


EAT THIS begins from our wish to 
create a space where diverse voices 
can tell the stories they feel need to be 
told. We base our search for the collec-

tive voice by looking at the relationship 
that exists between local, national and global 

issues. We are asking how it is that the efforts, the 
pursuits and the self-reflection of the people 

around us reflect on the larger world. In each 
case in each voice, the connection is made in 
a distinct way that warrants your attention. 

EAT THIS is building from the idea that the 
personal is always political and the local is 

always global. It is creating a platform for 
understanding some of the questions, the 
problems and the contradictions that af-
fect people everywhere. 

EAT THIS is in pursuit of the spaces where 
art and writing meet, and where the power 

of collaboration lies. It’s a continuous con-
versation, a talk back and forth between our 

distinct ideas about what is happening around 
us.  

EAT THIS wants to collaborate with you. Help us eat YOU!
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    I spent my January assisting Arise for Social Justice, an anti-poverty community 
organization headquartered in Springfield.  I found myself  thrown headfirst into 
an issue that these locals have been involved in for more than two years.  Before 
this year, I had no idea that biomass was being considered as an “alternative” 
energy source for the Pioneer Valley.  I had already been introduced to the term 
“biomass” through my studies of  environmental science, but I didn’t know that it 
was manifesting itself  in our own backyard.  
    Biomass refers to the process of  burning organic matter as a form of  fuel.  This 
organic matter can range from trees to food crops to human generated refuse.  
Palmer Paving Corporation, which already operates a cement plant in Springfield, 
has sought permitting to build a biomass plant at their existing site.  This plant 
would have been operated by Palmer Renewable Energy, a subdivision of  a part-
nership between PPC and Barletta Engineering.  The PRE plant would have been 
one among two others constructed in the Valley, at sites in Greenfield and Russell.  
These rural sites would not be operated by PPC, and were intended to burn wood 
chips and other material from the timber industry.  The plant in Springfield was 
intended to burn garbage, along with construction and demolition debris (CDD).    
    When I first became involved with Arise, they were fresh from a victory at the 
state level.  Thanks to effective organizing in the three potentially impacted cit-
ies, public outcry forced Deval Patrick to take notice of  the unpopularity, lack of  
transparency, and public concern undermining governmental support of  biomass.  
The Massachusetts state government passed a one year moratorium on biomass 
permitting in order to pursue health and environmental impact reports in greater 
detail.  
   Arise invested itself  in stopping biomass from gaining a foothold in the Valley 
for several reasons, all of  which have complex ramifications:
    By some calculations, the voracious appetites of  the power plants would re-
quire more wood per year to function than the state of  Massachusetts can support 

by: Nicole Loeffler-Gladstone
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in a sustainable way.  This prediction has sparked 
fears of  clear-cutting, which contributes to the 
degradation of  water resources and soil quality.
    The Springfield biomass plant presents a glaring 
environmental justice issue.  Environmental justice 
and social justice are essentially one and the same, 
with environmental justice emphasizing issues 
such as the burden of  health impacts on a com-
munity.  The fact that only the Springfield plant 
was permitted to burn CDD and garbage literally 
reeks of  racism.  Springfield is an impoverished 
community that largely lacks the resources to fight 
environmental injustice.  PRE conveniently solved 
their location dilemma.  Predictably, the plant was 
placed in the neighborhood with the lease ability to 
fight back.  Fortunately, the people of  Springfield 
proved them wrong.  Burning demolition debris 
and garbage in a dense urban neighborhood and 
calling it a potential solution to anything can only 

be meant to disenfranchise the poor.     
    The PRE plant is poised to further pollute the air 
in the Pioneer Valley.  Not only does CDD contain 
chemicals (like arsenic, considered to be a Hazard-
ous Air Pollutants by the EPA) used in the building 
materials of  demolished structures, but biomass ac-
tually emits more CO2 than does coal.  That’s right, 
this “green” technology will create a 1.86% increase 
in the CO2 emitted annually by all power plants 
in Massachusetts, while only contributing 0.28% 
more power for the state.  The policy term for that 
is “Epic Fail.”  The plant will also contribute emis-
sions of  volatile organic compounds and different 
types of  nitrogen oxide.  These chemicals interact 
with sunlight to make smog, the brown stuff  that 
chokes Los Angeles.   
    Clearly, public health, the environment and 
social-justice only serve as general categories for 
many more complex and highly personal issues 
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for the residents of  Springfield.  In my view, 
the issue lies most heavily in the perception of  
biomass as a  “sustainable” or renewable energy 
option.  Advertising positions biomass as both 
renewable and carbon-neutral.  This means that 
there would be no net gain of  carbon emitted in 
the process of  using organic material to create 
electricity.  This neutrality would be achieved by 
planting trees as others are cut down to be used 
for fuel.  Because trees absorb CO2 as they grow 
(and would emit CO2 as they decompose, any-
way), biomass proponents argue that the emis-
sion/absorption cycle would remain a closed 
system.  
    There are three glaring holes in this argu-
ment.  The first is that mature trees may absorb 
much more carbon than young ones are able 
to.  If  this is true and mature trees are rapidly 
harvested, it will not matter how many young 
ones are planted.  There will still be a net gain 
in CO2 emissions.  The second is that an energy 
source that doesn’t use hydrocarbons but contin-
ues to emit greenhouse gases is still contribut-
ing to climate change.  It is not “alternative” to 
emit the same pollution as our three mainstream 
energy sources.  The third is that biomass plants 
are not economically sustainable.  The three 
proposed for the Valley are receiving heavy 
subsidies from the state level, as well as money 
from the American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act (yes, that big one Obama signed last fall).
It worries me that biomass is being considered 
as a viable way for Massachusetts to meet its re-
newable portfolio standards (RPS) and describe 
itself  as “alternative.”  If  too much emphasis 
is placed on the development of  biomass it will 
undoubtedly come at the cost of  other options 
(wind, solar), and the development of  what is 
currently considered to be fringe technology 
(wave power, algae).  Yes, trees are a renewable 
resource; they’ll always grow back.  But burning 
wood, not to mention CDD and garbage, will 
not help us to protect the air we breath, and it 
will not help inspire hope that the United States 
is able to make choices that are good for all.  

    I included some reference websites as both 
an informal bibliography and sources for fur-
ther reading.  If  you are interested in becoming 

involved with Arise for Social Justice, go to the 
first website listed.  If  you are interested in be-
coming involved with the national campaign to 
stop biomass incinerators, go to the second web-
site listed.  The Youtube video listed is a link 
to the interviews that I helped conduct.  The 
production is amateur, but the people involved 
have interesting things to say.    

Arise for Social Justice
http://www.angelfire.com/ma4/arise/

No Biomass Burning
http://www.nobiomassburning.org/

Youtube video
http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=a7DTzYwftQ8

Palmer Paving Corporation 
http://www.calettarenewable.com/companies.
html
  
Mass Forest Watch
http://www.maforests.org/

The Springfield Institute
http://springfieldinstitute.wordpress.
com/?s=biomass

U.S. Forest Service
http://www.nrs.fs.fed.us/niacs/forests/

Renewable Portfolio Standards
http://apps1.eere.energy.gov/states/maps/re-
newable_portfolio_states.cfm
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Alejandra - Can you describe the proj-
ect you are involved with in Springfield? 
What is it about, when did it start?
Michael - The project is focused on fos-
tering access to fresh fruits and vegetables 
in an urban African American church in 
Springfield.  We’re doing this through 

partnerships with local farmers and by 
placing an emphasis on fruits and veg-
etables that can fight diseases that are 
prevalent in this population. The project 
started in the beginning of  fall 09,’ so 
it’s fairly recent.
Alejandra - Who started it?
Michael - Professor Kalidas Shetti, 
a professor of  food science at the Uni-
versity of  Massachusetts, started it.  He 
studies Phenolix, which has to do with 
fruits and vegetables that can be har-
nessed for their properties that prevent 
diseases like diabetes.  I focus on creat-
ing the surveys that go out to the com-
munity; I make them and analyze them.  
Jackie is working on the lab working 
with traditional African American foods 
and seeing which ones can be harnessed 
for their properties in diabetes preven-
tion, and Nelly is working on an anthro-
pological perspective in the community.
Alejandra - Why do you think this 
project important?
Michael - It’s necessary because com-
munities need access to fruits and veg-
etables.  Everyone has a right to healthy 
food, and this community doesn’t have 
access. There’s also a multiplier effect 
because if  a family can’t eat healthy 
food it is likely that children’s growth 
will be stunted, and this trend contin-
ues through generations. Also, diabetes 
is an epidemic that particularly affects 
this community and there are fairly easy 
ways to prevent it.
Alejandra - What are the reasons 

for the lack of  access to fresh fruits and 
vegetables?
Michael - There’s been studies done 
on food deserts in urban communities, it’s 
where access to healthy foods is not avail-
able. Corporations don’t see it as profitable 
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to put supermarkets that have fruits and veg-
etables in urban areas because they are so expen-
sive, and bodegas and mini markets don’t stock 
fruits and vegetables because they don’t have the 
right kind of  refrigeration and they spoil eas-
ily.  Springfield has been researched on this issue.  
There was a food mapping done, which is an 
analysis of  retail food establishments in the com-
munity.  In order to assess if  there are outlets of  
fresh foods in an area, from a food mapping you 
can determine if  it is or isn’t a food desert. Then 
you can use your result to demand policy changes 
or funding for programs that address this deficit.
Alejandra - What are people eating instead?
Michael - What is cheap, quick and easy. 
Canned food, frozen meals, fast foods are a popu-
lar choice, all of  which continue to exacerbate 
diabetes.
Alejandra - What kind of  measures are you 
taking to going into a community as outsiders?
Michael - Definitely we have to involve the 
community in every step of  the way.  As an aca-
demic you are divorced from this community, so 
you don’t have the knowledge that they do, what 
works, what is needed and etc.  We have been 
conducting surveys where we ask the members 
of  the community what are some of  the reasons 
why they don’t consume as much fresh food.  We 
learned that accessibility and affordability are the 
main barriers to fresh fruits and vegetables con-
sumption and it’s pretty alarming and indicative 
of  changes that need to come about.
Alejandra - What do people want? How did 
you present this project to them?
Michael - In the survey we used we asked 
what are fruits that you like and oranges, apples 
bananas those were the top ones, but we also had 
a questions about whether or not they feel like 
there’s a need for this program and the majority 
said yes, there is a need for this program, and a 
lot of  the comments addressed the need for com-
munication awareness of  nutrition and healthy 
eating inside the community.
Alejandra - Have you talked about including 
nutritional and other kinds of  education as a part 
of  your project?
Michael - We would like to tie that in eventu-
ally.  The thing is that there are a lot of  prongs 
to this project.  There needs to be education.  
There needs to be a mechanism for fresh fruits 

and vegetables delivery for this community at 
affordable rates, and we’re trying to address all 
these but you can only do one at a time.
Alejandra - Have you already started deliver-
ing food?
Michael - The one delivery we did, we basi-
cally just collected all the food from the farmers. 
We bought some vegetables for 10 cents a pound 
because we are striving to get their surplus, so 
it’s beneficial for the farmers and the community. 
From there we assembled boxes, each meant for 
a family of  four, and then we pilled it into a truck 
and drove that to the church.  Community mem-
bers distributed the boxes among themselves. 
Alejandra - And it was for free?
Michael - Yes, but that’s not a sustainable way 
of  doing it.  So, future deliveries should be paid 
for, and that’s why we want to build a closer rela-
tionship between the Pioneer Valley farmers and 
the community. 
Alejandra - If  you’re dealing with farmers 
around this area, what will you do about fruits 
and vegetables that don’t come from this area, 
like bananas and oranges?
Michael - That’s definitely a problem because 
you’re not going to be able to accommodate ev-
eryone’s requests, especially bananas and oranges, 
and that’s really hard, but apples was a top one as 
well, and, well, this is an apple growing area, so 
that can be addressed. 

Michael Close is a senior Social Thought & Po-
litical Economy student at UMass. He was born 
in the U.S.A but was raised everywhere. His in-
terests include fruits, vegetables, and the warmth 
of  sunshine.
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    “Basically, I want to send the message, ‘We 
don’t want you here.’”  
    Selectman Butch Machado of  Plymouth, Mas-
sachusetts was referring to a rather unpopular 
group of  people: registered sex offenders.  
In March 2009, Butch encouraged his fellow 
Board of  Selectmen members to adopt a local 
ordinance that would prohibit sex offenders from 
establishing residency in specified areas of  Plym-
outh.  Plymouth does not have an ordinance that 
provides the town with the authority to regulate 
where certain sex offenders are allowed to live.  
He explained that “the sole purpose of  the bylaw 
is to protect the most vulnerable members of  
society: the women, the children, and the elderly.”
The other four selectmen readily agreed that 
Plymouth should get something on the books, 
so Kopelman & Page, the town’s contracted law 
firm, drafted a new bylaw for Plymouth entitled 
“Sex Offender Residency Restrictions.”  
    The law would forbid sex offenders classified 
as level 3 offenders and considered high risk to 
reoffend, from establishing permanent residen-
cies within one half-mile of  the outermost prop-
erty line of  any school, daycare center, park and 
recreation facility, or elderly housing facility.  If  a 
sex offender were found to be in violation of  this 
law he would be notified by local law enforcement 
that he must move within 30 days.  If  the offend-
er did not move after this warning he would be 
fined $300 dollars and his landlord, parole officer 
and/or probation officer, and Massachusetts’ Sex 
Offender Registry Board would all be notified of  
his violation. 
    For a town, Plymouth is huge.  They have the 
largest expanse of  land out of  all of  the munici-
palities in the Commonwealth.  Located on the 

bicep of  Cape Cod, their 134 square miles of  land 
blankets the entire western shore of  the bay.   
    Despite their abundance of  space, the 86 half-
mile buffer-zones that would be drawn around 14 
schools, 15 daycare centers, 15 elderly housing 
complexes, and 42 park and recreation facilities 
would not leave much in the way of  housing for 
sex offenders.  In fact, any level 3 sex offender 
who would be looking to move to Plymouth after 
the law were instated would find that 80% of  the 
town was off  limits.  A map of  the town that de-
picts these residency restrictions marks the for-
bidden zones in red ink.  It resembles an invasive 
rash or a bloodied rag; however, sex offenders are 
more likely to view that map as a message that 
Plymouth will not take kindly to their presence. 
    A sex offender is someone who is convicted 
of  a crime that is in some respect sexual.  The 
classification ‘sex offender’ can be considered 
an umbrella term in that it covers a broad spec-
trum of  sex crimes.  For example, convictions of  
downloading child pornography, open and gross 
lewdness, statutory rape, child molestation, and 
rape with force will all earn a person the label 
‘sex offender.’  
    The Massachusetts Sex Offender Registry 
Board (SORB) attempts (as does every other 
state SORB) to more specifically categorize sex 
offenders by sorting them into three different 
levels.  The level of  a sex offender suggests how 
great of  a risk he poses to society and, in turn, 
what amount of  his private information the state 
believes the public is entitled to.  A level 1 sex 
offender is considered a non-threat to society, 
so none of  his personal information is provided 
to the public.  If  the state labels a sex offender 
as a level 3, on the other hand, he is believed to 
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be at high risk to reoffend, and public safety is 
addressed by the active dissemination of  these 
offenders’ information. 
    Towns and cities within the Commonwealth 
must carry out a level 3 community notification 
plan where the local police provide residents who 
might encounter these offenders with an offend-
er’s name, home address, work address, sex of-
fense conviction(s), age, sex, race, height, weight, 
eye color, hair color, and a photograph.  Residents 
of  Massachusetts can access this information 
of  every level 3 sex offender in the state via the 
Commonwealth’s SORB website. 
    Plymouth Police Chief  Michael Botieri regu-
larly checks up on the town’s 10 level 3 offend-
ers.  This way, he has a better idea of  how their 
lives are going on an individual basis and how 
they are functioning within the greater Plymouth 
community.  He explained to Town Meeting that 
while the Commonwealth’s SORB suggests that 
he check up on level 3 offenders two times a year, 
he currently pays them visits every three months 
and plans to step it up to every other month in 
the near future.  As for the two homeless offend-
ers, the SORB requires them to check in with the 
Chief  every 45 days.  He says that they have been 
successful in doing this.  
    Plymouth’s desire for a residency restriction 
law did not arise because Plymouth’s method of  
managing their sex offenders has failed to ad-
dress some real, discernable problem surrounding 
their presence.  Chief  Botieri’s “tracking system” 
has been successful, and there has been no sudden 
rise of  sex crime in Plymouth.
    Across the nation, residency restriction laws 
for sex offenders have become popular modes for 
enhancing communities’ senses of  control over 
their own safety.  According the Council of  State 
Governments, at least 24 states and hundreds 
of  municipalities have enacted various forms of  
these laws since they first started appearing in 
2001.  Massachusetts does not have a statewide 
policy; however, 20 out of  the 351 municipali-
ties in the Commonwealth have legislated resi-
dency restrictions for sex offenders.  If  Plymouth 
adopts a residency restriction law with a half-mile 
buffer zone, their law will become the strictest of  
its kind in Massachusetts.  
 While deliberating over this proposed 
bylaw, Plymouth’s Advisory and Finance Com-

mittee and Town Meeting Members invited 
Barbara Banks to offer her expert opinion.  She 
has worked with sex offenders for over 25 years 
and for the past 10 has been in private practice in 
Plymouth.  She works with groups of  sex offend-
ers of  all levels who are on probation or parole 
and in court-ordered counseling.  
     Barbara told the Advisory and Finance Com-
mittee that sex offender residency restrictions are 
completely ineffective.  
    These laws are generally geared towards 
increasing the safety of  children.  Barbara ex-
plained how in 93% of  all reported incidences 
of  sexual abuse against a child the victims knew 
their assailants.  This means that nearly 93% of  
sex offenses against children occur within either 
the victim’s home or the offender’s home, which 
restriction zones around places where children 
congregate cannot prevent.  
    Also, recidivism rates for sex offenders, or the 
rates at which sex offenders recommit sex crimes, 
are not as high as the general public perceives 
them to be.  Barbara said that only around 13% 
of  all sex offenders recommit sexual offenses.  In 
her own experience, for the past 10 years, she has 
had a caseload of  around 60 sex offender parol-
ees.  In all of  this time, only two of  her clients 
have recommitted their offenses.
    Selectman Butch Machado was fond of  reiter-
ating the popular kid-in-a-candy-store analogies 
to reason why residency restrictions for sex of-
fenders would effectively address public safety.  
    “You don’t let a drug addict work in a phar-
macy, so why would you let a level 3 sex offender 
live near a school?”
    Unfortunately, Butch’s well-intended logic is 
contributing to the larger pool of  misinformation 
surrounding sex offenders.
    “I want the public to think it through,” Barbara 
said, “not blindly but into a political trend.”  
     After Barbara informed the Advisory and 
Finance Committee that residency restriction 
laws are ineffective in terms of  improving public 
safety, she explained that the law would also have 
unintended results that would ultimately produce 
damaging effects on the community.  
   When level 3 sex offenders are released back 
into society after spending time in confinement 
they need to return home to their support net-
works for both financial and rehabilitative pur-
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poses.  If  a level 3 sex offender tries to return 
to Plymouth after the town has enacted these 
residency restrictions, odds are that four out of  
five times the offender will not be able to legally 
return to his support network. 
    Sex offenders who need to return to Plymouth 
and are provided with no legal living options are 
likely to do one of  two things:  Avoid the reg-
istries and establish living anyways, or become 
homeless. 
    Chief  Botieri expressed concern regarding the 
possibility of  the law pushing sex offenders un-
derground to the Advisory and Finance Commit-
tee early on in their deliberation process.  Cur-
rently, all 10 of  Plymouth’s level 3 sex offenders 
are on his radar map since they are all compliant 
with the rules of  the SORB.  If  Plymouth en-
acts the law and incoming level 3 offenders are 
forced to subvert the registries in order to stay 
in town, the Chief  will have no way of  tracking 
them.  Even if  the offenders end up registering 
as homeless, local law enforcement will have to 
spend more of  their energy and resources ensur-
ing that their situations are under control.
    Barbara explained to the Plymouth officials 
that it is in the community’s best interest that 
Plymouth not develop sex offender policy that in-
creases offenders’ challenge of  maintaining stable 
living environments because they are more likely 
to reoffend if  they are experiencing instability.  
A stable living environment includes permanent 
housing, support from family and/or friends, a 
job, access to therapy, and a relationship with lo-
cal law enforcement.  Even sex offenders who are 
living in communities without residency restric-
tion laws struggle to establish and maintain these 
various forms of  stability.
    One of  Barbara’s weekly clients, Mark, lives in 
Plymouth County just two towns south of  Plym-
outh.  Mark is somewhere in his forties and has 
the body of  a linebacker who let himself  go after 
retirement.  The hair on his head and his chin 
is grey, and he has an endearing buck-toothed 
giggle.   
    Mark molested multiple children, including his 
stepdaughter and his niece.  “After ruining every-
one’s life around me,” he explained, he spent 16 
years in the Plymouth County Correctional Facil-
ity.  As a part of  his parole agreement, he was 
chemically castrated, which is a procedure that 

permanently reduces a man’s libido and ability to 
be sexually aroused.  
    Mark was released back into the community 
as a level 3 sex offender and because he had no 
money his only living option was with his par-
ents.  Luckily, this town did not have residency 
restrictions for sex offenders, so Mark was able 
to begin his life outside of  jail in a stable living 
environment.  He said that it was tough at first 
having all of  his neighbors know that he was a 
level 3 offender, “but that situation got better as 
they got to know me,” he explained.  
    Mark has had a very difficult time finding a 
job.  First, he interviewed twice with Mastria 
Auto Group, and because of  his skilled experi-
ence in detailing cars, they wanted to make him 
their new detailer.  Then they ran his background 
check.  They had to turn him down since they did 
not want to have a level 3 sex offender attached 
to their business. He experienced this rejection 
two or three more times, but then his luck took 
a turn for the better.  His best friend from child-
hood connected him to another job opportunity 
in the automotive detailing business.  The compa-
ny knew that he was a convict on parole and was 
okay with it, so Mark started working right away 
sweeping floors and cleaning up cars.  Doing 
what he was good at doing and the prospect of  a 
steady job provided him with a lot of  happiness.  
After two and a half  weeks of  working for them, 
however, they found out that his crimes were 
sexual offenses against children. They decided to 
let him go.
    “I drove down Route 6 crying because I was 
that heartbroken,” he said.
    Barbara said that all of  these jobs would have 
been perfect for Mark since there is no danger 
of  him harming a child while he is working in an 
auto shop.  One of  her strategies as a counselor 
is to identify each sex offender’s “risk situation.”  
Then, law enforcement, the counselor, and the 
offender can all work together and take measures 
to prevent the offender from ending up in circum-
stances where he or she is at risk to reoffend.
Barbara’s parolees made it apparent that in addi-
tion to their court-ordered management, the fact 
that the term ‘sex offender’ carries so much social 
stigma results in the publics’ unofficial practices 
of  regulating sex offenders.  Mark is without a 
job because most employers do not want child 
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molesters associated with their businesses, not because there is any kind of  law in Plym-
outh County that regulates where sex offenders can work. 

    Despite this knowledge that residency restrictions for sex offenders are ineffective and even 
damaging, Plymouth officials are still working to develop a sex offender residency restriction 
law.  Butch, among other Town Meeting Members, fear that the town’s failure to adopt such a policy 
will result in sex offenders migrating to Plymouth en masse – that the town will become a “dumping 
ground” for sex offenders.  “We don’t want to encourage sex offenders to come to Plymouth by having 
nothing,” said Randolph Parker Junior, “ – to sit down at the computer, run a search of  local bylaws, and find 
that there is nothing on the books, so by default, let’s go to Plymouth.”    
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   Opening in December of  2008, the Igneri brothers had the idea of  creating an atmosphere 
that would bring the community together and connect the farmer to the consumer. By offer-
ing customers the choice of  locally raised meats to satisfy their burger cravings. the Igneri 
brothers are able to raise awareness about the benefits of  eating locally in an unassuming way.
    Its menu is made up of  a wide variety of  burgers ranging in price from $4.99 for the Por-
tobello burger to $8.99 for the 12oz Juicy Lucy- Local Burger’s signature 12oz patty stuffed 
with cheddar cheese and topped with bacon, mushroom, onion, and peppers. Most of  the 
burgers are made with local, organic, hormone and antibiotic free meat from Easthampton’s 
Chicoine farm and River Rock in Brimfield, Massachusetts.  Their meat is so fresh that, as 
one of  the workers describes, their grass-fed beef  is just as nutritious as a piece of  salmon.  
Although there only seems to be a few different burgers to choose from, the options are many 
if  you add any of  the extras such as applewood bacon, $.95, or sautéed onions mushrooms, 
roasted red peppers, grilled chilies, or sauerkraut for only $.50 or one of  the flavorful sauces, 
$.25, such as chipotle ketchup or maple mayo.  A burger can be the standard dish, but the op-
tions of  having a thick coffee milkshake and some sweet potato fries add to the variety. 
    For those who are not fans of  red meat, the turkey burger or a choice of  two veggie burg-
ers are the perfect substitutes.  The home-made veggie burger pleases every taste-bud with 
its fresh, seasonal, veggie rich taste.  Although forced to use some non-local vegetables in 
the cold New England winter months, the chefs do well with the all organic vegetables.  The 
chicken tenders are a pleaser for those of  all ages.  Could it be because they are encrusted 
with the sugary cereal Captain Crunch?  Captain Crunch must be one of  the exceptions to the 
‘local’ standard.
  By virtue of  its title, “Local Burger”, seems to be catering to the ever-growing population of  
conscious consumers who question where their food comes from, and would appear to be try-
ing to take a more sustainably and environmentally friendly approach to a business.  However, 
the workers at Local Burger seem to be more conscious about the formation of  a community 
and bringing people together than they are about watching out for the environment.  They do 
say that they reuse materials as often as possible, but their plastic forks and knives show room 
for improvement.
 Location: 16 Main Street Northampton, MA 01060
Hours: SUN-TH: 11:30am-10:00pm/ F-SAT: 11:30-3:00am
Alcohol Type: BYOB
Recommended Dish: Northampton Veggie Burger with Sweet Potato Fries ($7.50)/ Captain 
Crunch Chicken Tenders with Hand-cut French Fries ($6.80)

molesters associated with their businesses, not because there is any kind of  law in Plym-
outh County that regulates where sex offenders can work. 

    Despite this knowledge that residency restrictions for sex offenders are ineffective and even 
damaging, Plymouth officials are still working to develop a sex offender residency restriction 
law.  Butch, among other Town Meeting Members, fear that the town’s failure to adopt such a policy 
will result in sex offenders migrating to Plymouth en masse – that the town will become a “dumping 
ground” for sex offenders.  “We don’t want to encourage sex offenders to come to Plymouth by having 
nothing,” said Randolph Parker Junior, “ – to sit down at the computer, run a search of  local bylaws, and find 
that there is nothing on the books, so by default, let’s go to Plymouth.”    
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   It was the last Tuesday night of  January, and the NEA dance studio in Northamp-
ton was the most festive and crowded I had ever seen it.  There were families with 
kids clustered around the door, young men and women were stretching on the floor 
inside, and the drummers were setting up as usual against the right wall.  Old friends 
and acquaintances greeted each other with hugs and I joined in, greeting Miguel, 
the lead dancer, Brandon the singer and organizer, Julian, the lead drummer, and the 
other drummers Christine and Hannia.
    I hadn’t been to the NEA dance studio for over a month, but the other members 
of  Grupo Folklórico Palo Santo had been there in some formation or other every 
Tuesday night for over three years, drumming, singing and dancing traditionally 
Afro-Cuban religious and popular music.  The first time I climbed the four flights of  
wood stairs, I had recently returned from a three-month stay in Havana, Cuba, where 
I had been arduously studying percussion and drum set.  That first Tuesday I was so 
focused on the musicians that I barely noticed the dancing.  I watched from the bench 
as the singer invoked the Yoruba trickster deity Elegguá through nasal call-and-
response songs with the drummers singing chorus and sounding the sonorous skins.  
The rhythms and songs were familiar to me and the lead drummer played with the 
confidence, strength and improvisatory dexterity that can only be developed through 
many years of  sustained practice and performance.  His hands rolled and slid over the 
skin, drawing out sharp slap accents, muffled mid-tones and ringing, triumphant bass 
notes marking the beginning of  the rhythmic cycles maintained by the two women on 
mid and high drums.  The group was my best hope for maintaining contact, here in 
the Pioneer, with the world of  Cuban music that I had recently left and already des-
perately missed.  While I wasn’t sure of  what my real connection to this music was or 
how I would fit into the group, I realized right away that I could learn a lot from these 
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people.  After the class I approached Brandon, 
the singer and organizer, and asked if  he needed 
another drummer.  Soon I was a regular member 
of  the group, meeting for weekly rehearsals in 
Brattleboro, Holyoke or Florence and playing for 
the Tuesday night dance class and an occasional 
performance. 
    I had been away for a while, so when I returned 
to the dance class that Tuesday, I asked Brandon 
if  I could play with them again. “Yeah, sure,’ he 
said in his usual brusque tone, “hop on the high 
drum.” In a moment we were set up and the 
crowd became focused, without a real introduc-
tion, Elizabeth, a seasoned dancer in the troupe 
began to lead warm-ups. She rolled her shoulders, 
stomped her feat, swung her long, silver hair in 
circles, and leaped and whooped and the crowd 
did their best to follow her.  For me, it physically 
felt very good to be behind a drum again, playing 
my small part in the rolling, cyclical, interlocking 
melodic rhythm of  this music. 
    After the warm-ups, Brandon addressed the 
crowd, “I want to thank you all for coming out 
tonight.  Tonight is a special dance class, because 
it is a benefit for relief  work in Haiti.  The earth-
quake which devastated Haiti earlier this month 
has hit close to home for some of  the members 
of  Grupo Folklórico Palo Santo and their extend-
ed families, and we have all been affected by this 
tragedy.”  I looked around at Christine, one of  the 

drummers, whose husband Ayizan is from Port-
Au-Prince and has close family living in the area 
of  worst damage.  Miguel stood on one side, lis-
tening as Brandon continued in his high, slightly 
shaky voice, “Haiti and Cuba have a long, inter-
connected history: since the Haitian revolution, 
there have been several major waves of  Haitian 
immigration to Cuba’s eastern-most province; the 
first was when white landowners fled the revo-
lution, bringing their slaves with them.  There 
are many Cubans of  Haitian descent.”  Brandon 
paused and put his hand on Miguel’s shoulder, 
“for example Miguel Periche’s family, like many in 
his home town of  Holguín, is of  Haitian descent.  
A little later, Miguel will teach you some of  the 
dances of  his native Oriente that share common 
roots with Haitian culture.  But first, as this is a 
special evening, more than just a dance class, we 
want to open with a salute to the Yoruba orisha 
Elleguá, the trickster deity and the opener of  
the way.” The crowd sat around the edges of  the 
room and Brandon checked with us to make sure 
we were ready to play; then he launched into the 
familiar song, “Mo juba o, mo juba orisha.”  Lock-
ing into Brandon’s bell part, we played in unison 
and sang the response “Aché mo juba orisha.”  As 
we played, a tall, sleek dancer named Effie Mo-
lina entered the room from the hall, dressed in a 
red and black silk costume.  She carried a curved 
stick called a garabato, which she swept through 
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the air as she crouched and sprung around the 
room.  She approached Brandon and greeted 
him in the ritual manner, crossing her arms and 
touching each of  her shoulders in turn to each 
of  his.  Then she danced playfully off  around the 
circle, rolling a red and black cloth ball to indi-
viduals and flinging candy from her pockets.  At 
the height of  the song, people got up from the 
audience and danced in a half-circle around Effie 
as she danced in front of  the drums.  She imi-
tated the ‘characteristic’ gestures and postures of  
Elegguá, based on the movements of  someone 
possessed by the deity in a traditional Afro-Cu-
ban Santería ritual. Effie danced with animation 
and joy, we pounded the resonant drum skins and 
sang the Lucumí words of  praise in tight unison.  
The energy in the room was strong and the faces 
of  the dancing audience showed delight, but I 
felt a familiar, creeping discomfort.  Even as the 
drum rang out beneath my hands, my mind ran 
along an uncomfortable, but increasingly urgent 
line of  questioning, “Who are we to be playing 
this music?  Who are we to invoke a god we do 
not actually worship, but rather imitate?  What 
are the ethics of  removing this music from its 
traditional context and performing it for pleasure 
alone?  Is it enough to be historically accurate, or 
is there something fundamentally disrespectful 
about this kind of  appropriation?  What would a 
Cuban believer in the orishas, for example my ag-
ing batá teacher in Havana, think of  our group? 
What does this music and dance mean to us in 
this context, if  it has been so removed from its 
traditional Cuban context?”
    The music and dance of  Afro-Cuban Santería 
has a long, convoluted, crucial history: brought 
from Yorubaland in West Africa to Cuba through 
the extreme violence of  slavery, these songs, 
rhythms and dances were carried and re-created 
from the memories of  Africans and used to wor-
ship their deities in a strange land.  Free and 
slave communities formed and focused around 
self-preservative religious and social events, and 
because of  the harshness of  their lives, religious 
music and dance became more ritualized and 
sacred to the Afro-Cubans than they had been 
or continue to be in West Africa.  In Cuba there 
are serious taboos on who can play what type of  
drums, what music is played when and for which 
deities, whereas there is often more flexibility in 

modern oricha worship in West Africa.  After the 
Cuban Revolution there was an official move to 
nationalize Black artistic expression, especially 
the music and dance, removing it from its spe-
cifically African, counter-cultural and religious 
context and appropriating it for the creation of  
a ‘new national culture.’  The Cuban government 
effectively secularized and commercialized the ar-
tistic religious traditions of  Afro-Cubans, partly 
by categorizing these traditions as ‘folklore,’ a 
condescending term which disempowers them of  
their sacred importance and relegates them to a 
lower cultural status—something fascinating for 
study and performance but not worthy of  true 
respect and equal standing with European tradi-
tions. 
    Grupo Palo Santo and I are part of  one of  the 
most recent results of  this shift: because of  this 
‘folkloricization’—secularization and commoditi-
zation— traditional Afro-Cuban religious music 
and dance have become increasingly available 
for study by foreigners such as ourselves.  These 
rhythms and dances are now performed through-
out the world as secular ‘folkloric’ representa-
tions of  Afro-Cuban religious events. Having 
seen, heard and felt the power of  this music in 
religious rituals in Cuba, I often feel very uncom-
fortable on an ethical level performing ‘folkloric’ 
versions of  this music.  And yet I am honored 
to play with the accomplished musicians in Palo 
Santo, and I love the poly-rhythmic complex-
ity, the clear, strong melodies and the collective 
aesthetic of  Afro-Cuban music. I live within this 
paradox whenever I play with Palo Santo, and I 
felt it strongly that evening.
    After Effie/Elegguá left the room, Brandon an-
nounced, “Miguel will now teach Gagá.”  Turn-
ing to Miguel, he quietly asked, “Do you want to 
say anything about it?”  Miguel shook his head, 
and said, “No, you do it.”  “Okay,” Brandon took a 
step forward, and spoke up, “Gagá is a dance that 
was brought from Haiti, where it is called Rará, 
to Cuba by Haitian slaves and immigrants.  It is 
a social dance, a couple dance, and it remains a 
central part of  Oriente’s annual Carnaval cel-
ebrations.”
    The dancers lined up facing the front of  the 
room, and Miguel demonstrated the stomping 
steps and frenetic leaps of  the dance.  Brandon 
and I began the rhythm, he playing a repeated, 
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tight rhythm called ‘tresillo’ on a cowbell and 
I filling in some gaps, playing a rhythm called 
‘cinquillo’ on the section of  caña brava bamboo 
called guagua.  After a few minutes of  instruc-
tion, the room was filled with couples spinning 
and pounding around each other; they stumbled 
and swung, holding hands, laughing and sweat-
ing.  At one point the dancers formed a circle and 
people took turns showing off  their moves in the 
center.  We tore into the blistering, fast groove, 
responding to Brandon’s song calls with respons-
es in a Cuban dialect of  Haitian Creole. As the 
rhythm and dance built to a rapid, sweaty, climac-
tic plateau, the dancers gathered close around us 
drummers, clapping to the beat as Julian thun-
dered on the low drum, Brandon called “Bobo 
kwa!” and we responded, “Se wale mo!”  My sticks 
thwacked the wood, I shuffled my feet and my 
voice soared to join the others in the repeated, 
rolling chorus.  It was a moment of  elation, or 
elevation.
    By the end of  the evening, I felt physically 
and spiritually satiated and content; everywhere 
I saw smiles and heard laughter as people lined 
up to make their contribution to aid relief  in 
Haiti.  I felt good realizing that everyone in the 
room had participated towards the creation of  a 
positive energy in this place; this evening we had 
transformed our appropriation of  Afro-Cuban 
music and dance to give back, to show our love 
for and acknowledge our cultural debt to Haiti 
through a joyous celebration and a practical, 
financial contribution of  $500 dollars to the Hai-
tian Community Development Project (http://
www.HDCPInc.com).  My ethical concerns and 
questions hadn’t disappeared (and I hope they 
never will) but I left the dance class that night 
excited by the possibility of  striving for ethical 
musical making in a time of  globalization and 
appropriation; a kind of  music-making that gives 
back as much respect as it takes inspiration from 
traditional cultures, a kind of  music making that 
creates community across nations and races but 
honors difference.  Simply said, that evening gave 
me hope.

Palo Santo holds a regular Afro-Cuban dance class 
every Tuesday at 8 in the NEA Dance Studio 
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Sodexo at Hampshire 
College: 

a necessary contra-
diction of collective 

values?
by Graham Jeffries

    Mounting criticisms of  our global food system 
present many difficult issues about the social and 
environmental implications of  our diets.  These 
costs often go unseen to the consumer, obscured 
by the complexity of  actors and trade in the food 
system.  If  long-term and accountable food produc-
tion is a goal worth pursuing, the present moment 
demands a recognition of  hurdles and compromises 
requisite along the path of  transition.
    Known for its politically charged and socially 
conscious student body, Hampshire College must 
compromise its values to survive financially.  Per-
haps the clearest example of  this, and the focus of  
this article, is the case of  food services on campus.  
Sources of  prepared food on-campus are limited 
to two Sodexo locations and the school store, or 
“Hampstore” for those not repulsed by the title’s 
anemic creativity.  
Neither Sodexo or Follett (the school store’s 
management company) are particularly commend-
able for their corporate ethics.  In fact, Sodexo has 
received much criticism for its historic involvement 
with the privatized prison industry, and both firms 
contribute to the consolidation of  influence in the 
food distribution market.  
   Currently Sodexo provides services to 84 prison 
facilities: 39 in the Netherlands, 17 in France, and 
3 in Chile among others.  Until 2001, Sodexo (then 
Sodexho) had significant investments in the Cor-
rections Corporation of  America (CCA), the largest 
US for-profit corrections corporation.  Pressured 
by the “Dump Sodexho” student campaign, they 
divested from CCA in 2001, but not before hear-
ing from 60 campuses and losing seven contracts 
from schools including Oberlin College, American 
College, and University of  Wisconsin- Madison.  
Sodexo has since incorporated two prominent 
for-profit detention corporations in the UK and 
Australia.  Facilities under these groups have been 

charged with overcrowding, sub-standard sanitary 
conditions, and, in one instance, jailing children as 
young as four. Even though these charges do not 
bear Sodexo’s name, shouldn’t the parent company 
come under fire in consideration of  Hampshire’s 
“socially responsible investment” policy? 
But before cursing the musty statute of  Hamp-
shire’s values for its complacency, it is important 
to recognize the institutional appeal of  Sodexo’s 
services, which landed them a contract renewal 
in 2008.  At Hampshire’s founding, campus build-
ings were constructed on a budget (evident in 
their Cold War styling) and the dining commons 
are no exception.  Fiscal constraints paired with a 
shortsighted outlook on Hampshire’s growth lend 
hereditary challenges to food service.  Structurally, 
the kitchens and storage capacity at the dining hall 
and The Bridge are too compact for the volume of  
food demanded.  The two major implications of  
this are 1) food must be delivered often (multiple 
times a week), and 2) less prep space means less in-
house cooking from scratch.  This is a smaller issue 
for Sodexo than many other food service provid-
ers.  Keep in mind that this is a company that runs 
food service on off-shore drilling platforms, arctic 
research labs, and other locations equally extreme 
as our campus kitchens. 
    For better or worse, Sodexo can also undercut 
prices of  other companies like Bon Appétit and 
Chartwell’s (both owned by the Compass Group, 
both considered to replace Sodexo at Hampshire).  
In part, this is a result of  their influence in the po-
litical economy of  food service.  Strategic alliance 
with major distributors including Sysco (arguably 
the largest in N. America) gives them a bottom line 
advantage.  A recent lawsuit revealed that they re-
ceive 59% lower prices from a liquid egg producer 
compared to distributors wanting to carry the same 
product.
    Barring an unexpected burst in Hampshire’s 
meager endowment Sodexo is likely to be around 
for a while.  While Hampshire students swallow the 
repugnant taste of  the prison-industrial complex, 
they must remember that through community there 
is voice.  Colleges and universities spend over $4 
billion on service each year through companies like 
Sodexo and Aramark.  While reform is not refuta-
tion and consumer demand presupposes consump-
tion, a degree of  pragmatism is due under these 
circumstances.  Let’s think transition.  For the 
dining commons, this may mean sacrificing selec-
tion for simplicity.  Rather than four pies and a cake 
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would I be? What would I do? “ - R. B. Fuller
Perhaps more important yet, What will we be?  
What will we do?  Opportunities surround each of  
us at every moment, in the world and within the 
Hampshire community. At one point in time, Mixed 
Nuts, the student-run food co-op at Hampshire, and 
Stone Soup, a soup-and-bread group, consistently 
provided for half  of  the campus’s food needs.  No 
contracts, no prisons, just relentless dedication and 
a vision of  what could be.  Presently, community 
food movements are bubbling with timely oppor-
tunities to make a difference.  Is our society ready 
to reengage with our collective needs and values 
and follow suit with intentional action?  It’s your 
choice.

from a bag, what about one batch of  from-scratch 
goodness?
    Hampshire, just as any individual, is forced to 
make compromises between its ideals and the cold, 
burdensome economic realities of  our contempo-
rary era.  These differences can be striking in an 
environment that fosters a “progressive” academic 
and social community.  The obvious challenge is 
one of  moving beyond abstract notions of  justice, 
equity, and democracy and integrating them into 
the institutional structure- and ultimately into our 
daily lives and sustenance.
  “If  success or failure of  the planet and of  human 
beings depended on how I am and what I do… How 



20

              The steer stood across the paddock from us, glancing at us with a mix of  suspicion and annoy-
ance.  Well   muscled, fat and powerful, with a glossy black coat, Chocolate Chip was by far the largest 
and most imposing animal on the farm.  I stepped to the middle of  the paddock an retrieved the rope 
halter from where it lay in the muck.  “Do you think we should we get the tractor?” Brian quietly asked. 
 “I guess so. It’s not worth anyone getting hurt over” said Collin, who had been trying to hang on to 
the frightened animal.  “I hate to do it. I wish we’d halter trained him better when he was little.” he 
added. 
Brian went up to get the big John Deere and Collin, Anne and I made sure that  Chocolate Chip didn’t 
escape back into the solar barn.  The atmosphere as we waited was tense. At over a thousand pounds, 
Chocolate Chip was dangerous and unpredictable.  A rush of  adrenalin swept through me, making my 
heart beat uncomfortably in my chest. 
    When the tractor arrived, Collin approached slowly, quietly talking to the steer, then quickly put the 
halter over his head before he could react.  Two of  us held onto his head as the others tied the rope to 
the drawbar of  the tractor.  As the tractor inched forward in creep gear, the rope tightened, and the 
steer began to go step by stumbling step up the hill to the slaughtering place.  Halfway up the hill, the 
steer attempted to escape, running in a half  circle around the back of  the tractor, nearly clotheslin-
ing us with the heavy chain when we tried to grab hold of  his head.  At the top of  the hill we tied the 
rope to an old hay wagon.  Chocolate Chip fell down, thrashing against his bonds.  When he stood up, a 
trickle of  blood came from one of  his nostrils. 
   Then we waited for Dave, who slaughters animals for the farm.  Finally, we saw his truck coming up 
the driveway and I left to get a pail of  hot water from the milk room. 
    When I returned Chocolate Chip was on the ground, bleeding from a cut across the jugular on his 
brisket and a neat gunshot wound in the middle of  his forehead.  We stood clear as the carcass kicked, 
running in place as its nervous system shut down.  The kicks became twitches and the fountain from 
his chest became a trickle and he was still.  We attached a chain to his hind legs and I hoisted him up 
with the front end loader.  The disassembly began.  The process was amazingly clean. “This is probably 
my nine-thousand and twenty-seventh animal,” Dave joked.  Then more seriously “I think I’ve done 
almost one hundred head of  beef  this year and as many hogs.” 
    Dave is a stout man with a graying blonde beard.  He wore rubber boots and delicate wire rimmed 
glasses that made him look a little like a Santa Claus who just happened to be wielding a running 
electric meat saw while giving an almost uninterrupted lecture on the intricacies of  meat processing 
regulation in Vermont.

This piece is based on a journal entry from my field study this past fall. I was working at 

Butterworks Farm, which is an organic Jersey dairy in the Northeast Kingdom of  Ver-

mont. Yogurt is made on the farm and sold throughout the Northeast.
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    The belly was opened.  “ If  you care to, step aside” Dave said quietly in his Vermont accent, so it sounded 
like ‘step asoyed.’  I did as was told, just in time to dodge an aromatic jet of  gas from the rumen as he pierced 
it deftly with his knife.  Deflated, the massive off-white organ slid out of  the incision down the length of  the 
animal to the ground.  I grabbed a bucket and in went the heart, liver, tongue and esophagus muscle which is 
simmering on the stove right now as I write.  Eventually, Dave sawed down the entire length of  the spine and 
the halves swung apart.  The transformation was complete.  A living, breathing steer was now two sides of  beef.
   The other animal to be processed that day was Chloe, a cow who had drunk some contaminated water earlier 
in the fall and nearly died.  She recovered, but developed a massive abscess on her neck, a smaller one on her 
udder and mastitis in three quarters of  her udder.  Even though she had recovered, she would never be a pro-
ductive dairy cow again.  I had been at Butterworks Farm for a few weeks, during which time I had cleaned the 
putrid hole in Chloe’s neck almost every day as she stood patiently in her stanchion, munching hay and enjoying 
a good scratch behind the ears from my free hand. 
    Chloe was reluctant to be led to the spot, past Chocolate chip’s bloated rumen lying on the grass.  She was 
nervous but didn’t fight.  I don’t know if  she knew what was going to happen, but if  she did she was resigned 

to it.  I tied her to the wagon and Dave pointed the shotgun at her forehead.  
There was a loud pop and Chloe hit the ground limp.  Dave cut her jugular 

and a torrent of  red rushed onto the grass.  She kicked as she bled 
out and lay still. 
    It is disturbingly easy to kill.  Every time I’m involved in 
slaughter, I get nervous as the task approaches.  My heart 
pounds and I start thinking of  ways I can get out of  the task 

at hand.   And then it’s done.  A gunshot, a stroke of  a knife or 
the fall of  a hatchet and the animal isn’t alive anymore.  It’s as 

simple as that, not dead then dead, animal and then meat.  Noth-
ing else is changed.  I expect something to be different, some cosmic 
change signifying the end of  a sentient being.  I don’t know why I 

expect this, whether it’s cultural or an innate part of  our psyche.  I 
don’t feel good about it, or bad. Just a little numb.
    I’m not really sure if  it’s more or less comforting that death 

is so matter of  fact.  It’s unsettling trying to reconcile our 
concepts of  what life is and how it is to be treated with the 
plain reality that it can be taken away so easily and without 

consequence.
    The role of  the farmer is complicated, a constant bal-
ance of  nurturer and killer.  We help living things come 
into this world, but we depend on them and in turn must 
take their lives, animals and plants alike.

    After the slaughter I felt conflicted and a little 
sick when I thought about Chloe.  But this is meat 

in the best way, I realized as I washed Dave’s 
greasy knives in the milkroom sink.  It should 
be complicated and we should think about it and 
it should make us uncomfortable.  On the farm, 
the land and the animals are treated with respect 

right to the end.  Involvement in the entire life 
cycle of  an animal makes the abuses commonplace 

in industrial slaughterhouses unthinkable. In the end it 
seems right and respectful that we should be nourished 

by another animal’s body, just as eventually we will provide 
nourishment for other organisms and be returned to the earth.
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 Awake, thinks my mother and my eyes open with a jolt.  I push her thoughts back; I feel her in the kitchen.  I 
close my eyes again and revel in the silence; such a temporary blessing, the silence that follows when you push back 
another’s thought.
 The door opens and my mother storms into the room, into my mind, angered that I would dare push her out 
in such a manner.  She says no words because she’s loosing her language, but I feel her thoughts as if  they were my 
own: Get out of  bed, the day is bright, you must get out of  bed.  
 I swing my legs onto the floor, and lean over with my elbows on my knees; my hair reaches for the floor, cur-
tains my face.  My mother stands before me and although my eyes are quite intent on staring at the floor I see her face 
perfectly, because it’s all she wants me to see right now.  
 I stand, resigned.  A sense of  approval exudes from my mother and she turns to leave.  
 I dress, slowly.  Preparation for the day.  I keep my mind from wandering; I do not like mother  feeling my 
wandering thoughts.  But she does not pry.  She is only a good listener.

 It is breakfast and I am silent. 
 Our kitchen is a light blue box; it smells always faintly of  fresh bread and garlic from the night before.  
 Eat thinks my mother and I oblige.  She sits across from me with her scrambled eggs, toast, assortment of  
fruit.  
 “Anything in the mail?” I ask out loud. 
 I can sense her reviewing what she saw earlier this morning; bills, a TV guide, nothing.  
 I rummage for something else to say, anything to talk about.  She can’t tell yet that I am trying to get words 
out of  her.  
 “What are your plans today?”
 I am flooded with a vision of  her taking a walk in the neighborhood, driving to the grocery store because we 
are out of  milk and anything to eat for dinner.  There is a measure of  certainty underlying these images, as if  these 
were visions from the future, not my mother’s plans.
 My eyes shoot to the framed picture next to the coffeepot of  my grandparents.  “Why don’t you call grand-
pa?” I ask.  I look at her face and drive the question into her mind, suggesting how nice it would be if  she talked to her 
father.  
 She is silent for a moment, quietly spreading butter on her toast.  She seems incredibly fragile, now, in this 
moment.  I am unable to sense her process of  thought; she is too busy focusing on spreading the butter evenly across 
the landscape of  the toast.  I keep my eyes on her, my mind open, waiting for any sign of  response.  For an instant I 
believe I would not get one.
 Then she stops buttering, places the knife next to her cup of  coffee and her eyes meet mine.  She sighs, almost 
inaudible as her communication; I realize this is the only sound that will come out of  her mouth as she finally responds 
with a simple word, enforced with a concrete thought that weighs like a small pebble, a tumor in my skull: can’t.  
 I feel a break in her thoughts and I think I see her physically crumbling—then I can’t sense her anymore as 
she shields up within herself  and pushes me out.  She returns to her food.

by: Freddy Fluchel
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 It is breakfast and we are silent.

 Once I couldn’t take it anymore.  Professors pounding formulas into my head, strangers pouring their lonely 
desires into me, groping for sympathy, for a sign of  life.  I didn’t want any part of  it.
  I put a gun to my head and my mother heard my plea.  I said delicately, it’s much easier to just give up.  We 
were miles apart, then, but she was right there.  I could see her face, crying, begging me no.  And then I saw a much 
younger version of  herself, holding me as an infant; she had me when she was in high school, and she never 
gave up.  She showed me the aches; caring for your child, doing homework between changing diapers and 
breast feeding, staying in school.  No money to barely buy more diapers, let alone food for herself.  
 I felt ashamed, lowered the gun.  And I cried, not bothering to hold myself  back any longer; I don’t 
know who heard me that night.  Thoughts are easily heard when there’s emotion, when there’s enough force 
behind it to project, an archer’s arm drawing the knotted arrow to his chest.  My mother heard; maybe that’s 
all that matters.  She is the strongest thing I know.            
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