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Jill Michelle
Professor’s Prayer
after Hanif Abdurraqib
In this poem, all of my students arrive on time
are attentive, prepared—
pencils poised over paper
ready to note, play, create.
No one is tired
from working the night shift
or hungry the day before pay.
No one’s distracted, wondering
if the midterm will kill their grade
if they’ll be switched
from guard to active duty.
No young woman sits
building courage throughout class
to ask me after if it’s okay
to stay after her husband
has hit her—
even if he was
drunk at the time,
later apologized?
In this poem, no students weep
at home, in school halls
in bathroom stalls
told again, they don’t belong
a human who just wants
to pee in peace.
No one needs to miss a meeting for
illness of self or kid
or parent or car—
definitely not for funerals.
I never stand at one
out of words, besides sorries
before destroyed parents, siblings
teachers and friends
6

of one of the smartest, sweetest
twenty-somethings I’d ever met
stolen by a drunk driver in an instant.
No, in this poem we stop it all—
no one suffers
for lack of home
sleeps in the car
showers at the gym.
No one skips the test
because the textbook is too expensive
the supplies must wait a week.
All of our students today know
they will eat three meals
sleep safely
have healthcare, mental care
and of course, daycare
so they can even be there
and please, arrive on time.
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Arvilla Fee
The Teacher You Never Had
Piles of thick, dark hair nested on top
of her head; Mrs. Morris could have been
a model, but instead she taught third grade.
Just breathe, she said, and we did. Twenty
chests rose and fell quietly in the dimly lit
classroom. Moments of just being, she said.
There were other moments, too—stacking
candy drops for math then shoving them all
in our mouths, moments of yelling loudly
to help the wiggles escape (those were the
moments other teachers complained about
the most) when Mrs. Morris would throw her
head back and howl like an alpha wolf while
we stomped and clapped and expanded the
bronchioles in our lungs. She said that was
just good science, and we all got As.
She didn’t believe in tradition, that’s
why we ate lunches by candlelight in our
classroom, and she didn’t care if we mussed
the white tablecloths she’d thrown across
our rows of desks. She did agree that Bach
was good for growing brain cells, but she
let us listen to “You’re So Vain,” by Carly
Simon and Stevie Wonder’s “Superstition,”
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Just so our brain cells wouldn’t look exactly
alike and turn us into automatons. She
liked big words like that and showed us
pictures she’d drawn herself since third
grade books didn’t mention automatons.
Mrs. Morris let us swarm her like bees after
recess, as though we’d been orphaned
for days; she said hugs were also good for
creating healthy cells. She probably could’ve
been a scientist. How unfortunate you had
the other teacher who slashed your papers
with red pen. How are your bronchioles?
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Danielle Page
"Heritage School"
You step through the door
Of a one room schoolhouse
In the state of Nebraska,
Where long prairie grass
Wrestles against the wind,
Gentle stirs in heart and mind
As a teacher calls you up
To the blackboard.
Chalk stains your hand
When you find your seat again,
An imprint of fractions and
History, knowledges formed
From incomplete accounts,
As these things usually are.
Your teacher prays that
She does enough to tame
This land, this place.
You meander home like
The bison that once tread
The pasture beside you
Only stories now,
Like what once was your
Neighbors on the Plains
The Ponca, The Pawnee
You carry on—
You do your chores,
help your mother
knead the dough
for tonight's meal,
wondering how
repetition, pain could form
something nourishing
It feels wrong,
It shouldn’t smooth over.
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Yet, there is meaning
in bread, in church bells,
meaning in love,
the imparting
of wisdom.
We can learn
with them,
through them,
from them.
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Travis Flatt
The Dread
When Kevin Loftis shambled into the first-grade classroom, “Where’s
Mrs. Jones?” shouted a chorus of eight-year-olds. He was late and disheveled.
The school’s call had come at six-thirty that morning, only an hour and a half
before the morning bell. Unsure where this elementary school was, Kevin had
taken several wrong turns.
Kevin dumped his bag behind the customary teacher’s desk, a Mrs.
Jones, and surveyed the room. He darted to the dry-erase board, writing “MR.
KEVIN!” in purple block letters, then wheeled on the kids to reveal a dingy
smile of unbrushed teeth. “No, I’m not Mrs. Jones–I’m Mr. Kevin!”
He cracked his knuckles and jutted his scrawny chest like Superman.
“Guys–are we going to learn today?”
Cautious mutters of amusement and affirmation rippled through the
growing congregation of children.
Mr. Kevin walked the classroom and talked, pacing while pontificating;
he gestured with the marker, pausing to scratch at his greasy, dandruff-y hair.
“You want to talk about Ayn Rand? Who feels like a class debate?”
“Ant Man?” said one little boy in a Paw Patrol t-shirt.
“No, Ayn Rand–”said Mr. Kevin “--she’s a mean lady who wants you to
be tough. Like, Ant Man.”
The name “Ant Man” circulated the kids sitting on the rug. An enormous red rug sat in the middle of the classroom’s white tile floor, and most of
the children seemed to settle there as if by routine. However, a few rogues
circled the rug’s outskirts like coyotes on the prowl.
“One second,” said Mr. Kevin. He ran to the teacher’s desk and found
a lesson plan on top of a landfill of folders and books.
It began: “Thanks for subbing!” and went on to congratulate him for
stepping in at the last second and blah blah blah. Skimming to the bottom, he
discovered he should pick out “Clark'' to be the class helper, and that Clark
should assist with tasks like calling roll.
“Who’s Clark?”
`
The Paw Patrol boy raised his hand.
“I like your shirt, Clark.”
“I like yours, too, Mr. Kevin,” said Clark, “is that Shakespeare?”
On Mr. Kevin’s shirt was the famous Droeshout portrait of Shakespeare (that one picture everyone associates with the Bard), and beneath said
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picture, the shirt read, “I put the Lit in literature.” Now, Mr. Kevin and Clark
were t-shirt buddies.
Mr. Kevin returned to his duffel bag, rooted around, and produced a
laptop. He placed it on the podium in front of the rug. Sweat began to trickle
from his shaggy hair. “Clark--please call roll while I set up.”
Clark called roll.
The children settled on the rug–well, except for a girl with wild hair
and pink overalls who stood splashing orange paint on the wall behind the art
table. This girl when Clark arrived at the name “Lily Zimmerman,” turned away
from the orange mural to reveal a face half-coated in paint–a beard and mustache.
Mr. Kevin snatched up the lesson plan again: “Look after Lily Zimmerman. She’s very active. She tries to show off. Make her sit.”
“Hey Lily, sit down,” Mr. Kevin said. He noticed the designated “Lily”
rug spot was dusty with disuse.
Under an awed silence, Lily cart-wheeled to the rug.
“What are you doing, Lily.” said Mr. Kevin.
“Being awesome.”
“Well, sit down. Quit showing off.”
Upon further review, Kevin discovered that Mrs. Jones had planned
the day’s lesson to the minute; the plan was twelve pages long. “At ninefifteen, Arnold will turn his head to the left and say, ‘Hello,’ to Bobby…” and so
on. Also, it was littered with alien terminology: “stick writes” and “smooth
blends,” referencing classroom props like easel charts and binders and folders
of handouts and laminated cards–all hopelessly displaced in this junkheap.
“Nevermind,” Mr. Kevin said, tossing the lesson plan to the wind.
What he needed was to plug his laptop into the Promethean board. He
hated those things, every classroom electronic hated him. He’d taken a technology class while earning his education degree, but all they’d done was dick
around with Powerpoint and Photoshop. He was pretty sure his professor was
stoned.
Now, the kids were growing antsy, so he spoke as he fiddled with the
cords. “I didn’t plan anything to say about Ayn Rand…I just wanted to…talk
about a book I read last week.”
“I’m reading Fablehaven,” Clark said.
None of the board cords fit his MacBook. The children were hopping
up and trying to help him. In times like these–times when he was bested in
front of students–Mr. Kevin always became hopelessly flustered and reflected
upon his time in grad school. He’d spent three useless years scrutinizing Dewey
and Skinner, but if you want to work as an electrician, you need to know circuits--not Petroski and Archimedes.
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Mr. Kevin abandoned the electronic board. “Forget it. We’ll do something else, okay? He moved to the dry erase board and erased all Mrs. Jones
quotes and calendars and vocab words and usual crap--if it was important,
she’d remember it, right?
“You guys like history? Cool. This is first grade–have you talked about
Marx yet?”
Two twin girls in matching onesies erupted in giggles. “Farts?”
“No,” said Mr. Kevin, laughing, “we’ll skip the noble gasses today.”
From the doorway came an adult voice, startling Mr. Kevin: “How’s
everything going in here?”
A neatly dressed man stood frowning at Mr. Kevin; Mr. Kevin thought
the frowning guy’s name was Howard– they had a brief introduction as Mr.
Kevin dashed in that morning. Maybe he was the school’s principal?
Ah farts.
“You know that Ms. Jones left a lesson plan?”
“Yeah, I found it when I came in. Clark’s helping me.”
Little Clark smiled up at Mr. Howard and Mr. Howard smiled back. All
the children were flocking to the principal.
Mr. Howard patted a few heads. “Mr. Kevin, let me know if you need
help.”
Oddly, Mr. Kevin grew jealous. At least the principal wasn’t ignoring
him--often full time staff treated him like a non-entity. As a sub, he was invisible.
“Well, I was having trouble making the Promethean board run my laptop.”
Mr. Howard had the electronic device connected in seconds. He spoke
in low tones to Mr. Kevin: “These are good kids--our advanced group. Keep an
eye on Lily, though: she doesn’t like to sit still.”
Lily ran in a circle on the floor, anchoring her left shoulder as an axis of
rotation. Mr. Kevin pointed. “Three Stooges. Classic.”
Mr. Howard wasn’t amused; Mr. Kevin did not go retrieve his resume.
After the principal left, Kevin found a YouTube video. “This is a short
clip from a movie shot by American director David Lynch. I read the other day
that doctors use it to demonstrate existential dread–eh, boredom. Being
bored. And worried. Bored and worried.”
Kevin wrote “existential dread” on the dry erase board and drew a smiley face with huge, veiny eyes. “That’s just my picture of existential dread. We
can all draw one later. Okay? Cool.”
He pulled up a clip from Eraserhead, and the children sat fascinated.
“He’s got funny hair,” said the twin girls in unison.
“He does. He does have funny hair.” Mr. Kevin grabbed his duffel bag,
opened the classroom door, and stepped outside. “Okay--watch that for a sec15

ond. I have to make a phone call. Don’t do anything crazy--no knife fights or
gambling.”
Two minutes later, a giant, purple foam creature–like an athletics mascot–exploded into the classroom. It was an amorphous mix between a centipede and protozoa with several limbs ending in claws, hooks, boxing gloves,
and tentacles. Emblazoned on the chest was a huge, yellow “D.”
Screams. Tears.
“Hey everybody, I’m The Dread! I’m here to talk about existentialism!”
More screams and tears--except for Clark. Clark was all about it; Clark was loving the Dread.
“Are you a Pokemon?”
The Dread put two of its many limbs on its hip-segment. “It’s interesting that you ask that, Clark! Some say that Pokemon are an allegory for slavery, and the Dread was reading W.E.D. DuBois’s study of ‘black existentialism’
during its research–hey, what’cha working on there, Lily”--the Dread pointed a
claw at Lily Zimmerman who sat banging a triangular block into a plastic puzzle
mold.
Frustrated, she pointed angrily back with the triangle. “It’s acute.”
“Thanks,” said the Dread, “I wish you’d been one of my professors.”
It was almost noon. Some of the children needed a bathroom break,
and therefore the Dread sent the children to attend to their bodily functions.
This was perfect timing. While they were gone, the Dread admitted an
Uber Eats guy into the classroom, paid him, and helped set various styrofoam
containers on the art table. “Did the office give you any trouble bringing this
stuff down here?”
“ I got some looks from the smells.”
The Dread thought it might have flipped pizza with the food delivery
guy last year–not that there’s anything wrong with a forty-year-old, multidegree holding monster flipping pizzas.
From the bathrooms returned the children “Alright, kids, we’re doing
something different for lunch today! The Dread brought you some good stuff
to try out!”
“It smells like poop,” said one of the twins, “Are we going to the cafeteria Mr. Teacher?” The children stood frowning.
“The Dread will be sad if you guys don’t eat anything?” After some haranguing and passing out plates, some of the more adventurous--and hungry-children ate.
“What’s going on?” said a voice from the door. Mr. Howard. Again.
“Oh. I’m The Dread! The Dread teaches kids about philosophy.”
“Mr. Kevin, I mean this food.” Sternly, the principal informed the
Dread it was against school policy to bring in outside food without permission
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because many children had food allergies. And so, the Dread paraded the children down to the cafeteria.
The Dread hated marching children to the cafeteria, wondering why
the school would waste time on such pageantry? This must be a ploy for competition between the teachers: who had the cutest little ducks marching in the
neatest little rows? Worse yet, the Dread always designed its afternoon lesson
around international cuisine. And, it bought the food on its own dime. The
school probably didn’t compost, either.
The Dread commanded that young Clark stand down as Chief Door
Opener, for the Dread was angry. In the hallways, teachers gasped. Some
snapped pictures on their phones. Some students fled.
However, Mr. Howard intercepted the Dread at the cafeteria door.
“Mr. Kevin: please take that off–you’re going to cause a riot.”
The Dread shook its enormous purple head. “I haven’t finished my lesson.”
Mr. Howard frowned. “I’m going to take over your class after lunch.
You may go home. You’ll be paid for a full day.”
The Dread was thunderstruck: so much was at stake. These children
were somnambulists, cogs in a cruel machine. Yet--was it too late? “Can I say
goodbye to the kids?”
“Make it quick.”
The Dread led the children back into the classroom, unhooked its laptop, and grabbed the duffel bag. Under the watchful eye of Mr. Howard, it
asked everyone to please sit down on their rug spots. Picking up on the
Dread’s uncharacteristic lack of exclamation points, even Lily sat and grew quiet, intrigued.
“Kids, the Dread has to go home early today, but let me ask you this:
What do you think is the most important thing in the whole wide world?”
Thoughtful looks were exchanged, A few tentative hands rose, despite
Mr. Howard clearing his throat at the doorway: “Ah-hem.”
“My mommy?” said a child. And, “Church,” said another. The Dread
noted that these answers came from the twins, two kids who seemed to always act in unison: some disharmony within unity within an engine of conformity–perhaps there still some hope?
To one twin, it said, “Young lady, true family are those who support
you--the people you can count on during the worst. Remember that.” To the
other, it said: “Spirituality is a lifelong quest.”
Mrs. Howard tapped a shiny dress shoe. Tap tap tap.
Clark asked: “Fablehaven? Ant Man? Pokemon?”
The Dread and Clark high-fived, pincher to little palm. “There’s nothing
wrong with the entertainment, brother. Read your Epicureanism.”
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Lily danced on her rug spot with a handful of fingers in her mouth; she
looked as though she had something to say but was reluctant. The Dread was
out of time.” Lily, what do you think? What’s the most important thing in your
life?”
“My doggy?” She wiped a spit-soaked hand on her shirt.
The Dread leaned down. “Recently, I would have said ‘my doggy,’ Lily.
They are man’s best friends.”
Mr. Howard put his hand on the Dread’s shoulder; he was all but pulling it out of the door. Yet, the Dread continued: “But do dogs ‘love’ us, back-like our mommies do? And, do they go to heaven? Do they enjoy their tennis
ball, or pretend to for our sake? Lily, I had to take my dog to the dog doctor,
and…”
Mr. Howard gave up and yanked on the Dread. Lily looked thoughtful
and stuck a finger up her nose. “I’m sorry your dog got sick, Mr. Dread.”
She somersaulted once more, and by God, it was awesome. This little
girl was on to something.
The Dread took a last look at the future--her pink overalls, messy hair,
and paint-smeared chin--a rapscallion. She waved goodbye, calling: “You
should be our teacher--you’re funny.”
The Dread trod down the hallway and through the office. At the front
desk, it dropped off Kevin Loftis’s resume, for the Dread knew Mr. Kevin
would keep his dignity intact. Politely, the Dread waited as the puzzled secretary delivered the form to the desk of Mr. Howard–or at least claimed she
had.
Once the creature had marched–not retreated, not fled, not skulked
away–through the parking lot, it sat in its hot car and attempted to enjoy the
sunshine.
Finally, it removed the foam helmet. And now, restored to Mr. Kevinhood, he straightened his sweaty, human hair in the rearview mirror, regarding a budding breakout on his nose and left cheek and reminding himself to
wash his face when he got home.
Sighing, he turned the key in the ignition and began the drive back to
his parent’s basement, where he was living until he was squarely back on his
two, or several, or however many it took, feet. As he drove away, he paused
at the stop sign leading out of the lot and shouted, pounding on the steering
wheel for emphasis: “I am funny. “And he resolved once more, recalling the
smile of a precocious–albeit hyperactive–eight-year-old, not to let all the Ayn
Rands or Mr. Howards in the world take that away from him.
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Jose Joel Robles
Aborted Genius
The eyes are chasing her hand
with tilted strokes in front
to test what they've gotten.
But disciples bow their heads
when the master hits the point
to complete the mark.
The boy’s looking keenly
to every phrase engraved,
so calm on the second desk –
holding the pen with no cap,
blinking his eyes slowly and
turning his head to her shadow.
Then she calls his name;
everybody stares at him
as he appears by the aisle
and writes as fast as he could.
Reactions are mostly in awe
though some are apathetic.
The lecturer shows assents
to responses noted at hand.
He does it several times
because he cognizes fast.
At home, he arm-clipped books
though full of domestic errands.
Sadly, after the exercises,
he plans his next moves.
But supports are so evasive
for this next life’s flight
Folks tell him to wait
until the nest is full.
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Hopeful that life is fair,
he goes to take chances,
comes across places;
but, failures are chasing him.
So he tries to forget the dreams
that have lost sight of him.
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Sophia N. Ashley
Queen Primer for Kids Rankshifting between Countries
I'm by all means convinced the sea enrolled in our first grade,
in lieu of a teenage vagabond.
saltless phonemes from sleek cable
lungs & the listening device
seared to her breast. a suffering
she knew to skin, like negro
comes in such hurtful flavor.
I go about her with lectured silence,
improving on speech and native slangs.
once, we got to rough vernaculars and
the spotlight catches her wound.
it's bright surface, exuding what
proves unbearable: the yellow Unfortunatelys
The white hadIknowns & vowel infection,
as we threw our voices across the class bench.
I'm graceless with that fricative, hardened on soft palate.
stamping my feet in a bid to concoct any
gourd-like tone, to prove our forefathers held
oil to anoint these verbs pacing the atmosphere.
semaphore, blooming brightly from her throat
If she attempts a smattering of lips,
its ultra-violence everywhere.
which she does anyway, crafty with
the trauma— schooling me on the benefits.
before now, I quarreled with sounds,
yank off its coherence from my teeth.
I use to weep in a narrative no one reads.
could keep a dirge going for months,
& still come full-blown with grief;
ripe with tragedy enough
to last a genre.
only the sea alludes
to this drowning.
what am I, if not this black kid: a pseudonym nearly extinct.
what colors my life if not this wound.
yellow + white— becoming [ ].
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Noelle Sterne
The Writing Mentor I Never Met
Recently sorting through some old files, I discovered a letter written
to me in my teens by a high school English teacher. She wasn’t my teacher,
and it wasn’t my high school. But as I read Miss Jacobs’ letter, I was struck by
the truism that we rarely credit, much less remember, those who influenced
us most in our early years. With awe and gratitude, I realized how Miss Jacobs’ words have continued to shape my writing and writing life.
The only time I saw Miss Jacobs was at a Saturday conference for aspiring writers in New York City. I’d learned about the conference from a notice
in my suburban high school newspaper.
Remembering through the haze of years, I felt again the excitement as
I took the train into the city. In a vast auditorium full of noise, I slid low in the
seat, a mouse in the ocean. The panelists, four or five, sat high on the stage,
but I can picture only Miss Jacobs. She was middle-aged and motherly in her
flowered dress, with a round face and black-gray hair pulled back in a soft
bun.
What the others spoke about I don’t know, and at this distance, even
Miss Jacobs’ exact words escape me. But they were strong enough to make
me respond, at the close of her talk, to her invitation.
In those days, I was a poet first and prose writer second. I was also in
the torments of adolescence—woefully lagging in social skills and obvious
physical attributes but, small solace, intellectually ahead of my peers. Two
longings warred constantly: acceptance into the right teenage social circle and
recognition of my talent.
I wrote at that time as much for comfort as from compulsion. A few
teachers had commented on my writing, and my mother praised it always. But
I craved professional validation of what I hugged as my anguished, budding
genius. So I jumped at Miss Jacobs’ offer to send work to her.
I sent her four of what I thought were my best poems. Now, her
letter on the wrinkled pages astounded me, even after so many years. To appraise my poems was one thing, but Miss Jacobs went way beyond this task.
Her passion for teaching glowed, as did her drive to bolster an adolescent girl
whose major preoccupations were unattainable popularity, paltry physical
development, and writing.
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The Letter’s Structure
Miss Jacobs’ letter was long—two full 8½ by 11 pages, lines tightly
handwritten. She used her high school letterhead for the first page and on
both wrote to all edges of the paper, front and back, even squeezing in careted
afterthoughts.
Her gusto still blazed from the now-discolored pages, with frequent all-cap
enunciations, many underlinings, and liberal exclamation points. And she miraculously maintained the delicate balance between unflinching assessment of
my poems and encouragement, perfectly handling the eggshell ego of a sixteen-year-old who had mailed in her soul.
The Letter’s Wisdom
Miss Jacobs’ letter revealed how seriously she took her mission. It was
a masterful model of the outline form she must have taught to countless English classes. Each of the letter’s four parts had a distinct purpose and content.
Rereading, I stopped often, marveling at how from every section Miss Jacobs’
presence reverberated down the years.
1. Introduction and Writing Principles
First, Miss Jacobs thanked me for my “flattering letter.” She then referred to my probable confession that I could only write in turmoil, responding
with two all-capped principles:
I. DO NOT WRITE UNTIL YOU HAVE PASSED THROUGH THE TURMOIL
AND ARE OVER IT!!!
II. The creator must remain apart from the thing he creates. ART IS
NOT LIFE. IT is a RE-CREATION OF LIFE!!
Back then, as a self-labeled poet I had no idea of poetic forms, and my
“art,” I see now, consisted only of cathartic journaling. The catharsis kept spilling out even when I changed focus to prose. I wrote long essays and hardly
disguised stories about my emotional blocks, writing struggles, and envious
eruptions of anyone about my age who looked like they’d reach writing fame.
Now I cringe even to think of these pieces, much less exhume them from dusty
cartons.
Not long ago, as I was sketching out a spiritual-motivational essay on
what I believe is life’s synchronicity, I started to write about those past travails
and saw, as Miss Jacobs would have said, that I’d navigated the turmoils. I was
no longer wallowing but narrating. Her principle held: I’d gotten through and
was re-creating. Much later, validating her dictum, I published that essay.
2. Critique of My Poems
Next Miss Jacobs reviewed the four poems I’d sent. Two were pubescent love poems (too many crushes in high school), one a rhymed narrative of
a hanging (too many TV westerns), and the last an alternately morose and cautiously hopeful discourse on Life (typical adolescent seesaw).
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She first commented on the poems as a whole, noticing their
“emotional sincerity and a natural musical expression.” Even at this distance,
her words buoyed me. But she had sharp words for three: “honest but uncontrolled emotionally,” “undisciplined poetically, too prosy,” “Put this away for a
year!” For only one she had outright praise: “It’s young but mature in handling.” Then she pointed out a few flaws of rhymes and rhythms.
I recall feeling disappointed but not destroyed, cushioned by her few
approving words. To my chagrin, I never revised these poems or sent them
out. But Miss Jacobs’ editorial lessons keep surfacing. Today, in my professional roles as writing coach and consultant for clients’ manuscripts, I follow her
lead and encourage their strengths, dispense straightforward assessments, and
fortify them with specifics.
3. Indispensable Writing Tools
In the letter’s third part, Miss Jacobs recommended (pre-Internet) specific writing tools. She suggested I obtain a certain rhyming dictionary, a book
on poetic forms, and a thesaurus, a tool I’d never heard of at the time.
I bought all three books and fell in love with that first thesaurus. Now,
my online thesaurus is bookmarked and my collection of print editions always
within reach.
4. The Summary
As in any good piece of writing, Miss Jacobs ended her letter with a
summary. And as in any good critique, with support:
Keep writing verse. Who knows, with your ability in prose (I refer to
your good letter) you may one day do a novel. They say lyric writers often turn
into novelists.
Keep reading verse.
And the crowning mantra:
Above all, have faith in yourself.
Without inflated praise or damning dismissal, Miss Jacobs achieved the
ideal blend: she recapped my poems’ weaknesses, reiterated strengths I could
accept, and expressed confidence that shored me up to keep writing.
Miss Jacobs’ Influence
I did keep writing—during personal upheavals, loss of parents, job and location
changes, business crises, relationship angst, long depressions, and painful
phases when all I could manage for a year was a self-pitying poem on my birthday.
Eventually, though, I gained momentum, finished pieces, and submitted them.
When the inevitable rejections flooded in, Miss Jacobs’ shadow urged me on,
and I counterattacked by sending out more, remembering her cry: “Above all,
have faith in yourself.”
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In my consulting work too, I’m astonished at how often I’ve used her model of
bolstering, directness, and tangible advice. Inside all of us, she knew, hide fragile sixteen-year-olds, feeling like ugly, witless failures and breathless to have
our genius recognized. Miss Jacobs showed me how to judge without smashing
the self and cheer without dripping syrup.
She Keeps Surfacing
Miss Jacobs keeps surfacing. Recently, after I’d published a story in a
small magazine, the editor asked for my opinion on a story he’d written. Highly
autobiographical, the story suffered from the emotional extravagance Miss
Jacobs had swooped down on with my poems.
When the editor and I discussed the story, without knowing it I echoed
Miss Jacobs’ twin principles. “Art Is Not Life,” I said, and reminded him, as she
had me, not to write until he’d come through the turmoils he recounted. So I
suggested he write a draft like a stranger, detached. Several weeks later, he
sent a thankful and exuberant note. He had revised the story and mailed it out.
Miss Jacobs’ image appeared again last month. A friend confided she wanted
to write a book but felt fearful and could “never find the time.” I advised her to
write something, anything, for fifteen minutes a day. Then I verbalized Miss
Jacobs’ words whispering in my head, “Keep writing, and believe in yourself
and your work.”
A week later, my friend called. “The first chapter’s already finished!”
Since then, she often reminds me, “I’m doing what you said—fifteen minutes a
day and believing in myself.” At the last call, she proudly announced her book
was almost completed. Miss Jacobs must have been beaming.
Finding Miss Jacobs
Reflecting on these incidents and holding that precious, fragile letter,
even after all these years, I felt impelled to reach Miss Jacobs. I called the New
York City high school number on her letterhead. The receptionist said the high
school had been converted into six different schools. She transferred me to the
personnel office. The clerk said, “We don’t keep those records. Try the City
Superintendent’s office.” He transferred me to the Superintendent’s office.
The clerk said it wasn’t his area. He transferred me to the woman in charge of
microfiche records.
She was empathetic but businesslike. “That’s a long time ago, but please hold.”
Hope flared. She returned to the line, sounding sincere. “I’m sorry. If the records still exist that far back, they’re probably downtown in the vaults. I bet the
mayor can’t even get into them.” She laughed. I didn’t.
I called New York City information and gave Miss Jacobs’ name to the operator. Of the three numbers, one was unlisted. The people who answered the
other two said they’d never taught high school nor had any of their relatives.
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A computer wizard colleague produced a printout of phone numbers
for the last thirty years, with the forty-four current ones in bold. I called most
of them but the story was the same: no high school, no English teaching, no
luck.
Talking to Miss Jacobs
I gave up. Sitting at my desk and staring at the letter, I yielded to belated grief—for never having responded to Miss Jacobs, never having thanked
her, never having followed up on the poems she gave such attention to.
I sobbed for what she had confirmed: a muddled youth of potential with faintly
displayed promise, and the beginnings of a stumbling writing career. I wept for
the small spurts of adult success, despite cliché dreams of bestsellers, and for
my continuing to slog away, no matter the time and rejections, unconsciously
following her counsel.
Then I prayed. I prayed that, wherever she was, Miss Jacobs could hear
me. I prayed that other, later students had given her the praise she deserved
and that their tributes compensated for my dereliction.
And I talked to her. I told her about uncovering her letter after all these
years and the reverent shock at its insights. I told her how astonishingly correct
her prophecy had been that “lyric writers often turn into novelists.”
I told her I live by her principles and relentlessly troll my thesaurus. I
told her I’m writing more than ever: stories, essays, writing how-tos, three selfhelp books, and two novels. And barely managing the constant bursts of new
ideas. And I told her how I help other writers, following her buoying refrain:
“Keep writing . . . have faith in yourself.”
Celebrating Miss Jacobs
Like many teachers and mentors, Miss Jacobs will never know all she
did, the values she helped mold, or the sustenance she gave to a languishing
teen at a critical moment. She’ll never know that her caring and wisdom remain alive, like a steadfast background chorus, through a writer’s thorny development. But now, at least, I can remember her, honor her, and continue to
celebrate Miss Jacobs through my writing and my life.
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Abby Perkins
Possessive in Nature
Few to be seen,
Scarce are the people.
The sun reflects on each wall
The heat,
still not present.
My muscles grasp at the last bit of warmth.
I rise.
The world shrinks
Smells become distant.
The bowl which holds the town below,
Fades to memory.
Purity is all I see.
Starving ideas are freed
From a mind so accustomed
To pain.
I have reached—
The peak.
Divinity.
It peers over the edge,
Peace comes to greet it.
As we’ve climbed the chasm
We do not fear the abyss,
Though so small.
Overwhelmingly talkative
The hills before me
Speaking only of-The infinite power they hold.
Mind, Body, Soul.
They control me.
I let them.
Chained are my feet to the ground.
I do not struggle.
I am truly free.
In the eyes of energy,
We are immortal.
That is, until I descend,
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Slowly,
Back into the normality of existence.
I no longer hear the peaks whisper,
But rather,
Fall back into the silence below.
I imagine they continue to look down,
Wondering if the people know
They are so small,
So similar.
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J. T. Bryson
Why I Left the Copper Pile
Trapped behind my writing desk—
laptop opened, typing
ceased—the daunting cursor blinks.
Desperate, hunched over,
searching for a forgotten line,
I sift through a trash can
filled with crumpled paper—
old scribbles of my father
in the Copper Pile (a scrapyard
behind our mildewed trailer).
Back then,
I lived in my father’s shadow
and dwelled on the narratives
of The Living Fable:
The Man I’m Measured Up To.
I still remember his groans
after calling me by name
on cold Sundays before dawn:
A boy and his father, poised
on the bed of a blue pickup,
crouched down, ready to lower
an old air conditioner
to the soft ground.
By God, the old man was tenacious,
just like his old man, but
I had no grit to follow men like them,
between blackberry brier
and condenser coils
stacked so high
they swayed in the breeze
like condemned buildings in New York—
and Dad inched forward
like a taxicab down Wall Street.
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He organized the scrap heap
into categorizes by name:
number one copper,
number two copper,
grade one aluminum,
white and yellow brass,
dirty copper and steel—
all gathered in five-gallon
buckets, ready to be sold.
I gathered fan blades,
grill frames, tee tubes and air filters
behind the mimosa tree.
When my hands
calloused and bled,
I resolved to pursue poetry—
to save my back, to stay in school,
to care for Mom when she is old
and Dad is gone.
So, I traded the Copper Pile
for a chance in college.
I exchanged my boyhood bed
for cheap rooms paid with
my own copper and nickel—
and I let my hands grow soft
from washing dishes and writing poetry.
Now, as a man, I understand
it was my father that made me
choose to follow my passion,
to stop seeing work
the way other people see it.
Pinched behind my writing desk—
fists buried in the trash—
I find a line of poetry
more beautiful than a blood drop
on a shard of glass, more disturbing
than duct tape wrapped around
my dad’s callused finger.
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Sampson
orange tabby, darting streak
from the bedroom I hear him speak
crouching tabby, thrashing tail
cat claws swipe a ball and bell
orange tabby, pouncing streak
paws of peach fuzz strike my feet
black and round, immortal eyes
burn while hunting common flies
orange tabby, blazing streak
cat claws stretch, and then he sleeps.
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Teresa McLamb Blackmon
Book Launch
I sold 40 poetry books one Saturday afternoon.
People in my little town showed up for several reasons.
Family obligation, loyalty, curiosity, boredom,
love for poetry (just a few), determination to bring
culture to Main Street.
I looked out at all of them as I stood to read
several poems I had written about many of them,
about growing up on this little plot of land,
about losing and learning.
Daddy Said told our story.
Proud and fulfilled, I thought of two of my favorite
literary characters: Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer.
They sneaked into their own funerals.
Reading about this in the 9th grade, I thought
that opportunity was extraordinary.
On this day, I leaned over a reading table
and read my life. I exposed myself
feeling no anxiety. In many ways
I felt like Huck and Tom. I looked
out at the people I could see at my passing.
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Jeff Burd
Pink Water
It was ten thirty, and Monica and I had pulled the covers up on our
beds and were pretending to be asleep. We heard the TV click off on the other side of our door. A few seconds later the doorknob turned and the door
slowly opened. I held my breath as our mother peeked in at us and then
closed the door. We waited until we heard the toilet flush in her bathroom
and the squeak of her bed springs before we sat up in our beds.
Monica climbed out of hers silently. She had gotten so good at it that
if I wasn’t watching her, I wouldn’t have known she did it.
She came over, sat on my bed, and turned her phone light on. “How
do I look?”
She looked like a porcelain doll with bright red lips. The top one
looked like a capital M with sharp points. She was so beautiful. I couldn’t
believe she was my sister. I smiled at her. My cheeks felt warm.
She smiled back at me, but when she saw my smile fade into a frown,
her face did the same. “What’s wrong?” she asked.
I whispered, “You’re going to get in trouble.”
She touched my chin and then pushed the corners of my mouth up
with her finger. She smelled soft like powder. “How is mom going to find
out?”
I shrugged.
“Sister secrets,” Monica said. She pulled a $5 bill out of a skirt pocket
and pressed it into my hand. “Add that to your stash. How much do you
have now?”
“Fifty dollars,” I said.
She kissed my forehead and gave me a quick hug. Then she turned
her phone light off and stood up. The silhouette I saw against the light from
the window was curved at the chest and waist. I wondered if I would ever get
the same ones.
“Tell Cody hi,” I said as Monica went to the window and climbed out
fast and quiet, like sneaking was her superpower.
I woke later that night to the sound of sniffles coming from Monica’s
bed. I whispered her name into the dark.
There were a few more sniffles before she whispered back. “What?”
“Are you crying?”
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“Why would I be crying?” She was quiet for a few seconds. “I caught a
cold.”
I grabbed the Kleenex box next to my bed and put it on her nightstand.
“Thanks, best sister,” she whispered.
I pressed my hand against her forehead, but her soft skin felt fine.
I woke in the morning to the sound of water filling the bathroom sink.
Monica's bed was bare except for her blanket. When I looked in the bathroom, she was twisting water out her sheets.
“Why are you doing that?” I asked.
“They’re dirty,” she said.
“Have mom wash them.”
“We can help her sometimes,” Monica said. “Don’t say anything.”
I nodded. “You have lots of makeup on.”
“More than usual?” she asked.
“Your eye is red.”
She looked in the mirror and asked, “Do you think it’s from my cold?”
I watched as she slipped the damp sheets back on her bed and pulled
her blanket over them. She grabbed her school bag and purse. “I’m going to
school early,” she said and smiled at me. “Tell mom I have to make up a test.”
She was about to walk out when I asked, “What’s it like having a boyfriend?”
The smile left her face. She looked to the window and kept her eyes
there when she spoke. “It’s nice,” she said. She stopped and took a deep
breath. “But you have to keep him happy.”
“Is that why daddy left mommy?” I asked.
“Why else would he leave her?”
I thought for a second and shrugged. “Do you think I could keep a boyfriend happy?”
Monica looked back at me. Her smile returned. “I’ll tell you some
ways when you’re old enough.” She turned to leave, but stopped. “I forgot to
drain the sink. Get it for me?”
I went to the sink and thought about Cody and how much bigger he
was than Monica. How he always had his arm locked around her and how she
must feel safe. I thought about them laughing and kissing. I wondered what
else they did when she snuck out, and how to keep a boy happy. Then I
pressed the stem on the sink and watched the soapy pink water gurgle and
swirl down the drain.
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Stephen Barile
Walnut Tree
Where the Norris Ditch culvert crosses under Lincoln Avenue, ten-feet
south of the roadside, a seventy-Year-old common walnut tree grows.
The last remaining Walnut tree planted in a row on the quarter-mile
edge Of a twenty-acre vineyard of scraggly wine grapes.
A hallowed tree with a distinctive graft, 24-inches
Above the ground, where English walnut shoots grow out
Of the trunk of native Black walnut rootstock Planted between the
ditch bank and row of vines.
Leaves and branches of the tree flourish in the sky, Pillar loadbearing heaven,
a universe upside-down.
A tree with dignity, hardy against drought,
Tall and green. A leaf canopy over the crossroads,
Support gradations of light, blue sky and clouds,
Stretching branches upward, offering shade
Against oppressive heat the devil cannot approach.
Shade, and cool water become a place of divinities.
The irrigation district replaced the open-ditch
With an underground concrete pipe, removed
Eleven walnut trees except this one on the corner
Next to the concrete culvert switching canal water South or west,
depending on whose turn it is,
And how much irrigation water for how long?
In late September, with empty burlap sacks
To sit on and fill, the old folks collect walnuts
As they have done every year for forty years.
The larger nuts were for the in-shell market.
One winter night, they will sit by the fireplace, Cracking shells and
extracting the nut meats.
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Wil Michael Wrenn
Crows
I watched a flock of crows
circle and circle
and light in the top of a tree.
I listened to their squawking;
it seemed like they were talking –
emphatically, as if to say
how good it feels
just to be
alive and free
on this cool, bright, sunny
September day.
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Matthew Hall
Spoon
I went to Mama's place after her funeral, looking for the spoon.
It was a beautiful spoon, olive wood, the handle carved with crosshatching for a better grip. The tip of the spoon beveled to one side, worn
down by decades of contact with pots and pans. It had a patina to it, the spiritual remains of oils and sauces that stained the business end a deep red and
seasoned the spoon like a cast-iron pan. No varnish, just time and love and
use.
It wasn't Mama's spoon to begin with, it was Nana's. My grandfather
carved it for her when they were courting. He was stationed in the Italy near
the end of the war, and when he wasn't on duty, he was carving. When the
other guys in his platoon sent home captured flags and looted valuables, he
sent home carvings.
I had three of his carvings when I was a kid. Little animals, crude but
identifiable, an elephant, a horse, a dog. I never met him, and I know that he
carved the animals during the war, decades before I was born, but I still felt
like he knew he was carving them specifically for me. Mama threw them out
when I was eleven; she cleaned my room when I was at school and tossed
anything that was out of place.
My memories of Nana are sparse, just a few scattered images, but
half of them have Nana holding the spoon, stirring something in her kitchen
while I played at her feet. It's funny; even in my memories, Nana's house has
the grainy, washed-out look of an old photograph. Maybe the world back
then really was grainy, and we all came into focus in the 90s.
The spoon meant love from Nana. Warm, garlicky, splattery, unconditional love. The kind you only find when you're too young to know what else
the world can do to you, and you can believe that the love you feel is the way
things will always be.
But Nana died when I was just seven, and Mama had taken the
spoon. It felt good to know the spoon would live with us. It meant that Nana
was still with us. Maybe the spoon was the secret to Nana's cooking. Even at
seven, I was deeply concerned that I might never have Nana's agliata bianca
again. I've tried to recreate it many times over the years, but it's never been
right.
So, I went to Mama's apartment to find the spoon. I hadn't been
there in 15 years, not once since I ran away. If Mrs. Vicina next door hadn't
looked me up and called, I wouldn't even have come then, because I wouldn't
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have known Mama was dead. But I had to come. Had to be her child, just one
last time.
Standing in the hallway, I froze. Everything was too familiar. The hallway had been repainted, but just a different dirty shade of off-white. The fluorescent lights still flickered. The door hadn't changed in the least. She still had
the same doormat, but the printed pattern had worn down, leaving a slab of
black rubber that stuttered “I ope you br ht w ne”. I shook off the chill of
memory, and stepped onto the mat.
I found my key. I still had mine from back when I'd let myself in after
school. Mrs. Vicina said there was a spare under the mat for me, but I knew my
own key would still work. Nothing ever changed here. Mama would have insisted on keeping the same locks in case I came back. And I was right; the key
slid into the lock, and turned.
The apartment felt wrong. I knew the layout, I knew the furniture
(though I knew it less threadbare than this), I knew the photos of Nana and my
grandfather: as sepia-toned young lovers, as a Kodachrome family with a baby
girl, as just Nana and a little girl in faded pastel. But little things were different.
Like a spot-the-difference puzzle in a children's magazine, small things were
off. A new vase here, full of rotting flowers, a calendar there, with days crossed
off up until a week ago, a large and disturbing stain on the rug.
I don't even remember what started the fight. Something petty, I'm
sure. I was an angry teen with the impulse control of a squirrel who drank too
much coffee, she was a control freak who hated everything about her life,
starting and ending with me. It wasn't our first fight. And if I hadn't left, it certainly wouldn't have been our last.
The spoon wasn't in the canister next to the spatulas and ladles. It
should have been there, it was always there, it lived there. I yanked the drawers open, searching. Silverware jingled and spice jars clanked as I tore through
the kitchen. She wouldn't have gotten rid of it, no matter what happened. It
wasn't just a spoon, it was a totem.
I may have forgotten the origin of the fight, but I remember the fight
itself. I remember all the fights. They all went the same way. Just words, at
first, 'just words', like they don't leave their own kind of scars. One of us would
throw something, it would shatter, and we'd move in, like rutting bucks crashing against each other. No blows, just screaming in each other's faces until we
were both cherry-red.
At last I found it, tucked behind the rolling pins and cookie cutters.
Safe, but hidden. I paused, my hand outstretched, like Indiana Jones about to
grab the idol. This was what I'd wanted for years. It was there, within reach,
but I couldn't touch it.
And then she'd hit me. When I was little, she'd slap. By the time I was
twelve, her fist had closed. By fifteen, she'd grab the nearest solid object and
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use that. My ex, Mitch, said that he'd have left the first time he got hit, which is
bullshit. I was seven. You run away at seven, and you're back in an hour for
dinner. And besides, you get used to it. It's normal to you, like a frog in a slowly
boiling pot that doesn't realize how bad things have gotten.
After an hour-long minute, I finally reached in and picked it up. It felt
so familiar, like a hug from an old friend you haven't seen in years. It was exactly how I remembered it. The cross-hatched handle wearing smooth, the pan
-worn tip, the stains of thousands of dinners. The crack. The crack that ran
through the head of the spoon, leaving a chunk dangling by a few fibers, the
crack that exposed bright virgin wood inside, the crack that I could still hear,
the crack that I could still feel, fifteen years later. The crack that formed when
Mama grabbed the spoon and hit me in the head with it.
When the spoon broke, so did the last of my endurance. That's the
thing about the frog-in-a-pot analogy. Eventually, the frog does jump out of
the pot. It just takes a while, until the frog realizes how close it is to being
boiled alive. And then the frog leaves, and never speaks to Mama again.
I slid the spoon into my bag. I didn't know what to do with it. Part of
me wanted to glue it back together. Part of me wanted to burn it. Most of me
knew that I'd probably just put it in the back of a drawer.
The staccato vibration of my phone in my hip pocket pulled me out of
my memories. I fished it out. It was Anna.
“Hey, kiddo.” I answered, grateful for the interruption. “You and dad
doing OK? Good, good. I'm almost done here, so I'll be headed home soon. I'll
be home in time to tuck you in. Love you!”
I looked around the apartment again. I took down the photo of Nana
and my grandfather, and tucked it next to the spoon. I paused, then fished the
broken spoon back out of my bag and put it into the canister with the spatulas
before walking out of Mama’s apartment for the last time.
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Cory Fosco
Empty Streets: When Covid Began
Bucket boys cannot
play their drums.
Tapping sounds
vacant in the street.
Like the boys
themselves living
off tips
the generosity
of strangers.
The government failing
with late decisions
and political discourse.
They are not
the only ones
falling to silence.
It’s as widespread
as the reason itself.
It affects not just them
Virtual discourse
a “new” way of communication
texts, social media, meeting apps
all existed prior.
The use case
changed.
A need
for immediacy
for connectivity
for mental health
for life.
A need
for something more
than what was left.
Realization that
the person sitting
across from you is in fact
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no longer
the person you want
or need
or desire.
Not true
for everyone of course
There
are other groups.
Lonely, happy,
depressed,
the overcrowded.
It’s
a matter of perspective
whether you miss
the sounds
The energy
of beating buckets.
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Finish Line
I wonder
if we are given
a finite number of heartbeats.
Fitness fanatics
like my friends
run races,
swim laps.
I’m in the Peloton cult
where we use up our limited beats
recklessly
in the name of health.
We all reach the same finish line–
some sooner than others,
not knowing when to
stop.
Time passes quickly
as you watch the seconds
on a clock.
I’m a peapod ready to snap.
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Dave Dimitrijevic-Arango
Student
In memory of Ricky Doyle, whose
body was found in the Chicago River.

Feet slipping on the railing
black water and the world
a minstrel swirl of his
and some chemical’s design,
a fall with
no bed for waking
Soaked corduroy coat,
Chicago’s clutches,
a hat floats through the city
A homeless man saw him
dancing on the railing
in the air then swallowed
whole skyline
tilting in city
blinking out
at the point of departure
dancing with a thousand more
Leave us to carry the weight
frozen in an early frost, shrapnel
shredding through his family,
one more black hideout
lowering
Spread his arms wide. Ease
him down low. Bathe
and balm, a watery anodyne.
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Colin Ian Jeffery
Footsteps
Echoes of retreating footsteps
Stark and forbidding
Drum down my salt-rubbed wounded days.
I betrayed with a lie
Making love a pauper
Breaking asunder sublime heart once mine.

The long goodbye
Alone, I walk fields and woods we loved
Seeing you with every step
Hearing your laughter
Smelling you sweet as a flower
Keep you safe within my heart.
Years slipped bye so fast
Old age slowing down my pace
Hair white as snow
Thoughts focused upon
Memories we shared
And I keep you safe within my heart.
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Thoughts on Modernist Poetry
Modernist literature is characterized by a break with traditions of
literary subjects, forms, concepts and styles, with the movement associated
with new trends in literature given birth in the early twentieth century following World War One, and publication of T.S. Elliot’s ‘The Waste Land’ in 1922.’
Modernist poetry falls under four major headings: modern or new
experiments in form and style with new themes and word-games, modes of
expression with complex open-ended themes and meaning.
The poetry is the experimentation of new modes of expression with
many ways expressing thoughts and emotions, including images for readers to
experience the feelings expressed and embracing the emotions and interpreting intellectually, expressing hidden feelings, such as in the confessional
poem.
Modernist poetry embraces a wide range of themes and issues,
while traditional poetry limits the collective impact of the world with human
appeal, even when poems are romantically personal. The modernist poet covers many varied topics such as nature, spiritual, political, satire, humour,
love, erotic love, and life’ journey with death’s constant shadow closely following.
Some single modernist poems cover more than one theme at the
same time, for example Dylan Thomas’s poem “This Bread I Break” which covers nature, spirituality, and art. The modernist poet never says, as in traditional poems, what is the precise meaning of the poem. That is for the reader
to discover as personal experiences and thoughts are focused upon the images being created.
The modernist movement changed the rules of poetry, in form,
style, stanza, and rhythm. There are blank verse poems, pictorial poems,
prose, sonnets, lyrical, and monologues. The old metrical rhyme-schemes,
traditional symbols, metaphors no longer dominate with each poet making his
own rules. Diversity of styles is distinctive of modernist poetry.
What is poetry?
Poetry is language of heart and soul, creating images and landscapes
within the reader’s mind --- and as the saying a picture is worth a million
words, and so it is with a modernist poem, creating dreams, enhancing memories. There are many styles of poetry and the poet must have a unique voice.
Poetry is the highest of literary achievements, timeless, appealing
down the ages, revealing a poet’s struggles and experiences, stresses, joys
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and passions, navigating the way through life journey. Poetry is word paintings,
full of colours, bright and dark, creating with words images that inspire and
enhance the imagination and recall memories.
The modernist poet uses personal experiences and emotions, often
raw and painful, sharing visions, good and bad, relationships with family,
friends, and lovers, ever seeking knowledge and answers.
I am a poet of the modernist school and compose best in spiritual
pain with poems forged white hot and hammered out upon an anvil of anguish, exploring what it means to be human in my Age and time, with adventures, being in love, always seeking for the meaning to the mysteries of the
Universe, looking for God hiding in his everywhere.
Poetry should have a steady beat like a drum with the poet creating a
word picture seen clearly within the mind providing more than mere words
upon a page. The truth of the poem is a springboard into the poet’s soul inspiring the reader to an array of heartfelt emotions.
What would life be like without poetry? Well, for me, like the sun in
my universe being perpetually eclipsed with a darkness never yielding to the
bright promise of a bright dawn where the soul can soar free above mountain
high with eagles on the wing.
The poet’s Muse composes within the secret landscape of the soul,
and is as important as the beat of the poet’s heart and every breath taken, and
is the daily bread, revealed emotions, sweet, joyful, sometimes sorrowful and
grieving, when the poet struggles out-pacing purple storms chased by thunder
clouds and lightning bolts of unhappiness.
In childhood
A voice called to me
And I hear it calling still.

Some poets’ thoughts on “What is poetry?”
“Poetry is the medicine of the world. It soothes and ennobles the soul.”
Associate professor Feng Yan, China.
“The best words in the best order.”
Samuel Taylor Coleridge

“The record of the best and happiest moments of the best and happiest
minds."
Percy Bysshe Shelley
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“If I read a book and it makes my whole body so cold no fire can ever warm
me, I know that it is poetry."
Emily Dickinson
“A poem begins with a lump in the throat, a home-sickness or a lovesickness. It is a reaching-out toward expression; an effort to find fulfilment.
A complete poem is one where the emotion has found its thought and the
thought has found the words.”
Robert Frost
“Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings.”
William Wordsworth
“Poetry is what in a poem makes you laugh, cry, prickle, be silent, makes
your toe nails twinkle, makes you want to do this or that or nothing, makes
you know that you are alone in the unknown world, that your bliss and
suffering is forever shared and forever all your own.”
Dylan Thomas
“Poetry is, at bottom, a criticism of life.”
Matthew Arnold
“Poetry is always written by somebody straining to go beyond what he can
do.”
Stephen Spender
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Lucy Trott
Cold Courtrooms
Guilty pleasure: I’m obsessed with podcasts. Specifically, science. I
love the voices that file directly into my brain, imparting knowledge and asking for no social interaction in return. A few months ago I listened to an episode about the passage of time. The hosts interviewed bull riders who described the 7 seconds that pass while they cling on for their lives, desperate
to just survive the next instant, and then the next, and so forth. These daring
men tried to detail the sensation of time slowing down, seemingly impossibly. And so, the hosts called up scientists who explained that our brains process time at different speeds depending on the circumstance. Scientifically
those seven seconds do feel like hours to the man risking his life on the back
of a deadly cow.
Foster care is a heavy phrase in my household. When I was eight, my
parents decided to undertake the noble duty once again. Jordan was placed
with us; the most beautiful baby I’d ever seen. Seven months old, chubby
cheeks, and deep rich skin, I fell in love with him the moment he was
dropped off. Every day for the next three years I fell a little more in love with
him. I was there for him when he learned to laugh, learned to talk, learned
to walk, and learned to love. And yet, he wasn’t there for me when I learned
to let go. After three long years of becoming his sister, a judge who’d never
met my foster brother had to decide about the competency of his biological
father, and the fate of the kid.
It would be decided in a court case. My mom hired babysitting, but I
was at that awkward age where I didn’t want to obey a sitter, and she didn’t
really want to tell me what to do. So, I offered to go. Just me, my mom, and
my dad.
I stepped into the large family court waiting room and glanced at the
dull rows of gray chairs, occupied by others waiting for a judge to deliver a
verdict on the future of their families. My mother and I sat down in a uniform pair of chairs by courtroom number 8. Only my father was allowed in.
The fluorescent lights cast a cheery tone over the room, coupled with the tall
windows that let in natural light and a view of the city. I didn’t consider the
case too much. Jordan’s dad was neglectful. He hadn’t shown an ability to
properly care for his son, and we had. My parents were smiling, looking forward to the long-awaited termination of parental rights. A promise that he
would never leave us. My father kissed my mother and strolled off, and we
took our seats. Hours passed, lunch break rolled around. My father walked
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back out of the cavernous courtroom and pulled my mom aside. Harsh whispers, pinched eyebrows, and slow paces subconsciously alerted me that something was off. It occurred to me that TPR shouldn’t take this long. There was
deliberation of some kind. A cloud passed in front of the sun, and a shadow fell
over the room. The glaring overhead lights beat down on my eyes and I felt a
headache coming on. Hours more passed. This time, they felt like days. Every
minute that trickled by felt long enough to write a novel. My head swiveled
towards courtroom number 8 at every swing of a door; the foundations of my
world were rocking back and forth at a similar rhythm as my knees as I hugged
them and thought in silence.
Suddenly, time started sprinting away from me, trying to make up for
the past few hours. My mind couldn't keep up; I started watching life instead
of participating in it. My dad walked out, he spoke to my mom. My eyes found
his…he was tearing up. I instantly knew. Time, -or as the scientists would inform me years later- my perception of time, reached a breaking point and spiraled out of control, and I was in the elevator, and I was on the sidewalk, and
my mom was asking if I was hungry. And my mom and I were walking to a food
truck, and I wasn’t hungry, but I was eating oreos anyway, because something
as base as hunger or lack thereof didn’t matter anymore, nothing did. I was
crushed and broken, and time was moving too fast. It had been only moments
ago that my dad had walked out with bleary eyes and threatened to defenestrate the judge. And it still is only a moment ago when I close my eyes and
think about it. That moment has never become unjammed from my memory. It
tints the way I love, the way I speak, the way I care. It makes me hug my siblings a little closer, it makes me rock my babies a little longer. That moment
makes me tell my friends no, I can’t hang out tonight, because I have a family
birthday dinner I can’t miss.
That moment holds my head up when people gawk at eight siblings,
because I would trade my soul to be able to say nine.
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Robert P. Hansen
18 Words
Is your short term
memory long enough
to read this poem?
Or are you stuck
on 18 words?
That’s what I’ve heard
the upper
limit should be for
a sentence.
Will the reader
get lost
if there are more words
than that? But what
of me, the writer?
How limiting
it is to cater
to the least common
denominator
when there comes
a thought far more
brilliant and
complicated
than 18 words can
articulate!
What am I to do?
Abandon it?
Prune it down?
Simplify it?
Turn the deepest,
most profound insight
into the shallowest
of all sound bites?
Or write
what feels
right?
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Michael Bryant
Hugo
Sandy Collins could always play the guitar, going back as far as he
could remember. He heard the stories how his uncle played and one day as a
toddler he picked up his uncle’s guitar and started picking out notes, not noise
but notes! He never stopped. He could strum a rhythm while picking a bass
line with his thumb and a lead with his pinky, sounding like three guitars at
once before he could ride a bike. He could bend a note to make you cry, hold a
sustain until you were sure you could still hear it but couldn’t. And all that was
with an acoustic. He was given his first electric guitar and amplifier when he
turned eleven. That first night he didn’t sleep at all, just kept coaxing new
sounds from his new toy. Because it was a toy, something to play with, to have
fun with, something that was so simple yet had so many possibilities. It was
amazing how people reacted to his music, surprised he could get so many
sounds from his guitar. He couldn’t get over it. They would stop whatever they
were doing to listen to him play. And he always was playing something somewhere. He tried taking his guitar to school so he could play at recess but they
wouldn’t let him. By junior high if Sandy was somewhere his acoustic guitar
was with him, in his hands or strapped to his back.
He tried writing words to go along with the sounds that kept coming
out of his head but nothing worked. He read poetry, thinking it would somehow help but he couldn’t get anything to mean what he felt. So he played ever
more complex chord progressions, varying each repetition by a half note. He
played his favorite pieces of music backwards, discovering new sounds and
structures. He learned how chords and notes went together then experimented in ways that smashed everything he learned. He kept learning, kept smashing, not afraid of trying anything. He had six strings, ten fingers, infinite possibilities.
Jazz was fun, running with an idea, trying variations, playing, then returning to where you started. Spanish classical was fun but he got bored with
its rules, kept what he liked and moved on. He could relax with the blues, a
slinky groove and high flying notes but he saw that as the ground floor and
wanted to build skyscrapers. He loved rock and roll because it stole what it
wanted from all genres. Lay down a solid rhythm and you could do anything,
soar high, take a listener where they didn’t know they wanted to go, but once
there they discovered a richness, a complexity and a beauty in music they never expected and never even knew existed.
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Mary Donovan was a quiet girl in a loud world. She never had anything
to say, didn’t add to the family discussions around the dinner table, never
volunteered at school. Her best friend, starting in junior high, was an imaginary
giraffe named Hugo. She and Hugo never spoke, they wrote to each other.
What started out as short notes evolved into long letters describing life as
lived, ups and mostly downs, the horrible things people did on a daily basis
without realizing. She would bare her soul to Hugo, then compose a response
where Hugo felt the same way, was outraged by the same things as her, a true
friend. Their letters were often in an open verse, sometimes rhyming, often
not, but rhythmic all the same. Sometimes Mary would write about the world
as she wished it could be, a magical place where animals and humans got
along. Or about voyages to other, friendlier worlds. Or about how people could
get along if they quit being like people. Be like that plant, any plant, she wrote,
living, nourishing itself from earth and sky. Sometimes she had fun with the
words, making lines rhyme, writing all with one syllable words, two, and so on.
She would take a well known poem, change all the nouns to her nouns, the
verbs to her verbs, keeping the structure but changing the content. It was fun.
Or she would think a thought and try to write it backward where it made
sense. She could get lost for hours in front of her small laptop, typing typing,
creating worlds she knew no one else would discover.
A teacher who tried harder than most to break through her shyness
and support her talent told her about an online poetry group she might like.
She investigated, read some interesting things, and within months was a regular contributor, posting her letters to Hugo in one folder and her random
thoughts on life and the universe in another. It wasn’t poetry or prose to Mary,
just her way of talking. Was anybody listening? Even posting things online she
thought she was anonymous, just another voice out there adding to the noise.
Sandy was online once again looking for words that would go with his
music. He wanted something playful with deeper levels. If you asked he wouldn’t have been able to put it into words. He wanted words to match his music,
to blend with it as if they were always one, or to clash with it, make a dynamic,
something new. He found a poetry forum but didn’t expect much because it
was hosted by the local community college. He found a folder, ‘Letters To
Hugo. ’The only Hugo he knew was a 3-D movie with visuals that blew him
away, it would have been fun to play the music for that, he thought. So with
curiosity he opened the folder. He read the first letter, a long poem by the look
of it. As he read his fingers started picking out a melody, something a purple
and pink giraffe might like, simple but quirky. He read it again and added some
percussion with his thumb on the face of the guitar, then more strumming. He
re-read the letter from the start, not playing this time, letting the words resonate. There was something there, hidden in the tale of a magical giraffe and
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the girl with blue hair. He read it out loud and played along with it again, building on the music in his head. He read the other letters. He could hear them in
his head, crying out to be sung. Where did they come from? He looked in the
other folder, simply titled ‘Life. ’He read about Sol and Andromeda, two stars
who loved each other but now were separated by a literal galaxy. He read
about the bird that couldn’t fly because there was no air. They were simple
stories told in an innocent verse with no rules, but when Sandy read the words
he could hear them with his music, creating something so much more than just
his music alone. He could feel them. He felt the longing of the two star-lovers,
the confusion of the little bird. Who wrote these words? There was one short
audio clip of her reciting a poem about a leaf in the fall that didn’t want to
leave the tree. She was whispering almost, hoarse but melodic, it was different
and he instantly heard that voice with his guitar. He looked, everything was
anonymous. He posted his name and phone number, asking to be contacted.
He was seventeen.
He got a call from a Mrs.Bukowski who scolded him for leaving personal information on an anonymous website. He explained his motivations and
what he was looking for and after a long conversation she thought it might be
a good outlet for Mary’s talents. A meeting was arranged between the two of
them in Mrs.Bukowski’s office the next day at three.
Mrs. Bukowski’s office was at the junior college. He took the bus and
arrived a little late. When he walked in he saw a nice looking woman with gray
hair, dark rimmed glasses and a friendly smile sitting behind a desk. Whoever
was sitting in the chair across from Mrs. Bukowski quickly stood up as the door
opened and went to the corner, her hand to her mouth. Sandy walked into the
office, saw the welcome and felt the fear. He looked at the figure in the corner.
She was much older than he expected. From the stories and her voice he expected someone younger than himself, a little girl, almost. She must have been
a student there, at the community college. She wore loose, long, black clothes.
She was tall and thin, had long black hair not brushed today, long bangs in her
eyes, no makeup he could see. She had some acne scars on her cheeks, sunken, dark eyes. One hand covered her mouth and half her face. The other held
her cloak or whatever closed tightly to her chest. She looked at Sandy like he
might be radioactive.
“You must be Sandy Collins,” said the woman.“ I’m Mrs. Bukowski and
this is Mary. Mary, can you say hello to Sandy?”
Sandy and Mrs. Bukowski looked at Mary, who felt their looks. She
closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She opened her eyes and forced her
hands to her sides. She looked at Sandy and smiled a shaky, unsure kind of
smile. He looked very young, high school?
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Her “Hello” was so quiet. She had such a small voice. She’s the kind of
person you see but don’t see, Sandy thought.
“Hi,” he said. He was average height, kind of skinny, messy dark hair
and his own acne problem. He had on a cheap, black, imitation leather jacket
over a white t-shirt and baggy jeans. Mary liked his green eyes. They stood
out, radiated a friendly vibe to her.
“Mrs. B says you like my stories.” He barely heard her. “You make
music?”
Make music. He liked that. “I play guitar. I’d like to play while you sing
your songs.” She looked horrified, her hand came back up to her face.
“I don’t sing. They’re not songs.”
The junior college had a recording studio, such as it was. Sandy just
walked in with his guitar after his meeting and once he played for Ray, a student at the college, Ray helped him get acquainted with the recording process.
It came easily to Sandy. It was the first time he was able to hear himself on a
quality recording. With Ray’s help he could lay down a track and play it back,
then play over it as it played back, simple overdubbing but something Sandy
had never done. He was torn. On one hand he thought it was cheating, that his
playing should be enough. One the other hand he saw infinite possibilities, but
wondered if he was ready for the infinite. For now he just wanted to hear
what his guitar sounded like with Mary’s voice. So he had to get her into the
studio and record with her. He didn’t know how to get a hold of her, so he
went to see Mrs.Bukowski.
He could hear Mrs.B, as she liked to be called, in his head as he rode
the bus home. “She’s very fragile, Sandy. What do you want from her? She
likes that you like her stories, as she calls them. She said she would read them
for you, but no one else. She’s very shy. What are your intentions? You have to
be careful with her.” She said Mary would call that day at seven.
Her voice was even softer on the phone. “Hello, we, I mean I, want to
try new things. I will read for you if you like.”
It felt like a big room, to her. Sandy sat a few feet away, guitar in his
lap. Mary looked at the microphone as if it might be electrified. She sat carefully on the stool placed in front of the microphone stand. She read about Sol and
Andromeda, no accompaniment, just her voice quavering in the acoustically
pure space. Sandy was transfixed. He could hear his part in his mind. When she
was done he felt a tightness of anticipation in his chest. He looked through the
window to the control room. Ray was looking at Mary with amazement spelled
out on his face.
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Sandy said to Mary, “I’m going to play, just the acoustic for now, when
I nod, you start reading, just listen to me and read, okay?”
She watched him closely as he talked. He was so friendly, had talked
her through everything so far step by step, so she was open to his suggestion.
He started to play. She smiled, the music spoke to her, and when he nodded
she started speaking with the music. Soon her voice picked up the rhythm of
the music and he adjusted for the cadence of her reading. When they were
done Ray played it back on the studio speakers. She was transfixed at the wonder coming out of those speakers. That was her?
She listened and immediately thought she could do better, here, at the
dip in the music, or there, she should slow down a little. She smiled as she listened, staring into space, seeing the wonderful sounds around her.
“That’s me?” Mary said when it was over. “That’s you?”
“That’s us,” Sandy said
“It’s so beautiful,” she said. Then Sandy kissed her, a quick one on the
lips. She recoiled but her response came out as quietly as anything.
“ Please don’t do that.” She looked at him, he looked somewhat
abashed and nodded, and she was okay with that, she thought it was just his
excitement in the moment.
“Can we do it again?” she asked. “I want to sing a little.”
After that take Ray added a layer with a simple drum machine. Mary
thought it was interesting, thought she could use it like a metronome. Ray
showed her how it worked and soon she was programming simple beats, runs
and fills.
By the end of the day they had constructed a two minute twenty
three second song, a little rough maybe but a complete song! Sandy had
changed to electric guitar on about the third run through. Mary did percussion
and vocals.
Ray was writing a label and asked, “So you guys are a band now,
what’s your name?”
Without thinking Sandy said “Hugo?” looking at Mary, who smiled and
nodded so they were Hugo, the song was ‘Loves of Andromeda.’
They sat in front of the junior college, Sandy waiting for the bus, Mary
waiting for her ride.
“That was fun,” Sandy said. “Thank you again for doing this.”
“It was exhilarating,” Mary said. “I had no idea.”
“You were perfect, the way you adjusted your cadence to fit the
groove,” he said and smiled at her. “You’re a natural.”
Suddenly her shyness returned. She examined the bench they sat on.
He could barely hear her, “Thanks, Sandy.”
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After they left Ray uploaded the song to an internet music sharing site.
In a week it had over a million hits. There was a buzz about Hugo, who was
Hugo? After phone calls and promises of big things to come, and permission
from his mom, Sandy and Mary went to Los Angeles to record with professionals. The trip was hard on Mary. Her shyness made meeting new people difficult
and she felt scared in crowds. Her older sister Meg came along to handle any
business decisions. She was quiet like Mary, but not shy. She was a good advocate for her sister and her new musical partner. She became a silent but constant presence.
Since the kiss Sandy had become Mary’s protective older brother even
though she was two years older, an eternity at that age. And recording was
difficult. They liked what they had created, just wanted it better. They had to
fight to keep the sound that got them there in the first place, no added strings
or horns. She was developing her style, a whisper chant sometimes, almost full
-throated singing at others, mostly soft. He laid in some overdubs over his already complex playing to give an added texture to some of the songs. She tried
breathing as an overdub, long breaths then short puffs. They liked it and used
it on Andromeda and two other songs, The Sad Leaf and Tides. Ultimately, they
came out with nine songs, mostly his guitar, her drum machine and her vocals.
There was a photo shoot paid for by their new label. They wanted publicity photos and a cover shot for the CD. Their own CD! There was an abandoned factory near the studio. They met there one morning. The photographer
hired by the label brought a pickup full of props, a shipping trunk full of
clothes, costumes. A makeup person struggled to get her subjects to wear any.
Mary had an idea, had the makeup person paint a black mask over Sandy’s
eyes. Otherwise Sandy and Mary just wore what they always did. Mary still
dressed in loose, black clothes, always wore her sunglasses. Her dark, unkempt
hair was long, obscured most of her face. She looked like a young Patti Smith,
minus the confidence and attitude. Sandy still wore a t-shirt and baggy jeans,
but now his jacket was real leather. His hair was perpetually messy, usually
looked a little greasy. He still had the complexion of a teenager. The cover
photo showed them standing side by side, Mary taller than Sandy, looking past
the camera. The background was a plaster wall with holes and peeling paint.
Sandy had his guitar hanging from one hand, Mary held her laptop. It was
printed in a purple and white wash, smeared, obscuring them even more.
At the hotel before the flight home Sandy and Mary had a rare
moment alone.
“I feel like we’re on the edge, about to drop off or take off, I don’t
know,” Sandy said. “But together I think we’ll be okay.”
“I couldn’t have done this without you.”
“I wouldn’t be here without you.”
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“Together then,” she said. “Whatever happens we’ll still be Hugo, I’ll
be happy no matter what, having created such beauty with you.
Sandy smiled at Mary. “Together then.”
Critical reaction to their CD was overwhelmingly positive. The songs
were hailed as bold statements on race, sexual identity, poverty, immigration.
People wanted to know who Hugo was. The next step was performing in front
of people, something they had not yet attempted. All their music had been
played in relatively small rooms. Their first performance was in a small club in
Los Angeles. Mary couldn’t face the audience so she turned her back. About
halfway through the first song people realized she wasn’t turning around,
there was some negative reaction. After the song ended Sandy asked the
crowd to be polite, Mary was shy, was doing her best. No one complained in
any way after that, indeed the end of each song was greeted with enthusiastic
applause. Sandy came up with the idea for a translucent screen, about six feet
tall, three wide. She could stand behind that with her microphone and drum
machine. Mary liked that idea. They discovered if she was back lit her shadow
played on the screen. She got good at making her moving shadow a part of
some songs. Otherwise she stood at her microphone and drum machine, not
moving much. Sandy didn’t perform, he just played his guitar. So their shows
were unusual for 21st century pop, no choreography or dancers or fancy lights,
just two people on stage making incredible music that young people couldn’t
get enough of. By the end of the year they were selling out arenas.
Sandy turned eighteen the night they played Dayton. Mary gave him a
hand drawn card, his mom sent a card and a check for $25. He had to laugh.
They had a private dinner, Meg, Mary and Sandy.
“So Mary you’re a rock n roll star now,” Meg teased her. “I never
though I’d see you onstage singing in sold out arenas.”
“I just concentrate on Sandy’s music and getting my words out,” Mary
said. “His music’s the star.”
“No, no, no,” he protested. “My guitar without your words is just me
strumming in the dark.”
“It’s the two of you,” Meg said. “Hugo is more than the sum of its
parts, it’s a magical idea in the mind of your audience you’ve created.”
“Okay, Meg,” Sandy said almost laughing.
“Yes,” Mary said. “I like that.”
People, the press, still wanted more information on Hugo. Who were
they, where did they come from, all the biography stuff the press loved. Reporters sent to their home town returned with very little. Mary was incredibly
private, reporters could find no friends or classmates who could talk about her.
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Sandy was known as a kid who played guitar, and that was about it. He had no
close friends or ex-girlfriends to interview. They were accidentally mysterious
so the press naturally wanted more. Mary never spoke in public but Sandy discovered he could talk to people about their music without feeling like a knownothing teenager. He was comfortable talking with reporters or writers but
never answered questions about Mary. “Ask Meg,” he would say. Meg never
spoke with the press.
Mary loved that her words were reaching people who seemed to like
them. She wasn’t sure what the critics were raving about, she just liked making
stories about a world that she wanted to exist. Sharing her stories pleased her
immensely. It made her feel less alone. But performing was hard. If Sandy and
Meg weren’t there to help her she could never get up on stage in an arena in
front of thousands of people. The screen helped. She could pretend no one
could see her, she was invisible. She would get lost in the music, Sandy’s
wonderful guitar, and the words would come out of her. After the show it was
a rush to get out, to get to the hotel without talking and dealing with
strangers. There were always pushy photographers waiting at the end of the
show. It was Mary’s least favorite part, being rushed through a crowd who
wanted more. More what? she always wondered. Then at the hotel she could
rest, decompress and spend time writing, which calmed her.
Sandy was amazed at the power his guitar wielded in his hands. He
could hold a note and hold the audience at his whim. At the same time he
thought his guitar was nothing without Mary’s words. He took to calling her
‘the word woman ’in interviews. All he did was play music. She was the word
woman, the reason people kept coming to see them night after night. And
come they did. Hugo was a sensation. Their music was selling, filling arenas,
but they were a mystery. Hugo had no online presence other than a page on
their label’s website. Sandy and Mary didn’t go in for social media so there was
a hunger out there for information about the newest sensation in pop music.
People magazine struck first. They published photos taken with a telephoto lens of Sandy and Mary and Meg relaxing around the swimming pool at
a hotel in Miami. The photos were blurry but you could see Mary’s face,
without hair or sunglasses obscuring it. She wore shorts and a t-shirt. Sandy
had a swimming suit and no shirt. Not their image at all. The text was a haphazard biography of the two of them, full of mistakes and suppositions, pasted
together from unknowing sources, studio personnel, roadies and classmates.
Sandy was horrified, took a copy to Meg to complain.
“Have you seen this?”
“It was to be expected.”
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“But this, it makes Mary sound unbalanced or something, like we have
to manage her.”
“Maybe you should check on her, she’s in her room.”
Mary had locked herself in her room. She couldn’t handle her world
being exposed, but with errors and misunderstanding of what she was trying
to say and who she was. How could people write such mean things? And she
felt she had no way to respond, couldn’t respond. She didn’t know how
everything could turn to black so quickly. So she did what she felt she had to
do, the only thing she could do, she escaped. It was Sandy who found her, he
had to call the front desk for help unlocking her door then he went in alone
and there she was, on her bed but not asleep. Meg found them later, Sandy
holding Mary’s lifeless body as he cried and cried.
The sun was setting as Sandy approached Mary’s grave. He carried a
small bunch of wildflowers and his guitar. He sat in the grass and lay the flowers down next to her simple brass plaque, then he tuned his guitar and got
ready to play but he always talked to her first.
“Hey Mary,” he’d usually start, then he’d talk a little, about their music
or how he missed her. “I thought I’d play one of our oldies for you today,
seems like yesterday when we recorded this.” He picked out a few notes. “I
remember siting next to you with Ray watching through the glass like he couldn’t believe it. You were amazing, Mary, you are amazing.” His fingers kept picking out notes as he talked. “I don’t know if you’re out there in the heavens
somewhere, near Andromeda maybe, or just in my heart with Hugo, but this is
for you.”
He started with ‘Loves of Andromeda,’ the first song they had created
together. It made his world a peaceful place when he heard Mary’s voice clearly in his head as she sang along with his guitar.
It was dark as Sandy rode the city bus home. No one recognized him as
the innovative guitarist of a still popular band, he was just a scruffy kid, and the
only time he ever played his guitar now was when he visited Mary’s grave.

63

Wes Tern
Don’t Blow Up
An ox one day was walking along a muddy riverbank when, without
realizing it, she stepped on a frog and crushed it deep into the mud. It died.
But not before three other frogs spent nearly twenty minutes trying frantically to dig out their buried comrade.
It so happened the killed frog was engaged to be married. And when
his fiancée found out about his death she was thrown into a rage.
“Who did this!” the fiancée screamed.
“A beast,” one of the witness frogs said.
“A beast!” the fiancée said. “I’ll show you a beast!”
“No, you don’t understand,” another witness uttered. “She really was
a beast. She was enormous.”
“Oh, so because she’s big and fat she thinks she can go around stepping on other women’s fiancés?” the grieving frog said. “How big was she?
Tell me!”
The witnesses looked at one another. None knew what to say.
“Well?” the fiancée said.
“Bigger than any of us,” one of the witness frogs said.
“A lot bigger,” said another.
“This big?” the fiancée said. She took in a deep gulp of air and puffed
herself up.
“You don’t seem to understand,” another frog said. “The beast was
bigger than you could ever make yourself puffing up like that.”
“Was she now?” the fiancée said. “Was she this big?” She took in another long gulp if air, inflating herself even more, and she puffed to nearly
twice her original size. “Or maybe this big,” she added. She took in more air,
inflating larger.
“Bigger,” one of the frogs said.
“This big?” She gulped more air. “Or this big?” She inhaled again.
She puffed herself up more and more, and the frogs around her began to back up.
“This big?” she said. “This big?”
When she reached the size of the ox, the frogs yelled at her to stop.
“Yes!” one of them said. “That’s exactly how big she was! Now exhale, please,
before you hurt yourself!”
She popped.
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For a long time after, frogs told stories of the exploding fiancée. But
the way she was portrayed changed a little in each retelling. In one version,
she was overtaken by grief. In another, jealousy drove her over the edge. In
another, she was simply a lunatic, crazy long before her fiancé died. The story’s central lesson, however, was always the same. It was this. When you’re
grieving for a loved one, go to therapy. Don’t blow yourself up.
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Maumil Mehraj
The Identity Card
It was perhaps one of the only times when your own heartbeat was
not reassuring. Under the sky so blue it would pierce your eyes, bluer than
the color of his very eyes. He felt life slowly leave his limbs. If Ali were any
younger, younger by just a day, he would have let his fear seep from out of
his body, and onto his shorts – a shameful act of being what they called human. But he couldn’t do that. Only yesterday had Ali become a man of 11
years. He knew it so well because his mother had taken him to the shrine of
Makhdoom Saeb and pronounced him a man henceforth. He had returned
home older, more responsible, suddenly. The heart that was in him was impudent, beating – fast – despite his many admonitions; it would give him
away.
It was not a day where anyone, let alone the beloved Ali, should
have fallen on the ground. Ali, the pride and joy, of his parents who would
get an education and get them out of poverty. He had the eyes that demanded respect, even though they were a child’s eyes. This morning, he had
woken up particularly early because they had announced on TV that it was
going to be a hot day, and he wanted to take a bath before going to school.
He was that child – wanting to better himself for others’ happiness, however
childlike that thought might have been. Others should feel happy when they
look at me, he thought. Sacrificing an hour of sleep, he awoke, and turned
on the geyser to heat the water up. In Kashmir, it was silly to think of taking
a cold bath, even in summer months.
Before he dressed, Ali powdered himself up, and one could still see
the white dust above the collar of his shirt. Perhaps he had done that on
purpose, to let people know that he was clean and powdered. He wouldn’t
know what the day would bring for him, despite all his carefulness. One last
look in the mirror, he told himself. He was 11, Ali, and quite short for his age,
but he did not mind that so much – it meant he got to stand in front of the
assembly line at school. His white button-down shirt, part of his school uniform, was ironed to perfection, unlike some of his peers’, and his shorts just
touched his knees. He was a good kid, he genuinely believed so. And he had
to be; he did not know from where he got this idea, but he wanted to be the
one who would bring his family out of poverty – not his brother, nor his sister. Him.
He walked by the same set of houses he always did, read the same
posters on the electricity poles he always did – that freedom was near. He
couldn’t see it yet. But something was off about that day. Anxious, he began
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reviewing in his head the material for the English test his teacher was sure to
take today. But, for some reason, his anxiety never went away. This was unlike
Ali. He was usually just the right amount of confident, and for good reason,
too. Ali would always study for his tests, he would remember to go to the kandur at 5 pm each day to bring bread for the evening tea. He never forgot to
turn off the geyser after his bath, and never left his window open after the sun
set for mosquitoes and spirits alike to enter.
His school was not too far away from home, so he walked. He saw
Saleem on the way. Saleem was a youth who was incurably sick in his mind, or
so the elders told him. He would ask
everyone who would listen to buy him a movie ticket. He did not –
could not – understand the cinema halls had long been closed.
“Yes, Saleem, after I come back from school, I will get you a ticket.”
Ali said a quick goodbye because he was always scared of offending
Saleem or frightening him. “I will wait for my ticket,” he shouted as Ali sped
past.
Ali’s mother was beautiful, one of the most beautiful women he had
ever seen. As he was walking, his mind went to her struggles. Rifat had always
had a smiling face – people said that was the reason why she had developed
her smile lines so early on in life. Her small hands had hardened from washing
in the cold water, and then his mind wandered to how she would only buy
cheap fabric from the road-side stalls for her dresses. There was a feeling of
comfort she carried which Ali could not quite explain, maybe she had dreams
as well – what kind of dreams, it was a secret to all but herself. Her beautiful
face would always smile; his dutiful heart would always beat.
At the turn, there was some sort of a water body. Common knowledge
has it that this used to be a part of the Dal Lake, and an echo of the old glory
remained, but to Ali, this was just the water in front of his school, unceremonious, not given a grand title of a forgotten inheritance. But at this turn, on this
day, everything went wrong. His school was a few footsteps away, he could see
his classroom windows on the second floor from where he was standing. But
the road was barricaded, and several men in uniform, looking grossly out of
place, and really, stupid in their self-importance, walked about. He did not care
for this, and decided to take the much longer route to his classroom. Vexation,
at her best.
One of the uniformed men, a tall thing of twenty-five or so, was standing in the self-imposed solitude of his bunker. Ali saw him lodge a mighty finger
into his nostril and go at it with a warrior’s determination. It was a surprise
that a finger that fat could fit into his nose. The nostril started to swell immediately on impact, and made way, accommodating the mammoth digit. Indeed,
the man in uniform was so fixated on the task that it was only a few seconds
later that he saw Ali looking. Shamed by his own blurring of the public and the
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private, he thought it appropriate to take it out on the child. Before he knew it,
Ali was thrown onto the ground by a slap that would go on to hurt his cheek
for days.
“Hasta hai?” the man in uniform asked, “will you laugh at me?”
Ali was, at this point, more annoyed than scared. He had made it a
point to leave home early so he would reach school before time. But now, not
only was he going to be late, but his uniform –
his angelic white – had become almost as dusty and devilish as his aggressor’s. He tried in vain to explain that he wasn’t laughing, it was like talking
to a wall, a boundary, a barbed wire, an inanimate division. A kick to the stomach. He could see nothing but the man’s boots – big, perhaps too big for the
wearer? Black, unnatural, they were a monstrosity, worn not to protect, but to
hurt. He wondered if they hurt him, too. All these thoughts vanished and as his
senses returned, he was able to feel the pain. His cheek was burning, and
shame accompanied the sting. He was a good kid, he never received so much
as a scolding, and now, here he was, on the ground, bloody and defeated. The
man was saying something, but through the prison of his helmet, words came
slow and thoughtless.
“ID dikha,” he demanded from the child, “show me your ID.”
Ali’s hand went involuntarily to his breast pocket, where he, where
every man, every boy, kept the proof of his being. He was. He existed. He could
prove it. But he only heard a sorry beating of his heart instead – fast, eager to
please – this was a boy’s heart.
In a moment of inexplicable fear, he realized that the piece of paper
that made him who he was, was not there. He had forgotten it at home. It
came back to him in torrents – he had taken his ID out the previous night – he
washed his shirts every two days, but ironed them every night. Before ironing,
he had removed his ID card, and kept it safely on an inverted glass in the kitchen.
“ID,” he yelled. It would be long before he knew that this word would
echo in his ears for the years to come – perhaps all his life. Ali did not have his
ID, he was not there, not him; a mass of bone and skin took his place. That day,
Ali missed his English test. He did not buy bread at 5 pm, and there was nobody to close the window at sundown. It was the first of many.
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Audra Burwell
Residing in Your Veins
An inhalation of love ignites your fragile chest, radiant as it licks between
The cracks in your ribs, calling me deeper, summoning me home, to live
In the diaphanous membrane of your lungs, inviting me to swim
through
Pools of crimson blood, pumping existence into the galaxy of your
mind,
Caged by a web of stars and interwoven dreams I must traverse, until I
Am permitted to settle deep into the marrow of your aching bones,
The only true home I was ever destined for.
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WRITE
YOUR
OWN
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EDITOR’S NOTE: Write Your Own is a feature of Teach. Write. that allows
writing teachers an opportunity to write a creative piece using prompts
that they have used in the classroom. I love the results Jenny Torniainen
had when she wrote to her simple, one-line prompt.

AUTHOR’S NOTE: I teach English to secondary school students ages 14-18. I
wrote this story as an exercise for my pupils in response to an A Level (UK
exams for 18 year olds) exam question. The prompt was as follows:

Write a story entitled "The Note". The time allowed to complete the task is
one hour.
In writing this story, I recorded my creative process in seeking out the main
elements I needed to write under a time constraint. The end result proved
the basis of an informative lesson. The revision process took me a little longer but also gave myself and the pupils the opportunity to explore the process of redrafting.
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Jenny Torniainen
The Note
Bertie flipped the sign to ‘Sorry, we’re closed’, and locked up the clinic
for the weekend. The building’s façade was cracked and peeling, not so much
as a lick of paint since the dentist moved premises twenty years ago. He made
a mental note to get a quote on Monday.
But for now, a weekend of solitude stretched enticingly ahead.
As Bertie passed the Waggon and Horses, punters with hats pulled
down over their ears swarmed the pub’s forecourt, smoking and laughing.
Their dogs of all shapes and sizes sniffed, yapped, and drooled. One shaggy
beast strained at the picnic table it was tied to, upending a pint of lager.
Bertie rolled his eyes yet fought against a yearning for those lost Friday evenings when he was new to the practice and the dentist invited him for
a shandy. Alas, once the pub became ‘doggie friendly’, her allergy to pet hair
ruled out any future outings.
Dr. Marlowe had long since married and had two children. Hardly children anymore—just last week, her eldest had earned a place at Bristol University.
Baffling to think he himself left school aged sixteen. Time you learned
to stand on your own two feet, as his mother had put it, perhaps sensing that
her only son was destined to a life of bachelorhood.
Not that Bertie minded being alone. Everything in life came with pluses and minuses. And one major plus was weekends like these. For two whole
days, he had no one to answer to besides Beverley, his cat, who was satisfied
with the occasional tickle under her chin and a bowl of Whiskas. By Sunday
evening, he’d have his house pristine.
He took his usual route past the village post office, the church, and the
bakery. Passing the off licence’, a banner promoted a dozen roses for Valentine’s Day. Beneath was a Hallmark branded message, ‘Enjoy our wide selection of greeting cards’
The off licence, with its gaudy window displays, had recently popped
up and the owner was willing to do anything to draw in customers, including
selling alcohol to suspicious-looking types at all hours.
A brisk sun glinted through the trees, as it had for some days now, and
the smart Timberland brogues he had purchased last week felt warm and sturdy. At the park entrance, he pushed open the kissing gate that kept sheep
from roaming from the adjacent field and followed the narrow tarmac path,
navigating the pathway that skirted the children’s play-area. He kept his eyes
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to the ground. People let their dogs run free here, and after Bertie had trampled dog mess that time, he’d been careful not to make the same mistake
again.
A gust blew from behind, fanning the damp grass and sending a white
rectangle cartwheeling past his feet. It landed a few paces ahead.
Tutting, he stooped to pick it up. Why can’t people pick up their litter?
The sealed flap caught his eye. A letter! Someone must have dropped
it on their way to the post box. No matter, he’d do the favour, provided it was
stamped and addressed.
He flipped it over. No stamp, no address. Just two words.
To, Bert,
Frowning, Bertie turned the envelope over again. Who could have
known he would take this precise route home after work?
He scoured the area to see where the envelope might have come
from. The path was clear besides a pile of excrement he’d dodged a few metres back.
What did he expect to find? A bouquet of flowers? A dewy-eyed damsel clutching a bottle of champagne?
He set the letter back on the pavement and carried on his way. There
must be scores of Alberts, Bertrams, Cuthberts, Herberts and Huberts in this
village alone. The dentist’s address book boasted twenty at least. Old Farmer
Marshall even had a sheep he’d named Norbert.
By the time he reached home, the sun had set. He fed Beverley her
bowl of Whiskas and scratched her chin, then set his mind to dinner. What
would it be? He’d rather imagined the leftover salmon-en-croute might be nice
for Sunday lunch. That left the chicken and mushroom pie, or the leftovers of a
boeuf bourguignon stashed in a Tupperware in the freezer.
Perhaps he’d cook. That way, he could have tomorrow evening off.
Friday wasn’t usually a cooking day, but Bertie felt strangely despondent, as if
the leisureliness he’d felt descending the practice’s steps an hour ago had
somehow vanished during his walk home.
Almost as if he had, in fact, trodden in dog mess.
He reached up to the back of the cupboard to dig out the bottle of
sherry he kept for dousing the Christmas pudding and poured himself a small
measure. He sat on the sofa and sipped, wracked with indecision. Beef or
chicken?
And he’d always been so decisive.
Beverley came to join him, rubbing at his ankles and arching her long
tabby tail.
‘What’s the matter, Beverley?’ he said, bending to tickle her chin. Beverley replied with a loud mew, then skittered off in search of her toy.
That’s odd. She never plays with catnip after her dinner.
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When the clock struck 8 p.m., the exact time he usually settled down
to an episode of Strictly, he rose from the sofa. At the door, he donned his new
Barbour jacket and set out in the direction of Church Path.
In the gloom, the ground was hard to make out, and more than once,
Bertie narrowly avoided fouling his wellies. If only he’d brought a torch. What
was this nonsense about, anyway? No doubt, the birdbrained admirer had
backtracked, bouquet in hand, to collect the envelope she’d dropped on her
way from the flower-shop.
Ahead, Bertie made out a small white oblong cut against the darkness.
The envelope. He picked it up, and squinting, made out the writing on the
front. To, Bert.
He stashed it in his coat pocket and returned the way he came, careful
to watch his step as he went.
Back home, it was too late for dinner, so Bertie snacked on two rich
tea biscuits, drank another sherry, and went to bed. This dithering was no
doubt down to tiredness, and he’d had quite enough excitement for one night.
He’d wait until tomorrow to find out the content of the mysterious letter.
He switched off the living room lights. In the gloom, the envelope balanced centre stage on his mantle-piece, between the porcelain vase and the
empty whisky decanter, seeming to glow.
The alarm startled Bertie awake. He glanced at his clock. Saturday,
7:05am—he had it programmed seven minutes later than weekdays, but rarely
did he sleep until it woke him.
It must be the sherry.
Groggy-headed, he went through the motions, washing clothes, feeding Beverley. He moved to dusting the ornaments, starting with the whisky decanter.
The afternoon passed with Bertie shifting from sofa to mantelpiece to
armchair to kitchen, incapable of making any decision about what to do, and
equally paralysed by indecision about what to eat. Saturday was cooking night,
but since he’d not eaten last night, the leftovers earmarked for yesterday’s
meal were going to waste. Try as he might, Bertie couldn’t summon up an appetite.
Even Beverley turned her whiskers up at her evening cat-food. And so,
the two of them sat on the sofa until ten o’clock while Bertie nibbled his way
through four rich tea biscuits and stared at the unopened envelope.
In bed that night, he slept fretfully, worries skulking around his mind.
What if the envelope had landed in dog mess which had transferred to his
hands? What if his strangeness in these past few hours was the onset of an
illness brought on by worms?
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At 2:36 a.m. he climbed out of bed and, donning rubber gloves, studied the letter. No sign of any offending stains, so how to account for his unsettled state of mind?
Bertie crawled back under the covers and drifted into slumber; his
dreams torn by images of the letter.
Despite his exhaustion, Bertie was up before sunrise. No more lounging around wondering what might be in that silly envelope.
Yet even awake, his dreams glowered at the corners of his consciousness.
He showered, fed Beverley, prepared a poached egg on toast, ate,
washed up and gazed at the letter.
Lunchtime came and went. At 2 p.m., when on a normal Sunday, he
should be switching on to listen to Gardeners’ Question Time, he could bear it
no longer. He had to do something. Post Offices dealt with improperly addressed letters all the time, didn’t they? He’d write the address of the sorting
office on the envelope and post it to them. If it was important, the person who
it belonged to might just contact them.
First, though, he would need a stamp.
Being a Sunday, the Post Office would be shut, but that off licence near
the dental clinic was open all hours.
He set off in the direction of his work, his mind railing against the oddness of this journey on a Sunday.
At least I can say I’ve achieved something with my day.
As he walked, the sky darkened. He’d left his umbrella at home and
had no idea if his jacket was waterproof.
Arriving at his destination, the trestle sign outside the off licence announced, ‘Open All Day.’ The injunction ‘Open’, written in the largest font,
taunted him.
He pushed the glass door, to the driiing of the bell. A sleepy growl
came from inside.
Heartbeat stirring, Bertie took a step back.
The shopkeeper gave a whistle. ‘Flopsy, go to bed, boy,’ she muttered
in a guttural burr. She gestured at the golden retriever, tail thumping menacingly, brown eyes centred on Bertie. ‘He won’t hurt you.’
I hope you clean up its waste, thought Bertie. He waited while the
great smelly beast lolloped to its basket in the corner.
The shopkeeper turned her thin face and big bulbous nose towards
Bertie, rolling back the sleeves of her creased blouse to reveal sturdy arms.
‘What can I be doin’ for you today, sir?’
Bertie took a tentative step inside. ‘I need a stamp,’ he said.
‘First or second class?’
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‘Second. The cost of stamps these days is outrageous.’ Bertie raised his
voice to block out the vile squelching noises. Presumably ‘Flopsy’ cleaning itself. ‘Actually, make that two.’
‘What about a book? It works out as cheaper if you buy ‘em like that.
Special edition this month. Migratory birds.’
‘Okay, a book then.’ Giddiness swept over him. He usually bought two
stamps at once. This was most unprecedented.
He fished in his wallet for the coins. He only had £1.55 in cash, and the
moment to change his mind without appearing indecisive had passed. He’d
have to purchase something else and pay by card. The bottles of liquor behind
the counter winked at him. That sherry had been rather delicious, if a little too
sweet for his palate, and the hangover had cleared within an hour. ‘I’ll have a
bottle of scotch as well, please.’
The shopkeeper gave a nod, as if this sort of purchase were commonplace on a Sunday. For many people, but not Bertie.
‘What brand will that be?’
Bertie’s cheeks warmed as he scanned the labels. ‘The Highland Black,
please.’
‘Good choice.’ The shopkeeper wrapped it in a paper bag and placed it
alongside the book of stamps, patting the bag with dirt threaded nails.
‘Anything else for you, sir?’
‘That’ll be all, thank you.’
She rang up the total on the till. ‘That’s £19.50, then.’
Bertie handed over his card.
She pointed over to the bouquets of roses on the opposite side of the
counter to the dog. ‘Help yourself to a bunch if you want ‘em. They’re going
begging.’
Bertie took a bouquet, suppressing a smile. They’d look lovely in the
porcelain vase on his mantelpiece. ‘Thank you. If you’re sure?’
She shrugged and gestured towards the remaining flowers. ‘Pleased to
see ‘em go to a good home. Don’t know why I get so carried away with Valentine’s Day. An romantic at heart, me.’
‘I don’t believe in all that nonsense,’ Bertie said. From the corner, Flopsy stared at him with dreamy eyes.
‘Everyone sort of believes in it, though. After all, believing in stuff is
what life is about.’
Bertie tipped his head. ‘Well, then. Good day to you.’
‘Cheerio, dearie.’
Bertie turned on his heel, and made for the door, relieved to escape
this shopkeeper and her uncouth pet.
Outside, the patter of rain started. He hovered at the door where a
carousel of greeting cards admonished him.
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Emptiness reached up deep from inside like a hand grabbing at his insides. Hunger, no doubt. But not only that—something else—something
threatening to squeeze everything out of him until he was flat and nondescript,
a battered old scrap of cardboard.
Damn that envelope! He’d post it and get it out of his mind.
Then what?
A long day loomed. It would be easiest to go home now and drink
scotch, forget about all this. Yet drinking alone at 3 p.m. having only consumed
a poached egg and some rich tea biscuits in two days wasn’t just unsophisticated, it was dysfunctional. Appetite aside, he was in no state to focus on cooking.
‘Actually—’ he turned back into the shop and held up the paper bag
with the scotch. ‘I don’t suppose you’d join me for a little tipple?’
The woman’s brief frown was quickly replaced by a smile—but not a
smirk, as Bertie had feared. ‘Why not? Pull up a stool.’
Bertie did as instructed, sitting at the counter while the woman went
to fetch two glasses.
‘I’m Bertie, by the way,’ he said as she poured.
‘Pleased to meet you, Bertie. I’m Beverley.’
‘But Beverley is…’ my cat. Bertie shook his head. ‘Oh, never mind.
Cheers!’
The two raised their glasses and drank. While Beverley-the-shopkeeper
refilled, Bertie reached into his coat pocket. ‘Beverley,’ he said. ‘I was wondering if you might be able to do me a favour.’
‘Your wish is my command.’ Beverley placed a hand on her heart.
Bertie neatly laid the envelope on the counter between them, careful
not to check the spot was free of grime. ‘I found it on Friday. It’s upset my
whole weekend.’
Beverley picked it up, her smile wilting. ‘What’s inside? Looks like a
letter or a card.’
‘That’s just it. I haven’t the nerve to open it. I found it on the church
path. For some reason, even though this whole celebration is utter nonsense,
it’s got me in a right tizzy, and, well here I am, sitting in an off licence on Sunday at midday drinking scotch when I should be preparing my salmon-encroute. No offence.’
‘No offence taken. I say we open it.’
Bertie took a deep breath to quell the flutter in his chest as Beverley
tore the envelope open. He drank down his glass of scotch, the liquid burning
his throat.
Beverley reached inside and pulled out a sheet of folded paper. She
swallowed, eyes scanning the page, and glanced over the top at Bertie. ‘Looks
like a receipt of some sort.’
Two more scraps fluttered out. More receipts.
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Of course. The envelope. Bertie carried it to and from work, in case he
happened to buy any supplies out of his own pocket and needed to claim them
back. Just last week, he’d bought a top up of toilet-roll on his way home.
‘To, Robert,’ meant owed to Robert.
‘Oh. Silly me! It’s—’ His own damn envelope and his own damn handwriting. Placing the flowers on the counter, he seized the receipt from Beverley
and stuffed it into his pocket. ‘Thank you for your help.’ Cheeks burning, he
stooped to pick up the other two.
‘I’ll get those,’ Beverley whipped round from inside the counter and
knelt to pick up the receipts.
Bertie raced to beat her, his head bashing against hers as he bent
down. ‘Oops. Sorry.’
Beverley rubbed her forehead. Up close, the fine layer of freckles
dusting her nose was charming. ‘Nah, you’re good.’ She handed the receipts
back and pointed at the bottle. ‘Another?’
Bertie nodded. She topped up his glass and he drank again, the ground
swimming as exhaustion swept through him. This couldn’t be. The contents of
the envelope were meant to change his life. His breathing gave an involuntary
judder as his throat filled with tears.
A warm arm around his shoulders, with a faint waft of washing detergent, restored him to the moment. Beverley handed him a box of tissues from
the counter. ‘Are you okay?’ she said, steering him back to the stool.
A car passed outside. The only sound was the in-out whistle of her
nose and the hum of the drinks refrigerator.
‘I don’t know what’s got into me,’ Bertie said, hanging his head. ‘I suppose I’m just tired. Or hungry. I haven’t been taking care of myself.’
The golden retriever lolloped over and rested his chin on Bertie’s knee.
Beverley stroked the dog’s coat. ‘Flopsy can tell when people are out
of sorts.’
‘Pets are very perceptive,’ Bertie said, thinking of the wasted tins of
Whiskas. He placed a tentative hand on Floppy’s head, which felt like Beverley’s—the cat’s, not the shopkeeper’s—his cheeks flushed again.
‘Tell me, Bertie. What did you want the note to say?’ The woman’s
voice was soothing in its own way—almost as if she spoke like that to draw the
truth out of people.
Bertie dabbed tears from his face. ‘I don’t know. I suppose I just liked
the idea someone thought about me. I know how silly that sounds.’
Beverley shook her head. ‘No. Not silly at all.’
A great heaving sob climbed up his throat and erupted, a great hiccupping bray. ‘I try so hard to be positive. I had my whole weekend planned out.
Then this wretched card came along.’
‘And you’ve been hoping.’
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Bertie dropped his shoulders. ‘I suppose that’s it.’
‘Tell you what, Bertie. I was just about to close up for the day. Why
don’t you grab your coat, and you and I can go out together for shandy together? My treat. There’s a lovely pub that welcomes dogs.’
Flopsy gave Bertie’s hand a gentle lick and gazed at him with soft eyes,
not dissimilar to its owner’s. Bertie petted his head while his heart fluttered.
This dog carried an air of refinement he’d never appreciated before in the canine species.
Beverley was still watching him, waiting for his response. Come to
think of it, her face was familiar. She’d cleaned his shoes under the church
pump that time he’d trampled dog mess. The flutter inside him unfurled its
wings as two pairs of deep brown eyes waited for his response.
Bertie took a deep breath. He’d lived this solitary life for too long. Today was a day for taking chances. ‘Okay, let’s go.’
Beverley locked up and the two set off past the bakery, the church,
and the post office, Flopsy nudging his leg with his muzzle while Beverley
talked about her recent move from the city in search of a peaceful life. ‘I wake
to birdsong every day,’ she said as they approached the crowded forecourt of
the pub. ‘What more could we ask for, eh Flops? We get by, even if our diet
might be a touch heavy on the pork scratchings.’
Bertie’s stomach rumbled. ‘Tell you what, once we’ve had a drink, let’s
head back to mine. I’ve got enough food for the both of us. All homemade. So
long as Flopsy gets on with cats, that is?’
Beverley smiled. ‘He loves cats. Me, I’m allergic, but so long as you
don’t mind me sneezing, I’d be delighted.’
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SPECIAL
FEATURE
Editor’s Note: When I accepted the poem “Purple Heart,” I found out from
the poet Jerry Krajnak that he had written a prose version of the poem as
well, and I started thinking that it might be interesting for our readers to
compare the poem to the flash fiction piece. Jerome liked the idea and added that he would appreciate some feedback from readers as well.
So….this special feature was born.
We invite you to read the two pieces as well as the explanation that follows
and request for comments following his work.
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Jerry Krajnak
Purple Heart
Nha Trang, 1970
I tied a final suture knot,
was thanked, and sent the soldier off
with pills in his pocket as the desk phone rang,
put forceps down and answered. You move
your commie pinko butt and get that purple heart for me,
or you’ll be hauling ass with grunts just like you were before.
I need the commendation I told you to write and want it now
before I leave for home. I heard the clink of ice cubes on glass,
a giggle from his Saigon whore,
and pushed his papers off the desk
into the circular file. I want my kids to see how brave
their daddy was in Nam. You get those papers moved along.
I have enough on you, my friend, to make damn sure you do.
The papers in the can stared up.
I tossed a bloody towel on top,
gave a perfunctory yessir,
and took a toke, then cleaned my hands
and the phone. I thought, as I inhaled,
about that special forces doc
who told him sure, he could remove
the pilonidal cyst that had plagued
the major’s butt for years, was paid
with a bottle of Johnnie Walker Black
that I was sent to the PX to get.
Next day at 0800 the major
limped in and handed me a pen.
Sign here. My name began a chain,
one link those wrinkled blood-soaked forms
now in the trash at my feet.
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Days later the major calls me back,
this time from the States. He shouts
and rants about papers he still doesn’t have.
I smile and light another joint,
yessir him one final time,
and snap a crisp salute, but think
about a family back home that now
will have to live with this man,
of soldiers who next will hear him rant
unbuffered the way that I now am
by miles of South Pacific Sea.
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Purple Heart
Nha Trang, RVN, 1970

“One more little knot,” I told the no longer bleeding soldier. “There.
We’re done.” I shook a plastic vial, handed it to him. “One of these every six
hours. No more than that. Come back in a week and we’ll remove the stitches. Keep them covered and dry for a couple days.”
The desk phone was ringing as he thanked me and walked out. “You
move your commie pinko butt and get that purple heart for me, or you’ll be
hauling ass with grunts just like you were before. I need that commendation I
told you to write and want it now before I leave for home.” I heard the clink of
ice cubes on glass and a giggle from his Saigon whore, then pushed his papers
off the desk and into the circular file. “I want to show my kids how brave their
daddy was in Nam. You get those papers moved along. I have enough on you,
my friend, to make damn sure you do!” His papers in the can stared up at me.
I tossed a bloody towel on top, gave a perfunctory yessir, hung up.
I took a toke, then cleaned my hands and the phone. As I inhaled, I
considered that special forces doc who one day told him, sure, he could remove the pilonidal cyst that had plagued the major’s butt for years. The major
paid him with a bottle of Johnnie Walker Black that I was sent to the PX to
get. Next day at 0800 the limping major handed me a pen. “Sign here.” I did,
of course, lowly noncom that I was, and my signature became one link in a
chain that led to those wrinkled blood-soaked forms now in the trash can at
my feet.
A few days later, another call from the major, this one from the States.
Shouting, he ranted about papers he still didn’t have. I put my feet up on the
desk and smiled as I lit another joint, then yessired him one final time and
snapped a crisp salute. I thought about his family back home that now had to
live with this man. And about other soldiers who next would hear him rant,
unbuffered the way that I now was by thousands of miles of South China Sea.
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To Katie’s Loyal Readers:
A Request for Feedback on Two Pieces of Writing
Thank you for looking at my work. To give you an idea of the
kind of writing I do, I have had between fifteen and twenty new poems
published in various journals and anthologies over the past year or so.
Prose publications number zero. I sent the poetry version of this Vietnam war recollection to Katie, and she liked it enough to publish it
here. Thank you. I sent the prose form to Collateral, a journal that publishes work about war and its effects on noncombatants, but Katie was
so quick to respond (unusual for editors of literary journals) that they
didn’t get a chance to accept or reject it. But I think I like the prose version better. I am curious which one works best for you as reader.
I wrote the poetry version first. I belong to a poetry writing
group, and in it there are a few members who write dense and cerebral
pieces that are unlike what I tend to write which are often narrative,
blank verse, musical snapshots of the experiences of children and senior citizens, poems you might label as nostalgic or a little dreamy. As
those members submit ongoing work for the rest of us to critique,
sometimes they are advised to consider revising their work as a prose
piece to make it more accessible for readers. Wading as I do, though, in
the shallow end of the pool, I seldom receive this recommendation.
That advice was on my mind, however, as I began work on this
poem from half a century ago when I was in Vietnam. In writing it, I
consulted two sources: the ragged remains of an irregular diary I kept
during my time with a Special Forces (green beret) medical unit and my
rapidly fading, almost eighty-year-old memory. Not the most reliable of
sources. I worked with rhythm, as I generally do, striving for four heavy
beats on most of the lines, varying that with the major’s dialog in which
I stretched individual lines into deliberately awkward lengths and put
them in italics. Dissatisfied with the results, I tried writing a prose version, even though the piece is neither “dense” nor “cerebral.” Then I
went back and forth between the two, trying various ways to get rusty
memories to shine for readers. One way in which I think I succeeded
was to make the narrator in both versions somewhat ambiguous, de84

cent but not overly bold or courageous. I like him, but as in most of my
writing, he is a character who muddles along and tries to be a decent
person but fails sometimes. The piece is fictional, regardless of how it
looks.
But I remain unsure about how actual readers like you will respond. I haven’t submitted either version to my writing group, and that
is why when Katie suggested printing both versions with a call for feedback, I jumped at the chance. So, I welcome all feedback, positive or
negative. And thank you again for looking at my work.
Jerry
Editor’s Note: Email Jerry with your kind comments and constructive criticism
to jerry27517@gmail.com

85

Contributors
David Dimitrijevic-Arango was born and raised in the Midwest, the son of
Colombian and Serbian immigrant parents. He has taught high school English for over twenty years, taking leaves of absence to live and work in
South America, East Africa, and the UK. Steve has been published in Blue
Unicorn, Lalitamba, The Raven Review, October Hill Magazine, Third
Wednesday, Lotus-eater, English Journal, Lyrical Somerville, Common Chord
Anthology, Down in the Dirt, Sparks of Calliope, and Gamut Magazine.
Sophia. N. Ashley (she/they), currently pursues MFA studies and has received lectures that have helped shaped their writing and nomadic account
of life experience. They have their works previously published in Wondrous
Real Magazine, The Capilano Review and elsewhere. Author of "Dumb Mandate.”
Stephen Barile, a Fresno, California native, educated in the public schools,
and attended Fresno City College, Fresno Pacific University, and California
State University, Fresno. He was a long-time member of the Fresno Poet's
Association. Stephen Barile taught writing at Madera Community College,
and CSU Fresno. He lives in Fresno. His poems have been published extensively, including North Dakota Quarterly, Tiny Seed Literary Journal, Featured Poets, and others.
Teresa McLamb Blackmon is a retired English teacher from eastern North
Carolina. During her career as a teacher, she taught English I, English III,
Yearbook Journalism, and Creative Writing. Blackmon is an active member
of the Johnston County Writer’s Group and the N. C. Writer’s Network. Her
first book of poetry, Daddy Said, was published by Finishing Line Press in
2020. She most recently took a NCWN class on digital publishing taught by
Katie Winkler. Blackmon lives on the family farm with one goat, two donkeys, and one very spoiled dachshund.
Michael Bryant Michael Bryant spent his career writing and producing local
television commercials. In retirement he turned to fiction. A class at Pima
Coillege, the local community college, convinced him he was on the right
track. This story was workshopped in that class. Presently he writes everyday in his house outside Tucson, Arizona where he lives with his wife and
two Sonoran Desert Tortoises.

86

J. T. Bryson is an eighth-year English teacher at a high school in Onslow County, North Carolina, where he teaches A.P. and Honors courses. When he is not
teaching up a storm, Mr. Bryson is editing his first self-published book entitled Rustic Southern Façade, set to be released within the coming year.
Jeff Burd is in his 28th year of teaching high school English in suburban Chicago. His work can be found in Third Wednesday, Burningword, Hobart, and Parhelion among other publications. Mr. Burd spends a lot of time
writing and thinking about writing, and worrying about not writing and thinking about writing.
Audra Burwell is a creative writing major. Her work has been published by Palaver Journal, Deep Overstock, Carcinogenic Poetry, Serpentine Zine Literary
Magazine, and Superpresent Magazine, as well as appearing on the Do Fiction
Podcast. She studies at California State University Fresno where she is pursuing
a Master of Fine Arts degree. She is currently employed by Fresno State's Kremen Department as a Communications Assistant.
Arvilla Fee has taught English Composition at the college level for over ten
years. Before that, she taught high school English for eight years. Arvilla is an
avid writer who loves to share her passion with students and see the light in
their eyes when they write something epic.
Travis Flatt is a secondary ELA teacher. Although he spent much of his life as a
vagabond actor, an adult onset epilepsy diagnosis pivoted the trajectory of his
life to education and writing. Writing is the most practical outlet for his creative energy. His twin brother teaches writing comp, and their years of collaboration was/is an additional inspiration.

Cory Fosco has taught creative writing as an adjunct professor and recently
taught his first online class to a group of vision impaired students which was
incredibly impactful. As a teacher, Cory is always amazed at the level of dedication his students have to themselves and others which inspires him in many
ways.
Matthew Hall is a middle-aged stay-at-home parent who has finally taken the
timdaily. e to explore his lifelong urge to write. He'd like to thank Professor ML,
who taught him to throw caution to the wind, and Professor KK, who taught
him to commit and put in the work.

87

Robert P. Hansen taught English Composition for several years before switching to teaching philosophy and ethics. his poetry and fiction began appearing in
small press publications in the 1990s. Links to his novels, short story collections, and poetry collections are available on his blog at
https://rphansenauthorpoet.wordpress.com/
Colin Ian Jeffery is an established English poet and novelist with world-wide
reputation, his books can be purchased from Amazon and all good bookshops.
He was seven, a choirboy, when he became entranced by poetry after hearing
the vicar read the twenty-third psalm. The beauty of the words struck his soul
like lightning and his Muse began to sing. He then found poetry was being read
on the BBC radio Home Service and would listen in awe and delight to such poets as Dylan Thomas, John Betjeman, and Ted Hughes. Taught English literature at St Thomas Moore Catholic school --- then wrote novels and poetry. He is
a frequent contributor to Teach. Write.

Jerry Krajnak, now retired in the North Carolina mountains, is a former altar
boy and a Vietnam veteran who later survived forty-plus years of teaching
writing in public school classrooms (college, secondary, elementary) and training a score of student teachers to continue the endeavor.
Maumil Mehraj is a writer from Kashmir, and currently, she is studying Conflict
Transformation and Peace Building at the Lady Shri Ram College for Women
where she is researching Material Memories of Conflict. She also graduated as
the Valedictorian of the International Writing Program, hosted by the Iowa
University. She can be reached at her email sheikhmaumil@gmail.com
Jill Michelle's latest poems appear/are forthcoming in DMQ Review, Gyroscope
Review, Bacopa Literary Review, Funicular Magazine and Drunk Monkeys. She's
been a professor of English at Valencia College in Orlando, Florida, since 2001.
Find more of her work at byjillmichelle.com.
Danielle Page is a truth-teller, writer, and educator. Raised by teachers, she
recently graduated from the University of Nebraska-Lincoln with her Master's
in Rhetoric and Composition, and delights in the one-on-one teaching experience she gains through private writing tutoring. She has a smattering of publications here and there.
Abby Perkins has always loved writing, but it wasn’t until she reached her first
year at university and took her first creative nonfiction course that she saw
writing as a possible career. Her professor was passionate and encouraging,
leaving all of her students confident in their future with writing.

88

Jose Joel Robles loves to write poems and short stories while teaching religious studies to senior high school students at Xavier University in the Philippines. As a husband and father, he utilizes his spare time in writing. His pieces have appeared in Teach. Write., Anak Sastra, and 50-Word Stories.
Noelle Sterne, a lifelong writer and reader, has published over 700 pieces in
literary and academic print and online venues, with several monthly columns. She also edits mainstream and academic manuscripts. Her handbook,
Challenges in Writing Your Dissertation, addresses doctoral candidates’ nonacademic difficulties. In her spiritual self-help book, Trust Your Life, she helps
readers reach their most cherished yearnings. Continuing with her own, she
is completing her third novel. Website: https://trustyourlifenow.com
Wes Tern writes stories and teaches classes. His work has been published in
Flash Fiction Magazine, Brilliant Flash Fiction, WINK Magazine, Blue Lake Review, and elsewhere. He lives in Florida.
Jenny Torniainen teaches English and Drama at The British School of Valencia, Spain. A French Literature graduate, she studied at the University of London and the Sorbonne in Paris. Since putting pen to paper in 2018, she has
published three short stories: 'Refurb Dreams' (Grande Dame Literary),
‘Blood Lines’ (The Honest Ulsterman) and ‘Lockdown Hero’, ('Writers in Lockdown' Anthology). Jenny sings professionally with the London Philharmonic
and Valencian Cathedral Choirs.
Lucy Trott is a junior at Cheltenham High School in Wyncote, PA. She loves
reading and writing poetry, and plans to pursue an English degree in college.
She attributes any writing skills to her mother who homeschooled her for
middle school and taught her everything she knows.
Wil Michael Wrenn is a poet/songwriter living in rural north Mississippi and
a frequent contributor to Teach. Write. He has an MFA from Lindenwood
University and is a songwriter/publisher member of ASCAP. His work has appeared in numerous publications, and he has published a book of poems. Wil
Michael’s experience with the writing instruction he received in courses at
Lindenwood University was, in his words, transformational and inspiring -- it
helped him to be a better writer and to write in other genres in addition to
poetry and songs. His website can be found at:
https://michaelwrenn.webstarts.com/

89

90

Photo Credits
All photos courtesy of Unsplash


Metis Designer

2



Natalie Shell

9



Vitaliy Gavrushch

11



Ryan Scott

12



Alex Geerts

19



Nino Maghradzenq

21



Valentina Ivanova

23



Sonya Pix

29



Ricardo Gomez-Angel

31



Debby Hudson

34



Cedric VT

39



Zagranyasha

43



Nsey Benajah

45



Masahiro Miyagi

53



2 Brothers Media

65



Victoria Strukovs

66



Kai Oberhauser

69



Milica Spasojevic

79



Aaron Burden

80



Timothy Eberly

82



Tengy Art

85



Maria Lupan

90

91

