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To all FAW members from Nancy Curteman: 
 

 
 

 

Club history lore is that the founding of the California Writers Club (CWC) emerged in part from picnics and 

companionship of Jack London and his writing friends up in the Oakland Hills home of Joaquin Miller. Over 

the next few decades, CWC helped to build the Woodminster Amphitheater, Writers Memorial Grove, and the 

Cascades stairs in the park. Thus we have a long and wonderful relationship with Joaquin Miller Park. 
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So it feels just so right to have our annual picnic at Joaquin Miller Park in Oakland on Saturday, July 23, 2016. 

We will start the picnic at 1:00 pm and close around 4:00 pm. We have to be out of the park by 5:00 pm. The 

picnic will be held at the Fire Circle Picnic Area, same place as last year. The Club will provide hamburgers, 

hot dogs, buns, paper plates and condiments. Please bring a side dish with extras to go around. Bring your own 

liquid refreshments, but no hard liquor. Sodas, water, beer, and wine are okay. 

 We will have a cake decorating contest, so if you want to participate, decorate a cake, or cookies, or whatever 

with a literary theme. 

 There are bleachers at the Fire Circle, so we can also have an Open Mic session, so bring something to read to 

your fellow picnickers. 

 The picnic is open to all CWC members and their guests. So feel free to bring along friends, spouses, 

significant others, etc.  

 Directions to the Picnic: 

Take Highway 13 and get off at the Joaquin Miller Road exit and head up the hill. The park will be on your left. 

You will see the Cascades Stairs part way up the hill. The Fire Circle is close to Joaquin Miller Road and next 

to the Tot Lot in the area of the base of the Cascades. There is plenty of parking along JM Road. We are 

planning on having a couple of people holding signs pointing you to the picnic. If you feel that you really have 

to park in the parking lot inside the park, be advised that it is a long hike from the parking lot to the picnic site. 

The interior roads in the park are closed to the public beyond the ranger station. 

 ************************************************************************************* 

 

MORE NEWS FROM OUR MEMBERS 

 

 

Dave M. Strom, creator of and writer for Super Holly Hansson, won two awards at the San Mateo Fair Literary 

Contest for his story, “The Malevolent Mystery Meat!” This story introduces the Puppy Brothers, two boys with 

super puppy powers, who rescue Super Holly from the evil, nasty, icky-food-serving cafeteria lunch ladies 

(BOO! HISS! BOO!). 

 

The divisions were 1st place in Div. 354-Class 2 Digital Media Online Digital Media Audiobook, and 

Honorable Mention in Div. 362-Class 4 Short Story, Science Fiction/Fantasy, Senior. 

 

Dave is inspired to make more recordings! 

 

**************** 

A humor piece I wrote about self-driving cars is in the current issue of Clever Magazine, the E-Zine for the 

Neglected Demographic. This was critiqued in group. 

 

 "You're Driving Me Crazy!" is at http://www.clevermag.com/   ……..  Art Carey 

 

************************************************************************************ 
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Nick Taylor talked about Genre Fiction last May 28, 2016 at the  

FAW’S GENERAL MONTHLY MEETING 
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A NOTE FROM BOB ISBILL 
 
 
 

Dear Presidents, Editors and CB Reps: 
 

The CWC Bulletin newsletter will be coming out in Mid-August of 2016, and it's time to let 
your members and writing community friends know about the advertising possibilities in 
the CWC Bulletin. Deadline for copy and advertising is Friday, July 29, 2016. 
  
Revenue from advertising in the Bulletin and the Lit Review has been exciting and 
profitable for our CWC, and that is because of YOU who have taken the effort to get the 
word out! Thank you! 
  
We have a slightly modified and updated version of the advertising announcement that will 
also be posted on our calwriters.org website, and hopefully in your next editions of your 
local branch newsletter. 
  
Now that we have officially reached a state membership of over 2,000 members (as of 
May 25th, I believe), it's a better value than ever, so please continue to remind your guest 
speakers of this great opportunity to get affordable exposure to them and/or their product! 
  
Shortly, we will be announcing the name of the winning branch who generated the most 
ad revenue for the upcoming issue of the Literary Review, and who will, therefore, get a 
free 5x7 ad in the August Bulletin to raffle, give away, or use at their discretion! 
  
Thanks so much for your participation in the advertising and promotion of or publications. 
  
 
 
Bob Isbill 
CWC Director of Advertising and Promotions 
advertisingCWC@gmail.com 
760.221.6367 
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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE 

 

Shirley Ferrante, FAW President 

I hope everyone had a good Memorial Day as America celebrated her military heroes 

and heroines.  

 

Congratulations to Dave Strom who received the first place Audio Story Telling award at 

the San Mateo County Fair Literary Contest. 

Also to Tish Davidson who took second place in the First Chapter of Genre Novel at the 

Fair.  

And, our treasurer Cherilyn Jose won second place for San Mateo County Fair’s Best 

Blog contest.  

Dave, Tish and Cherilyn, FAW is proud of you.  

 

There will not be a meeting in July. Members are invited to the annual California Writers 

Club picnic, Saturday, July 23
rd

 at Joaquin Miller Park in the Oakland hills. Check the FAW 

website, http://www.cwc-fremontareawriters.org/ for details and directions. 

 

2016-2017 FAW elections will be held at the June meeting. Offices to be filled are 

president, vice-president, secretary and treasurer. Please come to the meeting prepared to 

throw your hat into the ring if you’d like to participate in FAW’s leadership. (Why not…it’s an 

election year.) 

 

 For our meeting in June, bring several copies of a writing piece if you’d like to share it 

or obtain feedback. We will break out into our respective genre groups. 

 

Be sure to check the FAW meeting sign upon entering the building. We may be in a 

different room due to construction at DeVry University. 
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FREMONT AREA WRITERS OFFICERS 

 
President– Shirley Ferrante 

 
Vice President – Erika Anderson-Bolden 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Secretary – Joyce Cortez 

 
Treasurer – Cherilyn Jose 

 

 
Robert (Bob) Garfinkle – 

Past President, California Writers Club 

 

 FREMONT AREA WRITERS 

CHAIRPERSONS 

 

Tony Pino – Open MIC 

Jay Swartz – Nor-Cal Representative 

Andrew Halligan - Membership Chair 

Art Carey – Public Relations 

Nancy Curteman – Hospitality  

Carol Hall – Facebook Coordinator  

       Bruce Haase – Book Exchange 

Pat Van den Heuvel – Telephone Outreach 

Coordinator 

Liz Breshears – Community Outreach 

Coordinator 

Jan Small – Book Signing Coordinator 
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Tony Pino, the Open Mic Chairperson, 

leads the group. Open Mic is held 

monthly at Suju’s Coffee Meeting 

Room, 3602 Thornton Ave., Fremont.  

 

NorCal Representative - Open 

 

 
Andrew Halligan 

Membership Chairperson 

 
Art Carey – Public Relations 

 

 

 
Nancy Curteman–Hospitality  

 

          
Carol Hall – FAW Facebook Coordinator 

 

Bruce Haase –  

Book Exchange & Authors Book Table 

  
Bruce Haase urges everyone to bring books to 

our regular meetings.  The Authors Book Table 

is a free service of the Fremont Area Writers.  

Two long tables are set up at each regular 

meeting, enough space for eight separate titles. 

  
Pat Van den Heuvel 

Telephone Outreach Coordinator          
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Liz Breshears 

Community Outreach Coordinator 

  
Jan Small, Book Signing Chairperson   

 

**************** 

JACK LONDON AWARDEES 

FREMONT AREA WRITERS 

 

     2009   Robert Garfinkle 

     2011   Myrla Raymundo 

     2013   Carol Hall 

     2015   Art Carey 

          ***************** 

 

     

CALENDAR 
BOARD MEETING – Fourth Saturday of the month 1:00 

pm - 2:00 pm – DeVry University, Fremont. 

 

OPEN MIC – Fourth Monday of the month  

7:00 pm – 9:00 pm. 

 

FREMONT AREA WRITERS REGULAR 

MEMBERSHIP MEETING – Fourth Saturday of the 

month, 2:00 pm -4:00 pm, DeVry University, Fremont 

 

 

 

     
Myrla Raymundo, MBA-Writer/Editor 

 

Ink Spots Newsletter 

 

 

 This Editor welcomes you to our June 2016 

issue of the Ink Spots. It contains the latest 

FAW news and tidbits, poems, prose, essays 

and articles written by our members.  

 

Ink Spots is issued monthly and is 

distributed to FAW members at the club 

general meeting every month.  It is also emailed 

to those with email addresses.  

 

Ink Spots welcomes you to write articles 

and submit them to this Editor at 

raymundomyrla@gmail.com.       

 

There will not be a July 2016 Issue. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:raymundomyrla@gmail.com
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FAWS WRITERS CORNER 
 

SEX EDUCATION 

 

                     By Doris Nikolaidis 

 

  When I grew up in post-war Germany, there was no sex education in school. Schools 

concentrated on teaching students the basics of arithmetic and writing. My mother was very 

uncomfortable discussing anything that had to do with sex or how babies ended up in a woman's 

abdomen. Whenever I asked a question, her standard answer was "I'll explain it to you when you 

get a little older." Unfortunately, the time when I was old enough never came. At the age of 17 I 

still struggled to find out what "virginity" was. It seemed very important because my aunts, when 

visiting my mother for her birthday, were always referring to some girls who had lost it. 

          

When I had my own daughter, I pledged that I would explain things to her when she 

would start asking questions about sexual matters. But I was 14 years old when I started to ask; 

my daughter was only 6 years old.  

         

She came in from playing outside with some friends. "Mom," she said. "How do babies 

get into a woman's belly?" 

   

 I swallowed.  "Well, honey, like we explained to you, when two people love each other, 

God lets a baby grow in the mom's belly." 

   

"That's not the way it works," my 6 year old daughter replied indignantly.  

         

 I realized that she must have overheard something from other kids while playing outside. 

Time to step up to the plate, Doris. To gain time, I told her to get ready for bed and I would come 

and sit with her and explain things to her. 
 

         My husband was sitting in the living room. He had already poured himself a large glass of 

Ouzo, the traditional drink for Greek men under stress. I told him we had to do this job together. 
 

         "Are you kidding," he said. "She is too young for this. If you want to explain things to her, 

you have to do it yourself. I will not be part of this." 
 

         I swallowed. "I do not want her to be as ignorant as I was," I said. "So I guess I'll have to 

do this all by myself." When my daughter was ready for bed, she called me. "Ok, mom, now 

come and explain it to me." 



 11 

         

 I sat next to her on the bed and took a deep breath. "Well, you know when a woman is 

old enough she will release an egg into her uterus and her husband will fertilize the egg with his 

sperm. When the egg is fertilized, it implants into the lining of the woman's uterus and a baby 

starts growing?" 

         My daughter frowned. "You mean Dad has sperms in his body? What are sperms?"  

         "Sperms are like seeds and they fertilize the egg." 

         My daughter stared at me open-mouthed. "You mean Dad just throws a handful of seeds 

into you?" 
 

         I realized I had to face it; the actual act had to be explained. "No, honey, the man has to put 

his penis into the woman's vagina to fertilize the egg." 

         My daughter's eyes grew wide. "Will Dad then grow a new penis?" 
 

         This was getting a lot more uncomfortable than I expected. I took a deep breath and 

secretly asked my mother for forgiveness for blaming her for my ignorance about this subject in 

my teenage years.  

         "No, honey, he can just pull it out again." 

         "Do you and Dad do this?" I blushed and with my voice quivering I answered, "Yes, of 

course. That's how you came to be born." 

         "Well, how often do you do this?" my daughter asked.  

         I swallowed. "Well, I don't know, we don't plan it. It just happens automatically." 

         "Automatically?" my daughter gasped.  "You mean Dad's pants just drop and your skirt 

flies up automatically?" 
 

         I wished I had never made the commitment to answer my daughter's questions truthfully 

when she was going to ask about sex. I was tempted to resort to my mother's statement that I 

would explain things to her when she was a little older. But I knew there was no way out of this 

situation. 

         "No, honey, that's not how it works. When I say automatically, it just means that we felt 

like it that night." 

          "Well, how long does something like that lasts?" my daughter asked. 

         "I don't know," I stuttered. "We don't pay attention to this." 
 

         This was the moment I knew my daughter would one day study science. "Well," she said. 

"Call me the next time you do it, and I time you." 
 

         I told her it was time to sleep. I went to join my husband in the living room and asked him 

to pour me a big glass of Ouzo. Tomorrow he would have to install a lock on our bedroom door.  

 
**************************************************************************** 
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                      BABY CHICKS    By Jo Ann Frisch 

 

Grandma came into the house all red-faced and loose grey hair flying. “The old mama 

hen has started settin’ and pecked me when I reached to get her egg,” she said, rubbing her arm.  

 

So, she began culling out the best looking eggs without blemishes or cracks from her half 

dozen Rhode Island Reds. She put them in a large bowl lined with a dish towel, covered and set 

in a corner of the kitchen so they wouldn’t be disturbed. After a few days there were fifteen “best 

looking” eggs in the bowl. 

 

One evening, Grandma took the bowl of eggs to the chicken house and gently placed 

each one under the old mama hen that was already sitting on the nest. All the while, Grandma 

talked softly to her and moved slowly so she wouldn’t peck. 

 

“Now, we have to wait for twenty eight days. And every day she’ll turn each egg over so 

it won’t grow to the inside of the shell.” 

 

“Will the eggs get cold when she’s off the nest eating?” I said. 

 

“She won’t eat much, just a few minutes at a time.” 

 

I waited impatiently as the weeks slowly passed. In the final week of incubation the first 

thing I said when I got off the school bus was, “Have they hatched yet?” 

 

“Not yet, any day now,” Grandma said. 

 

I hoped it wouldn’t be a school day when it happened. Saturday morning after breakfast I 

went with Grandma to the chicken house. The old mama hen clucked at us and fluffed out her 

wings to fill the whole nest box. “Let me see what you have, mama,” Grandma said and pushed 

her over a little. I heard a faint cheep and then another. Grandma moved away and whispered, 

“Some of the eggs have hatched. I don’t want to upset her.” 

 

I followed her out of the chicken house. “Oh, I want to see them,” I said. 
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“This evening we’ll see how many have hatched. Maybe I can get her off the nest when I 

feed them.” 

 

The day crept into evening at last. The chickens came running when Grandma pecked the 

side of the coffee can holding their feed. She threw the seed in a circular pattern on the ground 

and looked for the mama hen. 

 

“There she is,” I shouted, pointing. 

 

Grandma and I quickly went to the chicken house and looked into the nest filled with 

fluffy, yellow, cheeping. She counted ten and pulled out an unhatched egg. Holding it to her ear, 

she waited a moment and then turned it over and found a crack. Gently she pulled the shell away 

revealing wet down and a beating heart. A small foot stuck out and the beak finally broke it free 

from the shell. It shook itself in her hand and tried to stand. She put it back with the rest and 

removed some of the broken shells. Like a miracle these tiny creatures came out of an egg. We 

heard the mama clucking loudly behind us, so we stepped back to let her get to her babies. She 

carefully entered the nest box and spread her wings to cover her darlings. The cheeping died 

down and stopped. 

 

We looked at each other and turned to leave. Grandma said, “In a few days we’ll move 

them to a pen so they won’t fall out of the nest. The mama will stay with them while they’re so 

young, then she’ll only roost with them at night.” 

 

Grandpa helped Grandma build a small pen about three feet by three feet. They stretched 

chicken wire around four sides about two feet high. The wire had small enough holes to keep the 

little chicks inside. They set it in the corner of the yard next to the wash house so it would be 

shaded part of the day. 

 

 

 

DOUBLE UGLY 
By Jo Ann Frisch 

 
 

Aunt Naomi was so excited. She gently held the cardboard box in front of her. “Mama, 

look at these little babies.” I could hear noises and scuffling coming from inside. Grandma 

leaned closer as Aunt Naomi pulled up one of the flaps. I smelled something unpleasant. Warmth 

filled my nostrils as I tip-toed to see into the box. Four little yellow ducklings tried to keep 

balance on their wobbly legs. Aunt Naomi bent down to put the box on the floor. They made 

little chirping sounds not at all like quacks. I noticed one of them was larger and thought maybe 

it was a he and the other three were shes. “Mama, I thought you could raise them with the chicks 

you already have,” she said. 

 

“Well, I guess so. I wonder what kind of ducks they are,” Grandma said. 
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“The man at the feed store said they’re Muscovy Ducks. I wonder what they’ll look like 

when they grow up.” 

 

Grandma took the box and Aunt Naomi and I followed her out the back door. She walked 

to the wire pen with about a dozen little chicks scurrying around the feeder and water bottle in 

the middle. She poured the ducklings out of the box into the pen. They struggled to get their 

footing and looked around. Quickly they spied the feed and crowded in between the smaller 

chicks to eat like they were starved. 

 

“We’ll see if the mama hen will accept them this evening,” Grandma said. 

 

We had nothing to fear. She clucked to her babies when Grandma put her in the pen. The 

ducklings ran under her wide-spread wings with the chicks. “Well, I guess she has adopted 

them,” Grandma said. 

 

The chicks grew quickly and the ducklings grew even quicker. They looked funny following the 

mama hen around with her smaller chicks. Soon they began losing their fluffy down and little 

feathers filled in the missing spots. The ducklings waddled and quacked, the chicks scratched 

and cheeped. The mama didn’t seem to mind having a mixed brood. 

 

The days of summer hung heavy with humidity. We couldn’t keep enough iced tea to 

stave off our sweating. We ran out of ice and wished for a swimming pool. Aunt Naomi, Uncle 

Bob and cousins Matha, about my age, Bobby, about Carla’s age, Sammy and Tommy came 

over for a visit. We sat around in the shade fanning ourselves with homemade paper fans when 

Aunt Naomi said, “Let’s fill the wash tub with water and give the little ducks a swim.” They 

loved it, of course, and ignored the mother hen’s frantic clucking because chicks can’t swim. 

 

The larger of the four ducks was definitely a male. He developed a bright red protrusion 

over his beak and down the sides much like a turkey. We all agreed he was very ugly. One day 

Aunt Naomi named him “Double Ugly.” And that’s what we called him ever after. 
 

****************************************************************************** 

New Jersey Jaguar 

“thoughts on shyness” 

 

 
 

By Bruce Haase 
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It’s been said that, “It’s impolite to just walk up and talk to strangers, because it bothers 

them.” After a lifetime of talking to strangers, I have found that it’s not bothersome to them 

about 91.7% of the time. I’ll give you an example from a week or so ago. 

 

In early May we were staying at a Hotel near Princeton, New Jersey and there was a Jaguar 

XJL “Portfolio Edition” staying there too. Now me, being an automobile freak and a Jaguar 

aficionado, I could not help myself, the beauty and luxury before me was captivating. This deep 

green Cat was possibly the prettiest, large 4-door, machine that Sir William Lyons’ artist’s of 

Brown’s Lane, Coventry had ever produced. 

 

For a few days, I searched high and low for the owner, A Sikh chauffeur that arrived every 

morning for a pick-up told me that he had driven one for two years for a NYC car service, he 

thought it was the classiest car he had ever driven. The desk clerks couldn’t help me find the 

owner; a gardener said the owner had grey hair and a limp. On day three, I found him. 

 

I told him how gorgeous his Jag was, how the five inch stretch gave it such grace and style, I 

asked to see the back seat area. He got out and proudly opened the rear door, and pointed out the 

two built in TV’s and the fold down tray tables. The car was a 2012 with 75,000 miles and the 

wood and leather still smelled like they were finished yesterday. He told me that the car had been 

a NYC Car Service limo for its first 25,000 miles. 

 

It turned out that the owner was a medically retired NYC cop, a 9/11 first responder and had 

been severely injured when the first tower came down. Stretching his polo shirt open I saw his 

horrific scars, he said he had had fourteen surgeries. With his financial agreement, he had moved 

his wife and three children and various other close family members to their own little compound 

near the coast and golf courses of South Carolina. His wife and two daughters were all 

Registered Nurses and his son was also in the medical field. His grandchildren were enrolled in a 

Private School near their homes, and life was pretty good with the low cost of living down there. 

 

On a trip back to NYC he had come across the Jaguar, the car service wanted 90K for it, he 

brought in a stack of 68K in cool, green hundreds, and they jumped on his deal. He’s owned it 

for three years now and put almost 50K on the odometer. He and his family and friends have 

been all over the place in his Jag, playing golf and touring. He loves the fact that the Queen and 

Prime Minister and he all travel in XJL Style. Of course, the Queen’s and the Prime Minister’s 

were the “Portfolio” “Prestige” editions, and were Bullet and Bomb Proofed…  

 

He had to leave now and we wished each other well. As I shook hands with him and his 

medium sized white poodle, he told me he was 54 now, and was dying of cancer. He had bought 

his wife a 2016 Jaguar Roadster in red and tan; she looked great in it, with her hair flying in the 

breeze. He was planning on her finding a rich guy at a golf course or yacht club after he’s gone. 

The four adjoining homes for his family are owned outright and he’s leaving them safe and 

secure.  

 

He drove off looking content, both he and his poodle smiling. 
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I thought about how often I’ve been told not to just walk up to strangers and start talking to 

them, it’s impolite you see. Maybe it is, I don’t know, but I do know that many of those strangers 

seem to want to open up to someone, they just need an opportunity.  

 

It’s funny, he and I never mentioned our names, and I didn’t even ask the dog’s name. I walked 

back into the hotel’s lobby, the desk clerk had wanted to know who owned that dark green Jag.  

 

 

******************************************************* 

Letters to Shirley 

 
By Shirley Gilbert 

 

“I hope you will not be angry with me when you read the story of my life,” says my friend Cam 

Van Phan, looking intensely at her tightly folded hands in her lap. We are in Cam’s neat little 

track home in a neat, little street in the town of Milpitas, California.  Cam’s house is so well 

ordered, so perfectly clean and so sparsely furnished, it looks like no one lives here. 

 

I haven’t seen Cam for 10 years.  We are both trying to get reacquainted and are avoiding each 

other’s eyes.  I look intently at the giant stuffed Mickey Mouse from Disneyland on the mantle 

and her late father’s misty watercolors of scenes in Vietnam, the only decorations in the room. 

 

“I show my anger to the Americans,” she continues, her black button eyes sparking for a 

moment, her black shining Oriental Barbie doll bangs shaking with her head.  “I want you to tell 

me if this anger is bad and if it is hurting you.  For how can I do so once I have experienced so 

well the hurt feelings?” I don’t think, somehow, this is the right time to tell her that I’m 

Canadian. 

 

We are drinking tea with huge slabs of lemon stuck in delicate china teacups.  We are seated in 

wicker chairs in her almost bare living room overlooking a huge empty deck and backyard area 

with not a speck of green in sight.  
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Cam has just handed me an envelope with 50 pages of her life story.  She has written 150 pages 

in all, she informs me, the exact number of pages fitting for a book in Vietnam.  She would like 

me to correct her writing and I must edit in red pencil because she cannot see black too clearly. 

 

Her story, she says with a sigh and a shrug of those painfully thin shoulders, is filled with pain 

and war.  It is, she affirms, very bad and her history is very badly written.  “You know, Shirley, 

how badly I write,” she adds. 

 

She has told her story in both Vietnamese and English so that her nine brothers and sisters and 

their children can read it, so they will understand and not think she is “too strange, too crazy.”  

Of all her brothers and sisters, she informs me, she is the only one who is not married.  “I lost my 

one love in the fighting in Vietnam.  War took all the love from me.  I have no more love to 

give.”   

 

I know a lot about Cam’s story, I think, as I look down at the new, perfect, lilac-colored carpet 

that Cam has just vacuumed.  You can see the fresh, windy track marks on it and with this talk of 

war; the marks suddenly remind me of tank treads. 

 

Over twenty years ago, Cam started sending me letters.  She called them “Letters to Shirley” and 

they all started with “dear Shirley,” the “d” always lower case. Her letters, written in an accented 

voice, were so vivid, so real, so full of the honest, simple, tragic stories of people I grew to love 

that I often sobbed my way through them. 

 

I can’t look at Cam in this antiseptic house devoid of personality on this neat, peaceful street 

without hearing the screams of war, seeing the chaos of air raids and the destruction of beloved 

people and places. 

 

A Boat Person herself -- Cam left Vietnam in 1975 -- she wrote about a small child whose 

mother was separated from her baby and who died en route to freedom and Thailand.  The little 

girl asks Cam some years later in America if she is working.  “Do you have much money 

Auntie,” the child asks shyly, “please buy for me a mother.  My mommy is gone you know, gone 

forever, and everyone needs a mommy.” 

 

Cam wrote about Thu, a gamin of a girl, who must wash vegetables way into the night to help 

put food on the table for her sister and her mother. Thu’s famous father, who she only knows 

from a picture she cherishes in an old newspaper, is living in a world apart in Hanoi, the family 

separated by the Ben-Hai River.  Cam remembers seeing Thu clutching the newspaper with the 

picture of her father to her heart.  “She locked up that newspaper in her chest.  The newspaper 

was breathing -- listening -- worrying...the teeny shoulders drooped carrying the loads of 

vegetables.”  

 

She wrote about Tam, a bride whose husband died in an air raid on the fourth day of their 

marriage in a forsaken place called Bongson.  “Tam was screaming and I thought, ‘War you are 

great, and here is another body for you.’” 
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I knew from her first letter that this wasn’t merely an accounting of her life; a telling of facts.  

This was a writer, a poet, an artist painting in the new medium of English with an anguished 

brush.  Cam, always slow to speak and awkwardly shy, found her true voice on paper. 

 

Her letters were so open and frank...and so yearning.  “Now you are not here Shirley. I would 

like to talk to you so much -- suddenly.  I woke in the middle of the night and a kind of soft and 

sweet song repeated again -- again and again -- I would like you to hear some of those songs.” 

 

I’m brought back to the present and realize that Cam is talking about her little house.  Her 

kitchen is too small and dark and she has moved the refrigerator into the garage so she has more 

light.  I wonder about the inconvenience of trekking to the garage every time she needs a drop of 

milk. 

 

She tells me about her poor health.  She has spent years in front of a computer as a printed circuit 

board designer for Hewlett-Packard in Sunnyvale where I met her in the early 1980s.  The work 

has left her left arm useless and numb. 

 

Her theory, it sounds deliciously loony, is that the reason her left arm has become paralyzed is 

because it got no attention throughout the years.  The right one worked hard and was engaged; 

the left one was idle and that idleness caused it to deteriorate.  She has had several operations 

and finds it hard to use the computer.   She must rely on others too much, she says with a 

grimace. 

 

She is passing along more information about her book.  She would like one half of it to be in 

English and the other half, flipped upside down, to be in Vietnamese.  She shows me a book in 

Spanish and English about a Catholic saint with the front cover in Spanish and the back in 

English. 

 

“You must tell me,” she says sternly, “how you feel about my story.  Tell me dear Shirley if your 

feelings are hurt.  If you tell me frankly how do you feel, then I still have more time to correct, to 

change, or to delete.”  I promise her I will and say it’s time to go.  The traffic, I mumble, dinner 

for my husband, thanks for the tea.  Another cup, she suggests.  But I know she wishes me gone.  

I can tell she’s on to other things.  No doubt, I think a bit coldly, she is expecting me to start 

editing immediately -- with a red pencil. 

 

I leave the prefect little house on the perfect little street in Milpitas and drive a few blocks away.  

I pull the car over to the curb and reach for the envelope with Cam’s story. 

 

“Mother Vietnam,” she writes on page one, “may I speak of war.  I was born at the end of 

March, in the midst of the burning war.  Oh!  Vietnam, my beloved country, please allow me to 

speak out what’s still alive in my tiny heart the feeling that hurts...the feeling that hurts...” 

 

 

****************************************************************************** 
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