
 

           

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I want to wish you glad tidings this holiday season. 

I know life can be rough, but I keep myself balanced by 

remembering Iôd rather be alive than not, and as hard as I 

think things are, there are many people dealing with way 

more than I am who manage to do it with grace and style. 

While I know being incarcerated, especially at the holiday 

time can really set your mind to wandering dark paths, I 

want to encourage the spirit of gratefulness, for being alive, 

for experiencing life, for the opportunity of personal 

growth, and for the possibility of better times ahead.  I 

know it is easier said than done, but life can be a great 

struggle for all of us inside and out, and it is good to 

remember the miracle of our existence, and how amazing 

creation really is. I want you to know that all of us at 

Prisoner Express are thinking of you this holiday season, 

and wanting the best for each of you.  

With great pleasure I begin the Fall PE News. 

Prisoner Express provides information, education and 

opportunities for creative self-expression to incarcerated 

men and women. Our intent is to provide you with 

meaningful and worthwhile activities, and also to let you 

know that your words, thoughts and actions matter.  While 

your bodies are locked away your minds are still free. We 

take pleasure in sharing your words to the free world 

through our publications and posting select work on our 

website, www.prisonerexpress.org. 

This issue of PE is dedicated to a great volunteer 

and supporter of the program who passed away last August. 

Many of you who have been with the program for a while 

have received books and letters from Steve. He spent many 

long hours in our small, dark cramped, dusty bookroom 

creating packages especially designed for each requestor. 

Steve was a most unusual man. He had strong personal 

understanding of suffering, but rather than make him bitter 

he spent much of his life trying to relieve the suffering of 

others. When he joined me in the early days of Prisoner 

Express, part of his motivation was to help me from being 

overwhelmed by the onslaught of letters requesting 

services. Once he stated packing books he gave so much of 

himself to each package. If it was not a good match for you 

he would not send it until it was. He was on a low fixed 

income, yet he would go to the used bookstores in town and 

buy the books he thought would make your package 

complete. He had been doing this awhile before I found out 

he did not have enough to eat at the end of the month, due 
to spending his money on all of you. Even when I told him 

it was not necessary he continued this practice.  I originally 

met him when he came to the Alternatives Library as a 

patron. He was always checking out books about the  

 

 

 

 

Eastern spiritual masters, who would leave their body and 

the earth plane behind. Steve in many ways is responsible 

for this program surviving to this date. He was a major 

fundraiser for PE, and had friends who would donate funds 

after he shared his enthusiasm for mailing books to all of 

you. When our book room was overflowing he found 

someone to donate storage space. He understood the value 

of a good book, and he understood the value of all of your 

lives. When I learned he left his body I was not surprised. I 

miss him, and wish him well, and am glad he no longer has 

to deal with the enormous struggles that were in his path. 

 
May Steve continue to watch over us all with his love and 

compassion! 

I am so glad to have the resources to put out yet 

another newsletter. I am committed to continuing this 

venture, and want to thank all of you who have sent in 

stamps and money to help keep this project viable. Your 

contributions not only help defray the cost of postage, and 

serve to inspire me to keep the programs coming. 

We recently completed mailing the last cycle of 

programming. This fall we mailed out Poetry Anthology 

#6, a Drawing instruction packet, a unit on Norse 

Mythology and a Chess Club newsletter. We are a bit 

behind in mailing out the theme essay compilations, but 

should be caught up soon. If you were expecting some of 

this programming and it did not arrive let me know. I canôt 

promise we will mail it all again, but it helps me know 

where systems are not connecting, and I can update your 

contact information in our database. 

 Depending on so many volunteers to keep track of 

all phases of our project sometimes leads to mistyped 

addresses, or lost essays, and other random acts of chaos. I 

have always been a big picture person, and the daily 

organization of maintaining an orderly processing of all the 

mail and requests that come past me is my biggest 

challenge. I am up for this challenge, but as I grow in 
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maintaining orderly procedure, mistakes continue to 

happen. If ever you do not hear from us for 6 months, write 

let us know you are still interested. This way if for some 

reason we lose touch with you, it can be reestablished. 

 This next cycle we have a variety of interesting 

programs to offer. From the time you read this newsletter 

and send in your requests, it could be a number of months 

before you receive the desired programs. First I wait for at 

least 200 affirmatives for any program before I begin the 

mailing process. Bulk mail rates save a lot of money, so 

this waiting is a necessity. Also I depend on volunteers to 

create much of the programming. While some folks are 

way ahead of the curve, often well-intentioned students fall 

way off schedule for creating lessons as their own school 

work piles up. There is a lot of pressure on college 

students, and it is impressive that many find time to 

volunteer to help with this 

project. 

 For all new members 

of PE, I am Gary, and I 

coordinate the PE program. I 

am Co-director of the 

Alternatives Library, a 

reading room/library on the 

Cornell University Campus.  

The library is a great resource 

for alternative progressive 

perspectives on current social 

issues. I enjoy spending a 

good portion of my time 

helping folks find good 

books, periodicals, DVDôs 

and CDôs. The library 

sponsorship allows us the 

privilege of reaching in to the 

prisons and providing you 

with books and other 

educational endeavors.                      

 The PE program has existed for 10 years, all due to 

1 letter sent by Danny Harris asking for books. His 

eloquent writing inspired me to create this project. I 

encourage all of you to realize the power of your words, 

and to know that even though you are locked away you can 

still influence the world for the better.  

I usually spend a few words updating you all on 

my life, which revolves around my family responsibilities, 

gardening, home chores and my short political rants about 

corporate, political and environmental landscape in which 

we find ourselves in the early part of the 21
st
 century. The 

garden is always the easiest place to start. Harvest time has 

stretched out for the past many months. I was plagued by a 

groundhog I could not trap for many months, but now 

he/she seems to have moved on. You can imagine the 

frustration of seeing the tops of plants randomly eaten 
down. In particular this critter destroyed much Kale, 

cabbage and beans.  I had a great year making pickles 

[nothing but water, salt garlic, pepper and dill. I still have a 

few 5-gallon buckets of them in the basement.  I had a good 

year growing potatoes, garlic and onions and they should 

last me well into the winter and perhaps thru spring. My 

freezer is slowly filling with greens. I get great pleasure 

growing food, and it also saves a good amount of money. I 

am already getting the garden ready for next year, and this 

year I have a small greenhouse and have it full of greens I 

can harvest for salad deep into this winter. 

 Family life continues to keep me hopping. My 

wife and I both work, and our schedules work out so one of 

us can be with the children. It means we donôt see each 

other as much, but that seems to be the trend these days 

when both partners are employed. My daughter just started 

middle school, and seems to like the increased activity. She 

is in the school play, playing soccer, and reading non-stop. 

My eldest daughter has moved to Baltimore and is going to 

school. Last I heard she did not feel college classes were 

holding her interest, and it 

all felt like a grind with no 

purpose except to get her a 

degree. She wants her 

education to matter, but has 

not found a way to create 

that scenario.  I hope she 

finds a way to make it 

meaningful to her, or she 

will probably stop going to 

school. I figure she will find 

her path as she strolls 

through life. My son at 8 is 

just going through a growth 

spurt, and is starting to look 

like a big kid. He has a 

million questions, and wants 

to know how things work. 

Heôd rather climb a tree than 

most anything else, except 

maybe play computer 

games. 

Another election cycle has just passed. While I 

have not been overwhelmed by the progress the Democrats 

have made while controlling the Congress and presidency 

these past 2 years, I am even more hesitant to consider the 

Republican alternatives. It seems like the Republicans use 

morality to hide hatred, prejudice, and a tilt towards 

ignoring the downtrodden while favoring the privileged in 

our country. They tried to block any progressive legislation 

the Democrats suggested. They like to claim that it is the 

deficit they are concerned about, but that is a lie as they 

racked up huge negative budget numbers while they and 

Bush were in power. The difference is Bush tried to hide 

his overspending by not including all the cost for Iraq and 

Afghanistan wars in his budget and Obama includes the 

expenses up front. I know people are hurting and the 

economy is bad, but for me it is obvious the financial crash 
started way before Obama, and that the way was led by 

Republican during the Bush administration. It was so deep 

and steep that we are still struggling. How people could put 

their faith in Republicans is beyond me.    They are against 
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big government and do everything they can while in power 

to wreck government just to prove the point that 

government is ineffective. I can see why they do it, as a 

deregulated economy can lead to a small percentage of 

people and corporations making extreme profits, [ex. 

banks, insurance, pharmaceuticals, oil and energy 

companies] who mainly bankroll the Republican party. 

How does the average American see it in their interest to 

support that group? I know many of you hold Republican 

ideologies and so I invite you to explain to me why folks  

vote for a political party that works against their best 

interests. Clearly I must be missing something here. 

All right there youôve got my political rant, family 

news and garden talk delivered and I can go back to the PE 

news. So many of you write and share your views with me, 

and I am unable to respond personally to all of you due to 

the time and expense involved. I share my personal 

material not as an official part of the PE project, but just so 

you know me a bit better, and my way to keeping our 

correspondence real. 
 

PE Projects for Fall/Winter Cycle  

 

Book Mailing 

Perhaps our most popular project, this is your opportunity to 

request a package of the types of books you want to read. As 

many of you know we are way behind in mailing out books 

and often it is 8-month wait from when we get the request to 

when your package is created. I donôt know any way around 

this while trying to maintain an orderly process for mailing 

books. If we can raise funds to send out 150 packages a month 

I am thrilled but with more than 1200 people waiting for 

books you can see how long the wait will be. To compound 

this problem, I can never be sure many of you havenôt been 

moved or paroled in that 8-month interval which means the 

books are mailed and never received.  We have lots of books 

and volunteers to pack them. It is the postage money that 

slows us down. When you just list a title or a single author it 

can be hard for volunteers to create a good match, so along 

with the specific titles, give us subjects you care about. You 

can give a list and that way we can go down the list until we 

find a match.  For example we might not send a first choice, 

say a Spanish-English dictionary, or a second choice art book, 

but we might have some Science fiction or other lesser desired 

but still acceptable choice. Out donations are always changing. 

Right now I have good selection of high school biology books 

and criminal law books, but who knows what it will be in 3 

months or more. Help us out by giving us options. 

 

Poetry Project 

We just mailed Anthology #6 out to all who submitted poetry 

for consideration. We could only choose a sampling of the 

poetry. Students who are very appreciative of reading your 

entries coordinate the project. We have already started a file 

and all the newest poetry has been entered into it for anthology 

#7. Not all the poems received will be included in the 

anthology, but by sending in a poem you are guaranteed to 

have a copy of the final anthology mailed to you. The 

anthology will also be on our website and we will include your 

contact information as well. Let me know if any of you here 

from someone who has read your poetry online. While people 

often write prison themed poetry, you are encouraged to 

express all and any emotions. While our environment certainly 

dictates much of how we evolve in the world, we all have an 

interior life that is rich and not necessarily controlled by 

outside happenings. Hereôs a sample of some recently received 

poetry selected by volunteers in the poetry project for the 

newsletter. We hope to publish Vol #7 in late spring 2011, and 

gratefully accept your submissions through March. After that 

we will place new submissions into a folder for Vol #8 

No One Asked by Robert L. Hambrick   

I am tired of crying damnit!  

But if the tears should cease...only rage will remain. 

The anger...was not born within me, it was given. 

I crave the wandering time-kill of sleep, 

For my nightmares...are in wakefulness: 

                the indignity of the cold steal cage -(em dash) 

the cruel mockery of abused authority  

the ruthless, grinding destruction of the will  

humanity taken, 

                stomped and torn... 

                                methodical soul-kill.   

Living relentlessly in the frozen framed past, 

        for there is no future offered; 

        only a blind scented march toward oblivion. 

Wasting mind games challenge rambling sanity, 

                (I feel the slippage.)  

Memories...separated from reality; 

rebuilding again and again...and again 

indigo speculations of ñwhat might have been.ò 

Yet fantasy can never paint over pained regret. 

        Escape and rest come only 



 

                thru tear-faded dreams.  

No, I am not simply a quitter; 

        there is nothing left for me to quit, 

                Nothing left not to quit. 

I have nothing...Nothing at all, 

        but this burdensome breath, 

                this useless heartbeat, 

                        this...none-life 

Nobody asked why. 

They just mindless ruled,  ñNo more chances.ò 

                (self-righteous condemnation) 

Mystic powers of circumstance 

        could have explained reasons, 

                (REASONS...Not excuses!) 

But...no one asked. 

No,no...donôt think about letting me out now! 

        Ooooh Nooo! Itôs too late. 

Too many stained years have crashed by, 

        killing desire...robbing need. 

This dog has been beaten too much. 

Some...can now recognize 

        the dull red-glazed shadow in my eye. 

                They fear me... 

                        they should. 

        I NEED TO BE LEFT ALONE! 

But i am not evil... 

                        just  spent 

Punishment...extended beyond justice, 

        simply destroys. 

I know I am no longer human. 

 ñThe Bird in my Windowò by Eric Clayton Moore    

A bird landed on my windowsill. 

I stared at him and he stared at me 

I was here against my will. 

While he was completely free. 

He landed here to take a rest, 

From flying on weary wings. 

My window was his makeshift nest, 

Though I know not how much comfort it brings. 

He listened to my tired voice, 

As I read him this very rhyme. 

To stay there was his choice. 

We had nothing but time. 

And I know it will not be long, 

Before he flies away. 

Iôll listen to him sing his song, 

For as long as he may stay. 

And when he decides to fly once more, 

With him my heart will go. 

Together our souls will soar, 

But how high Iôll never know. 

ñShadowsò by Douglas Harris  

Bonds of blood, deals are made, 

Lost souls in Battle; 

Angels weep, Demons sing, 

Walk they in the Shadows. 



 

 Satanôs breath a cold heart makes 

Another freed from the Gallows; 

Only price for this ill-fated kiss, 

Dark life in lonely Shadows. 

 Eyes of pain, body of scars, 

Death a friend not counted as Foe; 

Love a memory warmth a dream, 

Cold continuous in silent Shadows. 

 Mistakes realized, forgiveness unfound, 

Fighting for life, as doomed Blood flows; 

A knock at the door, answered by Fate, 

welcome......Eternal Shadows 

  

Locked Away  by  Michael Atterbury  

Release the seals, release calamity 

Open Pandoraôs box and set us free 

Break open locks, break open binding scrolls 

Unchain the gates, relinquish our captive souls 

 Here we are 

Hiding behind this lid waiting for you to come and 

        Insert the key 

Weôve waited too long within this box 

Waiting for our time to finally come 

Weôre so close from breathing air though so far away 

Trapped inside this space void of oxygen 

Here we are 

Hoping the end will begin 

The end of our bounded captivity 

 So release the seals, release calamity 

Open Pandoraôs box and set us free 

Break open the locks, break open the binding scrolls 

Unchain the gates, relinquish our captive souls 

  

Buried  by Benito Contreras   

Am I a ling forgotten memory 

Carelessly discarded ages ago 

Sitting somewhere on the dusty 

Shelf of your mind? 

  

Gathering cobwebs as time leaches by 

And I am left here 

Starving 

Stranded 

Solitary 

Waiting to be remembered 

  

Waiting to be rediscovered like 

The pyramids of Egypt 

Somewhere beyond the sand 

Housing ancient kings 

And treasures beyond belief 

  

When will some curious soul 

Decide to lift the dust 

That encumbers me? 

  



 

Or am I just a myth 

Of things unseen 

Mocked by scoffers when 

Itôs said to be real? 

  

Heaped in the scorn of doubting fools 

I am left buried beneath 

Tons of unforgiving earth 

Suffocated by the lonely dark 

Waiting to be unearthed 

  

Waiting to be confirmed as fact 

Like fabled Troy where Achilles fell 

And they wept their heroes death 

  

When will some courageous soul 

Decide to move the dirt 

That entombs and 

Set me free

 

PE Book Club 

This cycle we are offering the science fiction book ñDo 

Androids Dream of Electric sheep ñ, by Philip K Dick.  The 

program will be coordinated by PE volunteer Naomi. Below is 

Naomiôs invitation to you all to join this cycleôs common 

reading and discussion project.   

 

Greetings! 

            My name is Naomi and I am a volunteer with the 

Prisoner Express program. We at P.E. truly enjoy 

corresponding with you all. And so, Gary and I have been 

trying to think of a new way to unite our worlds. We wanted to 

create a new project, something fun but challenging. A 

program that would stimulate the mind, encourages critical 

thinking, and places our thoughts outside of societyôs box. We 

wanted this program to open the channels of communication 

between prisoners and volunteers, forcing these two 

communities to engage in constructive, understanding 

dialogue.  

The result: Prisoners Exploring Humanity. The 

Prisoners Exploring Humanity program seeks to stimulate and 

cultivate critical thinking among the prison community by 

exploring what it means to be human.  Every summer, Cornell 

has its freshmen read a book. However, this practice is more 

than just an assignment. The goal is to learn something of the 

new world freshman are about to step into. This year, ñDo 

Androids Dream of Electric Sheepò, was chosen. Science 

fiction may not be the most favored genre; however, the story 

succeeds in making its reader think about humanity. It makes 

the reader question not only their place in humanity, but also 

the place of technology and nature in humanity. Are we afraid 

of technology and its growing capacities? Does our fear give 

technology more power? Is the environment important to us? 

If it is, why do we destroy it? And most importantly, are we 

afraid of each other?  

And so I would like to invite you to participate in this 

new program.  The first 1000 prisoners, who respond 

affirmatively, will be included in the program and sent a free 

copy of the book as well as some discussion questions. We will 

then ask you all to send in your answers and from these 

answers we will compile a newsletter with select answers. 

We hope that the Prisoners Exploring Humanity 

starts a discussion. We hope that it will inspire you all and 

volunteers, alike, to look past the roles society has seemingly 

assigned us. We hope that Prisoners Exploring Humanity will 

move us to never ignore our fellow brothers and sisters- 

impoverished, imprisoned, in need- and to never ignore. 

Be Blessed!     Naomi 

 

Math Project 

This is a repeat of the math program we offered last 

year, and will contain the same study materials. We will begin 

this study sequence sending out our Math placement exam. It 

is the math you would need to know to get a GED or High 

school diploma in NY. If you pass with an 80 % or more we 

send out Math 2 lesson packet, which is a series of puzzles 

that require logic and factoring to solve. If you score under 

80% on the initial placement exam, we will send you a booklet 

explaining the math you need to know to pass the test as well 

as a retest of the material. 

  Dani, a professor at Ithaca College helps coordinate 

this project and we hope to get a number of Ithaca College 

students who will serve as tutors to those of you who are 

struggling to learn math. In our last cycle of math we were not 

able to help those who need extra help after they did not pass 

the math retest. Hopefully the tutors can go back and help 

folks from the last cycle as well. We only offer the math 1x 

per year so if you re interested now is the time to join. Our 

projects depend on the low cost of bulk mail to keep them 

affordable so we can only offer them in this manner.  As we 

progress in this project and we cannot use bulk mail rates the 

cost becomes prohibitive. We are still looking for funding to 

make this math project a reality for 2011. Sign up if you are 

interested, but please understand the funding issue still has to 

be figured out 



 

 

History Project 
Back on the table is a study unit on the Civil War.  We tried 

offering this last year but lack of funds, and a student not 

finishing the lesson kept it from happening. We have another 

student volunteering to do this, and I am confident we can 

complete the unit this cycle. As in the past we will include 

critical thinking questions for you to answer and student 

volunteers will compile the best answers into a document we 

will share with all who send in answers. The Civil War was 

itself a monumental time in American history, and the events 

leading up to the war are steeped in the foundation of our 

nation. While it seems like ancient history to some, 150 years 

is not very long ago, and the ripples of that war still are with 

us today. Please sign up if you enjoy knowing more about 

American history. Please know that due to photocopying and 

postage costs this will only be a broad look at the conflict, as a 

detailed examination would be too much to copy and mail. 

 

 

Journal Project 

Below is an invitation from 

our two Journal program 

coordinators. 

Rachel M. and 

Margaret here, just 

wanting to let everyone 

know about the Journal 

Project offered through 

Prisoner Express! We two 

coordinate the program. 

Our main purpose for the 

Journal Project is to 

provide an opportunity for 

all participants to receive 

rehabilitation through 

writing and self-reflection. 

We strive to create an 

atmosphere for 

participants to learn to find 

ways of expressing their 

feelings and thoughts and, 

in the process, discover 

more about their creativity, 

humanity, and self. 

Another goal of the program is to foster a link 

between the prison and the ñoutside world.ò The publication 

of selected journals on our website provides a forum for the 

public to read and reflect upon your writings. Our hope is that 

the world will develop a greater understanding of prison life 

and your writings will influence the conversation about 

prisons, prisoners and our criminal justice system. Although 

we may not be able to respond individually to every 

participant, please know as coordinators of this project we 

take the commitment to reading every written word very 

seriously. Your thoughts and reflections stay with those who 

read them, and they help to shape the way our society view 

those who are incarcerated. We only ask that you take this 

endeavor as seriously as we do, be as honest and open in your 

reflections as possible, so we can all work together to create a 

world of rehabilitation and second chances.  

When 200 inmates sign up to join this phase of the 

Journal Project, we will send out an Introductory Packet 

describing how we run the program and what we expect from 

participants. The Introductory Packet will include writing tips 

and additional information regarding selection of journals to 

be published online. We have 125 folks signed up from our 

last cycle who are still waiting to receive their intro packet. 

We have been waiting in hopes that this cycle a bunch more of 

you will sign up and we will have the 200 folks needed for a 

bulk mailing. Please do not hesitate in signing up for this 

project as I hope to send out this packet so new journal 

writers can get started by Jan 2011. If the introductory packet 

does not arrive before the New Year and you want to get 

started, please start sending your thoughts and reflections to 

us. We look forward to hearing from you!  

Best, 

Rachel M. and Margaret  

 

Chess Club 
Chess master, Ettie, has been creating a chess 

newsletter for chess players for the past couple of years. 

Her newsletter is 

full of tips on how 

to improve your 

game, including the 

moves from great 

chess games from 

past chess masters, 

some chess 

puzzles, and 

answers to some of 

your chess 

questions. To sign 

up you can send in 

the registration 

form at the end of 

the newsletter or 

simply write and 

let us know you 

want to receive the 

chess mailing. Ettie 

is graduating this 

spring. If anyone 

wants to write and wish her well please send letters with 

her name on envelope, and I will forward them to her.  

 
Spring Art Show- 

We are still collecting art work for our spring show. 

It will be on the Cornell Campus and selected work will hang 

for 1 month in a very busy building on campus. We will also 

have a grand opening where all the submitted work will be on 

display. We will try to sell any art we can, to raise money for 

postage for mailing books. We will have an art contest and 

scholarships will be awarded. First prize is $100. Second prize 

is $75. Third Prize is $50, and there will be 10, $20 honorable 

mentions. We will put money on your account if you win an 

art scholarship. Please send in your art work by Feb 15
th
 if you 

would like it included in the show. If you have already sent in 

work, we are planning to use all at we have received this year. 

Jeff Harnden 



 

I know many folks in TX have said they cannot mail art unless 

we are on their visitor list. What I found out is you can mail 

anything on 11 by 8 paper, so please consider sending what 

you can. I believe students and the general public seeing your 

art work truly plays to the idea that a picture is worth a 

thousand words. Your work conveys the humanity of all 

behind bars, and it can awaken the desire to help or at least 

consider the issue of incarceration in folks on the outside. I 

hope many of you will participate 

 
 

Below are 2 Bonus opportunities offered to you. Both of the 

organizations contacted me, as they were looking to get the 

word out on what they are up to, and how they hope to serve 

you.  

First up is the Phoenix Players. I know of the 

Phoenix Players through attending a performance of theirs in 

Auburn Prison where they are incarcerated. It was emotionally 

very charged, and powerfully affected me, to hear their words 

both acted and as testimonial. They are reaching out to you, 

the members of the PE program, to see if you would like to get 

more information about their work and the personal growth 

they are finding through their theater study. Please read their 

story below and sign up if you are interested in learning more. 

 

The Phoenix Players Theater Group 

 

To our fellow sisters and brothers, incarcerated and free: 

Who We Are 

We, The Phoenix Players Theater Group (P.P.T.G.), 

are a troupe of incarcerated people. Our Mission is to 

reconnect with and fully engage our humanity through the 

aesthetics of actingðthe mirroring of life as experienced and 

narrated by others. (see Mission Statement) 

As offenders of the law, we remain poignantly aware 

of the pain and suffering that our actions or inactions have 

caused our victims and their families, our own families and 

community. Flames, written by Michael Rhynes, is our 

empathetic declaration of action and faith. It acknowledges 

that it is our burden and duty to prove ourselves worthy of 

forgiveness and trust from those we have offended. Like the 

mythological óPhoenixô, we [each] want to rise from the ashes 

of an unproductive and shameful past to live in the present as 

a redeemed person.  

The involvement of community members, as 

óObserverô, óParticipantô, óGuideô and most importantly, 

óFellow Human Beingô, provides the critical perspective and 

engagement essential to our groupôs healthy balance. 

Our desire and commitment to touch the suffering 

and joy of others, to learn the way of empathy, compassion, 

forgiveness and self-love, defines who we are as a group. 

 

 

What We Do: 

We begin once a week workshops with P.P.T.G.ôs 

motto and a guided meditation. Then we reaquaint ourselves 

with the range and experience of body expression through Qi-

Gong, Yoga, and stretching. We warm-up in order to integrate 

mind, body, spirit (heart), and group consciousness in the 

moment. And just like that, ñvoilaò, weôve spent hours 

exploring particular niche skills of performance 

(Bioenergetics, Laban movements, rasaboxes, etc.) Each 

session stimulates internal recognition of exactly ówhere we 

areôðas individuals, and a maturing theater group. 

In addition to exploring acting skills, we are 

preparing for presentations of our work. We set aside time to 

share ideas about our work and, when requested by members 

of the group, we take time to check-in with each other [to 

process personal issues that affect each of us]. Our process is 

fluid, responsive and organic. 

P.P.T.G. is distinguished from other theater groups 

that function within a prison setting. P.P.T.G.ôs existence and 

goals are the manifestation of its membersô intimate prayers 

for an authentic and effective means to achieve personal and 

socio-political óredemptionô. An audacious prayer made 

within the small confines or our cells. With due deference to 

the professional skills and humanity of community supporters, 

P.P.T.G.ôs  developmental path will continue to be defined by 

the active and organic product of our groupôs consciousness. 

 

Our Future 

P.P.T.G. is still in its early stages of development. We rely 

upon and appreciate any involvement and support you can 

provide: 

 

Incarcerated People 

 Submit monologues for possible use in our 

workshops and performances. 

 

 Sign-up with Prisoner Express to receive a 

newsletter about our work in Auburn: Our 

activities, exercises, and writings about our 

mission and working process. 

 

Community Involvement: 

 Be a participatory volunteer 

 Sign-up to be added to our guest list for our first 

performance 

 Sign-up with Prisoner Express to receive a 

newsletter about our work in Auburn 

 Do research work 

 Share your theater skills with us as an instructor 

 Donate to support our performances 

 Donate time to do administrative work on behalf 

of PPTG 

 

For more information on how to get involved in any 

of these areas, please contact us via: 

Durland Alternatives Library. 

 

P.P.T.G.ôs  Motto: 

We are a community of transformation. 

Through the power of self discovery, 

We create the opportunity 

To know and grow 

Into ourselves 

 

Mission Statement 

The Phoenix Players Theatre Group utilizes theatre 

to reconnect incarcerated people to their full humanity. 



 

 Actors make first-hand empathetic connections to the 

broader experience of human suffering, struggle and 

happiness, by learning to ñlive truthfully under imaginary 

circumstancesò.
1
 

This process will enhance compassionate 

engagement among human beings, prompt recognition of 

forgivenessô role in human development, and establish a 

renewed commitment to self-love. 

The awareness acquired through thinking and acting beyond 

self-interest becomes the catalyst for choosing to live from 

oneôs higher nature. This experience significantly increases 

incarcerated peopleôs chances of transcending the negative 

labels and histories of criminality that define them within the 

greater society. 
1
This concept is attributed to Constantin Stanislavski (1863-

1938)-- actor, theatre director and developer of modern acting 

theory and technique. 

 

 

 

Flames 

By Michael Rhynes 

We who are the Phoenix Players Theatre Group of 

Auburn believe in the redemptive flame of rehabilitation. We 

affirm that we live in the dark ages of prison expansion and 

the warehousing of souls. 

While our legislators and the courts debate how 

many souls can be stuffed into a single prison cell, we have 

embarked on a quest to become better human beings and 

productive citizens. 

We seek atonement for catering to our base nature, 

because we acknowledge that the choice to do right or wrong 

has always been within our power. We wish to atone for those 

human beings for whom weôve caused so much pain and 

suffering. We wish to atone to society for not living up to our 

organic contract by loving and caring for our neighbors. We 

wish to atone to our families for failing to reach our potential 

and their dreams for us. 

We who are the Phoenix Players make a conscious 

decision to walk into the flames of your pain, suffering 

suspicions of our motives, disbelief of our goodness, your 

downright anger and your grief, in hopes of being recreated in 

your loving, compassionate and empathetic images. 

Higher education is a myth behind these walls. In 

order to resurrect our souls, we have decided to grasp the 

Holy Grail that is in the arts. If the arts can transform mud-

baked villages into metropolises of light, why canôt it 

transform us who live in hovels of despair? 

We would rather have men writing plays than 

conceiving how to deprive innocent people of their lives and 

property. We would rather listen to men in this prison eulogize 

Caesar from the stage than hear it from the mouths of the 

clergy about how innocent peopleôs lives were shattered by 

violence. We would rather have twelve men acting angry on 

stage than face a jury of their peers. 

Based on the polling of the men in this prison, weôve 

drawn the astounding conclusion that drama courses, with the 

hope of putting on a production, would make a successful 

reintegration tool for us. 

We seek not to make every man in this prison a 

professional dramatist, but to reconnect us to society, our 

communities, and our families by learning through drama how 

to love, what it feels like to be compassionate, to forgive and 

be forgiven, to reach into the depths of our being and bring 

forth our humanity. 

We donôt come to you as beggars but as men with 

hopeful hearts, along with the vision of changing this dark, 

dank world into a kaleidoscope of hope, where the diseases of 

idleness and worthlessness are banished forever. 

 

Another special project comes your through Jim. It is 

specifically directed toward veterans of the armed forces a. 

You can write to Jim directly at the address listed at the end of 

his statement 

 

Non Violence Project for Veterans 

 

 The Fellowship of Reconciliation seeks to replace violence, 

war, racism and economic injustice with nonviolence, peace, 

and justice. We are an interfaith organization committed to 

active nonviolence as a transforming way of life and as a 

means of radical change. We educate, train, build coalitions, 

and engage in nonviolent and compassionate actions locally, 

nationally, and globally. 

VFOR Programs: Collection of life stories, insights from war 

and creation of collective journals for publication. We actively 

recruit incarcerated war veterans in order to give their 

writings an audience. We support veteransô groups in 

prisons to serve to assist them to understand their war 

experiences, heal and ñbe all that they can be for peaceò. We 

provide regional workshops to train veterans on counter-

recruiting (Truth in Recruiting) in their local schools. 

Purpose: A legacy that veterans can leave young people that 

is based on ethics and morality; Education of young people to 

make choices that embrace spirituality and an egalitarian 

society, not the promotion violence and racism; Supporting 

and working in conjunction with other groups promoting 

peace and justice with young people; 

The healing of veteransé. 

Jim Murphy: c/o Fellowship of Reconciliation, 521 North 

Broadway, Upper Nyack, NY 10960; (845)358-4601 

or Autumn Leave Book Store, The Commons, Ithaca, NY 

14850 (607)319-0980 

 

 

 

Theme Writing 

This, my favorite of the PE projects, invites you to 

share your thoughts based on a monthly writing topic. You can 

write whatever comes to mind, fact or fiction on the topic. 

Everyone who contributes a story will receive a packet that 

includes all the other writings on the subject that were 

submitted. It is a great way to get mail and share in the 

thoughts of others who face similar stress and environment. 

The writings are also put up on our PE website, available for 

anyone with access to a computer and internet to read.  We 

also select a few writings from previous topics to include in 

the PE newsletter. We cannot put too many in as we would run 

out of space, so if you enjoy reading some of the selections 

included in this newsletter please know you can receive a 

complete packet just by sharing your written thoughts. There 

is no right or wrong in this project, but just whatever your 



 

imagination or memory conjures.  Sometimes I select topics 

listed in a magazine titled ñThe Sunò. It is a thought provoking 

literary magazine, and we recently had donors send us 

hundreds of back issues. For anyone who writes on a theme 

topic starting in January 2011, I will send you a Sun 

magazine along with your regular theme packet. I will do 

this until all the Sunós are mailed out. It is a unique 

magazine that keeps it real. 
 Below are the upcoming topics and due date 

followed by some selected writings from previous months. 

Please remember to write legibly and to put your name on all 

your writings. We get a lot of mail and sometimes an essay 

gets separated from the envelope it comes in. If your name is 

on it we will always know who sent it to us. 

 

NEW THEME TOPICS  

 

Heroes                      Due 1/1/11 

Rumors                     Due  2/1/11 

Cheap Thrills           Due 3/1/11 

Authority                 Due 4/1/11 

Rites of Passage     Due 5/1/11 

Practical Jokes        Due 6/1/11 

Paying Attention    Due 7/1/11 

 

Body Art 

 

By: Gilbert M. Davila  

When it comes to body art, prison is one place where 

youôll find it in abundance, and in some of the strangest 

places.  Some of the work in here is so unbelievably good that 

you canôt help but wonder why the artist isnôt making millions 

selling his work in galleries, instead of in prison doing tattoos 

for commission.  The talent in this place is amazing.  Itôs just a 

shame that many may not see the outside of a prison again. 

I canôt recall exactly when my love for tattoos 

started.  All I know is that Iôve had a fascination for it and art 

in general, ever since I was young.  Maybe it was because I 

couldnôt (and still canôt!) draw a straight line.  I donôt know 

how.  But from the age of 13, which is when I got my first 

home-made tattoo, Iôve liked them.  I thought the capital ñGò 

that I put on the inside of my left ankle was the coolest thing 

ever.  By the age of 15 I had a couple more home-made tats 

that my parents couldnôt help but allow me to cover up.  I 

went to our local professional shop owned and run by Bob 

Shaw Sr. and Jr.  That experience resulted in an even greater 

appreciation for body art. 

My younger brother, Johnny, began to tag along with 

me and we started doing odd jobs for the Shaws.  They offered 

to pay us cash.  We opted for tattoos.  Eventually we began 

helping in the shop by cleaning, stretching someoneôs skin or 

both.  It didnôt matter to me.  I just liked being in that 

environment.  The occasional breast shot was always exciting 

as well. 

Now that I look back on it, I realize that the 

experience had a greater impact on my brother.  He is the artist 

in the family.  I remember him drawing cartoon characters at a 

very early age.  By 14-15 years old, he was already designing 

t-shirts and car patterns for the low riders that he and my step-

father owned.  When he finally picked up a tattoo gun in 1992, 

I was one of his first victims.  And though his work was far 

from what it ultimately became, the potential for greatness 

was obvious.  It was evident even in his earliest work that he 

had ñIT.ò 

It wasnôt until I came to prison the first time in 1994 

that Johnnyôs career as a tattoo artist took off.  He went from 

doing tats out of his apartment to running his own shop for 

Electra-Arts out of Corpus Christi, Texas.  While tattooing he 

apprenticed as a body-piercer and, as we both are when we 

like something, he took that to an extreme level too. 

By the time I was released in May of 2002 he was 

free-lancing again.  We wasted no time in getting to work on 

my arms and back.  I didnôt get any work done while in prison 

so there was still a lot of virgin skin to be covered.  My 

brother does custom work, straight from the dome.  He loves 

doing fantasy imagery.  I prefer his darker art.  He has a very 

twisted mind that can produce pieces that would make even 

Paul Booth or Bob Tyrell cringe.  Heôs that good.  

Unfortunately we both ended up in jail (and ultimately prison) 

not long after my release so my work was not finished. 

I was in Ad.Seg. That prevented me from getting any 

work done.  I did have some patterns that my brother drew for 

me and I have since had them forever placed upon my sides, 

which hurt like hell, by the way.  Then again, compared to the 

Mahomet that I had done on the back of my head, the side 

pieces were like a walk in the park. 

I had the opportunity to visit my brother on the Bill 

Clements Unit this past October.  We were cellies for a 

weekend and, all things considered, had a great time.  It had 

been 6 years since weôd last seen each other.  Needless to say, 

it was a very emotional time.  It was Bitter-sweet in every 

sense of the word.  Nevertheless, I enjoyed it all and was 

especially proud to see how well he was doing.  Equally 

satisfying (but no surprise to me) was hearing the other 

convicts tell me how my brother was the best artist on the unit.  

Jose Gomez 



 

That may not amount to much in the free world, but in ours, 

thatôs saying something. 

My brother didnôt work on me while I was there.  We 

didnôt want to risk jeopardizing our visit for that.  I did, 

however, bring back some patterns he had drawn for me.  Iôve 

already had two of them done and await more as I write.  If I 

canôt have him do it personally, then I at least want his work. 

A lot of guys talk about regretting the day they got a 

tat or how theyôll have them removed the first chance they get.  

Other than a few gang-affiliated ones that I have, I donôt regret 

any.  Each and every one marks a time in my life that I can 

remember.  Some are more significant than others.  The work 

that my brother did and the patterns he drew for me are 

especially important to me as they are reminders of him, who 

we are, and what weôre about.  Thatôs one thing that I will 

never change nor regret. 

 

 

By: Perry Allen Austin  

 

Body art; commonly defined as tattoos.  Is it really 

art, or is it just meaningless pictures etched under oneôs skin?  

Is it a self-expression, or is it self-mutilation?  Everyone has 

their own ideas as to what constitutes art so the answer to 

those questions will vary greatly depending on whom you ask.  

Myself, I think it can be all of the above.  It can be art if it is 

beautifully done, or expresses something meaningful to the 

person who gets it.  If itôs just a bunch of lines and/or letters 

that donôt really mean anything to the wearer, then itôs just 

meaningless etches under oneôs skin.  They can be means to 

define who you are, what you were thinking and feeling when 

you got the tattoo, and at the same time, it is self-mutilation 

because you are altering the natural outward appearance of 

your body. 

I was talking with a friend of mine the other day and 

he was looking at my tattoos.  He asked me if I was ever given 

the opportunity, would I have my tattoos removed and do I 

ever regret getting them.  

My answer was an 

empathetic No! 

I got my first 

tattoo in 1976 at the age 

of 17 in Augusta, 

Georgia; I had just 

graduated from Army 

Basic Combat Training, 

and was soon to begin 

advanced training in my 

chosen career field.  This 

was my first all day pass 

and my friends and I were 

off to explore the city of 

Augusta.  The tattoo 

parlor was located right 

across the street from the 

bus station and we all 

decided to take a look.  It 

was a small and dingy 

place, dim and not very 

well kept, but when we 

walked in it was like 

walking into a different world, a world entirely different from 

the one we had come from.  We stared in awe at all of the 

beautiful and strange colorful patterns that covered the walls.  

Right then and there my friends and I decided we were going 

to get a tattoo.  It took a long time for me to finally decide on a 

tattoo.  I was an extremely skinny kid and most of the tattoos 

wouldnôt fit on my arm.  I finally decided on a skull tattoo 

with horns, a jesterôs collar, and a spider web on its head.  It 

was in color too!  It cost me $85 dollars and at the time was 

the coolest thing in the world to me.  I was so proud of that 

tattoo and I showed it off every chance I got. 

My next tattoo was in 1981.  I was in prison by then 

and living on the Wynne Unit.  It was a dragonôs head and 

neck coming out of the top of a cloud and covered half of my 

back.  It was handpicked by an old Mexican guy using three 

sewing needles tied to a Popsicle stick and real India ink.  It 

took three days, five hours each day and was one of the most 

painful experiences in my life!  Since the work area had to be 

completely relaxed and pliable I could not tense up from the 

pain and had to remain absolutely still.  I also had to keep an 

eye out for the guards since getting tattoos in prison was 

against the rules and to get caught would have meant solitary 

time for both of us.  So for 15 hours, from the neck down I 

was completely relaxed, but form the neck up I was tighter 

than a drum, teeth clenched and grinding and thinking to 

myself, ñWhat in the world am I doing?  I must be crazy!ò  

The tattoo never did get done.  Several days later the old guy 

unexpectedly caught the chain home.  Iôve often thought about 

having the tattoo finished but just havenôt come across anyone 

that good who can handpick like that old guy.  The cost of the 

tattoo?  One bag of Maxwell House coffee ($1.75) and the 

three sewing needles used for the tattoo, which I had gotten 

from work. 

In 1986 I started getting involved in Satanism and 

began getting tattoos of skulls, daggers, pentagrams, and the 

like.  All of these tattoos were done with various types of 

homemade tattoo guns and homemade ink.  One tattoo was 

even done using a 

staple sharpened to a 

point and soot from 

burnt plastic!  Ten 

years later in 1995 I 

abandoned Satanism 

and went on to other 

things.  But thatôs 

another story. 

I havenôt 

gotten any more 

tattoos since then.  

They were no longer 

ñcoolò and the 

chances of getting 

hepatitis C or HIV 

was no longer a risk I 

was willing to take.  I 

hadnôt been the most 

careful person in the 

world and I had been 

extremely lucky so 

far. 

Martin Rivers 

Martin Rivers 



 

Looking at my tattoos now I can see that with the 

exception of the handpicked dragon on my back, the others 

were very childish and amateurishly done, even the one I got 

in Augusta.  But I have no regrets and while I am no longer 

ñproudò of them, neither am I ashamed of them.  Each one had 

a story to tell, a memory to recall.  They are a part of me and a 

part of my past.  Getting rid of them or regretting them will 

not change that nor remove what has already been. 

 

 

Cousins 

Blood Love  By: Robert L. Hambrick  

  

   They call it forbidden.  They say itôs immoral.  

Theyôve named it incest.  And theyôve made it illegal.  

 But how can I deny what is?  

 Since we were very young, VERY young, we were 

attracted to each other.  There was just something in our 

chemistry that drew us together.  Every time the family would 

get together, she and I would naturally gravitate to each other.  

Weôd play together, take walks and talk.  She had the greatest 

laugh, a fantastic wit, and a precocious look upon life.  I was 

three years older than her, but she always seemed to be 

instructing me.  And indeed, when it came down to it é she 

did teach me of love.  

 As children, weôd play.  As we became sexually 

aware in our pre-teens, weôd play there as well.  Not knowing 

what was what, weôd simply fool around é experiment with 

rumors weôd heard about.  Once into our teens, indeed, every 

chance we got, weôd slip off alone to kiss and caress.  But it 

was so much more than simple sexual energy.   We both knew 

it was more.  We were not only in love with each other é we 

LOVED each other.  

 But with this realization came the agony of realizing 

our love could never be.  The morals of society, the morality 

of our up-bringing, would never allow us to be together.  What 

pain this brought our hearts.  

 Then came the night at the family reunion.  The 

grown-ups all busy with themselves, the kids all scattered 

through the woods playing.  She took me by the hand and led 

me well away from everyone.  I was 16, she was 13.  But 

somehow she knew what to do.  I simply followed her 

instructions.  

 Oh, what a feeling.  Besides the obvious physical 

pleasure ï even more so, was the ecstasy of loving my love.  

The head of our passion overwhelmed all other senses.  We 

melted into each other in a bond of such beauty that nothing 

else mattered.  Again and again, our bodies reacted to the 

screaming demands of our hearts, our souls, our very beings.  

 Much later then, I fought with my conscience.  Yet, 

how could something like what we just shared é be wrong?  

not the sex, forget the sex!  How could such a pure love be 

wrong?  

 As the years went by, we had very few chances to 

give ourselves to each other so completely.  The older we 

grew, the more we had to face the reality of the hopelessness 

of the situation.  She had boyfriends, lovers, and finally a 

husband and Life.  I never married, but I was not celibate 

either.  Indeed, Iôve had many, many women.  Some stayed for 

awhile even.  Yet, through all these years, no woman has ever 

had that look in her eye when she looked at me é no woman 

has ever said she loved me with such honesty and force é no 

woman has ever felt sooooo right in my arms, as my dearest 

cousin.  I have to this day, never been loved nor loved as 

profoundly and sincerely as what we shared.  

 Looking back over the years now with mature eyes, I 

find that what we had was not a lie.  It was true, it was real é 

and now Iôve learned ï IT WAS ALRIGHT!  I happened to be 

studying in my Bible the other day, and came upon the laws 

against incest.  A man is not to have: his mother, sister, step-

mother, sister-in-law, etc.  NOWHERE DOES IT SAY FIRST 

COUSIN IS FORBIDDEN!  Read it!  Indeed, Abraham, and 

others, took cousins to wife.  

 Most states in the U.S. forbid first cousin marriages.  

But there are a few that allow it.  Just think, after all these 

years, we COULD have been together.  What joy and love us 

could have shared.  But, the misunderstanding of the laws of 

incest cost us a love ï I am sure ï was meant to be.  

 Itôs too late now é she died last year.  

 How sad is that?  

 

By: Chad Lawson  
    

My cousin is my hero.  Heôs daring, bold, and heôs a 

very positive person.  I might as well start from the 

beginning.  It was a summer to remember.  I went to the lake 

and there was a bunch of us going swimming.  I was 12 years 

old and my friends and I went to the swimming hole a few 

miles back.  I saw that my dream girl was swimming and 

smiling and laughing.  Long brown hair and the best looking 

skin in a two-piece swimsuit.  She was beautiful.  I went home 

and laid back as I dreamed about her.  Something was nagging 

in my mind but I dismissed it.   The next day of summer I 

see her again, and that long brown hair was flowing in the 

wind as the sun coursed through it and highlighted the brown 

that showed through.  It was like a dream.  I was scared to ask 

her out all the time.  One night, at a dance, I built up my 

nerves and took her hand and danced with her.  Thatôs the 

night I fell in love with this girl.  Shannon was her name.  

Shannon Piers.  It seemed familiar but I did not know why at 

all I felt that nagging again, so the school year we were 

together, laughing and telling jokes, walking across the 

railroad, then finding smashed pens, and she kissed me on the 

bridge as we stood there.  I found the love of my life, or at 

least until the ninth grade. I had been dating for four years, 

finding myself in love with her; we have been there for each 

other.  One of my friends told me that she was a HE and I did 

not believe it at all, and I refuse to believe it at all or even ask 

,some how I did not believe it.  So many years I got made fun 

of because I did not believe it.  It was prom night.  She was 

beautiful.  My heart was soaring as we danced to songs that 

we knew, and then I heard a scream from the hall.  When I 

came to the hall, I saw my date on the floor.  She was being 

held down to show that she was a he. Her mouth was jagged 

and she helpless.  I saws she was a he, and also a female at the 

same time.  My stomach felt sick as they were going to rape 

her.  I went into frenzy and started hitting and hitting.  I donôt 

remember much since all that, but when I came to, I put my 

jacket over my date.  ñWhy did you not tell me?ò  As I had 

tears in my eyes and blood all over my hands and face.  

ñBecause I knew that you would not see me any more and I 

was afraid of being alone.  Iôm sorry I ruined your life and that 



 

now they will say you are gay.ò  I shook my head and just 

looked at her.  The only thing that I felt was love and betrayal, 

but I shook my head and walked her out of the dance.  I made 

a decision and since then I have not regretted it.  Itôs been 20 

years and Iôm at a high school reunion class of 1978 and that 

same person that I fell in love with became my wife.  Many 

years later, as I found out that sheôs a distant cousin of mine 7 

generations away.  My family and I donôt talk.  I donôt care.  

The guys that were going to do the act that night are all in 

prison, I found out at the dance, and I also gained respect for 

standing my ground. True, she cannot have children, but we 

cannot worry because we have 

adopted and I have loved this 

woman with all of my life.  I love 

my cousin. 

 

Music   

By: Rickey Pearson 

 

Music makes me feel 

many ways, depending on the 

genre, the song and the memory 

that particular song or chord is 

connected to.  It can make me 

hurtðache inside, can make me 

hate.  It has the power to make me 

sigh and cry, smile, grin and laugh.  

It makes me think, dance, spin in 

idiotic circles, sing, curl up, 

reminisce, travel, write and 

celebrate.  It makes me dream.  It 

can make me fall asleep, tap my 

fingers and toes, nod my head, 

shake my entire body, sway and 

talk.  It makes me do back flips, 

front flips and cartwheels. More 

than anything, though, music 

makes me love, makes me feel.   

I love music. Very 

simply, music is my refuge, my 

therapy, my life.  Throughout my hell called life, music has 

remained the only constant.  People have come and gone, 

forests cleared and neighborhoods built, things have 

dramatically changed, Iôve maturedé And through it all, I 

was carried by music.   

I have no bad memories associated with music.  

Every good memory I can think of has music, a song that goes 

along with it.  When I hear that song Iôm instantly transported, 

and the resulting feeling or action is wholly dependent upon 

that memory.  I donôt have many good memories compared to 

other people, but the ones I do are very specialðsacred, 

evenðto me.  

When in a bad mood a chord is all I need and the sun 

begins to shine in my soul.  I know when I feel the wet 

droplets traveling down my face, leaving a glistening trail, 

when I get all choked up, that I am still alive, truly aliveðthat 

I am still me.  I know then that all the hell Iôve been through, 

all the pain Iôve sufferedé I know it has not succeeded in 

killing me, in deadening my soul. I know the hell hasnôt taken 

away my sanity or robbed me of my humanity.  Thatôs a 

special thing.  

A lot of the world finds comfort and solace in 

religion.  Meé I find mine in music.  Music is my religion, 

and my Gods are the skilled people who play those 

instruments and say those words that so profoundly make me 

feel.  Thatôs what music is to me, and without music, I can 

honestly say right this minute that I would be nothing.  To me, 

without music, there simply is no purpose in continuing to 

live.  There is music, though, and I love it. I love life with 

music, and music inspires me to live.  Let it inspire you to do 

the same.  

 

 

The Ghost in Tinkôs Toy by 

Jackey R. Sollars 

 

          Henry óWillieô Williams.  

Nicknamed Tink in reference 

to the manôs bladder function.  

Tink was seventy, older than 

dirt.  A medium-sized, frail, 

thin, dark skinned black man 

with big puppy dog eyes and a 

toothless smile.  Tinkôs fall 

came eight months after his 

wifeôs death.  He and Isabella 

trekked through fifty-three 

years of personal and world 

history together.  Tink caught a 

hard twenty for a rock of crack 

cocaine.  The sentence itself 

was capital punishment but 

hey!  Thatôs the only kind of 

punishment the Texas 

Christians know of.  

Depression set in quick, within 

weeks Tink had set up his own 

rendezvous with death.  

Nothing I could think of could 

get him off the path to self-

willed termination.  Then came 

the day of enlightenment.  The day Papa watched Tink rush to 

the television to listen and dance to a band on the Moore News 

Program.  Finally, Papa knew what he needed to get Tink in 

order to keep him alive.  The radio proved worthy and kept 

Tink happy for two years where he died with a smile in his 

sleep, clutching a photo of his wife with the music drumming 

on through the headphones.  

          The radio had become a nightmare for Papa, music was 

the one thing he came to hate as much, if not more, than he 

once loved it.  Tink terrorized Papa and the entire A-block 

population.  The radio had become symbolic to extreme irony; 

ñThe very object bought to solve Tinkôs mental problem and 

pending self-willed death had become the very object that had 

others contemplating murder, my murder!ò 

          Tink lived out his last two years with headphones on 

singing out in an obstreperous falsetto, dancing about in the 

center of the cell.  It became a double whammy of pain for 

Papa who endured it only with the aid of earplugs.  Then Tink 

passed on.  Papa had to admit to himself: the old manôs horrid 

singing and showmanship had filled a void in the world of 

cold stone. 
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          Papa lost a good cellie and now had to deal with 

something much worse.  His new cellie was a óHood Beast,ô 

meaning the man was a radically militant racist black that 

flaunted the timeless excuse of being ñdeprived by the white 

man.ò  What made matters worse, the new guy didnôt believe 

in respect or headphones.  His radio stayed on the tasteless 

noise pollution of rap or hip-hop.  Papa couldnôt tell the 

difference since both were emanating negatively charged 

messages.  Life in the ten-by-ten cell had become cramped, 

tense, and hostile.  Both men were equally empowered with 

one exception: Papa never played; his idea of war was with 

deathly finality.  After a near incident, his cellie avoided the 

physical confrontations, choosing maximum mental warfare.  

For three months, Papa and The Hood Beast clashed over the 

anti-social sounds that someone actually considered music. 

         Papa walked into Warden Williamsô office expecting 

chastisement for the continual confrontations that often had 

guards standing ready with pepper gas and batons.  Williams 

pointed at a straight chair in front of his desk as he spoke to 

some peon via radio.  Papa sat down.  Williams opened a 

lower desk drawer, retrieving a shipping box slightly larger 

than a cigar box.  The younger man pulled out a letter from an 

envelope taped to the box, then eyed Papa. 

          ñI received a call and a request from a woman in 

Houston,ò Williams said, unfolding the letter while sitting 

back.  ñI guess she didnôt trust me, so she included a letter.ò  

Williams held his head back and flexed his eyes before 

reading.  ñDear Warden Williams, I spoke to you earlier about 

the possibility of my giving an inmate in your charge, a 

Jackson Joseph Flash, a radio.  Jackson was my fatherôs cellie 

during the last two years of life.  After my father passed on, I 

received the few possessions that my father had: a Bible, some 

photos, and a cheap AM/FM radio with headphones.  I 

personally do not know Mister Flash.  But I do feel as if I owe 

him, for it was him who gave my father something to quicken 

him in his final days.  The radio meant so much to my father. 

He wrote and spoke often of how this radio gave his life 

meaning.  Now, I would like to repay the favor to Jackson by 

giving him the magnificent gift he bestowed upon my father.  I 

thank you for allowing me to do this.  Sincerely, Roberta 

Williams.ò  Williams folded the letter, then pointed at the box.  

ñThat belongs to you,ò he said. 

          Papa hesitated before taking the box.  He wasnôt one 

who smiled, but the sight of Tinkôs little toy warranted one.  

There was nothing special about the Centurion AM/FM radio.  

It was, as the woman stated, cheap.  The headphones, a 

generic brand designed to break at the least neglect, was still 

in relatively good shape. 

          ñI was informed you acquired this radio for this old man 

right after he arrived.  One of my trustees has told me it gave 

the inmate a reason to live,ò Williams stated. 

          Papa nodded.  ñClassic hopelessness.  The old cat knew 

heôd never walk out of prison.  With a future like that?  No 

sense in prolonging the inevitable.ò 

          Williams stared at Papa for a few minutes, then smiled.  

ñYeah. It is hard to do time when you have no time left,ò 

Williams surmised.  ñTake the radio.ò 

          ñI really donôt want it.  I mean, I have no use for it.  

Especially music.  I hate music.ò 

          ñWell.  Iôm sure you donôt like a lot of things.  But you 

adapt.  Take the radio.  Give it a shot in the dark.ò 

          ñBut Iðò 

          ñHumor me, Flash. And! Humor Miss Williams.ò 

          Papa nodded.  One didnôt argue with the one man that 

could make your life complicated.  Rising quietly, he moved 

toward the door. 

          ñOh,ò Williams snapped.  ñIn speaking to this woman, 

she explained to me of how her father spoke of your complete 

disdain of music.  So you concurred a few minutes ago.  May I 

suggest you sincerely give that radio some serious attention.ò 

          Papa, gripping the doorknob, glared at Williams who 

had sat up, rested both arms on the desk, and had laced the 

fingers.  The man was asking entirely too much.  But again, 

common sense and experience, that one didnôt fare well with 

bucking. 

          The radio sat on the table near the head of Papaôs bunk.  

He had set the clock, a silly thing to do in a place where time 

ceased to have meaning or definition.  Months later, in an 

evasive action to maintain control of his anger, he slipped the 

headphones on to drown out the artless cacophony.  Scanning 

the stations, he found one with a recognizable song.  It was the 

mid-seventies, back before Papa was Papa.  Back when Papa 

was J.J. Flash, a kid working his first summer job. 

          A distant radio in the grease bay echoed, Garry Rafferti 

taking another trip down Bakerôs Street.  J.J. leaned peacefully 

against the polished pulpit of a slowly fading religion, full 

service with courtesy.  The four stainless steel gas pumps atop 

a raised concrete island set only thirty feet off the curb of 

Main Street.  Bartelôs Exxon in Andrews, Texas, wasnôt just 

another gas station.  It was a tradition, heritage, and an 

institution among young teens that had such a firm grip upon 

life in a small town.  His boss encouraged such loitering, the 

casual leaning upon the pumps with a red shop rag in hand.  

To stand there watching the teenagers cruise the drag.  

          Cruising the drag, the social activity that each 

generation inherited from the one before.  Yet, no one 

generation ever really gave up cruising Main Street.  Even the 

elderly mom and pops were known to lose themselves in time 

by taking an occasional drag.  J.J. stood listening to Rafferti; 

all the while, passing vehicles with stereos cranked radiated a 

heavy bass beat to Foghatôs ñSlow Rideò or Nugentôs ñCat 

Scratch Fever.ò  Even the goat ropers could be heard with 

Willie Nelson or Waylon Jennings wailing out a ballad.  It was 

an eclectic binding of audible flavors seasoned with the 

sensuous aroma of sun-baked asphalt, hot rubber, exhaust and 

broiling burgers from a burger joint.  Passing vehicles laid 

down hard on their vehicle horns, greeting each other in 

passing.  J.J. absorbed the moment, wondering if this was the 

way the kids did it on the West coast. 

          ñYeah,ò he thought.  ñThey had to.  They had Jan and 

Dean.  The Beach Boys.  They had real hot rods, sandy 

beaches, surfing, and bonfire dances in the late night after that 

glorious golden orb sank in the ocean.ò  J.J. shook his head 

and waved at a passing car.  Deanne in her new Pontiac Trans-

Am with the T-top.  The Simpson twins, a notorious pair, 

screamed at him while waiving.  Deanne had Frampton 

crooning, ñDo youðFeel like I do.ò  J.J. cocked his head, 

waving.  Even though the car had passed, he could mentally 

hear Frampton riding the strings, straining the chords.  Then 

came that lapse in traffic from the natural interruptions of the 

four traffic lights.  Back in the grease bay, The Hollies were 

chasing A Long Cool Woman in a Red Dress.  



 

          A vehicle caught his attention.  J.J. spun to watch Mister 

Cargylle slowly pass.  ñDing ding,ò the bells announced.  J.J. 

grabbed the gas nozzle, flipped the pump on, and then stabbed 

the nozzle into the spout.  He let the pump go on automatic, 

moving to the windshield with chamois and squeegee.  

Cargylle paid him no mind.  Vehicles passed, honking.  J.J. 

ignored them.  The customer always came first.  In less than 

five minutes, he had the oil executive back on the road. 

          J.J. strolled out of the lobby after ringing up the sale.  It 

was time for his evening soda.  He fed the machine a quarter, 

stooped to pull one of the icy, frost-covered sodas from the 

bottom slot.  He retrieved his dime in change while popping 

the top. 

          Ding ding! 

          Turning, he froze, staring at Deanne.  Deanne sat staring 

at him across the front seat.  The Simpson twins 

mischievously watched.  Fate began to put the wheels in 

motion.  The old cheap radio filled the absence of sound. 

           ñDarling if you want me to be. Closer to you. Get 

closer to me.ò  Seals and Croft had found the perfect time to 

intervene. 

           ñHey,ò Deanne said softly. 

          ñHey!ò J.J. countered. 

          The Simpson twins giggled, ñOh, for Peteôs sake. Ask 

him?ò Donnita said, looking at Deanne.  

          ñShe wants to know if youôre going to cruise after you 

close up,ò Annita said from the back seat.  She peeked out 

between the back of the seat and the window frame. 

          J.J. nodded. 

          ñWell? She wants to cruise with you,ò Donnita stated. 

          ñAh, yeah. Suðre,ò J.J. countered. 

          The twins snickered. 

          The burst of light shattered Papaôs thoughts.  He pulled 

the headphones off, rose, and stepped to the door.  A guard 

was counting.  Stepping to the mirror, he stared into the aged 

blue eyes, now void of the hopeful twinkle.  His face had been 

creased by time, with the season of many lives.  Papa ducked 

his head in thought a minute, then glanced at the headphones.  

The past began to whisper to him, all those ghosts in Tinkôs 

toy.  

  

MusicðMy Own Personal Theory 

By Michael Pace 

          Suppose Music was something far out in space and 

unknown, theoried only like a black hole.  Black Hole: highly 

concentrated mass that has collapsed to such a degree that the 

escape velocity from its surface is greater than the speed of 

light, trapping light and all other energy and matter in an 

intense gravitational field.  

           Sounds like a place created by an evil wizard, which 

not even light can escape.  ñCall Merlin and Gandalf and 

Glenda, the good witch, to fight this evil.ò  It must be the dark 

side of the Force.  Where is a good Jedi when you need one?  

Maybe they have all already been sucked in and all we have 

left is that kidðHarvey Putter.  We donôt even have a decent 

Superman. 

          Music!  The art and science of combining tones or 

soundsðin a single line (melody), in combination (harmony), 

and in their timed relations (rhythm)ðto express ideas and 

emotions in a structurally complete and unified work having 

an appealing sound when produced by one or more voices or 

instruments, or both. 

          Huhé? 

          I have no concept of music other than that it something I 

cannot conceive.  I have no practical experience.  It is like a 

desert-dweller trying to imagine an ocean.  I can give 

definitionsðclassical, opera, vocal, tempo, rock ônô roll, 

muzak, R&B.  Music is a sound.  It causes vibrations, as does 

dynamite and earthquakes.   

          I am deaf.  I live in a world without sound.  ñWelcome 

to the soundé.of silence.ò  Black is the absence of light but 

not color.  Silence is the absence of sound, but is it the absence 

of music?  I can talkðlimited but fair.  I cannot singðyet.  I 

taught myself how to whistleðaccidentally.  I can also dance, 

the greatest danceðBallet. See, I had a theory and went about 

it like any other theoristðtrial and error. 

          I have a theory about music as well.   

           Music?  The Art and Practice of combining life 

experience and passionðin single line (Brotherhood), in 

combination (Friendship), and in time relations (Life 

Partners)ðto express ideas and desires in a structurally 

complete and unified work having an appealing effect when 

produced by one or more individuals or happenings, or both. 

           This is my very own theorem (theoretical proposition).  

Adjustments will have to be made.  Trial and Errorðyou 

know.  I think kites make music, and sailboats, and spring 

days.  I think lovers make music, or lovers are music.  Letôs 

seeðwhere would Einstein start? 

-The Kyle  

 

Music By Rene Joe De la Rosa 

          ñTake your seats, children,ò says the Conductor.  ñThis 

is a sight reading, there is no practice.  Instruments up and 

keep your eyes on me.  Trust me, I will guide you.ò   

          So we played.  We played our lives and each note 

recorded on the scale was an action in our life.  Some of us 

play loud and sure, strong in an ability with our chosen 

instruments.  Others muddle through, content to play low and 

in the background.  We crescendo in parts of our lives.  

Vibrant, loud, in harmony, together! 

          Then sometimes even us, sure in our ability, get 

confused and decrescendo, decrease the melody.  Itôs the 

music of our lives.  The high notes and the low notes.  We sit 

and play out our lives, right or wrong, in harmony or out of 

sync.  Our Conductor without fail cranks out time, cues us, 

directs us, if we but just look up from our music.  Itôs hard 

though, because we get so caught up trying to make it perfect 

we get lost.  This word and hands never tire though.  Whatôs 

sad is some of us give up and lay our instruments down.  We 

lose trust in our teacher, our friend.  What is sad is some never 

look up from the start.  They stand out playing the wrong 

notes at the wrong time, never realizing itôs not the tune. 

          What is even more heartbreaking to the Conductor is 

when one of his players lays down their instrument because 

they hit a rough part in the music called life.  He knows if they 

just pressed on, they would catch the beat again.  Once more 

they would play, loud and proud.  Each time the Conductor 

sees one of his players lay down an instrument he sheds a tear.  

He longs to hold them and comfort them but he canôt leave his 

podium.  So he watches and alternates between smiles and 

tears.  There are times when you will play a note and if youôre 



 

really lucky, an unending, perfect duet.  He smiles then too 

because he knows itôs good.   

          Music is in us.  In our blood, itôs a universal language.  

Music crosses all boundaries, connects people.  How is this 

possible?  Because every day weôre playing notes.  Our lives, 

our existence has been written out on sheet music, specifically 

for us.  Written with love from the Conductor.  He who is 

standing up there to guide us in our play.  He who has made it 

possible for us who have really screwed up in our music to 

begin over.  Thatôs right, start from scratch with a warm-up 

process.  Actually able to look back at our previously 

misplayed music, correct our mistakes and join the band again. 

          How do I know this?  Because years ago I ripped an 

instrument out of two different peoplesô hands.  They didnôt 

want to stop playing but I made them.  I looked up and I saw 

the blood drain from the Conductorôs face. I heard him gasp, I 

saw his tears fall from his eyes.  Not just for these two lost 

musicians, but for me too. 

          I looked past the Conductor and saw behind him the 

reason I was able to start playing music again.  Sitting behind 

the Conductor was his son, battered and beaten, bloody and 

tired, crying his heart out for me, and the loss of music.  I saw 

the son reach out his hands toward me, and I saw the holes in 

them.  The hole in his side that put the finishing touches on 

cutting him out of the music. 

         In shame I looked back at my music and alternated my 

eyes, from the music, to the Conductor, to his son.  I looked 

down in shame because I realized the Conductor sacrificed his 

sonôs music so I can start over.  The sweetest sound ever 

made, from the most perfect instrument was intentionally cut 

out.  He was sat down, and had his instrument torn from his 

hands.  For me.  For us.  For we who intentionally play wrong, 

the lead was cut out.   

          With a deep breath, I looked to the son for a clue, a hint.  

He in turn looked to the 

Conductor.  With a sad 

smile I raised my 

instrument again and let 

the Conductor cue me 

back in.  For some 

reason, and I donôt know 

if itôs just me, my music 

got a lot harder.  I, like 

many others, who have 

started over, do my best 

to keep my eyes on the 

Conductor.  His hands 

keep me in time.  Every 

now and then Iôll slip, 

but the memory of the 

Conductorôs son snaps 

my eyes back where they 

need to be. 

          No, Iôm not 

always in rhythm and I 

donôt always play loud, 

but I play and I like to 

play right and help my 

fellow musicians around 

me.  My eyes sometimes 

stray back to the seats 

where the two musicians played and my eyes tear up.  When 

they tear up, that part of the music rewinds in my mind and I 

have no choice but to look to the Conductor and pray and play. 

          I look to his guidance, I look for his love.  Iôd be a damn 

liar if I said I play good because I donôt.  I try though.  I have a 

fear, but you canôt tell from my playing.  I have a fear that at 

the end of my part in the music, when I can put down my 

instrument, Iôll have to face those two musicians.  Iôll have to 

answer their ñWhy?òs. I wonôt be able to do it, but Iôll try.  

Actually facing them isnôt my fear, because in my music Iôve 

faced worse.  No, the fear is them forgiving me, and 

embracing me and walking me home and helping put up my 

instrument. 

          I know that at the end, when the Conductor says it is 

done and asks for my music, Iôll have to answer for my 

intentional misplaying.  What tears me up, and what makes me 

cry is I know the Conductorôs son will take my music from his 

Father.  Heôll gather it up in his bloody hands, pull my music 

to his chest, and tell his Father heôs keeping it.  He, the son, 

will keep my music and his Father will agree.  That is what 

scares me.  The ending.  The Conductor telling the band to put 

down our instruments.     

Music is life.  Music is love.  Music is a gift given to us, all of 

us, by the Conductor, the Father, God.  He cues us and keeps 

time.  He wants us to play to our fullest potential.  He knows 

we can, and He knows all.  I didnôt mean to get all religious on 

everybody, but I love music.  I played a trumpet for 7 years 

and that trumpet, band class, was, at one point, the only thing 

that kept me in school.  The theme was ñMusicò and to me, 

music is life.  Itôs funny because it felt as if my pen flowed 

freely.  This is my first copy, my only copy.  Feels weird 

because I wrote from the heart and my heart is the reddest.   

           Closing note and then I am done.  Weôre all playing 

music, weôre all living.  If you are feeling lost or unsure in the 

melody called life, look up, damnit! 

Look to the Conductor because he will 

guide you true. 

 

Best Friends 

By: William Tyler 

  

My best friend cannot be 

qualified by listing his ideals or qualities 

of character, such as loyalty, sincerity, 

and selflessness, but they all do apply.  

After a fruitless search for simple 

definitions I admit defeat.  I can only say 

the difference between my best friend 

and any other friend is the very fact that I 

consider him my best friend. 

 Friends and best friends cannot 

be compared as easily as one would 

compare, say, average apples to best 

apples.  You can try to categorize a batch 

into groups like bad, average, good, and 

best, but the science of such a 

comparison falls short as soon as 

personal taste enters the equation.  One 

person says sour apples are best, another 

prefers soft and yet another hard.  The 

only thing we might agree on is that 

Kenneth Warwick 

Kenneth Warwick 


