"Hello", she smiled, "I didn't hear you come
in." "What's on your face? Jelly Donut?" asked
Em."Uh, no." she shook her head. "It's a long
story." Taking my hand, she stepped onto the
flying starfish. We felt somnabulistic, our limbs
heavy, holding each other but the sun was
bright in our eyes. Our only choice was to eat
lots of pork chops and wait for the magical
tofu fairy to return us to meatless sanity.
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elizabeth flanagan
impressions of giurgiu

It ’s an hour drive south from
Bucharest. It is my first time driving south from
the city – we pass the open air markets full of
Turkish watermelons. It is tomato season, and
every day here I eat tomato and cucumber
salad on my balcony overlooking the
televiziune station, where the revolution was
broadcast to the rest of the world. Outside the
city, we pass field after field of sunflowers,
explaining why they are omnipresent on the
street corners. I wonder, in the heat of July,
how much money it takes to water these fields.

I am somewhat of a tourist on this trip,
being delivered along with a load of charitable
donations for an inspection. Eleven months
out of the year I move piles of paper with
astronomical budget figures around
Washington for the chance to be let out one
month of the year to see what this money does
in the far corners of the world. We have
clothes, books, toys, even a bike for the
children. We’ve been warned they might not
let us unload the car in front– that employees
will sort through the donations, decide what
will go to each child to try to minimize
inevitable jealousy and fighting. However, this
opens up the possibility that employees might
set aside particular donations to go home to
their own children.

The AIDS orphanage is set back from
the local hospital, under the welcome shade
of trees. It is dark inside the house; lights kept
off, window shades down, to try to cool the
inside. The first thing I see is a staff member
– a  plump lady, wearing a t-shirt emblazoned

with “Lisa,” the character from Saved by the
Bell, and stretch pants. This 80s flashback
releases me from my cares about employees
taking donations.

Then, we are flooded by clamoring
children – under arm, and over foot. Ranging
in age from kindergarten through ninth grade,
these children were mostly infected through
unsafe injection practices: from reused
needles for vaccinations, and from a peculiar
practice of “mini-infusions” for infusing anemic
and malnourished children in institutions under
the former regime. The girls hang back,
looking in awe at me and my companions: the
three women, dressed in crisp black trousers
and button down shirts, and our hair so shiny.
The boys, unimpressed, sense an opportunity
and ask for ice cream. My first thought is, They
don’t look sick!

Then, I see her, hanging back against
the doorframe to her room. So it’s you, I think.
You’re the one who will break my heart. She
does look sick. She is eight years old and has
just woken up from a nap. Her black hair
hangs past her shoulders, her skin is a dusty
brown. Her eyes are dark and glittering; she
is too proud to be impressed by the likes of
us. She folds her arms across her chest and
stares back at me.

Our host, a Romanian doctor who has
made these children his mission, takes us on
a tour of the newly renovated facility. The
children call their guardian Tat, for father. The
upstairs has been remade into a new, brightly
lit classroom. Without air conditioning, it is
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much too hot for the children. Also, they are
in need of a new roof. The total cost would be
for $10,000. Ten thousand? I think. I work with
sums so large people consider ten thousand
a rounding error. That’s it? That’s all that’s
needed? And it dawns on me for the first time
what those numbers on my sheets in
Washington are doing. Those sums, too big
to be real, are broken down bit by bit so that
children in an AIDS orphanage in Romania
can have a new roof, and a new schoolroom.
I am relevant, after all.

We unload our donations, out of sight
of the children, to an adjacent storage facility.
When I return to Bucharest, I will say to my
supervisor, “They seemed so close – like a
family.” To which she will reply, without even
looking up from her desk, “But it’s not a family.
It’s an institution.”

As we are set to leave, my little girl
comes out and stands in front of the car. She
is still proud, but doesn’t want us to go. Her
house mother encourages her with words that
I don’t understand. I want to take her with me:
steal her into the car, get her across the
border, fly her back to Washington, add her
to my health insurance, get her into school. I
think of this: a daughter, fifteen years younger
than I am, sitting mutely in my basement
apartment, me without Romanian words, her
without English. I take a step nearer to her,
still giving her space; she looks up at me. I
am sure she sees this futile offer in me, and
relents. She takes her hand, swipes it down

the car door (so there!) and pushes off. I have
no way to tell her she’s already left her mark.

On the return drive, I notice things I
didn’t see coming down. The coffin seller,
stationed across the road from the hospital,
has smaller coffins available at a reduced
price. Crows have descended on the fields of
sunflowers, and as we pass, pick the seeds
from their faces.
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Totem
Joanna Hellmuth

This print is inspired by a Native American
tale of how the Raven brought the sun to the
world for all to enjoy.
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e William Hazlitt, an English writer of the early nineteenth century, wrote, “Man is the
only animal that laughs and weeps; for he is the only animal that is struck with the
difference between what thing are and what they ought to be.” There is indeed much
to weep about these days for those of us concerned about the health of the public.
Half of the world’s population lives on less than $2 a day, income inequalities increase
in the United States, the more we learn about the social determinants of health the
less political will there seems to be to translate the knowledge into policy and action,
and tens of thousands of Iraqi civilians have died as a direct result of U.S. military
adventurism.

In a recent commentary in the Nation about the seeming ascendance of “moral values”
in electoral politics Barbara Ehrenreich observed, “Policies of pre-emptive war and the
upward redistribution of wealth are inversions of the Judeo-Christian ethic, which is for
the most part silent, or mysteriously cryptic, on gays and abortion. At the very least, we
need a firm commitment to public forms of childcare, healthcare, housing and
education–for people of all faiths and no faith at all. Secondly, progressives should
perhaps rethink their own disdain for service-based outreach programs. Once it was
the left that provided ‘alternative services’ in the form of free clinics, women’s health
centers, food co-ops and inner-city multi-service storefronts. Enterprises like these
are not substitutes for an adequate public welfare state, but they can become the
springboards from which to demand one.”

As I have tried to absorb the events of the last few weeks and ready myself for the
struggles ahead, I have found myself comforted by great writers. John Steinbeck spent
the summer of 1940 examining marine life in the Sea of Cortez with his good friend
and naturalist Ed “Doc” Ricketts. A decade later he published The Log of the Sea of
Cortez, a book that combined detailed descriptions of the inter-tidal zone fauna with
ruminations on the meaning of life. Steinbeck discussed “the tragic miracle of human
consciousness” as the attribute that sets us apart from all other living things – a miracle
because human consciousness allows us to question who we are, why we are here,
and where we are going. Tragic because our consciousness, as noted by Hazlitt, allows
us to compare what is with what ought to be. Hope is the antidote to despair about
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what is. Steinbeck wrote, “hope is a diagnostic human trait, and this simple cortex
symptom seems to be a prime factor in our inspections of our universe. For hope
implies a change from a present bad condition to a future better one. Probably when
our species developed the trick of memory and with it the counterbalancing projection
called ‘the future,’ this shock-absorber, hope had to be included in the series, else the
species would have destroyed itself in despair. For if ever any man were deeply and
unconsciously sure that his future would be no better than his past, he might deeply
wish not to live.”

At the height of the Cold War – another time when hope was in short supply and the
threat of nuclear conflict was high – Albert Schweitzer wrote, “To the question of whether
I am a pessimist or an optimist, I answer that my knowledge is pessimistic, but my
willing and hoping are optimistic…I am pessimistic because I feel the full weight of
what we conceive to be the absence of purpose in the course of world events…Even
while I was a boy at school it was clear to me that no explanation of the evil in the world
could every satisfy me: all explanations, I felt, ended in sophistries, and at bottom had
no other object than to minimize our sensitivity to the world around us. But however
concerned I was with the suffering in the world, I never let myself become lost in
brooding over it. I always held firmly to the thought that each one of us can do a little to
bring some portion of it to an end. And yet I remain optimistic…I am confident that the
spirit generated by truth is stronger than the force of circumstances.” We do have our
work cut out for us. The search for truth about human biology and human behavior
continues. The translation of these truths into public health programs and interventions
can, if properly done, push against the force of circumstances. And finally, we all have
an opportunity to treat each other with tolerance, dignity, and respect, and in so doing
demonstrate to those who succumbed to fear and bigotry that there is another way.
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 “Landmine Wisdom” asks the question, who runs the war?  Us or our technology?  Taken of
an abandoned landmine found in the Cambodian countryside, the photo questions  the
education level of troops armed with planting the landmines as well as the education level of
those sending  troops to war.

Landmine Wisdom
Robert Luo
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death for killing’s sake
kathleen speck

Yesterday, I walked with el
recrutador.  I could tell he doubted, doubted
my resolve.  He thought that I would quaver,
I would panic and, in the heat of the moment,
I would change my mind.

I am not so fickle.
Things happen when you are young

that change your world.  When you are still
‘una bebe’, things don’t make a difference.
Things like who’s around and who’s feeding
you, that don’t matter, just as long as you
get fed.  It’s not till you get older, when you
start looking round, that you see.  Then you
see the difference.

This recruiter, he thought I was just
a stupid girl, that girls can’t be angry, that we
can’t hate.  He’s wrong.

“So, muchacha, why did you bring
me here?”

“Por que…”  I could feel his eyes
sliding down my body for the twentieth time
that day.  I turned away and stared, head up,
at the rubble.  “Because, this was our house.”
I could still see walls and rooms – ghosts in
the shadows - Mama and Sirena.

“Ah, you brought me here to cry….
This will not convince me you can do the job,
muchacha.”

I could hear derision in his voice.  I
turned to look at him, giving him the same
assessing look he gave me.  “Do I look like I
am crying?”  I shook my head and raised my
eyes from his crotch to meet his.

He stared at me.  I knew what he
saw, a skinny, no-breasted, fourteen-year-
old.  A girl with a crooked nose, short-short
black hair, men’s ragged clothes and cold,
brown ghost-eyes.  His gaze shifted
uncomfortably to my dirty, bare feet.  “Okay,
so, why are we here?”

I smiled.  “I need to tell you why I
have to do this.  I have to convince you I can
do what needs to be done.  Otherwise, you’ll
think I’m just a girl - that I’m just saying I
want to do this because it is cool.  That when
I have to push the button, I will freeze,
wasting your time and money.”  I glared at
him.  “You are wrong.”

He laughed and picked his teeth
with his little fingernail.  “I am not often wrong,
muchacha.”  His Adidas shifted in the dirt,
toe grinding down.  “But I’ll listen.  I have
nothing better to do today.”

I stared at him, not sure if he would
listen, but then I shrugged and began.
“Okay….  We lived here.  All of us did - Mama,
Sirena, Paulo, Rosa, Papa and me.  Papa
died before I can remember.  Sirena told me
soldiers came and took him away one
morning.  She told me they put him in prison
and the next day, they shot him – but I don’t
remember that.”  I looked at the ghost wall
at the corner of the yard.  Bougainvillea had
grown there.  I remembered that.  Mama
would stand next to the vines, laughing at
Sirena and me as we splashed each other
with water she had brought for the day.
“Hijas, cuidado!  I don’t want to go to the well
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again!”  But, she always laughed as she
scolded.

I shook my head to keep my focus.
The recruiter sat down on crumbled rock left
from Mama’s kitchen wall.  “There were
bougainvillea plants growing on that wall over
there.  You know those red-pink flowers?  I
remember those.  Everyday, Mama used to
carry extra water from the well for them.  She
told me that they would be there forever
because something has to be….  She lied.”

“Paulo died when I was almost five,
I remember that, too.  That’s when Mama
stopped bringing water.  She said it didn’t
matter no more.  Sirena and I got the water.
We wanted the flowers to stay and bloom; we
wanted Mama to be happy.”

He shifted, pulled out his cellphone
and started flipping it open and shut.  I talked
faster.

“It didn’t make no difference.  Mama
never even noticed the flowers.  She got
skinny and worried about Rosa and Sirena
and me.  Rosa would laugh and tell her that
nothing was going to happen, we were girls.
Soldiers don’t kill girls.  Rosa was wrong.”

“Mama and I walked to the corner
one afternoon to wait for Rosa.  The soldiers
blew her up while she was walking down the
street.  Rosa and Carmen and Lucia.  We
heard an explosion and they just flew apart.
It hit them, just them.   Nothing else, ‘cept the
street under their feet.  Mama screamed and
ran.  She kept picking pieces up and
screaming for Rosa.  By the time Sirena and

I got her home, she was covered in blood.
She sat on the floor and hummed while she
pulled out her hair.  I remember picking it up
and trying to put it back.  Sirena stopped me.”

“The next time the soldiers came
down the street, Mama ran outside.  She
screamed at the soldiers to kill her, too.  She
ran at the jeeps and tanks and beat on them
with her fists.  The first time she did it, I think
she scared them, but she did it every time
they came by for months.  Soon they laughed
at her and shoved her away.  They called her
una vaca estupida.  They told her to grow her
hair – that it was no wonder she had no
husband as ugly as she was - una bruja fea.”

“Mama stopped taking care of
Sirena and me after that.  She would sit in the
house, not moving for days.  Sirena and I had
to go out, find food and cook.  Mama’s flower
vines withered.”

The recruiter cleared dust from his
throat.  “It’s a hard story, muchacha.  We all
have hard stories, many families are gone,
but I still don’t think so….”

“Wait, I am not finished.  There is
more.”

“I don’t need to hear more.  I need
someone who hates.  Your story is sad.”
Standing, he whacked the dust off his pants.

“All you have heard is the sad part –
the part any girl would tell you if she wanted
you to fuck her.”

His eyebrows shot up and he
grinned.
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“I don’t want you to fuck me.  I am
no whore.  I need to do this.  If you listen, you
will help me do it.”

“Okay, chica,” he laughed as he
eased himself back down on the rubble.
“Convince me, because certainly you are too
skinny to fuck.”

“Like I said, after Rosa died, Mama
didn’t feed us no more.  She never went out
to find food and didn’t cook.  Sirena and I
looked for food, but it was hard to find – we
didn’t know where Mama had found it, and
many days we were hungry.  We finallyfound
holes in the fences and we crossed the border.
Garbage behind the restaurants was good.
Sometimes we would got sick.  If it was good,
we tried to get Mama to eat.  She would roll it
in her mouth and swallow, if one of us watched
her.”

“One night, I found a big melon.  It
was green, beautiful, big and cool.  I knew
Mama would eat it; I wanted her to smile.  I
shoved it into my bag and we ran for the hole
in the fence.  But I hit the fence, or Sirena hit
the fence, or maybe even the melon hit the
fence.  The siren went off.  Lights popped on
and we ran.  We ran so hard; I heard Sirena’s
breath screaming in and out.  Bullets hit walls
around us and flying bits of rock cut my arms
and face as I ran.  We dodged, ran and
dodged, trying to get away, to get home.  I
thought we would never make it.  We flew
around this one corner and there was the
courtyard wall ahead of us.  Sirena was ahead

of me, but she was gasping and whistling and
I shouted to her to run.  I knew I was going to
get caught or hit, but I didn’t.  I heard a whump
behind me and suddenly the wall next to
Sirena exploded.  There.” I pointed to the
rubble without the bougainvillea vine.

I stared at the ghost wall for a
moment, took a deep breath and went on.

“It was this wall, the wall of our
courtyard....  It was hot.  Mama was sleeping
outside, next to the wall.  Sirena, the wall,
Mama and the bougainvillea all turned to dust
and pieces.  The flash blew me down and
covered me with rocks.”

“My head was spinning when I woke.
There were lots of people – our people and
soldiers with guns….  I could see mouth’s
moving. They were shouting, pointing at each
other, but I couldn’t hear them.   No one
seemed to see me; I didn’t know where I was,
the street had changed.  I sat up and looked
down to see why I was wet.  My hands were
covered with blood and dirt.  When I looked
back up, people were throwing rocks at the
soldiers.   The soldiers started shooting back.
The people ran and threw rocks.  They got
shot and died as I watched, but I could do
nothing.  I remember screaming and not
hearing my own screams.  I tried to help, but
my legs wouldn’t work.  I fell down every time
I pulled myself up.  The soldiers hid behind
walls in front of me, I wanted to do something
to make them stop the shooting, but all I had
was blood, dirt and a melon in a bag.  I cried
and watched people die.”
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“It lasted forever.  When the soldiers
came out, they walked over to the people they
had killed and kicked them or poked them with
their guns.  One officer walked up to me.  He
pointed and silently laughed.  I didn’t want to
look at him.   I didn’t want him to see hate and
fear in my eyes.  I looked over at the rubble.
Suddenly, I noticed Mama’s hand lying by the
rocks.  A boot nudged me, but I didn’t look up.
The officer strode over to her hand - I knew it
was her’s, it had her ring, the silver one that
Papa had given her.  He bent down to look in
my face and nudged her hand with his toe.  It
was just her hand – no arm.  He laughed; I
could see hatred and such evil in his eyes.
He kicked it into the street.”

“Then I was screaming.  He hit me
in the face with the butt of his gun.  My nose
and lips popped and there was so much blood.
He left and all I remember is crawling out into
the street, dodging boots and feet, feeling for
Mama’s hand.”

I felt my mouth stretch into a smile,
and my fingers moved as I remembered.  “You
know, it was still warm in the hot night air, the
skin dusty and soft.  It was all I had left....  I
scrambled back to the rubble and held it close
until morning.”

“In the light, todas mujeras viejas
came out and found their dead.  I could see
them howling, crying and throwing themselves
on the bodies.  All I could hear was a soft buzz
and ring.  It was so quiet inside my head.  I
put Mama’s hand in my pocket, grabbed the

melon bag and walked up to the top of that
hill.”  I pointed.

“I found a good place there, under
an acacia - a place with shade.  I dug a hole,
took out her hand and kissed and buried it.  I
said goodbye to Mama and Sirena, cried,sat
down on a rock, broke the melon open and
ate it.  It was sweet.  I shared the juice with
them, hoping something pretty would grow.”

“After that, I became a ghost.  No
one ever saw or talked to me.  I walked
through the streets, in the middle of the day,
but no one knew I was there.”

I looked at the recruiter to see if he
understood.  He didn’t seem to, but it didn’t
matter.  I knew I was a ghost – I had died.
But Mama wasn’t ready for me, yet.

“I ate when I needed to.  Sometimes
I just went into houses and took food from
tables.  No one ever did anything, no one saw
me.  After awhile, I went back across the fence
– but never through the hole.  I would stop
outside guard houses and listen.  At first, I
listened to see if they knew I was there.  They
never did.  They talked about us.  They talked
about how stupid we were and how all we want
to do is kill.”

I glanced at the recruiter, he was
listening, his eyes eager.  “What else did they
say?  Did they say things we could use?  Can
you listen more?”

“No, they say nada.  They know
nada.  The only ones that know anything are
officers and they don’t stay in the guard
houses.”
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“But what if you listened more, don’t
they talk about their plans, their orders?”

“No, they find out just before they
have to go.  It does no good then….  And I am
no spy.”

“I can see that,” he said derisively,
“I’m just not sure what you are.  A ghost?  What
good is a ghost that I can see?  No.  I don’t
think you can do this job, muchacha, you’re
too crazy for this job.”

“I may be crazy, but I know I am the
only one who can do this job.  I know where
that officer lives now.  I looked for months not
knowing what I was looking for.  Finally, I saw
him at a pizza shop.  I was hungry, and had
stolen a piece up from his table.  I ate half of
it before I realized who he was.  I threw it down
and ran outside to vomit.  Then, I followed
him.”

“All day I followed him.  When he
went home, I waited until he slept, crept in
and found him in bed with his beautiful wife
with the blonde hair.  I stared at them and
learned their faces.  I found his children and
did the same.  Then I went back to his room,
found his gun, picked it up and put it to his
head.  I was going to shoot, but when I stared
at his sleeping face, I knew it would mean
nothing.  He would have no pain, and I would
still be a ghost.  I put the gun back and waited
outside.  For weeks, maybe months, I followed
him and his family – time means nothing to a
ghost.  Now, I know where he lives, who his
friends are, who his mistress is, what days
the family goes out and where they go.  I know

the church, the school, the doctors….  I know
the names of his wife and children.”

I looked into the recruiter’s face.
“The officers and their families are having a
pool party tomorrow.  I will be there.  If you let
me do this, he will die.  He will die and so will
many others.  It will be worth your while.  This
is why this ghost is still here.”

He narrowed his eyes at me.  “This
will not work; there is no way you could get
into that kind of a party.  They won’t let you in!
This ‘ghost’ thing is just loco!  I can see you, if
you were a ghost, I couldn’t!”

I put out my hand in front of him
telling him to stop.  “Wait, let’s go to the
market.  I’ll show you there – no one will see
me.”

“This is stupid!  You are not a ghost!
I can see you!”

“I know, but I am still a ghost.
Come!”

We walked to the market.  I don’t
know why he followed me, but he did.  At the
fruit, I picked up a banana.  Next to the stand,
I peeled and ate it.  No one noticed me except
the recruiter.  When I was done, I threw the
peel on the floor and waited.  A clerk came
over after a minute, picked it up and threw it
away.  I walked behind the glass cases, I did
not sneak.  I took an empanada and a cookie.
I stood there, eating them behind the counter.
The store owner worked around me as though
I was invisible.  I am a ghost.

I picked up his Coke and finished it.
In a minute, he picked it up.  Puzzled, he



18

death for killing’s sake
ka

th
le

en
 s

pe
ck

glanced around as though someone had
taken it.  I was the only one there.  He couldn’t
see me.  I walked out as he shook his head,
mystified.  We walked down the street.

“Now do you believe me?”
“No.  I don’t know what to believe!”

He shook his head.  “I don’t know what to do.
I know you are crazy, but I may have to give
you what you want.  What time is the party
tomorrow?”

“I need to be there by 2:00.”
“Meet me at your old house at 12:00.

I will be there with my decision.”  He reached
to pat my shoulder, but I shied away.

It is almost 2:00.  The officer and his
family are some of the last to arrive, as always.
From the hilltop overlooking the house, I can
see children playing near the pool.  The
officers and their wives are near the barbecue
grills.  I can smell chicken and beef; the meat
is charring.  I feel the heat of the day on my
face, take a deep breath and walk down to
the driveway.  I know the recruiter is watching.
He will not be disappointed.

At the front door, I wait next to a bush
until other guests are welcomed and follow
them in.  The house is from a movie,
something Mama had dreamed about long
ago and told me while I sat on her knee.  I
wander through the house, wishing my life, la
vida de mi familia, had been like this – had
been something….  Then I find the glass door
to the pool.  Wandering, no one sees me, no

one moves away, no one bumps me.  I am a
ghost.

I find the officer.  He is with others,
but he is not the only one I am looking for.
Finally!  His wife!  The mother of his children!
And look, not one, but two beautiful blonde
girls.

I slip up next to them, take a deep
breath, find the button and yell, “Look at me!”

Their heads all swivel around,
searching.  “Look at me!” I command.  “Listen!”

Suddenly, I am not a ghost.  They
all stop and stare at the rag-girl with the
explosive vest.  I speak softly, knowing their
ears are focused.  “You killed mine, I kill yours,
and death goes on.”

The officer and someone else run
from across the pool to stop me, but it is too
late.  My thumb pushes the red button.  I see
bougainvillea on the wall behind the grill and I
smile as my body explodes.  Freed, I go to
find Mama and Sirena, leaving the officers to
find their own families.
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Bells
Sally Mccormack

On the island of Paros there is a beautiful monastery at the top of the hill in Parikia. One of
the hiking trips my group took was walking up to this monastery. Along the way we could
pick fresh oregano and basil. These became the ingredients we would plan our dinner
around that night. Once at the top of the hill, we could see the harbor of Parikia. To the left
was the old windmill and to the right were the rocks in the Aegean Sea that had been the
cause of a fatal ferry accident a year prior. However, directly in front of me was  something
calming that told stories of the monastery but also of the country of Greece. These bells
are similar to ones seen everywhere. Their song was as sweet as can be. I could hear the
bells from my apartment and every morning I would wake to their chime. This was the best
alarm clock I have ever had!
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There are so many lives
In my hot khaki yard
That don’t want to be touched.

From the ostentatious sisal,
Like an old woman’s begging hand
Tipped with sharp blackened nails
We use as needles to dig slivers from our soles,
As staples for making mango-leaf cartwheels,
Or as toothpicks
For those of us with teeth

To the sensitive micro-ferns that curl away from our careless feet,
our slightest brush and they recoil unto themselves
Fold their palms heavenward
Their prettiness, white blossoms and all, retract
From our curiosity
Threatened even with the reverberation of nearby children-feet.

These stray dogs, curled against the protection of my fence,
Are surruptitiously courting my guard dog,
A lame old yellow that yelps for no reason and flinches
When I raise my hand to wipe away sweat,
Cowers with one eyebrow cocked.

These are sensitive creatures
They don’t know what to do with company,
They enjoy no company.
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I can feel the warmth of her arm
though the white sari resting against mine.
The cascade of the white cloth starts with
layers on the shoulder flowing down so
that by the time it reaches the middle of
her arm it ends as a single transparent
sheet.  Nothing but the soft wrinkled folds
of her brown skin follows, reaching to her
wrist.  Then the deformity starts.

The path beyond the bend of her
wrist, ravaged by the war underneath,
reveals the first casualties.  The wrinkles
become longer and thinner eventually
disappearing as they reach her knuckles,
smooth as sand dunes.  The battleground
is raised up as her immune system swells
her hands and stretches every line out of
existence.  But this time it doesn’t come
to help.  Her own body is the target of the
attack.  Resisting the advancing force, the
skin holds on to each dune so tight I can
see the reflection from the lights above
shining on them. Crooked fingers shoot
out just over the precipice of each dome
crossing a mirror image.  She holds the
fingers from the other hand in this one as
if comforting them, weary from the same
battle.  She shifts them around because
of the pain, almost automatically now,
never letting her eyes pay attention to
them.

I can see them through the narrow
space between her temple and the straight
edge of her tan glasses.  Her eyes.  They
stare straight ahead.  Still.  Not even
tracking her other grandchildren as they
roller-blade around in the middle of the
rink.  Her face copies her eyes, still as
stone.  I could always make her smile
though, if just as a response to my own.
She’s always polite like that.  Never asks
for anything, never complaining, anything
is fine for dinner, anything is comfortable.
She has no likes or dislikes since coming
here last year to be with her children.  The
proud children she raised from that cement
house, her hands worn from raising ten
children.  And she’s proud of them too,
making it in America.  Now she can finally
be with them.  So everything is fine.

But she’s dying - and everyone
knows it.  I didn’t know I’d only have a few
more months to sit beside her like this but
I knew it too.  So did she, her heart can’t
keep up and the problems are weighing
down.   But she doesn’t think she can
burden them with this load.  She mentions
things but her concerns are
paternalistically swept away because
‘medical care is expensive in this country’
and ‘this cream will help the pain’ and ‘this
drink will ease the constipation’ and ‘this
pill won’t hurt your stomach.’  So she learns
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forgets too much.  And there’s no cream
or drink or pill to make her remember her
hunger, the one in her stomach or the one
in her spirit.  So she sits here, quietly,
calmly, politely dying.

What is she thinking?  I want to ask
her but I know what she’ll say, ‘nothing,’
with a smile.  They’ve even swept her
thoughts away, so she can’t complain.  So
I think of something else to bring up but
before I can she preempts my question
with her own, one that I can’t answer, even
today.  Her face falls with her eyes finally
giving in to the pain in her hands.  She
massages them.  Each finger cries out,
like a child demanding the attention of its
mother.  She goes through them, one by
one, each of her fingers.  “Why are they
doing this to me?”  She goes through them,
one by one, each of her sons, each of my
uncles.  “Why won’t they take care of me?”
I feel my heart sink and shrivel up; my
chest caves in from the vacuum left
behind.  She broke the lie.  I don’t know
what to say.  I don’t know if I should say
what I think.  I don’t know if she wants an
answer.  I don’t know why she broke it in
front of me.  My mouth spits out the only
thought in my head.  “I don’t know,” I say,
turning to her expecting to see a response
but she doesn’t turn to me.  Does she

blame me too?  My chest falls further,
collapsing my lungs leaving me breathless
and silent.

She continues massaging, just one
hand now and just those fingers and she
is quiet after naming her five sons.  Absent
are the names of my mother and her other
daughters.  It’s not their duty.  It’s not my
responsibility.  But the other hand
continues to massage those fingers.  And
the more it massages, the more they sting.
And the more we’re complicit, the more
grief they strike.  And the more it
massages, the more pain they cause.  And
the more tradition binds reason, the quicker
she fades.
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Where do I find equilibrium
Maybe in the apothecary where

Magic potions, witches brew might
Give me back my balance

Or solve my problem beautifully
Like a mathematical equation.

A pacemaker might work
That steadies the heart

So simple
Just shop for equilibrium
Like you would for shoes

equilibrium
frauke davidsen
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(get) shape-up(ed) or (get) dogged-out

My motives for teaching math in a
Washington DC start-up charter school
were perhaps less altruistic than selfish.
After working for a think-tank for a few
years post-grad school, doing program
evaluation for criminal justice programs
aimed at drug offenders and urban youth,
I craved a related, but non-academic
experience.  Naively, I jumped on a
teaching opportunity that did not require
certification.

While it is arguable whether my students
benefited from my presence in the
classroom, there is no doubt I benefited
and learned much from the experience.
Every idealistic person who tries his/her
hand at teaching in a difficult situation can
debrief endlessly with tales of woefully
under prepared students, classroom
chaos, and questionably qualified
administrators. Instead of dwelling on the
difficulties, I will share some of my funny,
interesting and humbling experiences.

a) The shape-up!

Until I taught 9th grade, I had not been
made fun of so intensely since I was
in 9th grade!  One of the facets of these
students (and their teachers!) most
vulnerable to ridicule was a haircut.

However, it was not the whole
of the haircut that drew jeers – amongst
young black men the only aspect that
mattered was how the hairline along
the forehead was sculpted – this
aspect was known as the “shape-up”
As a dirty blonde with the curse of
double cowlicks, I was a never-ending
target.

“Mr. McGready, did you get shaped
up in an earthquake?”

“Mr. McGready, I saw your barber on
‘America’s Most Wanted’”

“Mr. McGready, I saw your shape up
on ‘America’s Least Wanted’”

“Mr. McGready, you should invest in
a permanent hat”

b) Karma is tough.

In a very embarrassing lapse of
professionalism I once scolded a class
by screaming, “You need to shut the
hell up and take this seriously.”

A few weeks later I caught the back
of my pants on the corner of the
blackboard eraser tray, resulting in
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a huge rip.  My only option was to
tape up the rip.  While teaching later
that day, I turned my back to the
class to write on the board.  When
I turned around there were 3
students with tape across the back
of their pants chanting in unison,
“I’m John McGready and you
should shut the hell up!”

c) Students give their teachers
nicknames out of respect?

I figured if you couldn’t control
students; at least overwhelm them with
energy and enthusiasm.  Very quickly
I earned the title “The Percolator”.  At first
I found it endearing until a student
informed me that this was the street name
for someone addicted to crack
cocaine.

d) School slogans can be bad for
education.

The slogan of the school where I
taught was “We do things different”.
Admittedly, the administration may
have been suspicious when I, the math
teacher, tried to school them in
grammar; however when the English

teacher, the Latin teacher and a few
parents also noted the grammatical
error, and the slogan still was not
changed, I knew this was an omen.

After the first year, 10 of the 11 original
teachers left, including myself.  The
school was shut down 3 years later
amidst a financial scandal.
Nevertheless, I have much fondness
for my former students and thank them
for the incredible experience!

The following is a portrait of me done
by an unidentified student. (I found it
in my classroom after school one day)
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Summer, 8 o’clock,
time for 4-year-olds to go to bed.
Over the ridge behind the cabin
the sun has long since set,
the sky still powder blue.

In the pitched attic,
with sky-shine
through the dusty, webbed window,
my brothers and I listen -
quiet...
except for the hiss of the Coleman in the room below
the rustle of cards on the table
our parents whispering as they play
pine needles hitting the roof
as the breeze teases them down.

But I know I can hear
tiny feet,
thousands of feet
eight at a time.
Daddy-long-legs slip out of the shadows
and stalk across the ceiling.

They show up as I lie there
covers up to my chin
watching.
They group together -
clumps -
crawl across and on each other -
making upside-down spider pyramids.
Until the top ones lose their grasp -
the structure collapses.

They fall, snatching at one another -
chains -
descending from the ceiling
three feet above me,
falling down softly -
friends,
to reach my blanket,
to kiss my face.

summer spiders
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in praise of unequal access
lori uscherWhite privileged Congressmen, don’t send your flu shots to Washington-area hospitals.

This voter won’t complain if you vaccinate yourselves. In fact, let us expand our
understanding of the vulnerable population to include the overlooked professional
smoozer. Just imagine what the laboratory could find on Dick Cheney’s open palm
during a fundraising dinner. I have no qualms about you bypassing the line either.
Spend that extra hour getting me and forty million of my fellow citizens health insurance.

Many of us are sensitive to the fact that in the midst of the shortage, many on Capitol
Hill had access to the elusive vaccine. It seems undemocratic that the powerful can
get their (most likely) contaminated mitts on a scarce resource. Of course, Americans
don’t actually take advantage of the flu shot when it is abundant. Companies trashed
roughly 12 million doses in 2002 due to weak demand. Yet, we are always ready to
protest unequal access- even to things we don’t really want. Frankly, our elected officials
should be armed with all the tools necessary to represent us.

We would hardly send a soldier to Iraq without the proper vaccinations. It isn’t that a
John Kerry is more important than a middle-aged school teacher or computer
programmer, it is just that he has to speak for all of us, ideally without an upper respiratory
track infection. It is sad that people who have such immense influence on the quality of
our lives must decline the vaccine in the interest of PR. It can’t do wonders for your
reelection campaign if you become a hand-shaking Typhoid Mary.

I don’t begrudge you your vaccine. I am willing to make this sacrifice in the spirit of
patriotism:  Mr. President, you keep your finger on the button and I’ll keep mine by the
Kleenex box.
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Tress in sunset
Xiaodong Cai

Traveling in the Great Smokey
Mountain National Park, October
2003, I took this photo when the
trees were soaked in the golden
rays from a setting sun.
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Give her your cold mountain.
She will knit for you a snow cap,

spin your cloud into wool,
knit hawk feathers into a coat.

Give her your rock face.
She will trace a proud lineage,

pave your path with sure steps,
pour a waterfall over its stones.

Give her your dark lake.
She will lace it with loons,

mirror the pines and moonrise,
skip dragonflies over your skin.

Give her your restless winds.
She will rain for you a lullaby,

whisper prayers through tall grass,
shush you in the pull and push of tides.

earth sings
barbara w

estw
ood diehl
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the race
Ironman.

The politically incorrect race title had taken
on mythical proportions in my mind. The
unimaginable test of mind and body…to swim
2.4 miles, bike 112 miles, and run 26.2
miles…it was a feat that had never occurred
to me to do. Never occurred to me that I could
do it.

Yet here I am, standing on the shore of the Gulf
of Mexico, with two thousand other wetsuit-
clad athletes awaiting the start of a race that
has a 17-hour time limit.

Over the past year triathlons have become an
integral part of my days. I now think nothing
of going for 7-hour bike rides, 3-hour runs, and
1 ½ hour swims on a regular basis. Each day
was directed towards making my body go
harder, longer, and faster than it ever had
before. I’ve been told by many people that the
body isn’t meant to do this…which is part of
why I decided to do it. To push my limits, to
dig as deep as I possibly can, to explore the
miracle of the human body.

If it was easy I wouldn’t be here.

Monika Dutt
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the race m
onika dutt

The gun goes off for the pros ten
minutes before the rest of the field…but
suddenly the moment is here and we swarm
into the ocean. Chaos reigns as we all struggle
to stake our claim to a piece of water. Although
never totally clear of kicking and grabbing, a
rhythm is reached and I stroke my way through
the current and follow the masses past kayaks
and around buoys.

I finish the swim in what for me is
record time. I am ecstatic at my pace and
encouraged by the Canadian flags of spectators
and my father’s presence. The changeroom is
filled with volunteers who are expertly
coordinating two thousand sets of five bags
situated at various points along the course.

I change, grab my bike, and set out on
the most time-consuming part of the day. The
bike is where you can fall apart or excel; where
you set yourself up for what could be a
successful or excruciating marathon. Hundreds
of calories must be ingested each hour,
aerodynamic position must be maintained, and
pace must be monitored. Cramping, vomiting,
pain – all could mean the end of a race after a
year of training.

I jockey for position for the first twenty
miles as hordes of riders of different abilities
move through the course. Time passes quickly
as I follow my nutrition plan of eating and
drinking at scheduled intervals. I watch the
names on the bibs of other competitors; a

community arises as we push each other along.
My body feels strong, my food intake is
agreeing with me, the weather is perfect, my
pace is good. The mile markers
pass…80…85…90…I cover by bike distances
between many towns.

At 112 miles I arrive back at the
transition area. Again, I am ahead of my
schedule and as I leave for the marathon the
clock reads 7:50. I have nine hours to complete
the marathon – at this point I know that I will
finish the race. The rules state that “crawling
is allowed on the run course;” I could crawl at
five kilometres an hour and be in by midnight.

I embark on the first loop of the
marathon, moving slowly to reaccustom my
legs to touching firm ground. I see Tom Evans,
the Canadian who is about to win the race in
eight and a half hours. He is sprinting while
the rest of us move at a seemingly sedentary
pace. Yet despite my comparative slowness,
the mile markers are flashing by quickly…I
never thought that a marathon could seem
short…

Until I bypass the “To Finish Line” sign
to follow the “2nd loop” indicator. Night is
beginning to fall, the air becomes chilly, and I
am reminded that I began this race almost ten
hours ago. The weight of my legs seems to be
increasing as I look ahead to another half-
marathon. I know I am almost there…the
longest race of my life is coming to an end. I
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have packed for myself and set out into the
darkness.

I make my way with many other
steadfastly focussed runners along the road.
The crowds are extremely supportive and there
is a veritable feast of fruit, cookies, pretzels,
coke and the famous un-vegan Ironman
chicken soup at every mile. At mile 23 is where
I begin to hear the music and the cheers. Then
I see the lights in the distance. Then I pass the
“To Finish Line” sign, for good this time.

There are fans standing in bleachers
and along the gates that line the final run path.
The clock is mounted above the arches that
house the precious Ironman finish line. People
read my name off my bib and I feel the
excitement of having hundreds of people
yelling my name and urging me on.

The tape falls away as I pass the finish
line at 12:22:49 and I hear the race director
say “Monika Doot, from Burlington, Ontario,
Canada, you are an Ironman.” There are so few
ways to mispronounce “Dutt” and yet he
manages to do it…but it doesn’t matter because
I am collapsing in exhaustion and happiness
into the arms of a waiting volunteer while a
finisher’s medal is being put around my neck.

* * *

I painfully walk back hours later after eating
and showering to watch the last of the
competitors finish. These are the people who
have spent seventeen hours on the course.
Many are in tears as they cross the finish line
to the cheering of a large crowd that is in awe
of each athlete’s accomplishment.

Doing an Ironman is a personal journey. It is
also a selfish one – it has no global impact,
takes time away from friends and family, and
benefits only one’s self. Yet it is also a
metaphor for all that can be done in life –
setting goals, striving for fulfilment, creating
a community, pushing limits. Each person has
a story behind why they have made the decision
to be an Ironman…or Ironwoman. Whether we
finish in eight, twelve, or seventeen hours, we
know we are part of something truly inspiring.
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Naugahyde mamas

Rollin’ deep to Bloomberg town

Bounce baby, bounce high
 

 

Naugahyde mamas

Rollin’ deep to Bloomberg town

Bounce baby, bounce high
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Life has an odd way of ordering itself.

........................

It all began with a tickle—the
bronchitis, not the relationship.  I was at work,
mindlessly typing a report for a client while
using my higher-level processing skills to
focus on plans for the upcoming weekend with
my girlfriend, Melinda.  There was a movie
we wanted to see, and then Melinda’s best
friend’s dance performance on Sunday,
attendance mandatory.  I guess that’s what
comes with the territory when one dates an
“artiste”.  With plans flowing innocently
enough through my brain, fingers moving
continuously on the keyboard, I was suddenly
startled out of my reverie by a strong tickle at
the back of my throat, strong enough that I
had to raise a hand quickly to my mouth to
stifle the coughing spell that ensued.  The
vaguely headachy, something’s not quite right
feeling with which I had awoken combined at
that instant with the tickle and the cough into
the realization that I was probably—no, most
definitely—coming down with something
nasty.

At that moment, Melinda called.
“Hey, there, sweetie,” she greeted me.

“How’s it going?”
“Just fine,” I managed to choke out

before being consumed by the logistics of a
tickle-cough-phone-in-hand maneuver.

“Are you getting sick?” she
admonished.

“Oh, no, honey, I just choked on a sip
of water seconds before you called.”

And though perhaps no one can say
for certain, I am now convinced that those few
words sent us spinning along an inevitable
trajectory that led to a broken heart and strong
antibiotics.

........................

“How was work?” Melinda asked as I
slid into her car, carefully holding my breath
so that the sudden movements didn’t induce
violent consequences of the tickle that,
throughout the day, had turned into a raging
sensation in my throat and bronchi of being
continually scraped by a fork.  Hard.

“Just fine,” I replied, settling in gently,
disaster averted for the moment.  “Boring, as
usual.  And your day?” I asked, hoping to start
her on one of her monologues about the highs
and lows of the world of musical theatre—one
of the perks of dating an “artiste”.  True to
form, she went off about the “phenomenal”
director, “bitchy” actors, “amazing” musicians,
and all the other superlatives who ran her life.
If only the stellar world of business were so
“phenomenal”.  But this afforded me the
chance to sip slowly on my twelfth bottle of
water for the day, moving my eyebrows in what
I hoped were motions of undivided attention
as I fiddled unobtrusively with the thermostat
of the car, hot one moment, freezing the next.

“So where are we going for dinner
tonight?” she questioned, monologue winding
to a close.  Melinda and I had long made it a
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habit to celebrate the end of my work week
and quite often the beginning of hers with a
nice dinner at some local restaurant.

“I don’t know, maybe Giovanni’s?” I
replied, thinking of the possibility of hot soup
and all you can drink cold beverages, weighing
its close proximity heavily as my need for a
bathroom increased with every sip of water.

“Fine by me,” she said, turning onto
the street and flipping her long blond hair.

“God, she’s beautiful,” I thought to
myself for the thousandth time since meeting
her.

I would come to miss that beauty, and
running my fingers through that thick, shiny
hair, countless times in the coming weeks.

.........................

Melinda looked at me carefully as I
returned to our table, much relieved to have
found a bathroom and its accompanying
solitude, where I could cough and wheeze to
my heart’s content.  “Are you okay?” she
asked, eyes narrowing a bit, voice lowering.

“Yeah, sure, why do you ask?”
“Well, I don’t know, you look a little...

pale.”
“Nah, just kind of tired.  It’s been a long

week.”
“Okay...”  Melinda replied, a tremor of

disbelief resonating in her last remark.
“So what about this dance

performance on Sunday, honey?  Do you still
think it’s worth it?”  I cringed at my phrasing
as the words came out, but the throbbing in

my head was beginning to cloud my judgment.
Melinda turned to me with a fire in her eyes I
knew was associated with only two emotions:
lust and anger.  Unfortunately, the former was
not generally a part of our Friday night dinners,
which meant the latter was about to be
unleashed against me, probably with the
typical drama.

She didn’t disappoint.
“Robert, if I hear you speak of my

friends and my activities with such disrespect
one more time, that’s it.  You’re always saying
things like that!  I know that you think that
theatre, and dance, and art are all so ‘above
you’ just because you went to Columbia and
work for some big company and get a regular
paycheck every two weeks.  Well, the arts are
my life, and if you really want to understand
me you’re just going to have to permanently
accept—”

“Your pasta, ma’am.  And your soup,
sir”.  The waiter served our meal, graciously
ignoring the clearly palpable tension between
Melinda and myself as he refilled my water
glass for the third time.  I briefly considered
pouring the water on Melinda just to prove that
I did have some innate “dramatic instinct”, but
discarded that idea due more to the necessity
of the water for my throat than the potential
public spectacle.  Besides, knowing Melinda,
she would probably get some kind of perverse
enjoyment out of it, and she was beginning to
piss me off.

“And why did you order soup, anyway?
You never order soup.”
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“I just felt like it, okay?  Jeez, do you
have to infer something from every minute
little detail?  I just wanted to know if we’re still
going to the dance performance on Sunday,
and I happened to want soup today.  That’s it.
I didn’t mean anything by either one, Melinda.
God.”

That being said, I straightened up and
glared at her with as much offended dignity
as I could muster as my eyes watered and I
coughed repeatedly into my napkin.

“Damn it, Robert, I knew something
was wrong with you.  You didn’t have to lie
about it.  This is great: my best friend’s first
solo dance performance, and you’re getting
sick.  You managed to time this rather well,
didn’t you?  Well, don’t think that a few coughs
are going to get you out of it.  She’s been
working on this for months now.”

I knew better than to argue with her,
especially when there were sharp objects in
easy reach.  “Look, Melinda, I don’t want to
fight now.  I really don’t feel well, and just want
to go home and go to bed.  We’ll go on
Sunday; I know how important this is to you.”

“Fine.”
........................

She dropped me off at my apartment
an hour later after a brief detour to the grocery
store for cough drops, tea, and honey.  Our
ride was unusually quiet, both of us seated in
pensive silence, marred only by the sound of
the melting snow hitting the ground, reminding
me of a gentle fall rain... and by my persistent

cough.  “I’ll pick you up at noon tomorrow for
the movie, honey.  Have a good night”.  She
quickly pecked me on the cheek, an unusually
restrained gesture from one of such a
passionate nature.  And maybe all the signs
were there then, but I was too feverish, too
tired to notice, curled up on my couch with a
steaming mug, unable to do much more than
try to swallow as I watched the snow run like
tears down the window.

........................

I awoke to the persistent ring of the
telephone in my ear, jarring me out of one of
the most restless nights of sleep I had had in
years.  “Hello?” I tried to say into the phone,
horrified to realize that the hardly human
rasping noise I heard came from my throat.

“Robert?!”  Melinda’s equally horrified
reply came back.  “You sound awful!  AND
I’ve been standing outside your door in the
freezing cold for ten minutes now, waiting for
you to buzz me up!”

“Oh, shit,” I groaned, as I glanced at
the clock, which defiantly declared it to be
12:21pm, exactly one minute after the start of
the movie we’d planned to see.  “Come on
up.”

Melinda stood in the doorway of my
apartment, clearly not impressed with my
disheveled, shivering, hacking form.  “Do you
want to go to the 3pm show or not?  Obviously
it’s not worth even trying for the 12:20.”

I collapsed onto the couch with a glass
of water, vainly attempting to stop coughing
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long enough to muster a response.  I shook
my head instead, pantomiming that I didn’t
feel well enough to go anywhere other than
back to bed.  My dramatic skills being as they
are, however, we didn’t get very far.

“Well??”
Finally I was able to breathe again.

“Umm, I don’t really feel up to much of
anything right now, sweetie.  I kind of think I
should just go back to bed,” I got out before
beginning to cough again, noting dispiritedly
that my cough had mysteriously blossomed
overnight from an annoying presence to a
deep, full-blown, productive nightmare.

Melinda gazed at me, analyzing the
situation.  “You’ll feel better after you shower,”
she concluded, and with that said, ushered
me into the bathroom.  “Just make the water
really hot, and stay in there for a while.”  She
resolutely stacked up towels and soap, turning
on the water to heat up, and stared helplessly
at my pale, sweaty shape huddled on the
freezing toilet seat.  “All right, Robert, move!”
After sixteen crazy months with Melinda, I
knew this was by far the most mothering she
could generate, and I was suddenly overcome
by a rush of love for her hapless attempts.

“Thanks, honey,” I croaked.  “I really
appreciate it.”

She raised her eyebrows in a silent
gesture of acknowledgement and turned to
leave me alone with my thoughts, a reminder
of her efforts in the unwrapped bar of soap
perched neatly upon the stack of clean towels.

And I really did feel a bit better
afterwards.

........................

“I’m going to the bathroom for a
second,” I whispered painfully for at least the
twentieth time during the movie.  Melinda shot
me a distinctly annoyed look as the other
patrons in the crowded theater glanced in
disgust at my choking efforts to hold back yet
another coughing fit.  Thank God for the aisle
seats.  I had not quite made it to the door by
the time I was overcome, bent and hacking,
frantically shoving three cough drops in my
mouth at once.  Ten minutes later, I slid back
in next to Melinda, a refilled bottle of water
clutched in one hand and a fistful of tissues in
the other.

“Are you going to be able to sit still for
the rest of the film?” she questioned, looking
doubtfully at my quickly diminishing arsenal
of supplies.

“No.”  I had given up trying to exude
any semblance of feeling remotely normal.  I
just wanted to go home and crawl into bed to
die a slow and painful death.  “I just feel so
awful.”

“You should have told me you were
feeling this bad.  We could have saved the
money we wasted on your ticket.”

I sighed in resignation.  “Look,
Melinda”, I whispered, “I tried to tell you earlier
that I didn’t feel up to going out, but you
insisted.  You just don’t listen.  I am telling
you right now that without a doubt I feel—”.
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“If you’re going to talk, please leave
so the rest of us can try to enjoy what’s left of
the film.  You’ve already disturbed us enough
with the constant coughing and getting up.”
The fat man and his equally fat wife seated
behind us glared at me as they continued to
shove handfuls of popcorn into their mouths.

“Yeah, well, your constant chewing
annoyed the hell out of me,” Melinda shot
back, never one to miss an opportunity to
bicker.  “At least his condition is temporary”.
And with a haughty swing of that amazing hair,
she followed my shaking form out the door
and into the cold winter afternoon.

........................

It was almost six before we pulled up
outside my building, the car full of the slightly
sickening odors of menthol and frustration.
Melinda didn’t say a word I struggled with the
door, picking up the several soiled tissues that
fell from my lap.  I looked at her for a long
moment, trying not to reflect upon how
uncharacteristic silence was from such a
vivacious young woman.  “I’ll see you
tomorrow,” I said in desperation, the sound
hardly audible from my ravaged throat.  She
wordlessly shook her head, seemingly in a
quandary.

“Two o’clock,” she finally muttered.
The words that broke her silence did

nothing to quell my growing panic as I watched
her car disappear into the darkening night.

........................

“Robert, what is that sound?”, Melinda
questioned peevishly thirty seconds after
picking me up.

“What sound?” I countered, for indeed,
there was virtually no sound emitted when I
moved my lips.

“That weird whistling noise...  and why
are your lips blue?”

“Well, I, um...”, I started to say, but then
the inevitable occurred.  Five minutes later,
as I was still coughing and gasping for breath,
Melinda pulled over.

“All right, Robert, this is it.  What the
hell is wrong this time?”

“Give me a sec...”.  Knowing the
consequences of missing Melinda’s best
friend’s dance performance, I had planned
carefully:  tissues in one pocket, cough drops
in another, a large bottle of water, Tylenol and
Robitussin—all to no avail.  I hadn’t slept the
previous night, the Tylenol did nothing for my
impressive fever, the Robitussin was a horrid-
tasting waste of money, and I simply couldn’t
breathe.

Melinda sat in the driver’s seat, looking
out the window, seemingly contemplating the
cold, gray afternoon.  I felt a weight in my chest
that had nothing to do with being ill, and the
sudden heaviness that surrounded me made
me feel as if I were drowning.  The shudder
that ran through me was not related to my
fever, and I tried to convince myself that the
single tear that slid from the corner of my left
eye was the result of a particularly forceful
cough.
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Melinda turned around and looked
right through me.  “Okay...”.  She took a deep
breath, turned the car back on.  “Okay”.

“Okay what?”, I gasped.
Melinda was driving faster now, intent

upon the road before her.  I sat in the
passenger’s seat, trying to breathe enough
to argue with her.  “Melinda, where are we...
going?  I really want... to see your friend’s
dance...”.  I spoke between coughs and gasps
for air as she drove determinedly towards a
destination that was most certainly not the
theater at which we were supposed to be in
seven minutes.

She spoke quietly and evenly, an
ocean of calm in my frenzied torment.  “You
are in no state to sit through a performance
of any kind.  Amy worked for months on her
show and if you were there, you would ruin it
for everyone.  We are going to the hospital,
and they will figure out what’s wrong with you.
This has gone on for too long.”

The inevitability of her statement rang
in my ears for months to come.

........................

I curled up in a corner of the hospital
cot, eyes closed as I concentrated on the
sound of the nebulizer between my lips and
tried to ignore the silence from the corner of
the room where Melinda sat, staring at the
wall.  After several breathing treatments and
IV antibiotics, I was beginning to feel better
and awaited the doctor’s reappearance to give
me a definitive diagnosis.  Melinda had not

spoken a word since our arrival, save only to
ask the nurse if she could make a phone call
to the theater to speak to her friend.

“Well, now, how are you feeling?” the
doctor boomed as he strode through the open
door.

“Better than before, thanks,” I replied,
looking uneasily at Melinda.  “Much better.”

“Good, good.  We have the lab tests
back, and I must say that you certainly have
a bad case of bronchitis, young man.”

A single, small sound came from the
corner where Melinda sat, playing with her
hair.  I became deaf to any further information
from the doctor as I watched a wave of
expressions wash over her face, settling on a
ripple of resigned hopelessness.

“You should feel significantly better
after the first dose of antibiotic, which we gave
you here.  In two to three days, you should
feel almost normal, although the cough may
linger for another week or so...”, droned the
doctor, oblivious to my growing distraction.

I wanted to cry out to Melinda that it
really was temporary; that I would be better in
a matter of days, hours even; that life would
be back to normal.  It wasn’t my fault that I
became sick, and she couldn’t blame me for
that over which I had no control.

Perhaps that was the source of the
resignation in her expression.

........................

I couldn’t bear to look at her as she
drove me home, her beautiful profile a mere
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silhouette in the darkness.  The coldness of
the night air was nothing compared to the
frigidity of the silence between us, her last
words sitting like a wall of ice between us.
There was nothing to say.

We pulled up to my apartment and I
forced my eyes from my lap to her face,
hoping for some kind of inspiration to come
to me, something that could change what
seemed now to be permanent.  Melinda slowly
turned her head to me, her lovely face framed
by her mass of hair.  I struggled with so many
thoughts, so many words that I wanted to say.
I reached for her gently, raising my hand, but
was thwarted by the inevitable.

I sneezed, once, quietly, into my lap,
and stepped out of the car.

........................

And, yes, I did get better after that
moment, just as the doctor had promised.
With each dose of antibiotic, I was able to
remove a pillow from the stack upon which I
slept.  And with every pillow I removed, I
seemed to gain another level of perspective,
another night of sleep slightly more restful than
the last.  The heaviness slowly lifted from my
chest.  It took longer than he told me for the
cough to go away, but not everything always
goes as planned; it’s impossible to predict,
after all, what tomorrow will bring.

And even though it has been so long
since I got over the bronchitis, I still feel the
occasional tickle in the back of my throat.  And

every time I feel it, I inevitably think of Melinda.
Perhaps it’s permanent.
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Patti Hawse

This photo was taken in Orebro, Sweden in 2002. I was walking through the town on a
cold winter day enjoying the colorful buildings; the lighting was perfect (low in the sky).
I noticed this unique sign and wanted to take a picture of it. I angled my camera to
create a silhouette on the brightly colored building and thought it was a keeper.
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Bags of garbage line the morning streets
Patiently waiting for collection

Preoccupied with the winter chill
I forget the rising stench

A bag unfolds at my feet, disrupting the symmetry
Steam, rising from the city bowels

Warms the body on the grate
Ahead, a trash truck rumbles

Bags fly through the air
I too move on

The invisible man forgotten

trash day
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Inside the doors close behind you like centuries
Inside the smell of men is everywhere
As though this were simply an overwhelming locker room
Which it is.

Inside he hasn’t been on the street since 1974
His body gave over to imprisonment long ago
But his speech is still littered with jive
A language not spoken any more except in the park
Over chess.

Inside a toothy gold smile is shaded by eyes that sleep in distress
A conversation lingers mid-sentence as Sarge passes by
Shoulders are taut and proud, the stance is righteous
But he confides that it is hard to be away from Baby Girl and her Momma.

Inside on Saturday afternoon you can hear the whoopin’hollering of services
On Sunday night some of the guys come to the infirmary to share prayer with our
sick
Who won’t be getting to the yard again
Or to the freedom of their own cells.

Inside the nurses know who will make it after so many years seeing the same story
The family can’t be reached; they used to visit but stopped when he got bad
Medical parole looms like an omnipotent God…
Would he even survive the trip someplace else, far from his boys
The only ones left praying with him now?

inside
aisling m

cguckin



44

inside

Inside I cleaned his body as though cooling his skin and soothing his brow
Would release him
“I wish he would just go”
“What’s he holding on for?”
“Must be somebody he’s waiting on.”
High tendons all that are left of his afternoons on the yard
Faraway eyes all that’s left of his days on earth.

Inside med line is called and they file into the cage to be called up
Passing the cage they all want to know you
Outside the cage they hold their tongues and trade “Yes ma’am” for treatment
Nursing is as heavy-handed as the lunch line
They need both for sustenance
The delivery is what they know and expect
And respect.

Inside there are good days and bad days
Just like anywhere else
And people get hurt,
And promises are traded for peace of mind,
“You goin’ now shorty? Be back tomorrow, though, no jive huh?”
And from the stony windows they watch as I pass out through the gates
Because they are always watching
And I am too.
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Deliverance
Robert Luo

“Deliverance” shows the noontime prayers of followers of Cao Dai at a temple in Tay
Ninh, Vietnam.  Cao Dai is an indigenous religion of Vietnam which combines aspects
of Christianity, Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, and other local sects.  A graduated
grey filter used indoors gives the photo a slight other-wordly look.
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24 Sussex Drive,
Ottawa, Ontario
K1A 0A2
Canada
 
November 4th, 2004

Dear Non-Citizen,
 

I have received your request for refugee status but I regret to inform you that I cannot
grant it to you. The reasons may not feel just to you at this time but I will try to convey them to
you as best as I can. 

You have no basis for a ‘well founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion,
nationality or political opinion’. Being cut off by someone with a bumper sticker from the other
political party does not qualify as persecution. Secondly, you are not being personally victimized
by civil war, armed conflict or massive violations of human rights. Unfortunately we cannot
grant status to you on the basis of your disgust with the role that your country plays in any of
these issues.  We empathize with your sentiment but feel that your ability to affect change in
these issues will be greatly compromised if you leave the country. Take it from me - you can
do a lot more from within than without. Finally, despite the implications of the Patriot Act, you
are still among the lucky minority in the world that has the rights to freedom of expression
and dissent - these are the foundations that your country was built upon and no single
administration will be able to successfully strip you or your compatriots of these rights - they
are part of the essence of your country.
  So you see, you simply do not qualify for refugee status under any of the three very
broad terms of requirement defined by our department of immigration. I can appreciate from
your letter of request that you have lost hope but please, let it only be temporary. You must
stay where you are now and continue to work for what you believe in. It can make the future
better for both of us.
 
Yours Sincerely,
The Honourable Paul Martin

rejection of a refugee
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Forgetting to pose
Lindsay Grenier

This photo was taken at the last Kayan longhouse on the Rejang River in Sarawak,
Borneo. The man was in his late 70s, carried a pink purse with his bettle nut supplies
and was always hamming it up. Crossing paths at bathtime by the river once he put his
water bucket on his head and did a little dance for me. His tribe is known for their
amazing physicality (and young looks) which he lived up to with rippling muscles. This
picture captured a rare moment where he was lost in introspection rather than playing
the jester.
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About the Contributors...
Right brain meets left brain…
Margia Arguello is currently a PREP-Fellow in the International Health Department. She
survived long winters in Ithaca throughout her undergraduate studies in Biology and Society, an
interdisciplinary major in … hum? …Science, sociology, politics and history at Cornell. But
before the madness began, she attended Design and Architecture Senior High, located in Miami’s
design district.
…Right brain and left brain try very hard to live happily ever after.

Name: Xiaodong Cai
Citizenship: P. R. China
Occupation: PH.D. (Permanent Head Damage) student

Frauke Davidsen: 3 1/2 billion years of DNA have told me to sing of love so that ordinary
mornings are more heavenly and heaven is more heavenly and then you die, just die.
  Dead. I write Haikus, and longer poems, and one becomes a prescription
for the need for equilibrium is so great, in two languages, no less, just to make sure.

Barbara Westwood Diehl is founding editor of The Baltimore Review, a nationally distributed
literary journal.  Her own poems and stories have appeared in a wide variety of publications.  In
her Hopkins life, she is a proud member of the Dean’s Office staff.

Elizabeth Flanagan is pursuing an MPH part-time while contracting at the U.S. Agency for
International Development, and has worked in Romania and Namibia. She is originally from
South Carolina and is a graduate of Hollins University. She loves black bean burritos and
karaoke. She can’t parallel park.

Lindsay Grenier spend 9 months travelling in South East Asia “working” on photography.  Her
camera was recently stolen in Tulum a few days after being shipwrecked on a diving trip and
“hurricaned” in in Havanna on her honeymoon - she’s thinking about going digital.

Joanna Hellmuth appreciates creativity, the deserts of southern Utah, potatoes, things made of
wool, the promise of scientific knowledge, children, intellectual prowess, Charles Mingus, the
beauty residing in those we like least, and the seven months she lived in her Ford Contour.

Joanna Hellmuth
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Patti Hawse has worked at JHU for sixteen years in ophthalmology research. She has enjoyed
photography for the past twenty years. 

Robert Luo comes from a town with no streetlights.  He wants to know how much that new
fourth floor reading room cost.

Bob Lawrence is the Edyth Schoenrich Professor of Preventive Medicine and Associate Dean for
Professional Practice & Programs at the Bloomberg School of Public Health. As a founding
member of Physicians for Human Rights, Bob has long been interested in applying a “rights
perspective” to problems in public health and clinical care.

Julie Samia Mair, JD, MPH is a faculty member in the Department of Health Policy &
Management at the School of Public Health.  She is a member of the Center for Law and the
Public’s Health and the Center for Gun Policy and Research .  Her research focuses on the use of
law as a public health tool and violence prevention.   

A picture is worth a thousand words...so true. Sally McCormack has found that she can say more
with a great image instead of trying to describe it accurately in words. This is one of the reasons
she has been drawn to photography. Her hope is to use this craft while she is working in the
public health field. She is much better at capturing a situation on film than in words.  Let the
photo speak for itself...

Aisling McGuckin was an English major before serving in the Peace Corps in Madagascar. After
being evacuated during the 2002 coup and discovering the limitations of literary theory in
humanitarian situations, she came to Hopkins for the Masters of Nursing and Public Health joint
degree program. She is a writer in essence and continues to write poetry and essays in her free
time.

John McGready has been on the Hopkins biostatistics faculty for 5 years.  His previous vocational
endeavors include 9th grade math teacher, criminal justice policy researcher and program evaluator,
health care industry analyst, and busboy and waiter to the self-proclaimed elite.  
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Back Cover:
Hope
Perri Sutton

This is Merensung. She is standing in
a lush millet field one year after a
devastating drought that wiped out the
millet crops of the region (Mopti,
Mali).  I call this photo “Hope.” (2003)

Back Inside Cove r:
Calademia en Ritmo
36 x 24 inches
Oil and water linoleum block print on canvas
Margia Arguello

Calademia en Ritmo is first in a series of nature, sociology
and architectural, and music inspired linoleum prints. This
particular piece was created in appreciation of all the natural
forms found in my mother’s subtropical garden in South Florida.
The objective was to create rhythm and continuity via the
arrangement of a single block print. The outcome became a
juxtaposition of rigid and fragile forms in a busy background
created by structure.

Annie Michelas and Tricia Collins are first-year PhD students in the HPM department. Having achieved
their life goal of seeing the Red Sox win the world series, they now aspire to their back-up life goal: writing
their respective memoirs in haiku form. Together, they ride the Hopkins shuttle every day, and are happiest
on those mornings they get to sit in the way back (with the cool kids) where the bumps are righteous and
the seventh-grade flashbacks are most vivid. 

Sonia Ruiz is a wanderer and nomadic soul of this earth. At the moment, a dissertation topic would be a
great start for her next journey.

Kelly Skrable is currently a full-time MPH student, where her creativity is devoted to attempting to convince
Dr. Diener-West that there truly are multiple “correct” answers to most biostatistical conundrums.  Luckily,
Kelly is by nature not a quitter.

Kathleen Speck is 49, a research coordinator, mom to two twenty-somethings, slightly crazy, an artist, a
writer, a part-time MPH student and married to a sweet, sweet man. ‘been a photographer, projectionist,
secretary, school bus driver, teacher, Quickie-Mart clerk, orthotist, etc. BS is from UW in Prosthetics and
Orthotics - 2000.

Perri Sutton was a Peace Corps volunteer in Mali from ’98 - ’00. She returned home, and is presently
pursuing her MPH. It seems, however, she left much of her heart back in a dogon village named
Koporokenia-pen.
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