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   The Prison Years 



 

                                                           The Prison Years 

 

 “Big Stripe” is what they called the maximum-security side of the new prison compound lo-

cated in the middle of the 18,000-acre farm at Angola, the Louisiana State Penitentiary. 

    Historically, the black and white “big stripe” uniforms were worn by the maximum-

security prisoners to distinguish them from the thin striped trustees and the khaki clad in-

mate guards. Most of the farm camps were abandoned following the new construction, 

along with the big stripe clothing which had been traded for the denims that were in fashion 

in 1961 when I arrived at the already jail-hardened age of twenty-one. 

    If there had been a sign above the entrance to Angola warning that the newly arrived 

should give up all hope, it would have announced clearly where I'd found myself. Already the 

hundred mile bus ride from the Orleans Parish Prison to the butt end of West Feliciana Par-

ish where it soaked along the Mississippi River and backed up to the impassable scrub coun-

try of the Tunica hills where Louisiana died and became the state of Mississippi was prepar-

ing the bus load of us by silencing us. We were all quiet by the time we reached the gate. 

There was no doubt that this was the deadest of dead end roads. 

 

    For a California boy, hoeing sugar cane in Louisiana was like a contradiction in realities. 

The difference between incipient Johnson grass and incipient cane (another kind of grass) 

can be divined only by a lengthy southern exposure, or fear. The "Bean" (for bean belly) who 

was our field boss man during that era could spot a con chopping up the sprouting cane 

from atop his horse fifty feet away. The first two warnings were free. The third warning 

came in the form of a week in the hole. We got to where we could tell things that were in-

visible apart. 

    In the fields we raised our hands, "Drink, boss?", "Piss, boss?" We were herded from patch 

to patch under the hopeful eyes of the inmate guards and their pet shot guns. 
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   Another con (call him Richard) and I decided the best way to escape from Angola would be 

to get transferred to the medium security correctional facility at DeQuincy in the southwest-

ern corner of the state. That took a year. 

    The compound at DeQuincy was surrounded by two ten foot fences topped by strands of 

barbed wire. Only one of the guard towers was manned at night and there were several 

blind spots where the fences couldn't be seen from the tower. Each of the dormitory quads 

was centered by a phone-booth-size guard station manned 24/7. We were counted hourly, 

24/7. Each dorm housed sixty men sleeping in rows of neighborly bunks. The steel door 

opened onto a cement walk leading past the guard station, and on to the rest of the facility. 

The door locked automatically on closing. 

    Richard and I started running the track on the yard. No one seemed to care that two con-

victs were running, ten, fifteen miles a day. The library had maps. We acquired a compass 

and began collecting odd shaped bundles under our bunks. 

    An automatic door locks automatically because the spring loaded tongue engages the 

catch when the door closes. Nobody seems to have thought that the door might close and 

not lock, if at the moment of slam someone (Richard) suddenly turned and inserted a piece 

of plastic between the tongue and catch, while Ed watched out the window at the guard's 

receding back. 

    That count (9:30) was the last before lights out (10:00). Of course, by then other eyes 

were beginning to add the simple numbers and come up with the correct answer. Among 

those eyes were certainly a few who would like to tell tale and get kudos from a grateful 

warden. But such tales are told in secret. 

    Lights out. We had thirty minutes until the next count. 

 

    Our hearts began to race. We took our odd shaped bundles and constructed what passed 

for sleeping figures in our bunks. To all the watching eyes we were the best show in town. 

Then it was grab our little knapsacks and plunge into the abyss as the door clicked shut  

behind us. 
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     At the back of the dorm was a shallow dry rain gully that ran (maybe) a hundred feet to 

and under the inner fence at a spot that was hidden to the eyes of the tower guard. The 

fence was lit up at night, but most of the light shined into the compound. Once we had 

crawled under the inner fence behind the shop buildings the terrain was well hidden. We 

bridged the barb wire of the outer fence and dropped to the ground, running. 

   They had procedures. As soon as an escape was reported, all the guards were called in 

along with local law enforcement and the blood hounds and a perimeter was set twelve 

miles out and they started working their way in. Our goal was to get twelve miles out before 

we were missed. We did. The guard counted our dummied bunks for hours. No one said 

boo. 

     

    When you're twenty-two and your body is good, you can leap tall buildings in a single 

bound. We ran flat out the whole night through rough country following a line of electrical 

towers west beneath the bright light of a watching moon. At dawn we dropped beneath 

some bushes drinking Cokes from our knapsacks, ate chocolate bars and fed the mosqui-

toes. We slept a couple of hours, then got back on our tired and sore feet and headed for 

the border. 

    Before noon we came to the Sabine River. Not a wide river, but one deserving respect in 

our exhausted condition. We broke into a hunter's cabin. We ate some canned goods and 

took a long coil of rope. At the river's edge we cut the rope and roughly bound a few drift 

logs together, pushing off in our ad hoc raft which got us to mid stream before it disassem-

bled and we lost our precious Cokes and candy bars, having to swim to a sand bar where we 

dropped breathless behind an old log just as two motorized boats filled with guards and 

dogs came around the curve of the river and putt-putted past not thirty feet away. 

    We were beyond their lines. We were in Texas. 
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   Within a few yards of the river the terrain began to change. The map said Sabine bottom, 

but how could a couple of city boys know what a "bottom" was? The ground got swampy. At 

one point Richard and I were on islets separated by thirty feet of waist deep swamp. A wild 

pig and I came upon each other and stopped in mutual surprise. Not that I had seen many 

pigs, but this one had big teeth that didn't stay in its mouth. And he wasn't fat. I think the 

thing that saved me was that we met so suddenly he "thought" I was attacking him. We both 

turned and ran. 

    On we trudged, up to our knees, up to our waists, up to our chests in still, dark water. The 

next scenic wonder was a snake of indeterminate length but his head was the size of a tennis 

shoe that sized us up in passing. I guess there were gators about, but there we were. 

 

    Richard was driving outside Buffalo when the flashing lights of a New York State Patrol car 

told us to pull over. We couldn't outrun him. We pulled over. 

    We could tell he was running the plates. In seconds he would discover the car was stolen 

in an Oklahoma City burglary. Quick conference. 

    I got out of the car and stood by the side of the road, there was no place to run. The show 

was over for me. Richard sped off in the car and got away for a few hours while the trooper 

dealt with me. (It's true, I was armed, but dumb as I was, I could see that the situation was 

never going to taste like desert. I surrendered.) 

   They put me in the Eire County Jail in Buffalo for eight months while the geography of my 

fate was determined. Finally, the New York State Criminal Court sentenced me to three to 

five years at Attica prison for felony possession of a gun. The first con I met was an old time 

Murder, Inc. contractor who'd been there for twenty-six years. Willie “the actor” Sutton, the 

escape artist, was growing old in another cell block. 
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    Attica was maximum security. The walls were forty feet high. We were counted every half 

hour around the clock. Wherever we went, to the mess hall, to the yard, to work, it was sin-

gle file and silent. No one had ever escaped from inside the walls. 

    I grew me a plan. The powers that be might rightfully discount it. All I can do is report 

what I was going to attempt, and would have except for an interruption I had Richard to 

thank for. 

    I was assigned to the office at the metal fabrication plant. The plant manufactured desks, 

lockers, tables and cabinets for state institutions. My job was to prepare bills of lading for 

shipping. 

    The first crack in the walls came when I noticed that the freeman in charge of the plant, a 

civilian, was casual in reporting the half hour count of his charges to security. He was punc-

tual, but he never actually counted us or looked out from his inner office to the outer office 

where his staff was typing and filing, going to and fro. He always said into the phone, “I got 

eight.” One of us could be in the bathroom. Another could be out delivering a message. He 

always had eight. The man was on automatic. 

    When the shipping trucks arrived at the prison they were weighed. The bills of lading I 

prepared had the individual weight of the items for shipment and the total weight of the 

total freight. That figure added to the weight of the truck is exactly what the truck had to 

weigh in order for the drums to roll and the seas to part. 

 

   It was within my reach to get inside one of the units and have it moved onto the truck. 

With my doctored shipping invoice and access to the truck and what I hoped would be a 

couple of hours head start, I thought I had as good a chance at capturing my freedom as I 

was likely to get in any decade I could count. 

    The guards came to my cell in the middle of the night. I was taken to an office by the front 

gate. The room was filled with guards and state troopers and Richard. (Richard, as it turned 

out, had been distributing leaflets in his quad-corner of the prison, encouraging a sit down 

strike. I got scooped up in the same net as he.) 
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   Richard and I were told to strip and given white coveralls. We were hand cuffed and 

chained at the ankles. We marched from the prison and were stuffed into the back seat of a 

patrol car. They cautioned us not to say a word. 

    We drove through what was left of the night and into the next day until we arrived at the 

gates of a bleak Civil War structure that made Attica look like the Holiday Inn. We had ar-

rived at Dannemora. 

    In the Deputy Warden's office we were surrounded by guards fondling their clubs. The 

Deputy Warden announced that it was his job to get the attention of inmates who question 

the system. If we didn't understand him he would have us shipped down the road to the 

State Hospital for the Criminally Insane. If we went in there, we wouldn't come out. Did we 

understand? We nodded, we understood. 

    He seemed satisfied and motioned for the guards to remove us. We were marched passed 

the banks of cell blocks until we came to an iron door that opened into a separate little 

prison, a house of strip cells. 

    Each cell contained a commode, a cold water basin, a small radiator, and (including us) 

one naked convict. The floors were cement. The walls were steel. The front of the cell had a 

grid of bars opening onto a narrow walkway. Across the walkway, high on the outer wall 

were small transoms that opened to the elements. The rule was silence. It was winter. 

 

    Morning was a cup of weak tea and two slices of white bread. Noon was a cup of watery 

soup and two slices of white bread. Evening was a cup of weak tea and two slices of white 

bread. Monday through Saturday. Sunday morning was a cup of weak tea and two slices of 

white bread. Sunday noon was a regular meal including two slices of white bread. Sunday 

evening was empty. Week after week after week. 

   Once a week the guards came by with a scale and weighed us so that we could see our-

selves disappearing. 
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    At night the transoms were opened and the freezing air filtered through the cells forcing 

us to crouch close to the radiator. There was no such thing as sleeping in the lie down and 

take a long nap sense. The floor was too cold. Instead there was an unending crouched doz-

ing next to the radiator. Every few minutes it was time to toast the other side. A moment of 

real sleep meant a fall onto the cement or a singed kiss from the radiator. 

    Weeks, then months, of hunger and cold and humiliation. During the long days I followed 

my spinning mind around the cell chasing scraps of insane fantasy about food, about my 

future kitchen and how the shelves would be stacked with meats and cheeses and how the 

pantry would be filled. Thinking about the women I was going rape; about the men I would 

kill and kill and kill. My thinking was compensation for my hunger, fury and weakness. 

    After months the larger prison was returned to us in small pieces, in forms of regular 

meals, clothes, a mattress, toilet paper, and warmth. 

   When I was returned to the main prison I was a good convict and spent the next several 

years tending a textile machine that spun yarn into thread. One bob on, one bob off. One 

bob on, one bob off. 

    When New York had been paid their debt of days, I was extradited to Louisiana’s Angola 

prison. 

 

    The next three years were populated by routine days spiked by events I didn't understand 

and a few I almost didn't survive. Like a prisoner with a life sentence, I was immune to to-

morrow. The future was meaningless. When I went before the parole board, I didn't care if 

they granted me parole or not. More time at Angola, or transfer to Huntsville Prison in 

Texas waiting on the horizon, it didn't matter. A member of the board said, “If it wasn't for 

Jasper County over in Texas wanting your skinny ass, you wouldn't get paroled here. If they 

let you out before your parole time here is up, you report to the parole office in New Or-

leans. We'll decide what to do with you.” 
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       I'd been in the Jasper County Jail for about a week when the Sheriff came up the stairs 

and leaned on the bars and gave me a look and asked, “How long you been in jail, boy?” 

    “About ten years, Sir.” 

    He studied me. “That might be enough. You make restitution for the damage you did 

coming through here, I'll let you go.” He looked at my stunned face. “No one wants you 

anymore. And Texas sure doesn't want to spend any money on you.” He let a few seconds 

pass. “The old man you robbed says you did about a thousand dollars worth of damage to 

his store. You get it back for him, I'll let you go,--you and the other fellow that was with 

you. If not...” He nodded making sure I understood, then walked back down the stairs. 

    All the money I had was forty dollars in my property envelope from selling blood 

plasma at Angola for five dollars a pop. I had no one to turn to at home; in fact I had no 

home. The only thing I could think to do was to write to Richard. 

    He'd returned to Angola from New York several years after me and we'd gone our sepa-

rate ways, not unfriendly, just not friendly. The odds were against him getting the letter. I 

wasn't on his mailing list. 

    He got the letter. He wrote to his mother, who was a working woman and she went to 

her savings and she got a cashier's check for one thousand dollars and sent it to me. 

    I didn't know any of this was taking place until about a month after I had written to 

Richard when the Sheriff returned to my cell in the late afternoon and had me sign the 

back of the check. He said, “I'll let you go tomorrow.” 

    It was a mid morning in October 1968. The Sheriff gave me my forty dollars and without 

emphasis said, “The bus station is a few blocks down the street. Get out of town.” 
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   In those days I was so far from knowing what a genuine feeling was that wasn't colored by 

fury or fear, I can make only a limited report about that first hour. I remember the world 

seemed like a slide show, the passing scenes fixed rather than moving and that my feet had 

difficulty descending the steps from the county building on to the street. I do remember be-

ing afraid. It was like walking in a dream. Half of my forty dollars bought me a shirt and a 

sweater at a general goods store and the rest of it paid for a bus ticket to New Orleans. 

    I was cocooned in a trance during the ride. Near the station in New Orleans I found a Mis-

sion. I spent my first night in a dormitory, not much different from the ones I was used to. In 

the morning I showered, shaved, ate and prayed with the regulars. 

    I didn't have a clue. I was more alone in the world than in prison. At least in prison I knew 

what expression to wear. I knew what was expected of me. Here I was walking around in a 

twenty-eight year old body with the social skills of a incorrigible sixteen year old. The further 

and more dangerous truth was that the emotional me wandering these streets was a very 

angry two year old. 

    I was going in two directions at the same time within a few months: at night I was cruising 

with another ex-con looking for anything promising to “knock over” and I'd gotten married. 

    It took five years to reach bottom. 
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Mexican Tales (Trancones) 



 
Muffin 

 

    Muffin was a black poodle, medium sized, and attended by semi-ragged flouncing 

curls. She understood Spanish and pranced when she walked. She adopted me immedi-

ately when I arrived at the Burro Burracho, an open air cantina fronting the sand, adja-

cent to the village of Trancones, a small “indio” enclave some fifty kilometers north of 

Ziwataneo, Mexico. 

    At the time (1996), Trancones was one of those places you discovered by the wiles of 

cosmic invitation. I got there by throwing a dart at a map of Mexico, and going where 

the dart said to go. I was fifty-six years old, cut loose from family and friends and re-

sources and had just won nine thousand dollars in a poker game at the Commerce Ca-

sino in LA. 

    $500 a month bought me a pleasant maid-serviced room in the rear of the cantina 

and two meals a day in the front of the cantina, and infinite use of the hammocks. 

There I spent my days, weeks, and months watching the ocean and tending to my bro-

ken heart. I became such a fixture that the locals joked that Ed was on pirate watch. It 

took me a while to realize that the pirates had already landed, and I was sitting in the 

midst of them. 

    Muffin knew an easy touch when she saw one. She shared all my meals and because 

she loved me, everyone else did too. Well, almost everyone. There were several sets of 

eyes that were sure I was some kind of agent the government sent to spy out who was 

there and how much marijuana they might be growing on the surrounding hillsides. 

“Captain” Anita, the owner of the Burracho, told me that the local population of ex-

patriots consisted of the wanted, and the not wanted. 
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   I would dip into the sea four or five times during the heat of the day, and go for long 

solitary walks in the early morning, and late at night. The beach would fill up on week-

ends and the place would get busy with tourists, mostly Mexican, and a few gringos who 

worked the “time share” trade in Ixtapa. Some of them were real beauties, male and fe-

male. The rest of the time, I pretty much had the beach to myself, me and Muffin. 

    There are many stories within the folds of the five months I remained in Mexico on this 

sojourn, but this one is about a most incredible night. 

    The pattern of my days usually ended with a few drinks with a couple of locals, occa-

sionally seasoned by the spice of vacationing ladies who threw their own darts to get 

here...maybe a little smoke, until the crowd thinned to me and Muffin. This is when I 

would take my final walk on the beach, before descending into the sleep of the heart 

weary and broken. 

    Looking into the Mexican night was an enterprise of soul-stirring delight. Sometimes, 

the moon and sister Venus lay down duel tracks of light on the calm sea; other times the 

array of stars was such an invitation into the eternal that my mind simply disappeared 

and there was only the rhythm of the breathing god; and Muffin, of course. 

    This night the sea came alive with light. Slowly, a first, the breakers (which ran four 

deep in arriving waves) began to glow with florescence. I stopped and looked in wonder. 

    I pulled an abandoned beach chair to the water's edge and sat to watch the show. And 

what a show it was. For hours until I drifted into sleep where I sat, stretched out and 

slightly reclined, I was paralyzed in the pure joy of it. The waves spilled in continuous 

ranks and crashed in a light-shattering splendor that broke in my mind and began the 

healing that I had come looking for. 

      I looked around and saw Muffin and I had company. Within a hundred feet, there 

were some dogs I didn't know, three pigs, four donkeys, and no other human beings. 
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    Gregorio 

 

    I knew nothing about the place I found myself in, or what I was going to do there. I was on 

automatic, without a cruise control. 

    The first person I met after paying my driver and grabbing my backpack and turning to-

ward the Burro Burracho (the Drunken Donkey) was Gregorio. He rose from his seat under 

the palm covered roof of the cantina and extended his hand, the warm welcome of a sales-

man on his cherubic face. 

    Gregorio was a couple of inches taller than me, and maybe a hundred pounds heavier. His 

sun-bleached hair was tied in a pony tail. My first impression was that the man was a slob. I 

had much to learn about, and from, Gregorio. Soon enough he helped me get over the 

blight of first impressions. 

    Immediately, he introduced me to Anita (owner of the Burracho, and later to become 

know in my mind as “Captain” Anita), who tucked me into my accommodations. Before the 

hour was out, I was dressed (rather, less dressed) for the occasion and sipping a thirty cent 

bottle of Dos Equis under a welcoming palapa; and, acquiring a more in depth introduction 

to Gregorio--all the while, a scruffy black dog getting to know the sniff of me. 

    (As an aside, let me say that everyman who is rooted in the natural drives of the creation 

wants to be a ladies' man; and to some extent most hetero men are somewhere on the one-

to-ten scale of that enterprise. Further, as a matter of confession, I was a pretty lascivious 

guy, still trying to make up for all those years in prisons and marriages that weren't much 

better. Truth is, I was operating in the lower echelons of ladies'-man-ness.) 

    Gregorio was a ladies' man, par excellence. I didn't discover this immediately, of course; 

but, as he lived in the other room in the rear of the cantina (when he wasn't selling time 

shares in Ixtapa), we soon became good friends, and smoking buddies. (Forty bucks would 

buy you a gunny sack of local product.) I'm not sure what he got out of the friendship. 

Maybe someday he'll write tales such as this and tell about the “Ed” he met. 
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    “Ed, there's one rule: We don't go to them. They come to us.” 

    I mean, it was like a Zen master dispensing the wisdom of the ages. 

    Now, if this “wisdom” hadn't been accompanied by my witnessing successful seduction 

after seduction, as one lady after another (and, sometimes more than one)--and I'm talking 

chicks here!--succumbed to his masterly touch. 

    I couldn't believe my eyes. Even when I took my Aries persona and charged into the 

breach to lay the lady and fell stupidly on my face, here came old slow moving Gregorio, 

smiling and nodding his head, saying just this and just that, and before the sun set, he 

would give me his famous wink as he led the lady away. 

    So I quieted down and retreated to the business of my broken heart; and watched and 

learned, distantly. 

    But, because you've been such attentive and respectful readers, I will recite one of 

Gregorio's adventures, so you won't go home empty handed. 

    It's not that I didn't learn from Gregorio, and have adventures of my own; I certainly did; 

and in due course I will relate some of these to you; but this night's tale is all Gregorio, with 

Ed along to earn from this karmic escapade another “near death survivor badge”. 

    “Hey, Ed, let's go to town.” Mrs. Whateverhername wanted to go to Ziwa for drinks, and 

Gregorio was all accommodation. Thing was, Gregorio's transportation was an old sawed 

off stick shift two seated pick up (remember the gentleman's girth), and for some unholy 

reason he wanted me to go, which meant, with that stick shift in the middle, that the also 

sizable lady would have to sit on my lap. 

    Okay, the novice does not say no to the master; and, I pretty much cared about nothing. 

    We went to town. Gregorio and the lady drank and shook their booties. Ed sat a table, 

slowly and sadly nursing a bottle of wine to the dregs. Now it was time for us to return to 

the Barracho; sleep for me, a roll in the hay for the happy duo. But the fates were manufac-

turing something for me to think about. 
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   For the most part, the highways in Mexico are not like the highways up north. We have 

these multi-lane, hard and soft shouldered thoroughfares to speed along on. Lots of room. 

But this section of the great Pan American Highway from where we were to where we were 

going was a narrow two lane slab of asphalt immediately sided by the rest of the world. This 

wouldn't have come so suddenly to my intense notice had I not found myself sobered by 

the realization that we were speeding in a torrent of traffic, totally immersed in a surreal 

calamity of cacophonous noise, road dust, and no place to go but Hell should the need arise 

to slow or stop. 

    Try to understand, as I did with the increasing focus of a man about to be hanged, that 

there are large creatures in the surrounding countryside (not to mention the large truck 

creatures fore and aft) that can't tell that all those interesting lights are not an invitation to 

mate. Occasionally you see one, legs pointed to the heavens like a dethroned monument, 

by the “side” of the road. They don't come pick 'em up. 

    Add to this that the designated driver had had difficulty getting the keys out of his jeans, 

and you begin to see how colorful the moment was. 

    Now comes the good part. The lady of the night who was sitting on my lap suddenly 

reached the end of the thought process that had been occupying her dizzy mind for a few 

miles. She reached over and unzipped Gregorio's pants and leaned way over and com-

menced administering a blow job. 

     This piece of gymnastics at a bumper to bumper seventy miles an hour was creating an 

additional challenge to Gregorio's grip on the wheel. It was a real Zen moment for me. But I 

was up to it. I just smiled. (The fates hate that.) I mean, if you have to be somewhere in any 

particular moment, where could you buy a ticket to beat this one. 
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Amazing Grace  

 

    Most weekends, especially nearing the year end holiday season, the beach at Trancones 

crowds up like any sandy spot where people show their stuff and cook their cells into the 

next kingdom. 

    This Saturday, as the waves danced and the beer began to flow, Gregorio and I posi-

tioned ourselves under the shade of a palapa on a couple of reclining beach chairs, lathered 

up, smoked up, and hid behind our sunglasses. It was our self imposed duty to assign 

grades from one to ten on the this and thatness of every female over the age of consent 

and up into the ether of collapsed breasts. 

    Into this mix of froth and fun entered Grace and Rita. 

   Grace initially came to Trancones with her boyfriend, who, for whatever reason, headed 

into the sunset, leaving her without funds. She was further handicapped by carrying fifty 

extra pounds in a land of many chicks. Several of the locals came to her rescue and found 

her employment as an aerobics instructor at one of the upscale resorts in Ixtapa. She 

slimed to such pulchritudinous dimensions that she became known as the “amazing” Grace. 

    Rita, taken in her individual parts was just another attractive woman; but, ignited by the 

circumstances of sun and sea, and the reflection of oiled skin, and being joined at the hip 

with Grace, became a heart-stopping phenomena--sort of like the Grand Canyon. 

    The ladies planted their umbrella in the sand, and commenced the dance of the day by 

reaching for the buttons on their shirts. Watching them disrobe (which in this case meant 

removing their shirts and shorts to reveal their bikinied bodies) became a Japanese Tea 

Ceremony in motion. Within a hundred feet, there was nothing but silence, and attentive 

males.     Anyone who has not witnessed or participated in such a ceremony has little con-

ception of the dedication and focus and method of accomplished motion that transforms 

simplicity into timeless revelation. It was at this point that Gregorio and I dissolved into a 

trance of hope. 

 

 

 

                                                                        22 



 

   The village of Trancones (Big Trees), comprised of some forty simple dwellings with out-

door plumbing, and a population of perhaps a hundred and fifty “indios”, is three miles 

from the highway down an unfriendly dirt road. The residents, within the present  

generation, have been transferred from their mountain home to this location via the aegis 

of the national government when valuable minerals were discovered on their land. Seeing 

no particular value in the sandy coast a short walk away, they began selling off sections of 

their pristine estate to the simple minded gringos who liked to lay in the sun. 

    Their Catholicism is applied on top of their ancient beliefs, which raises its pagan head 

from beneath the prescribed rituals wherever it can find a crack. Their kindness and quiet 

ways include stories of unwary gringos waking the morning after a tequila drenched hormo-

nal pursuit to the presence of a machete enhanced invitation to consummate their revelries 

in a waiting marriage ceremony. 

    One of the occasions for celebration in this rural Mexican family life is the “Quince de 

Anos” ceremony, which celebrates the coming of age of a young lady, just turned fifteen, 

who is now marriageable. 

   At tonight's “Quince,” the gringos were invited. 

 

village girl 

 

long ago, 

a Spaniard passed this way 

so that now 

one girl's eyes 

already knows 

the many shades of black 

 

this old man 

becomes a boy 

when she lets slip 

her soul upon her lips 

and smiles 
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    The sun was setting. In the distance we could hear the clarion call from the imported rock 

and roll band come to syncopate the rhythms of the night. 

    “All aboard,” Gregorio shouted. Raymond, Grace, Rita, and I piled into the back of the 

pick up, and we bounced along the half mile of connected potholes to the asphalt basket-

ball court that also served as the evening's dance floor. 

    When we arrived the party was in full flow with beer and rum and loud Latin music and 

dark-eyed senoritas. 

    The family that was underwriting the shindig probably spent around $2,000 American. 

This is a poor village. A laborer maybe makes five bucks a day. But, a Quince is a great honor 

for the family. 

    The ceremonial part of the celebration is all dignity and solemnity. The trappings and 

symbols are weighted with the brocade of Catholicism, and the music at this point was a 

god awful recording of a Strauss waltz, none of which hides the ancient rite. Old time lives 

in the midst of modern glitz. 

    Just as I noticed the full yellow moon breaching the top of the palms, Raymond an-

nounced he wanted to leave (probably heading for a “titty” bar in town), so we piled into 

the pick up and returned to the now vacant Burracho. 

    Gregorio and I now had the magnificent presence of Grace and Rita to ourselves, except 

for the increasing dominance of that Mexican moon. 

    We cranked up the music machine, spun the dial on the volume control, opened a couple 

of bottles of booze, lit up our pipes, turned on the charm, and fell flat on our faces, so to 

speak. 

    Oh, we got to dancing alright, but the more we abandoned ourselves to the rhythms of 

the night, the more events aligned in currents natural to their disposition. It didn't take long 

in our community of movement to realize that Grace and Rita were more inclined toward 

each other than in our direction. 
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     “The moon was shining with all its might.” It was a magic that transformed the night. 

Now, we were dancing on the sand, the girls together, their hands outlining each other in a 

slow consummation of embrace. Gregorio and I, separated into our own worlds, aban-

doned to movements that began in the earth beneath our feet and exploding from our out-

stretched arms into the night. From the corner of my eye I saw Rita and Grace pause to 

watch us before they slipped away. 

    The next morning Grace said to me, “We were watching you dance last night, and the 

only word we could think of to describe it was 'caveman'.” 
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The Captain  

 

    I'm five feet seven inches tall. I grew up thinking of myself as small and weak. I grew up 

cowardly. As a teenager I had horrendous acne that left my face pockmarked. I grew up 

ashamed of my appearance. All my thrashing about as a youth was a consequence of how I 

felt about myself. That, and trying to shake off the heavy hands that had been applied to 

my early childhood. I was committing armed robbery by the time I was fourteen, and spent 

more than ten years of my young life matriculating in the nation's prisons. 

    Across the decades I've met people who helped me change my ideas about size and ap-

pearance, and where weakness resides. I was still learning those lessons when I met Anita, 

who owned the Burro Burracho and the attendant domiciles. 

    Anita was five feet tall, and weighed less than ninety pounds. When I met her she was 

forty years old, and to my knowledge never separated from the coffee cup she carried with 

her throughout the day from which she sipped her ongoing vodka. Nobody knew her story. 

But, I will tell you now that Anita carried with her a ferocity that would make a grizzly bear 

stand aside. 

 

    As I was settling into my seaside life and exploring the geography around the cantina, I 

encountered two plastic one gallon containers sitting on top the serving bar. In one were 

two tiny turtles swimming in a couple of inches of tepid water trying to adjust their ocean 

going programing with to their ten inch world; in the other was a giant rhinoceros beetle. I 

was immediately sensitive to their captivity. At fifty-six years old, I was about to learn a 

very important life lesson. 

    My first night at the Burracho I took the turtles down to the sea and released them into 

their natural environment. Early the next morning I released the beetle onto the sand at 

the edge of the cantina. Then I trashed the two containers and settled into thinking very 

well of myself. 
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    That afternoon Anita asked me if I knew what had happened to the creatures in the 

buckets. I confessed that it was I had chopped down the cherry tree. She gave me a long 

appraising look, then told me that the reason the turtles were in the bucket was that 

they had just hatched and that for the last few days there had been a “red” tide and that 

if they were in the ocean now they were certainly dead. Then she asked me where I had 

taken the beetle. I nodded to the nearby sand. She went over and looked and motioned 

me to come where she was pointing at a brigade of ants that were disassembling the re-

mains of the creature that had cooked in the heat of the sun before it had gone ten feet. 

She gave me that long look again, and walked away. And the weeks passed. 

 

   The cook at the Burracho was a transplanted chef from San Francisco who married a 

Mexican beauty and found his way to Trancones where he leased the cantina from Anita, 

and in a small way was doing fine. The “kitchen” was the size of a large closet, but, on 

occasion a real treat came out of there. When the fishermen from the village returned 

with a marlin that almost filled their small boat, you could find our chef out there bar-

gaining, and you knew a feast was in the making. 

    “Dining” beneath the laced palm branches at one of the row of picnic tables was sel-

dom private, and often interesting. The common fare was steak and beer or fresh fish 

and beer; Muffin and I preferred hamburgers with our beer. 

    On this evening, because special guests had arrived, a table adorned with cloth and 

candles, was being set up on the sand. Cassandra, a rich lady from San Miguel de Al-

lende, had landed her small plane nearby, and rented three cottages for herself and a 

gay couple of guys and another old friend. Anita and I were invited to help fill the table. 

    As the liquor flowed, the evening became increasingly convivial, and personal--in a 

light weight true confessions sort of way. Cassandra and I started “making eyes.” She 

was sure I was an “hombre” hiding out in old Mexico. Through the haze of our drinking 

glasses we were becoming abidingly attracted to each other. 
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    The conversation at the table was breaking up into more intimate subsections be-

tween neighbors, except where it skipped over Anita, who sat between Cassandra and 

me. Anita, spoke now and then, but not really to anybody. Finally she said, “My chil-

dren burned up in a fire.” 

    That didn't fit. Anita's words didn't have anything to do with the direction of the eve-

ning. We ignored her and went on with our selves. 

    Anita sat there with a dazed look on her face, lost in the flickering candle light. Then 

she got up and left; which worked for me, because now I could occupy her chair next to 

the smiling Cassandra. 

    You think I don't know I'm not painting a pretty picture of myself? Well, for your 

dime, you deserve the truth. And here's another truth for you: In her lonely cocoon, 

Anita cared for me, and I knew it. 

    The next day, after Cassandra left saying she would be seeing me again, I told 

Gregorio what Anita had said. 

    Gregorio was not a Renaissance man; and, because of his fun-loving, sexually fo-

cused orientation I did not think of him as “deep.” But, several times I witnessed him 

turn within, and say things that were not only compassionate, but psychologically in-

sightful. It was now that I learned that Trancones etiquette embraced the privacy of its 

citizens. And that, according to Gregorio, Anita's revelation was serious business, and it 

was up to me to get the story from her. 

   And the weeks passed. 

    The patrol of uniformed and rifled soldiers scouting the beach (searching, no doubt, 

for marijuana plants on the sand, and purposely not raising their eyes unto the hills) 

were hot, tired, and surely. 
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    Suddenly, everything happened suddenly: Muffin, becoming territorial, charged the  

intruders, several of whom turned, bringing their weapons to dog. Ed charged after Muffin. 

As the men raised their guns, a shout like a cannon roar came from the open edge of the 

Burracho: “ALTO!” All eyes, except Ed's, who was still mid-scooping Muffin away from the 

bad men, missed the paralyzing impact this tiny fearless female exerted over the frozen sce-

nario. As I turned to walk back to the safety of the cantina, I could see the flames of her 

fierce red aura driving the soldiers away. 

    Muffin, taking full opportunity to lick Ed's chops. 

    The word “funny” comes to mind to describe the process beginning within me as the days 

blurred into one another, but I reject it; also, the word “strange,” but that goes too; finally I 

settle on “odd.” It was odd to have slowed down internally to where I could watch the 

mechanism of my mind give birth to urges that pushed up (like seeds seeking sunlight) from 

the depths of me, through the layers of consciousness into the possession of my ego, where 

I said something (maybe to a lady), or rose from my hammock (maybe in the direction of a 

lady), always carrying the weight of agenda. 

    That was the first thing I noticed about how I operated: I always had an agenda. I started 

to cut them off at the pass. Before the words could grab hold of my tongue, I stopped the 

process. Sometimes, I would get out of my hammock, take three or four steps, turn around, 

climb back in, and start thinking about my thinking. I knew it was my thinking that was tak-

ing shape in the world as my life. I knew the world wasn't happening to me; I was happening 

to it; and “it,” the world, was knocking me on my ass. 

 

    I became such a bore that even Muffin deserted me, except at meal time. 

    I was busy holding a tiger by the tail. 
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    One evening...that evening, the Burracho crowd thinned to Anita and me, and there 

we were. And the story came pouring out: Anita was from Canada. She was in a hospi-

tal recovering from cervical cancer surgery. She was divorced. Her two young children 

were staying with a family friend on the fifth floor of an apartment building. An arson-

ist set the building on fire. Anita's children were among the victims. Her parents kept 

the knowledge from her for days because they didn't want to upset her. 

    After learning the fate of her children, she left the hospital, had a fire sale on her 

possessions, came to Mexico, and never looked back. I was the only person she had 

ever told. 

    Then she asked if I wanted to go skinny-dipping with her. 

 

    I cannot account for the yeses and noes inside of me. All the demons I had carried 

across my life were still roaming the wild side, though some were scaled back to the 

parameters of imagination. I was aggressive (albeit, increasingly subtle) in my pursuit 

of female seduction. I was a wolf. 

    But, I had come to recognize that some women were available, not through the 

femme fatale, or even the incorrigible or wanton or horny glint of their eyes, but 

through the lonely eyes of a child that reached into the world through their willingness 

to be sexual. I could not do children, no matter how comely the package. Perhaps that 

was because of the way the child in me had been used up. I shook my head. 

    I rose and placed my hand on her face as a blessing and kissed her cheek and wished 

her goodnight. 
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mended 

 

i found these words 

in a drawer 

broken 

abandoned 

 

i stitched them like this 

to show you nothing is lost 

 

                         Ed Hart 
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Ed Hart is a writer of poetry and his life stories. If one reads carefully they will take away 

some important lessons. For over three years, Ed has been in my life and writing mentor 

and told me to write my truth. His stories and poetry reflect a life lived with tragedy,  

imprisonment and redemption. This is his first collection of stories and we hope there will 

be more.   

  

 

“none of us are ruined...if I can make it out, anyone can...”-Ed Hart 

 

 

 

 

take-it-to-the-street-poetry is a non-profit organization aimed at getting poetry to all  

corners of the globe. 

For more information, please visit us @ takeittothestreetpoetry.com 

             

 

 

           "words are not so important as to be vaulted away, nor are they 

            worthless enough to throw away, so we give them away"  
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