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You Can Read It But You Ain’t Gonna Like It 
Randy Brooker 

 

This was the warning that Blake gave me as he handed over his 
Chromebook.  He had been writing for days, showing a level of perseverance 
I wasn’t used to from him.  I like to have students share their documents with 
me as they work.  This allows me to easily answer questions when they arise or 
make small suggestions during the composition process.  It also lets me see 
that they aren’t watching videos on YouTube or shopping on Amazon.  In 
other words, it helps me maintain control, and this was one thing that Blake 
did not like.  

My classes are small, usually no more than six students, and I had 
small tables which would accommodate two students sitting side-by-side.  I 
had arranged the tables in such a way that students faced each other in a semi-
circle, so that I could work my way around the outside when I wasn’t sitting 
with them.  As soon as Blake entered my classroom, he pulled a table over 
next to the window, pulled out his phone and charger, plugged it in and tuned 
me out.  As it turned out, the kids had discovered that that particular spot was 
one of the only ones in the building where their phones could pick up Wifi 
from the fitness center next door. 

My first impression of Blake was not a good one.  We start the year at 
my program with parent meetings.  At Blake’s, when his grandmother, who 
was his legal guardian, asked him if he could put his phone down, he glared at 
her, barked “No,” and resumed whatever he was doing on his phone.  This 
attitude came with Blake to the classroom.  I did not like him. 

This was my first year at the Equity Program, though, and I was 
determined to be successful.  I knew that I was dealing with a rougher group 
of kids than I was used to, and my instinct told me that building community 
would be a priority if we were going to work well together.  I thought we 
could do this by writing personal narratives, and so I let Blake build his 
fortress in the corner, hide his screen from me, and resigned myself to 
reminding him two or three times a class to put his phone away.   

I checked in with Blake every day, asking him how his writing was 
going, (fine), if he needed any help, (nope), or if I could read what he had so far, 
(It’s not done yet.).  Dean and Coombs (2014) refer to these kinds of interactions 
as “call and response.”  I was trying to gently “call” to Blake, but his words, 
body language and the way he positioned himself in the room said that he 
wasn’t ready to respond.     

So I gave Blake some space.  As I gradually got to know him, I 
learned that he was quite a bright boy.  At times, this intelligence shone 
through as witty comments or jokes that genuinely made me laugh.  At others, 
Blake cleverly manipulated the situations around him, especially when it came 
to adults, to get what he wanted.  Lies slipped from his mouth with a casual 
certainty that was difficult to see through.  Being manipulated and lied to 
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really pushed my buttons.  Apparently, I didn’t like not being in control any 
more than he did. 

Blake’s clothes were often tattered and stained.  He was overweight 
and had acne that flared up at times, making his face field of red splotches.  
He often wore sleeveless shirts so that his armpit hair was exposed.  His body 
odor often made it difficult for me to sit down next to him and offer help.  So 
I gave Blake some space. 

On that day, when he finally relinquished his writing to me, refusing 
to make eye contact and adding the warning, “You can read it but you ain’t 
gonna like it,” I thanked him and braced myself.  I reminded myself to be a 
generous reader. I reminded myself that personal narrative is, well, personal, 
and for Blake to share something personal was a big step.  I began to read: 

 

this is not a story saying woe is me 

basically this is how my life goes and i don't want support from anyone who reads this i want 
this to be a tale of how something can start as nothing and hopefully eventually turn into 
something this story will be a work in progress until i see fit. do not correct me on any 
grammar or anything whatsoever it is written the way it is for a reason do not judge it and 
do not fucking judge me if you do not like profanity than you should probably not read this 
no its not because of lack for a better word and it is sure as shit not because i don't know 
different words that i could use its just the way i write if you don't like it than don't read it. 
and if you don't want to read it don't stop others from reading it just because you don't want 
to cause this shit is about struggles and how you can try to get through them. everything in 
here is true do not doubt any of it or criticize it and if you do doubt any of it talk to me 
directly and i will clear it up. 

so the backstory to this is basically i grew up without my parents being a big part in my life 
and to be completely honest im glad i grew up that way its so much better in some aspects 
and it really sucks in others but i cant complain this is the way life was given to me all i can 
do is try to make the best of it. 

 

I immediately loved the writing.  It was raw.  It had such a powerful 
sense of voice.  I saw in the writing hope and a stoicism I hadn’t expected 
from Blake, or any boy his age who had been through what he had been 
through.  I was immediately reminded of Rule of the Bone, by Russell Banks, and 
I told Blake, who I could see sending furtive glances my way as I read, what I 
liked about the writing.   

Satisfied that I had made it through his preamble without balking at 
the profanity, or the rambling, stream of consciousness flow of the writing, 
Blake turned his back to me and went back to his phone.  I read on.  He 
finished his warnings to the reader with a second section heading: “My Story.”  
I had a hard time remaining detached as I read about domestic abuse and 
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alcoholism in his family, about his own struggles with drugs at a young age, 
about the neat little rows of scars on his legs and how, before he was even a 
teenager, he was eventually taken away from his mother.  As I finished 
reading, choked up as hell, class ended.  This time it was the teacher who was 
saved by the proverbial bell.  I thanked Blake for sharing and promised 
feedback soon.  He pretended to ignore me as he left the room. 

As I got to know Blake better, I came to understand his behaviors 
better.  His need for walls, for example.  He created them by doing things 
such as putting his nose in his phone.  Perhaps even through his poor hygiene.  
He even put a wall around his writing in the form of a prologue which set the 
rules for the reader.  I also learned that children who are victims of abuse are 
hypervigilant to the mood of the adults around them, sometimes to the point 
where they cannot think or learn.  Additionally, I was introduced to the 
concept of fight, flight or freeze.  I knew about the fight or flight reaction to 
danger, but freeze was a new one for me.  Sometimes when I would get close 
to Blake, to look at his work, for example, or to check in with him, his posture 
would stiffen and he would stare straight ahead.  I thought he was ignoring 
me.  I thought he was being rude. 

Some of my instincts were good though.  I engaged in “call and 
response,” and I did wait patiently as my calls were ignored, waiting and ready 
for when Blake called out to me.   

As it turns out, Blake did not want any feedback on his writing, and 
though he refused my “call” here, I was okay with it.  Maybe he wasn’t writing 
this story for me.  Maybe it was for him.  Maybe he had emotionally done all 
he could with it and needed to leave it behind.  The fact is, he made himself 
extremely vulnerable by writing a draft at all.  I bought him a copy of Rule of 
the Bone which he tucked into his backpack and took home with him.  I felt 
confident that after this interaction, he would be more receptive to my calls, 
and that he knew I was there ready to respond, when he called to me. 

 

 
 
Work Cited: 
Dean, Angela, and Dawan Coombs. “From Pledging Allegiance to Your Flag 
to Sharing Beignets: Call and Response as Critical Pedagogy.” Writing and 
Teaching to Change the World: Connecting with Our Most Vulnerable 
Students, edited by Stephanie Jones, Teachers College Press, Columbia 
University, 2014, pp. 100–122.   
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Anymore 
Nelly Mejia Martí 

Access to this work has been restricted 
at the request of the author.
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Children of Stone 
Mary Magnusson 

Access to this work has been restricted 
at the request of the author.
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Good Days, Bad Days: A Balancing Act 
Alexis Sebilian 

Lily walks into my classroom. Her head down, her eyes glued to the 
floor, her oversized hoodie swallowing her whole. Silently, she takes a seat and 
pulls out her class journal. While the other students horse around and laugh as 
they find their place in the classroom, Lily doesn’t say a word. She puts her 
head down on her desk. Another bad day.  

When I say, “they’re on my radar,” I mean that I am carefully 
watching a student who is showing signs of depression. I mean that I read 
their journals more often than other students’ “just in case.” I mean that I 
know the symptoms of adolescent depression with the same intimacy that I 
know the scars on my hips and inner wrists. 

Lily is on my radar. On good days, she pops her head in my 
classroom before school begins. She always gets to school early. “Hi Ms. S,” 
she says, grinning, and then heads off down the hallway to the library to bury 
her nose in a book. During class on good days, she participates and laughs, 
and her smile lights up the whole room.  

Lily doesn’t have a lot of good days. 

I read Lily’s journal almost daily. On good days, she writes at length 
about what she did during the weekend with her mother, or her favorite video 
game, which is Skyrim, or her black kitten who keeps getting bigger and 
bigger. On bad days, she writes very little or not at all. On bad days, when she 
does write, she writes about hopelessness and insomnia and calls her sadness 
by name: depression.  

It is on those days, Lily’s bad days, that I feel that I am looking at a 
mirror of myself as a young woman.  

It took years for the doctors to diagnose my illness. I carried the 
symptoms of major depressive disorder for a long time: unexplained back 
pains, severe lethargy, suicidal thoughts and actions. The doctors chalked it up 
to the “acting out” of adolescence. Young girls don’t have things to be that 
sad about, they argued.  

In school, I would wrap myself in oversized sweatshirts that doubled 
as security blankets and covered the cut marks on my wrists with thick 
bracelets. I would get frustrated easily with myself and quickly give up when 
things were difficult. I would spend full days sleeping and shy away from 
friends and social settings.  

After years of chronic sadness and a suicide attempt that left me in 
the ICU and then a mental hospital, doctors finally decided that something 
was wrong; that maybe, even as a young woman, I was capable of 
experiencing unimaginable holes in my heart. 
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As I grew older, I learned how to deal with the sadness that I knew so 
well. I learned writing and medication and walks through the woods. And 
mostly, I keep the beast at bay. But still, there are bad days.  

As teachers, however, we don’t have time for bad days. We have 
classrooms full to the brim with students who don’t have time for teachers 
who feel as if they’re drowning. We have curriculum and competencies to 
teach that don’t break for breakdowns. We have 7:30-3:00 and mandatory 
after-school meetings and clubs to run and papers to grade, and there is no 
time for forgetting to take medication three days in a row. Or breathing.   

As classroom teachers, we are told again and again that we don’t have 
the right skills to talk through issues with the young people that sit in our 
classrooms. I am not a guidance counselor nor am I a school psychologist, 
and so Lily sits, day after day, lost to the world in my classroom.  

Sometimes I encourage Lily to see the guidance counselor. Sometimes 
I call home and talk to her mother about my concerns. Sometimes I write 
motivational sayings and kind words on brightly colored sticky notes and slip 
them into her hand. Sometimes I ask her to stay after class and ask if she 
wants to talk.  

And sometimes, Lily confides in me. She tells me she’d rather her 
teachers think her lazy than do work that isn’t perfect and that she can’t sleep 
at night and how nothing she does is right and how she’s afraid she’s going to 
mess everything up for everyone always.  

When she tells me these things, I want to wrap my arms around her. I 
want to look her in the eyes and say, “I get it. I’ve been there.” I still am there 
some days. 

But I can’t tell her that. 

I can’t tell her how some days I want to hide behind my clothing too, 
or how some days I want to cover my own face and disappear. I can’t tell her 
that I understand the way apathy creeps into the body via the fingertips, 
worms its way up arms and into the chest cavity, leaving the body aching with 
nothingness. I can’t tell her that I know eyes-glued-to-the-floor because 
making eye contact is just too. damn. hard. sometimes. I know what it’s like to 
be the only girl in class who can’t laugh.  

Instead, I can make sure Lily is safe in my classroom. I can make sure 
that other students don’t make jokes about depression or otherwise trivialize 
mental illness. I can teach units that address the importance of mental health 
and positive coping skills. I can teach Lily and all of my students to write their 
thoughts and feelings down, even when those thoughts and feeling are ugly. I 
can remind them again and again and again that their lives are important and 
what they write matters. And in this way, I can also remind myself. 
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Dante 
Fanny Fernandez 
First day of class, senior year, 
we were all excited to be back, 
wondering what this final year might 
bring. 
We gathered around each other, 
talking about our summer adventures, 
waiting for first period to begin. 

Boom! The sound of the door being 
slammed shut, came rushing through 
our ears, leaving us paralyzed. 
We were slowly descending into  
the first circle of hell. 
A man, average height, dark nappy hair, 
and orange-peel-texture skin, entered, 
with a fashion sense taken directly  
from Cuba’s golden 50s. 
We, squinted, as another loud boom 
filled the air, coming from his silver 
metal briefcase  
banging on the teacher’s desk. 

All seats were occupied promptly; 
we could hear our own hearts beat, 
when 
a couple of knocks interrupted the 
thick silence. 
He opened the door and observed 
three smiling faces requesting  
he let them in. 
We perceived how those smiles 
vanished  
when the following statement was 
pronounced: 
“Were you having fun out there? Keep 
at it!” 
He closed the door right on their 
noses. 

Tension kept building up. 
We did not dare to blink, worried 
about our fate. 
He proceeded to write his name on the 
blackboard. 
We noticed how the chalk residue 
created an aura 
as if in the movies when Satan himself 
makes a grand entrance. 

“I’m Dante, your new world history 
teacher.” 
He continued, enumerating  
the do’s and don’ts required in his 
class. 
After first period was over,  
we were all outraged. 
He shouldn’t be teaching kids, 
we all agreed. 

Next history class, 
we were quiet and stoically seated. 
No one was missing this time. 
He arrived and asked us to take out our 
history books. 
We obeyed without hesitation. 
 “Lesson one, pre-Columbian history, 
chapter one, page five.” 
We followed the instructions almost in 
unison. 
He pointed out at the map of the 
American continent and read the 
introduction. 

“Rip up pages six, seven and eight” 
We were perplexed, unable to follow 
this command, 
He repeated his request a second time. 
We timidly complied. 
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The following statement was 
pronounced: 
“The information on those pages are 
lies” 
he proceeded to explain why, 
referencing sometimes a beat-up 
notebook. 
We listened attentively. 
“History has been written by those in 
power, thus, 
you need to develop critical thinking,  
learn to ask the right questions, 
be eager to listen to different voices.” 
We were astonished;  
no one had ever talked to us with such 
honesty. 

The final message was blunt. 
“Societies should know and understand 
their history not to repeat the same 
mistakes from the past.  Individuals must 
learn how to question atrocities 
such as the ones mentioned in this 
textbook.” 

Dante’s teaching became instrumental  
in shaping how we viewed the world. 
He planted the seed of seeking different 
perspectives in a time when our 
textbooks  
were the only source of information. 
In the end, Dante was our Virgil 
walking some of us through the 
purgatory of ignorance into the realm of 
better understanding  
the complexities of the world around us. 

For this, we will be eternally grateful. 
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Letter to a Colleague 
Jaison Jimenez 

Monday, July 10th, 2017 

From:  
Jaison Jimenez 
17 High St  
Plymouth, NH 03264 

To: 
Ms. Laura Brown 

Dear Ms. Brown, 

I hope you are having a great summer in spite of your workload. I’m 
addressing this letter to you to let you know how wonderful my summer has 
been. You might be wondering why I’m writing to you of all my friends, 
acquaintances, and relatives. Well, let me start off by saying that we haven’t been 
in contact since the end of this school year, and I wanted to address this letter 
to someone who has constantly guided me throughout my development as a 
professional, someone who was raised in the culture I have been so drawn to 
through my language learning, but who hasn’t experienced the implications of 
living it daily for at least a whole summer, and I couldn’t think of anyone else 
but you. 

Plymouth is a small town full of great people. From the moment I got 
off the bus, I’ve received warm welcomes in spite of the cold temperature that 
has chilled us even during the sunniest days. One of the perks of residing in this 
town is the organized way of living, Cars and trucks stop when pedestrians are 
crossing the streets; everything looks so neat and clean, and I can’t even get 
started on the school life.  

I know you used to live in New York, but if you want to visit a quiet 
place that’s a lot different from the cosmopolitan city where you used to live, 
the very green Plymouth is at your service! 

The National Writing Project, which is the institute I’ve been immersed 
in during this summer, is a life-changing experience. I’ve learned so much about 
writing and the conventions behind the teaching practices associated with this 
skill. Ever since we got here, we haven’t done anything except shaping our 
points of view, our ways of giving feedback, our perspectives on teaching, We 
haven’t done anything more than just changing, as both professionals in our 
fields and as human beings. 

In my particular case, I had never considered myself a writer. I guess I 
had never given myself a shot at seeing how good I could become in this field. 
But this institute has helped me see beyond the ink, the letters, and the paper; 
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I’ve learned how to see through my heart and mind as well as others’. The other 
day, we had a writing marathon and I got the chance to visit some areas around 
campus to look for inspiration.  

After experiencing the sweat running through my sideburns during a 
short and cold walk, I sat on one of the chairs of this heavenly ice cream shop 
where I attacked one of the best ice cream scoops I've ever tasted by using my 
unsatisfied mouth like a child who is eager to go to the playground. Then, I 
began writing, writing with a fistful of inspiration just to get to some pieces of 
writing that were worth a thousand times more than all I’ve written in this 
summer institute. That’s how life-shifting this project has been to me. 

At this point in my life, I think I am in the human and professional 
development zone. I’ve always carried away so many responsibilities, that I have 
taken for granted some specific components of professionalism that help me 
give my life some order. Punctuality, for instance, has been a subject that you 
have helped me reflect on from the moment I started working at this high 
school, and I have worked a lot on that and other aspects of my profession, 
such as the way I see my surroundings with a more reflective eye.  I promise for 
this upcoming year that I will do my best to prove to you how committed I am 
to working with you and the team. 

Here I am, learning something meaningful every day, browsing through 
my experiences and what I know, so that I could link them to what is yet to be 
learned. I wish you were here to experience this. I can’t wait to see you next 
school year and tell you personally how great this summer has been. Please, take 
care of yourself and let me know if there’s anything I can help you with. 
 

Regards, 
 

Jaison Jiménez 
 

 

P. S. Hugo and Patricia have been nice. Nelly is…..you know, just being Nelly! 
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The Socratic Method 
Christopher D’Agostino  

“Bueller, Bueller, Bueller….” 

“Chris, wake up, wake up!” Shaking me awake was my friend and 
study partner, Colleen.  “You fell asleep while you were reading your 
economics book.” 

I slowly picked my head up and removed the paper stuck to my face 
and tiredly responded with, “Man, that stuff is so dry.  I just can’t keep my 
eyes open reading it.  The worst parts are the lectures. I mean I wish I could 
record the professor’s voice and play it back when I need to go to sleep at 
night.”  Colleen gave a little sympathetic chuckle but I knew deep down that 
she loved economics and was meant to be a business major. We gathered our 
items and headed out of Cushing Center, the study area at St. Anselm College 
where I was supposed to be reading my economics homework, and headed 
back towards our dorms.   

“Maybe you should switch majors from business to undecided,” 
Colleen remarked as I held the door open for her. “You can take a few 
random classes and then decide where to go from there.” 

“I’ll meet with my advisor tomorrow and talk to him about it. Maybe 
I'll try computer programing.  I heard there’s good money in that line of 
work.”   

I met with my advisor and he suggested I finish my first semester at 
the school and then switch to an undecided major where I could go down 
several paths and try a few different courses and then pick the major I wanted.  
He signed me up for C++ programming and I thought it was gonna be great. 
I love computer games, AOL, and instant messenger (which was a prehistoric 
version of today’s texting). What could go wrong?  I took my first computer 
programming class and left after an hour and 15-minute class, running back to 
economics.  I was clueless as to anything the professor had been talking about.  
I could have been in a class where they were teaching German and I would 
have understood the professor better. I left class an emotional wreck, worried 
about where my life was going and how I was already a semester behind. 

Nobody ever tells you how hard the first semester in college is.  
Everything is new and nothing from high school carries over.  You need to 
find new friends who are trustworthy and honest.  You need to find places for 
food, what packy store will take your fake I.D., places to study and to figure 
out why you are living with two other large athletes in a room the size of a 
closet.  You need to find a whole new structure to a life that hasn’t changed 
that much since you were a kid.  Now, on top of all that, I needed to find the 
career I was going to spend the rest of my life with. College life was tough! 
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My advisor immediately switched me out of the computer class and 
into a history class called War and Revolution.  It was a breath of fresh air. 
Something I could relate to: war, what boy doesn’t like to learn about war? 
After a few weeks of loving history, if not the loads of readings and essay 
writing, I went to my advisor again and said, “I want to major in history!”  

“That’s great,” he said. “But where do you want to go with it?” 

“What do you mean?” I asked.  I was just so confused. I’d finally 
found what I wanted to major in and this guy had even more questions.  I 
actually almost asked if this guy was Socrates with his questioning. 

“You can’t just have a career in history.  You need to do something 
more with it.” 

“Okay…” I thought about it for a second and decided to go all 
Socratic back at him. “What can I do with history?” 

“You have three main options here at St. A’s.  One is to become a 
lawyer, which means graduating from here and going to law school.” Screw 
that, I said to myself.  I don’t wanna do more schooling after this graduate 
stuff.  “Second is to be an archaeologist.” Me, digging for dinosaur bones in a 
hot desert with chisels and brushes. Not my cup of tea. “Third is to become 
an educator.” Summers off, movies on television, field trips, school hours, and 
I get along well with kids. Sounded good to me. 

“Sounds good. I’ll go with education,” I said as I closed the door on 
my fate. I was happy at the moment (and still am today) and my advisor 
signed me up for the necessary courses and sent me on my way. 

After I graduated from college I became a teacher at the high school 
level, and boy was I wrong about the false realities of teaching.  I ended up, 
like most teachers, grading papers till 8:00 at night, writing recommendations 
for students, preparing my classes during my 25-minute lunch break, and 
working two jobs during the summer and after school.  But I really began to 
love my job, especially teaching my love of history to my students. I was very 
happy with my decision, except for the part about how economics is 
considered history and I had to teach it.  

Have you ever had that déjà vu moment when you feel like you have 
been there before and shake your head smiling as that moment just passed you 
by?  I was teaching two classes of economics to sophomores. Yes, I was 
teaching economics, which was the main reason that I had changed majors 
and was teaching students in high school, is there any irony in that? The good 
news was it really helped me teach a subject I had taken in college.  The bad 
news was I had to teach the subject I didn’t like in college. But I could try to 
make it somewhat fun for students.  Well, this one kid in my level 2 
economics class kept falling asleep and I went up to him and said, “Cam, wake 
up. You really need to finish reading chapter 3 on the stock market so you will 
be able to play the stock market game online with the class.” 
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“Man, Mr. D, do I really have to read this boring stuff, it is just so 
dry?” 

That’s the moment I laughed, shook my head, and responded with, 
“At least we know you won’t become a business major in college” and I 
walked away with a big smile on my face flashing back to my good old college 
days. 
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Josear: A Narrative 
Anthony P. Vasko  

Jaison took a bite of his Zamboa and wiped his mouth.  “How did 
you get into teaching?  I mean, don’t you need a master’s degree to teach 
college?” 

It’s the middle of July, and we’re in the middle of the 2017 Summer 
Institute at Plymouth State.  I’ve invited him to Biederman’s for lunch.  It’s a 
chance to discuss our lives beyond the classroom walls of Rounds Hall. 

“I kind of snuck in the back door.” 

“Snuck in the back door?” 

I reached into the bowl of popcorn between us.  “It’s a saying we 
have here in the States.  It means you kind of found a short cut.”  I wiped my 
hands on my shorts and cut into the meatballs.  “After getting into PSU, I 
applied for a graduate assistantship, which I somehow got.  I spent last fall as 
a TA and last spring with a class of my own.  This fall I’ll have two classes of 
my own.  So, in a way, I sort of skipped past the hiring process.” 

A light came on in his head.  He nodded and said, “Ahh, we have a 
word for that in the DR … Josear.” 

“Hosey what?” 

“Josear,” he said. 

We went back and forth a couple of times, as we always do, until I 
pronounced the word correctly.  Then we finished our sandwiches and walked 
back up the hill. 

When we got to the second floor, Nelly and Patricia and Hugo and 
Dio were hanging around the snack table, laughing and telling stories. 

I put my hand on Dio’s shoulder.  “I learned another Dominican 
term at lunch.” 

“Oh yeah?” he said.  “Which one?” 

“Josear.” 

“Josear?” 

“Josear.” 

He finally nodded.  “It means to hustle.  Like a street hustler.” 

“To hustle?” 

“Yeah.  To do what you gotta do to get by.  Sell drugs, pimp, all sorts 
of things.” 

A hustler?  They think I hustled my way into teaching?  I’m no 
hustler. 
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OR AM I? 

“Focused. I'm a hustler. And my hustle is trying to figure out the best ways to do 
what I like without having to do much else.” --Mos Def 

When I was in sixth grade I started signing myself out of school.  It 
was just for lunch, and I almost always returned for the second half of the 
school day.  It’s not like the school allowed for 12-year-olds to come and go as 
they pleased.  They required a note or phone call from a parent.  Since I 
couldn’t mimic my dad’s voice, I mimicked his handwriting.  First, I’d show 
my teacher, then she’d send me to the office for approval, along the way I’d 
stop at the bathroom with a pen in pocket, and I’d return with an “official” 
approval.  It was that easy. 

Years later, when I was in high school, the rules got tougher, but I got 
better at finding ways around them.  Being a night owl, I loathed the 
morning.  So I scheduled first-period study hall and then signed myself out to 
the journalism room.  When everyone else was walking up the front steps at 
8:15, I was still comfortably in bed.  My school day began at 9:05, the start of 
second period. 

At lunch, I took my personalized hall pass and went outside to my 
car.  Sometimes it was a loose cigarette I smoked, and sometimes it was a 
loose blunt.  Sometimes I took a drive through the park, but it depended on 
how much gas was in the tank.  Getting out was the easy part.  Getting back in 
was tricky.  So I’d wait until the vocational students returned from the off-
campus work sites and gathered on the steps.  Then I’d join them.  When the 
bell rang, we were all let in by school security.  Nobody ever asked how I was 
on two different campuses in the morning. 

By senior year, I was a hustler first and a student second.  Growing up 
mostly unwatched in the inner-city breeds a certain kind of knowledge.  The 
only attention you pay the authorities is how to get around their 
restrictions.  My GPA was completely screwed, but I was going to be a world-
renowned author, so I took rules as very soft suggestions.  My attendance was 
a perfect example.  It was so bad, in fact, that I technically only went to high 
school for three years.  How did I graduate?  Doctors’ notes.  The school had 
to acknowledge all absences as excused if there was a doctor’s note.  If I 
missed a day, I simply swung by the chiropractor and got an 
adjustment.  That’s killing two birds with one stone. 

Halfway through senior year, the principal pulled me into his 
office.  He was on to my hustle, and he had the power to fail me.  That’s when 
I negotiated a deal.  For the rest of the school year I would attend Saturday 
school detention, 9-12, and each Saturday would wipe away three 
absences.  There wasn’t much wiggle room.  I had to be there.  When I got to 
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the first one, Mr. Malaska was running the show.  I told him the basketball 
team had no one to score the books during the JV games, so he let me saunter 
down to the gym.  A few rebounds here, a couple of points there, and before I 
knew it I was shooting hoops with my teammates while the rest of Saturday 
school detention sweated out another morning in the auditorium.  Charm goes 
a long way. 

The final hurdle came just a week before graduation.  Somehow, I 
had mismanaged my absences.  I had to wipe three off the books or I 
wouldn’t walk the stage.  First, I had to find out what those dates were. 

“Ashley, Ashley, Ashley,” I said as I made my way through the empty 
junior hall.  “I need a favor.” 

“What now, Vasko?” 

“I need dates.  And since you work in the attendance office....” 

“How many?” 

“Three.” 

“It’ll cost you,” she said. 

“How much?” 

“Your senior basketball warm-up.” 

“Whoa!  That’s a bit steep.  I’ll only have one of those for my entire 
life.” 

She shrugged.  “One warm-up shirt or two senior years … you make 
the call.” 

Where I grew up, the hustle was a two-way street. 

With a 2.2 GPA, I wasn’t getting into any sort of credible college.  I 
applied to one:  Winthrop University in South Carolina.  When they turned 
me down, I packed the car and headed west.  California was still providing 
free state education for residents.  All I would have to do is establish 
residency, spend a year at Santa Monica Community College, which was #1 
on Playboy’s hottest co-eds list, and then move on to UCLA.  Two thousand 
miles from home, the hustle would go on. 

I never attended a single day of college in Cali.  It wasn’t in the 
plans.  By December I had stumbled upon something better.  Ohio State was 
offering open enrollment one last time for the upcoming spring quarter.  As 
long as you were a state resident, you were in.  There was only one minor 
setback.  As soon as I got a California license, a vehicle title, and put a utility 
bill in my name, I forfeited Ohio residency.  Damn it!  Out of luck!  Or was I? 

There had to be a way around it.  There’s a way around 
everything.  So I called the registrar’s office in Columbus and told them my 
story.  I was an Ohio resident who was simply spending time with his brothers 



20 

to offer moral support as they embarked on their careers as actors, 
screenwriters, and directors.  Of course, I left out various other components 
of the story.  All I’d need to do is provide evidence that my father claimed me 
on his taxes the previous year.  After a phone call, a trip to Kinkos, and a few 
weeks of waiting, I had the acceptance letter in hand.  Hello college! 

“Get it how you live” --James “Silk” Wilkes 

I went to Ohio State for a Bachelor of Arts degree, and I left with a 
Masters in Hustling.  It was basically a grown-up version of my hometown, 
except the school part.  I learned quickly that one has to put in the work in the 
classroom to enjoy the keg parties. 

I also learned very quickly that college costs money.  A lot of money. 

My first restaurant job came in the second quarter of college.  Dalt’s 
American Restaurant in Worthington, Ohio.  I showed up hung over and five 
minutes late for roughly six months.  I was juggling full-time class schedules 
with full-time social commitments with full-time work hours.  I did all of this 
so I could have $1.32 in my bank account on my 20th birthday.  I never 
worked harder to make so little financial ground, but quitting was never an 
option.  I just had to hustle harder. 

I traded the Dalt’s job for a job at an Irish pub.  I traded summer 
break for a desk position at a doctor’s office.  I traded furniture for 
Adderall.  I traded a shitty room in a shitty apartment for a better room in a 
house, only to trade that for another shitty room in another shitty 
apartment.  I traded the first Irish pub job for another Irish pub job because 
they’d let me drink and party while making tips.  I traded a philosophy major 
for an English major and wound up creating my own major.  I traded a 
semester in Paris for 12 college football games.  I once bought a stereo at 
Target for a birthday kegger only to return it the following day when the party 
was over.  I came, I saw, I hustled, and I conquered a master’s in Hustle. 

“Where I'm from is like 'Hustle & Flow' versus '8 Mile.' It's that really grimy, 
box-Chevy, dope-boy, working-class music.” --Yelawolf 

In the nine years between graduating from Ohio State and embarking 
on a teaching career at Plymouth State, I’ve done every hustle imaginable.  I’ve 
filtered sodas from one screen to another and waited for the next cash 
check.  I’ve turned empty lunch cards worth nothing into fully punched lunch 
cards worth $10 and sold them for $5.  I’ve flipped a crack house room in Key 
West into a luxury suite a block away with the swipe of a credit card.  I’ve 
parked in $40 spaces for nothing because I befriended the toll booth 
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attendant.  I’ve paid $30 for tickets to a Sox game and sat in the first row 
behind the third base dugout.  I’ve used my position as bar manager at a joint 
on Cape Cod to get $50 worth of sushi every night for shitty sake and 
Sapporo that were never mine.  I’ve purchased $200 bottles of Cognac for a 
private club in Vermont and turned them into my bonus pay.  I’ve bemoaned 
the power of the wealthy over the poor and flipped the script so I was the one 
in power, and I don’t regret one moment of it.  I’m proud. 

“Some people are born with very little; some are fortunate enough to have it all.  
When I grew up, we didn't have much.  I had to hustle to get what I wanted... but I had 
that hunger for more.  I didn't always make the right choices, but I learned from my 
mistakes.” --Curtis Jackson 

My epiphany came in the summer of 2015.  I was hustling again.  I 
was trying to hustle harder than ever before.  The fruits of my previous hustles 
had yielded five cross country road trips, 19 addresses, three writing 
sabbaticals, two European vacations, and every other luxury a man could 
want.  I had landed two lucrative jobs in the wealthiest town on Cape Cod, 
and I had hooked the beauty queen along the way.  The kid from the inner-
city was going to come out on top once and for all.  The hustle was going to 
pay off. 

And then it all fell down. 

The jobs chewed me up and spit me out.  The girl chewed me up and 
spit me out in front of the entire town.  My pockets and bank account were 
flush with capital, and I was stepping outside of work to “change a keg” while 
really throwing up in the bushes. 

By September, I was picking and choosing my appearances. 

By October, I was hiding from the world every moment that I could. 

12 PM wake up.  2 PM wake up.  4 PM wake up.  6 PM wake up.  8 
PM wake up? 

This is not me, I thought.  I’m strong.  I’m smart.  I’m loved.  The 
storm will pass. 

“Every true hustler knows that you cannot hustle forever.” --The Notorious 
B.I.G.

I had to make a choice in the fall of 2015.  I could keep hustling to 
make ends meet, or I could hustle to change the way things always ended--me 
in the same cycle.  So I completed the graduate application for Plymouth State 
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University, nervously hovered over the “submit” button for a solid minute, 
and then I clicked. 
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Teacher Lore 

Ashley Nicol  

I have always known that I was going to be a teacher.  By that I mean 
I thought wanted to become a teacher, but I also didn’t really allow myself any 
more options.  I only applied to two colleges, banking on the fact that I would 
get into one or both.  And really, I had no interest at all in going to Keene; I 
had wanted UNH the whole time.  I knew they had a five-year Master’s 
program, and I somehow got it in my head that this was the place I needed to 
go.  I think, though, that part of my desire hinged on the fact that UNH was 
close to home and my best friend was going there, too. 

I started off as undeclared, mostly because that’s what advisors told 
me was the smart thing to do.  It seems a bit silly now, since I knew I wanted 
to be an English Major.  I was good at reading and writing, and I thought it 
would be easy enough to teach, since it was something I enjoyed.  Being 
undeclared meant I had a bit of a loophole, though, just in case I changed my 
mind, as young adults are wont to do, and committing to things was not really 
my strongest suit. 

During my years at UNH I took all of the required education classes 
and learned all about teaching; we read those books with smiling students and 
teachers on the covers, showing us how simple being a teacher could be.  I 
created lesson plans that were eerily similar to my experiences in school, the 
usual suspects; The Outsiders, The Scarlet Letter, Frost and Dickinson.  All of this, 
as wonderful as it seemed, didn’t really prepare me for the reality of teaching.  
It wouldn’t be until I entered a middle school classroom that I would learn 
what it really means to be a teacher. 

Graduate school was a year-long internship at a local school where I 
would be in the classroom every day, responsible for teaching lessons, 
working with students, and immersing myself in the experience of being a 
teacher.  I like to think I had the good fortune of being placed with John 
Silverio, a 6th grade Language Arts teacher at Oyster River Middle School in 
Durham, New Hampshire.   Really, I ended up at ORMS because I was too 
afraid to look at other schools and push myself out of my comfort zone, and 
John ended up being the only mentor teacher who wasn’t taken. Being at 
ORMS also meant I was close to campus and my classes, which felt safer.  I 
am so fortunate that it ended up being a great experience. 

It was during my internship that I got my feet wet while still having 
the life vest of a veteran teacher to keep me from drowning.  That was the 
year I discovered the concept of classroom management, and that, 
surprisingly, I had a knack for it.  I discovered that all of those lesson plans 
and “best case scenario” activities I had developed as an undergrad were no 
match for real, live 6th graders.  With every lesson I presented - poetry, Greek 
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and Latin Roots, book report projects - I was always petrified the entire time 
that the students would realize I had no idea what I was doing.  I held my 
breath with each raised hand, questioned every response I gave, and worried 
constantly.  Any plans I developed weren’t really lessons until the students 
were there reacting, questioning, engaging, so I never felt confident until after 
it was over. It would have been a disaster, this first experience, if it hadn’t 
been for John and my advisor, Mike, who stepped in and showed me where I 
was going wrong.  They helped me understand the difference between 
planning a lesson for an undergrad class versus planning a lesson for the 
students in front of me.  There was suddenly a stark contrast between What I 
Thought I Knew and What Experience Taught Me. 

I thought I knew that teaching wouldn’t be easy.  Experience taught 
me that it’s exhausting, invigorating, emotionally draining and fulfilling all at 
the same time.  I quickly realized that it’s not a magical process in which 
everything falls into place just as you planned.   

Experience also taught me - the hard way - that the rest of the world 
does not stop while you’re trying to become a teacher, and one of the most 
difficult things about this profession is juggling life and still showing up with a 
smile for your students. And I’ll be honest, getting through that year of grad 
school was a horrific experience.  Not only was I student teaching full-time, I 
was working part-time as a customer service rep at K-Mart and taking classes 
in the evenings.  On top of that, in December of that year, all in a two-week 
span, my very sickly aunt had a heart attack and was bedridden for a long time, 
my dad’s house burned down and he lost everything; I ended up in the 
hospital with a severe case of vertigo, and Matt, my then-boyfriend now-
husband, had a near-fatal snowboarding accident.  Focusing on school was 
one of the lowest things on my priority list.  I was an emotional wreck ALL 
THE TIME and yet I still had to have patience for my students, invest in what 
I was teaching them, and not show them that my mind was someplace else. 

I love teaching - I truly do - and it was this experience that opened 
doors for me and allowed me to become the teacher I am today.  It was, 
however, by no means easy. 

I truly believe that I survived graduate school and my internship 
because of one simple reason: I discovered community among my fellow 
interns as we struggled and succeeded together, and among the 6th grade team 
who took me in as one of their own.  This sense of community was so 
important to me that my colloquium project ended up being about building 
classroom communities and the importance of fostering those communities 
for students and learning.  This was all possible because of Mike Middleton, a 
generous man and stalwart advisor.  Because of the other interns, who showed 
me that it was okay to struggle, okay to challenge ourselves, and that we could 
do it all together.  Because I had John Silverio, whose laid-back approach to 
classroom management tempered my own need for complete control, and 
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whose dedication to his students and his craft was infectious.  Because I had 
my students who were willing to go on this journey with me.  This first class 
showed me so much about what it really meant to be a teacher - beyond the 
lesson plans and leading of activities - to the connections that allowed us to all 
learn from one another. 

This experience was invaluable.  I would not be the educator I am 
today without having experienced the stumbling blocks and successes of being 
in a classroom. There were times I was afraid I wasn’t going to make it; the 
work was demanding. I was taking classes and trying to finish my graduate 
courses, and teaching is exhausting.  But in my heart I knew that this was what 
I wanted to do with my life.   It was because of my community, one that 
would reflect with me on how to search for answers, and that would challenge 
my limited knowledge, that I emerged from my internship as a teacher.   

I didn’t realize at the time that I was “just trusting the process.” 

As I sit here, at the 2017 Summer Institute, I am struck by this 
memory and how it all connects back to the philosophical framework of the 
National Writing Project.  Educators need community.  We benefit from 
dialogue, reflection, and collaboration.  I was successful in that first year 
because I knew I had the support and community of Mike, John and the other 
interns.  I felt able to take on my first classroom “on my own” because of this 
year of experience.  But why does that sense of community seem to fade?  
Why does education feel like such a lonely profession, even at the best of 
times?  I may have made it through my internship and grad school on my 
own, but it was certainly easier having people I could talk to, reflect with, and 
learn from. 

Here, at the institute, we begin as strangers, but we swiftly build our 
community.  From the very first day we’re delving into explorations, writing 
personal narratives, and trusting each other.  The process of explorations is 
some of the best professional development I have ever been a part of.  
Learning from other teachers, challenging assumptions and pushing the limits 
of my knowledge, asking questions that don’t necessarily have answers - these 
things have aided in my becoming a better teacher.  The articles we read 
together cause us to think deeply about theories and practice.  We live 
Community, Equity, and Inquiry here at the Institute, and I want to continue 
to live it in my district. How can we get that to exist in all places, not just here? 

When I started writing, I thought this memory was about how 
valuable my internship was in forming my teacher-self. I thought it was about 
the need for prospective teachers to have a year-long internship.  Sitting here, 
though, going through the steps of today’s prompt thinking about the 
meaning and the implications for this defining moment, I am realizing that the 
point of this memory, this narrative, is Community, Equity, and Inquiry; the 
foundation of the National Writing Project.   
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In discussing this writing prompt with others, I heard stories that 
echo my own experiences; I heard fears and doubts about teaching that so 
many of us share.  So often, we feel alone in our journey as teachers.  Even 
when we have colleagues who we can talk to, or places we feel comfortable 
sharing our stories, we still feel like this is a solo endeavor.  We close our 
doors, follow the initiatives of our districts, attend our meetings, and fulfill our 
duties as professionals.  And, often, we feel it’s the time spent in front of the 
students that defines us as teachers. It’s not.   

So, why is it that our sense of community, the leaning on and needing 
of others, seems to go away?  Or, perhaps, that sense doesn’t go away, but the 
space in which to communicate with those others is what leaves us.  No 
longer are we given time for reflecting, writing, and sharing.  No longer can 
we watch the teaching of others and delve into what is at the heart of their 
practice because “there isn’t enough time” or “we have other initiatives that 
take priority.”  

Here is my question then:  Why isn’t the professional development of 
teachers a priority?  Why isn’t it the building of a community that will allow 
for teachers to share and learn from one another, to push and challenge and 
grow?  Those “other initiatives” - test scores, competencies, UbD, CCSS, SAT 
(and any other acronym that’s out there) - those initiatives cannot be done 
well if teachers do not feel that they first are supported in their teaching.  
Those initiatives will not be successful or carried through if teachers do not 
feel they have a voice that is listened to and valued. 

I do not really remember the specific lessons I taught that first year at 
ORMS.  I remember some of the names, or certain projects, but many of 
those memories are hazy.  What I do remember, what I will always take with 
me, is the sense of community we built and how it helped me become the 
teacher I am today.  My time at the summer institute, both in 2015 and 2017, 
have only confirmed my need for community and how essential it is for all 
teachers. 



   27 

Our Legacy 
Patricia Ossers 

Access to this work has been restricted 
at the request of the author.
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Teaching is Like Spreading the Seeds of a Dandelion 
Christina Lamson 

A beautiful young girl stood at the top of a hill in the middle of a 
meadow. The wind blew her wavy, blonde hair as she sniffed the cool breeze. 
As she looked around, she saw many wondrous sights: the tall grasses swaying, 
birds gliding in the horizon, and numerous flower buds peeking out of the 
ends of the tree branches. She closed her eyes for a mere second, then looked 
up to see the clouds drift by. As her gaze lowered, she caught a glimpse of 
something special. She ran to the edge of the hill, bent down, and carefully 
plucked a beautiful, yellow dandelion out of the ground. Astonished by its 
beauty, she gave it a quick, but careful hug and the corners of her mouth 
formed an innocent smile. She had just found gold. 

The girl quickly ran towards her house, thinking about how she could 
share its beauty. She dashed inside and placed the dandelion in a stunning, 
crystal vase she pulled out from beneath the kitchen sink, and she displayed 
the dandelion in the sunniest window in her room. 

Days went by and the beautiful, yellow dandelion turned into a fluffy, 
gray mess. She couldn’t find it in her heart to throw it away. Knowing the 
beauty that this dandelion once possessed, she decided to look a little more 
closely, and she realized the new treasure within. She took the dandelion out 
to the yard and blew on it. The seeds dispersed throughout the land. With the 
right conditions in her favor, the seeds were nurtured.  

Upon the growth of the first two new dandelions, the girl was 
overcome with joy, for in that moment she realized that a small part of this 
new growth was due to her guidance.  Over time, more beautiful, yellow 
dandelions appeared, many of which also turned to gray fluff. The girl took 
enjoyment in blowing each collection of seeds farther and farther across the 
meadow. This enjoyment did not come without disappointment though. Some 
dandelions never fully transformed, and no matter how hard she blew, the 
seeds never detached. Some dandelions were taken away by the wind before 
she even got a chance to spread them herself. Some seeds were intentionally 
blown in the direction of the wind to spread in the open land where they were 
able to find sufficient sunlight, but some seeds were blown sporadically 
throughout the land, ending up in places where they were not able to flourish. 
She viewed success in these failures, just as she did in her achievements.  

The girl was often told that she was wasting her time with the 
dandelions because they were just weeds, but that is not what she saw as their 
truth. Defeat was not felt by these setbacks, rather she accepted every 
dandelion as it came, and cherished each.  

One day, the young girl discovered a whole new area of dandelions 
beginning to grow. With eagerness, she headed home to share the news with 
her mother. Upon entering, she found her mother sitting at the table with her 
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head bowed into her arms as she slumped in despair. The girl immediately 
retreated to the meadow, picked the biggest and most beautiful dandelion and 
carried it back to her home. She quietly approached her mother, and looked 
down at the small treasure she held clenched in her hand. She delicately placed 
the dandelion in her mother’s hand. Her mother’s head rose, for she 
wondered what treasure she now possessed. Then she glanced to where her 
eyes met her daughter’s, and she quickly realized the power of what she now 
held in her hand. She immediately rose to her feet, and embraced her daughter 
in a hug.  

On the day that this special dandelion transformed, the mother 
looked at her daughter and nodded. Together they walked slowly into the 
meadow and ascended to the top of the hill. They both put their heads back 
and let their hair blow free in the wind. Then they held up their fluffy, gray 
dandelion. Both of their hands carefully gripped the soft, green stem. Then 
they gave one last glance in each other's eyes and together they blew. 
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The Day I Died 
James Smith 

I remember the day I died. The details are smudged with just enough 
fog that I can no longer say, with certainty, if I am a resurrection of the man 
lost to time or a shadow of him, a natural evolution, or a spectral remainder of 
what was not burned away by the events that unfolded. It was a series of 
events for which I retain full responsibility and likely did not learn a single 
thing from, save to always identify exits quickly when one happens to be 
trapped in a porn store, whether brought there by tempestuous fate or by 
salacious intent. 

Born and bred conservative, my family upped their misinformed hate 
a notch at the election of George W. Bush. Every day, my mom ran down 
Rush Limbaugh’s talking points and, at times, infected my own ways of 
speaking and worse, of thinking. I decided to move away, to run away, as far 
away as I could. Japan sounded like a good choice and, with a little help from 
my university, away I went – a god-damned redneck who had seen a glimpse 
of the light, unleashed upon the world. 

In my first week, I had already ridden a train for the first time in my 
life – exactly in the wrong direction to the second city in which I’d ever been 
alone and where I promptly found myself lost, speaking a foreign language to 
a foreign person for the first time (quite unfortunate that I confused my words 
and ran around asking about poison “doku” of where I was “doko”).  I could 
read and write no less than three characters in Japanese. I decided I was ready 
for a more thrilling adventure. 

Word had passed to me about an otaku oasis just south of central 
Osaka, a district called Den Den Town, the electric city – a place where games 
and anime flowed freely along eight-bit streets. This was a call to action, an 
impetus to adventure, and a herald of certain disaster. 

Oh, I made it there easily enough. I had even figured out how to 
properly ask where things were, and with some helpful body language, 
followed that arrow-straight roadway to exactly where I wanted to be. Den 
Den Town. 

The first abnormality came by way of the stench: sweat and urine, 
stale and pervasive. The buildings were a blemish that normal, productive, 
Japanese people had learned to overlook. Danger crept at my back, and along 
the tiny hairs that ran down my arm; I’d entered a subculture within a 
subculture, a place that proclaimed it was an abyss from which there could be 
no escape. And, having had the good fortune of being raised in an abyss of my 
own and quite unable to distinguish one from another, I utterly failed to heed 
the warning. 

No, instead I found myself staring at a bookstore with faded flags that 
featured some animated characters I recognized: Inu Yasha in his red cloak, 
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Belledandy the gentle goddess, Naruto with his Rasengan attack outstretched. 
My professor had mentioned that reading manga might be a good way to 
improve my Japanese quickly, and I figured I’d give it a shot. Into the store I 
went, mentally congratulating myself on my impeccable navigational abilities. 

The first floor was filled with middle school girls; they were crowding 
around magazines filled with male and female pop idols and chatting in the 
lilting Kansai dialect over comics with androgynous, beautiful boys featured 
prominently on the covers. “Easy Breezy” blared over the store speakers, an 
awful and bastardized English J-pop song sung by the otherwise stellar Utada 
Hikaru. It had already gained notoriety among the foreign community for its 
particularly cringeworthy line: “He’s easy breezy and I’m feeling Japanezy.” I 
tried to ignore it with little success, and perhaps that, more than the crowds, 
more than the uninspiring offerings, moved me toward the next floor. I 
hopped on the escalator, a narrow and rickety thing that had surely mauled at 
least a few people, and listened to the din fading behind me. 

The second floor, too, offered little I found fascinating – middle 
school girls had been replaced by high school boys who crowded around 
Ultimania, strategy guides for video games, that had long been rendered 
obsolete by the internet. The music had changed: BoA, a Korean musician 
who adopted Japanese stylings. 

I decided I wanted to go. I had a private kingdom waiting just outside, 
one filled with chiptune treasures and plastic figurines of Mario, Link, Samus 
and the other heroes who had defined my childhood. I turned to move down 
the escalator and came upon a startling revelation: there was no escalator 
down. Turning, I scanned the store; no stairways, no exits, only another 
escalator grinding upwards with its rusty metal teeth. 

My redneck brain, really the only part of me in control in my sudden, 
blind panic, rationalized that the way out must exist somewhere yet higher, 
despite all evidence to the contrary; even to that New Englander predilection 
toward “common sense” many said I often lacked. I raced to those moving 
stairs, certain they would carry me to victory. 

They did not. 

They carried me toward a large cut out of an attractive animated elf 
maiden performing unspeakable acts upon a beaming Lovecraftian horror. I 
did not know, in that instant as I locked eyes with the painstakingly drawn 
image, which of us was in more danger. 

Lights burst behind my wide-open eyes as my treacherous chariot 
delivered me to what had in a single glance destroyed the little innocence I had 
left. In an instant, I was aware of myself, of every eye upon me, the pervert 
foreigner who wandered where only the loneliest, most damned souls dared.  

I thought back to home; to the time that one of my classmates had 
bought a Playboy magazine on his 18th birthday. Within the hour, the whole 
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town knew; it became a topic of fierce debate as to whether an 18-year-old 
high schooler was yet a minor, and the potential havoc this deviant might 
wreak upon the “innocent” souls of those a few months his junior. As the 
geeky guy in class, I had fixed many of my students’ computers, suffice it to 
say there was not a single innocent in that entire bunch. Not to mention the 
teen pregnancies and other tales that made their way over the lunch table, in 
voices just low enough that the adults could not hear; though I imagine a few 
of them could have learned something. The fact remained, though, it was not 
the act of looking, or even doing, as much as it was being caught doing; 
hypocrites love, if nothing else, the ability to unleash their fury upon those 
who have crossed lines they long ago transgressed. I was not above that at 
times. 

Yet there I was, exposed to the world and bereft of egress. Hope, if 
such a thing still existed, could only remain upstairs. I dashed for the escalator. 

Halfway up, I realized the fourth floor was the gay porn floor. 
Halfway up, I died. 

I saw things. But they are like the memories of a newborn: shapes and 
colors too vague, too unfamiliar to lend name or definition to,  and possibly a 
giant pink sex toy in the shape of Super Mario. Nothing I remember, of 
course, and certainly nothing that haunts my dreams. I shambled toward the 
cashier, eyes glued to the carpet as they struggled to wander and observe my 
brave new world. 

I don’t remember her face, and she was probably perplexed  as to 
why an ostensibly gay man was failing to meet her gaze, eyes instead directed 
at her feet. Though, given the nature of the store, that may very well have 
seemed natural, and  only shifted me simply toward being labeled with a 
different sort of kink. 

I intended to ask where the exit was, my dokos at my lips when I 
realized I was missing an important piece of vocabulary in that sentence. The 
next minute expressed itself in a futile linguistic exploration to discover a loan 
word capable of saving my soul. 

“Down wa doko desu ka?” No good. 

“Exit wa doko desu ka?” Nope. 

“Outside wa… doko… desu…” Da-me desu! (Not a frigging chance!) 

Nodding with a veiled rictus grimace twisted by my lips into whatever 
smile I could manage, I shimmied over to the least sleazy corner I could find 
and slid down into a crouch. The weight of the world pressed against my 
temples and a bitter fist squeezed my heart until it felt as if it had popped. 
People were watching me, and the pressure redoubled. 
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A voice spoke to me, somewhere deep inside, a berserk rage that I 
recognized as the same one that had inspired me to throw off the trappings of 
home and hearth and dive into the wider world.  

Fuck ‘em, the voice roared in my ears and I recognized it as my own. 

I was watching them. 

There were a lot. Mostly men, though a few women moved through 
the aisles adding things to their baskets. A few made eye contact with me. I 
returned a blank stare and they turned away. 

Eventually someone bought something; a young guy, maybe a little 
older than me. He had a bald spot just to the center of the back of his head 
and his hands fidgeted in his pockets as he pulled out an aquamarine leather 
wallet on a chain to make his purchase. Dude had a membership card. I found 
that amazing. I wanted one, a trophy to carry away. 

The cashier placed his items in a black shopping bag. I’d heard about 
those. They were to stop people from seeing anything dirty you might have 
bought, but they were as good as pleading the Fifth if anyone saw you toting 
one around. My chance arrived. I stood and shadowed him. 

I expected some hidden stairway, for him to remove an auspiciously 
named magazine from a bookshelf only to have the whole thing swing away, 
revealing a secret slide to freedom. 

What I did not expect was the fire escape. He even held the door for 
me and ushered me through; maybe he knew I had been trapped there. Maybe 
he had once been trapped there, too, facing a crucible of his own and 
recognized in me a kindred spirit. The fire escape made sense: black bag be 
damned. If no one sees you come out of the store, you’re probably in the clear 
– the fire escape? That was a judgment escape. And as I bounded down those
stairs I realized I had left something behind up in that shop.

I had left an older me, an older self who felt profound shame, who 
worried about what others thought, who remained silent when my voice was 
required: not just for myself but to defend others. I left behind the one who 
judged and was judged, the one who could be hurt, the one who was mortal 
and moral and infinitely boring, the one I had always hated. 

I decided I wasn’t going to bother going back for him.  Let him sit in 
some cavernous Japanese Lost and Found somewhere where he belonged. I 
had lost him and found myself. 
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Father’s Love  
Jorge Luis Palmero Mota 
 

July 7th, 2017 
 
My beloved son George Bill, 
 

I want you to know how special you are. Since you came into my life, 
I have discovered the peak of love. I’m not talking about when you were born, 
but from the time your mother realized she was pregnant. When you had about 
four months in your mom’s belly, and I touched her stomach, you moved 
continuously as if you were sending me a clear message about how much you 
love me. The joy you bring to my life is impossible to describe with words. You 
are a dream come true. 

The day you were born is in my memory as clearly it if it were yesterday. 
Three years and seven months have passed from that moment to now. I 
remember I was in Bávaro that December 30th when a text message from your 
mommy said: “George is about to be born.”  It was 3:00 a.m. when she sent it, 
but I saw it at 6:00 a.m. I couldn’t concentrate at all in my job on that bright 
morning. I was so anxious to see you. It was kind of hard to get days off in the 
Christmas season, but I talked with my boss and he gave me permission. I 
worked in the morning and stopped at noon, three hours before the time I was 
supposed to finish. The prospect of seeing you for first time put wheels on my 
feet. 

Right now, I am in Plymouth, New Hampshire participating in the 
National Writing Project. I feel so good here, but I miss you a lot. It’s not the 
same. I can’t touch you or kiss you. It’s true that, thanks to technology, I am 
able to see you almost every day. What makes me very happy is when you say 
in front of the camera: papi, papi… and tell me that your day was good and 
show me your toys, especially your little cars. Through the years, this love is increasing 
more and more and it doesn’t have limits. Words can’t express what you mean to me 

I know now you won’t be able to understand, or even less read, my 
letter, but I know one day, when you grow up, you will understand the 
magnitude of this great love I feel for you. 

“You are the divine idea in the mind of God, sharing the peace, light, 
joy and love of God.”– Iyanla Vanzant 

 
Your father, 

 
 

Jorge Luis Palmero Mota 
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A Diamond in the Rough 
Gavin Kearns 

 

“He’s our diamond in the rough,” my new principal said to one of the 
school board members. It was late August in Pembroke, New Hampshire, 
where first-year teachers like myself, and those new to the district, were 
meeting members of the school board.  My principal calling me a diamond in 
the rough resonated with me. 

Diamonds are priceless, brilliant, expensive gems; she must really see my true 
potential.  I thought when I heard her say that. After completing my year-long 
internship where I also was a long-term sub, I knew I was ready for my first 
teaching gig.  I even thought that I could take a friend of mine under my wing 
who was entering the teaching profession without any experience; how could I 
coach him to become a better teacher? 

 Teachers, after their internship, tend to model themselves after their 
cooperating teachers.  I set up my room exactly as mine had, in a horseshoe 
around the room.  I thought that if I took the same format for how he had 
structured his class, mine would go exactly the same.  But why did I have 
issues?  Students were throwing paper balls back and forth across the room.  
They were stomping on empty milk cartons to make a loud pop.  They were 
folding paper so that it would make a loud snap when whipped through the 
air.  Through the connecting door, teachers would come in, looking to see 
what the problem was and why their classrooms were being interrupted with 
noise. 

 I knew that how my classroom was working was not right, but I 
didn’t know how to fix it.  One of the solutions that teachers use is to send 
the students that are creating a non-productive work environment for the rest 
of the class to the office.  How do you respond when the office staff says, 
“Please don’t,” when I tell them I am sending a problem student to the office?  
They don’t want to deal with the student either. I know that the 
administration was not to blame, but where was the support?  During the 
post-observation meeting with the principal, I was not given any ideas for 
what I needed to improve upon, or even told that I was in danger of being 
non-renewed. 

On an oddly sunny, April day. Over the PA, the rest of the class and I 
heard: “Mr. Kearns, can you come to the office?” 

“I’m in the middle of teaching” I replied. 

“Okay, come during your planning period,” they said.  I thought it 
was odd they would try to call me down in the middle of my class.  But when 
I went down to the office, my principal told me I was not being renewed. That 
was a tough moment.  I was mostly wondering what the rest of the day would 
be like.  The rest of the week? The rest of the year? She told me “I think you 
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know why,” and that “the kids have your number.” She was right; I knew why, 
but what I wanted to know was where the support was.  Where was the 
“here’s how to improve?”  

 The rest of the year went by in a blur, as I’ve learned they do.  It’s 
embarrassing being fired from a job.  You don’t want anyone to know and 
you don’t want to talk about it.  But it’s public, so how can people not know? 
It was awkward when students would ask why I would not be teaching the 
following year.  I wanted to tell them it was because of them. 

 I thought I’d never teach again. I sent countless resumes and went on 
plenty of interviews, but none came to fruition.  A single year was all I was 
going to make it?  What would I do for a career?  I thought teaching was what 
I would do for the rest of my life. I knew that there was hope and that I had 
to give it another shot.  It took a year and what seemed like hundreds of 
résumés to get the one interview that works.  It is tough to think about, but 
you will fail every interview you go on until the one that you don’t. The 
following June I was interviewing for the position I’m in now.  “What was the 
last book you read?” the language arts teacher asked.  “Teacher Man,” I replied.  
This was a moment of connection between me and my future teammates; we 
would get along and have similar styles, similar goals.   

June of 2017 had me finishing my fifth year at Paul School as the 7th 
and 8th grade science teacher.  I don’t think there is any one thing that made 
my new school successful for me.  I teach a different population of students; I 
have smaller class sizes, and I feel that the teachers on my team are more 
closely-knit in our goals for teaching our group of students. Now the math 
teacher and I jokingly compete with each other as to who are the students’ 
favorite teachers and subjects.  I have become a leader in the school, 
something I couldn’t have imagined after my first year.  I am the treasurer of 
our local union, and I’m also on the bargaining team.  I have led professional 
development both in my school and at regional conferences.  On my most 
recent assessment from my principals, I received high marks and am now a 
continuing contract teacher. 

 I was surprised in February to see a student from my first-year of 
teaching at a play in Rochester.  It would have been easy for her to not say 
anything; I doubt I would have recognized her.  What does it mean when 
someone you used to know goes out of their way to say hi?  To say: “Hey, 
remember me”?  Even though my first year wasn’t a success for me, it made 
enough of a difference for her to come say hi. 
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Coming to Santiago, Dominican Republic, 1987: 
A Personal Narrative in Three Moments 
Meg J. Petersen  
 

1. Carro Público  
I am crammed into the far back seat of a public car. To take up less 

space, I hang my arms out the window.  The door handle presses its imprint 
into my side. I prefer the window, so I don’t have to sit on strangers’ laps, and 
so I can reach the driver to tap him on the shoulder and point to where I want 
him to let me out.  Drivers don’t like my tapping.  They assume I want to pay, 
and cup a hand onto their shoulder to receive a fare, but I have already paid.  I 
try to always have exact change. That way there is less need for 
communication.  Even when I know the words, as I do, “a la Puerta de la 
Universidad” (I repeat them to myself), I try to avoid speaking.  The accent in 
my voice will reveal, even more than my skin and my eyes, that I do not 
belong here.  

When I walk down the street, men call me “Rubia.” I know from my 
dictionary it means blond, but my hair is dark brown. I bristle at that 
description.  I want to be noticed less, and I feel as if they are trying to call 
attention to my difference. But it’s just a word they call light-skinned people, 
and mostly they are only trying to catcall me.  All the same, it gets annoying 
being catcalled by men who can’t notice that your hair isn’t blond. I’m glad I 
don’t understand the other things they say. Some of their gestures, however, 
are universally understood.  

Even though I have memorized every feature of this route, the car 
still scares me. Too many people packed in too tightly obstruct my vision, and 
block escape routes.  When the car pulls to the side to let me out, I have to say 
“permiso” to get by them, and I worry they won’t hear me, because they’re so 
loud.  Sometimes they argue, express their anger at each other in brash, 
unintelligible words.  They talk over each other, and I don’t understand 
anything they say.  I can pick up on the feeling, but not the content:  anger, 
bluster, hilarity. Sometimes they snort with laughter, and then point at me with 
their lips and exchange glances, as if to ask why I’m not laughing, and I look 
away and hope they’ll forget I’m there. I try to make myself invisible. This ride 
keeps me on the constant edge of fight or flight.   

Every day in this public car I go to the university, where I teach 
English grammar to rich girls who want to be bilingual secretaries. I like the 
classes because the students understand English and speak to me in words I 
know.   Their parents drive Mercedes Benz and when I ask if it bothers them 
to drive such expensive cars when there is so much poverty here, they tell me 
not to be silly, that everyone drives Mercedes Benz.  Except this pubic car is a 
long, long ways from Mercedes Benz, shedding rusty parts as it rounds curves, 
and the men have started screaming again, and the driver turns around in his 
seat, and a man in a fruit wagon with a burro moves slowly into the path of 
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the speeding público and the driver’s head is turned back to scream at the man 
pressed up against me and the wagon is coming closer and closer with its 
barely balanced cargo of fruit, and I scream louder than all of them.  

I could have said, “¡Cuidado!” I knew the word, but there was no time 
to form it, so I just yelled, “Look out!” and even though the driver didn’t 
understand me, he read the panic in my voice and looked where I was 
pointing and swerved just in time.  

And once again the men in the car are all speaking at once, pointing at 
me and saying things in words that to me are just noise.   

 

2. Language Lessons  
I live in a tiny, wooden house on Juana Saltitopa Street with Héctor 

and Inés, who are friends of my husband’s from when he was a child.   I am in 
suspension, waiting there until “cuando Carlos venga,” a phrase repeated 
often enough to propel me into the unreal subjunctive case.  I am here to 
teach at this university and to wait.  Always a person who has lived in a world 
of words, I now I have none. The house is full of people.  I count nine of 
them. Besides Héctor and Inés and their two children, Melba and Crisalini, 
there are others.  I make up names for them because I don’t understand when 
they explain who they are.  I sleep in a room with a 14-year-old girl named 
Ynelis who is somehow related to Inés.  They sent for her from the 
countryside to take care of the children. She works all day in the house and 
doesn’t go to school. She tries to teach me words:  escoba, barrer, fregar… 
these are the verbs she knows too well.  When I don’t have class, I stay 
sometimes and help her clean, repeating the words to myself.  I watch 
television with the children, Plaza Sésamo. They speak slowly on these 
programs: “Hola niños, vamos a jugar.” Crisalini, not yet two, asks me over 
and over, “¿Cómo tú te llamas?”  Over and over I answer.  She never tires of 
the game.  Ynelis is patient with me, naming her world:  cocina, calle, baño, 
limpiar.  I am grateful for her kindness.  I try to ask her what she wants to do 
with her life, but my meager supply of words fails me.  I ask her instead if she 
likes it here.  The question doesn’t make sense to her.  She speaks slowly and 
clearly, saying they brought her here from Neiba because Inés needs help with 
the children.  She remains an object even in sentences of her own 
construction. I cannot tell her that it’s not the words I don’t understand. 

 Sometimes, at night, after the cena, after she has cleaned up, we sit 
on the tiny porch looking at the street.  Boys pass and notice us.  She seems to 
enjoy the attention.  Sometimes we stay quite late, taking advantage of relief 
from the oppressive heat, the absence of the intense sunlight.  Each day is a 
struggle.  The night is our brief respite.  We fall into silence, and it is as if I can 
watch her dreaming, imagining another life.  
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3. Hablando con Dios  
I’m being taken to meet my suegra, to the house of my husband’s 

sort-of-sister, sister-of-raising, who is not really a sister, but is.  We enter a 
poor neighborhood through what feels like a portal, into a world where there 
are no roads, only a labyrinth of dirt paths that wind between and behind 
makeshift houses formed of cast-off materials with zinc roofs.  Wires strung 
down from distant light poles snake through in a giant web of stolen 
electricity.  Inés has told me the sort-of-sister is poor, but rich in babies.  I 
follow Héctor blindly, tight on his back, because it would be all too easy to be 
lost here forever.  I have never seen anything like this in my life, so I cannot 
process it.  I focus on stepping carefully, avoiding obstacles, stagnant pools of 
water and garbage, until this becomes my whole purpose.  

We arrive at the house; a young girl, maybe eight years old, is 
sweeping the dirt patio with a palm broom. The houses seem to lean against 
each other for support, forming a circle around this tiny space.  Children 
swarm around me, pouring out of other places.  I don’t know if they are 
neighbors or if they live here, but they are many.   Carlos’s sister-not-sister 
stands, and offers me one of two plastic chairs.  She hands me a fat baby, a 
boy, about eight months old.  He is naked and I worry he will pee on me, but 
I’m grateful for the distraction he provides.  I bounce him on my lap.  My 
mother-in-law occupies the other chair; she’s a delicate woman in a white 
uniform; her silver hair wound in two long braids which encircle her head like 
a crown, reflecting the light.  She begins to speak to God, her voice a steady 
murmur of sound. I find it oddly comforting.  

They soon give up trying to converse with me.  My mother-in-law and 
I sit in the patio like royalty on our plastic chairs as life whirls around us.  I 
rock the baby.  Her long prayer becomes the music that lulls him to sleep.  

As night begins to fall, the lights go out; electricity is, I have learned, a 
transitory thing in this country. The cooking fire and the stars are our only 
light.  I try not to think of how we will never find our way back out, try not to 
think about tomorrow and the day after that, and I wonder instead about the 
night sky in New Hampshire. But the memory seems too distant, too painful.  
I have trouble believing my old life still exists.  Already it is like a story I once 
knew, and the details are beginning to fade.  

The smoke of the fogón stings my eyes and my vision begins to blur.  
I feel as if I have stepped out of time into a realm where there is only this 
moment, the baby on my lap, the soft murmur of prayer, the brilliant stars in 
this deepest, darkest night.  And I may not know who I am anymore, but for 
this small interval of now, however long it lasts, I don’t need to know.  This 
eternal moment is all, and for now, it’s enough.   
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A Pot of Gold 

Molly Campbell 

 

In late October of 2016, we started writing “Letters to the Next 
President.” The world was hypnotized by the reality TV show that was the 
American election, and students were opinionated about it. As much as we, as 
teachers, tried to hide our views, it was difficult. It was all I could do not to 
make a remark every time a blond-haired, blue-eyed, 16-year-old boy walked 
into my classroom with a picture of Trump’s face plastered across his t-shirt, 
smeared on his water bottle, stuck to his binder, or pasted across the ankles of 
his socks. Yes, they even put his face on socks (side note: it’s not a very good-
looking face. I wouldn’t want it on my socks). I had many of these boys that 
fall, and had a particularly large group of them all together in one section of 
the writing class where we wrote these letters. 

I had affectionately dubbed this group of boys “the Bromance” 
because they were inseparable. Picture the kings of the sophomore class: 
blond-haired, blue-eyed, tall, athletic, smart, good-looking, had the best of 
everything (or at least could fake it). Most of the time you grow up and realize 
that those kids who you thought were so cool in high school weren’t really 
cool at all, but even I thought these boys had it going on. As a person who 
had never really found her place to fit into during high school, and still 
struggles with it as an adult, I found myself almost envious of their friendship: 
how they would sit together, text each other, somehow always manage to be 
touching each other, laugh together. I have to admit that I spent more time 
working with them than others because they were personable and they could 
make me laugh. I felt as if they liked me and they liked my classes, even when 
some of them had me for two 80-minute blocks in one day. 

On the fringes of this circle were Anthony and David. Anthony had 
been adopted from South Korea when he was six months old, but was on the 
soccer team (and pretty good), so the boys would let him sit at the end of the 
row. David moved to New England from the Dominican Republic when he 
was eight, and Spanish was his native language. He was a funny, high-energy 
kid who could sometimes land a bottle-flip and always had new sneakers, so 
they spoke to him in passing. He didn’t sit with them, but they would talk and 
push each other around in the dead-zone of those “just until the bell rings” 
minutes. My small New England school is white-- very white-- and these two 
made up about half of the “cultural diversity” of the sophomore class.  

At 16, the Bromance couldn’t vote for Trump yet, so they did the 
next best thing: they plastered his face all over everything they owned, and 
then proceeded to spew rhetoric similar to his: anti-abortion, anti-
immigration, pro-nationalism, “the-healthcare-bill-is-bad, “we-need-to-can-
common-core,” “what’s-in-those-emails?” “well-he-shouldn’t-have-had-a-bb-
gun.” I could see David and Anthony twinge every time something came out, 
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and I did my best to stop it. A few times, they got into arguments at the back 
of the room, and a mini-history lesson played out in front of my eyes: the red-
blooded American boys versus the Mexican, versus the Asian. It didn’t matter 
that David wasn’t Mexican-- he spoke Spanish, so therefore he was, and he 
found himself in the middle of many political arguments. I tried my hardest to 
stop it, to point out that people are people, no matter what, and that if you 
don’t understand a situation you shouldn’t judge it.  

In the middle of this, we wrote Letters to the Next President. They 
had their choice of topic. 

Jack, a wealthy (by our low standards) young man with impressively 
highlighted hair, was one of the first to read his letter to the class when it was 
finished. A personable, stylish kid, his “How-To” project, done earlier in the 
year, was on how to read a book without ever reading a page: his solution to 
this conundrum was to have his mother read it to him. He chose to write his 
letter to the next president about abortion: it should be illegal, and women 
should be forced to carry the child to term because it’s their own god-damned 
fault they got pregnant (only he didn’t say “god-damned,” because he was 
devoted to God almost as much as he was to his mother). When my co-
teacher and I had conferenced with him, we told him he needed a 
counterclaim because he didn’t seem to understand the other side. His 
sophomoric response to the feedback was to add this to his paper: 

“Why not think of the situation like a potentially fatal disease? Rape cases as the 
disease and the child is the cure. Sometimes life puts you in tough situations, but those who 
fight through it, are the strongest people in our community. If a woman is raped, she has to 
have some type of closure for the situation. A child can be the “cure” or pot of gold at the end 
of the rainbow. What I’m trying to say is that abortion doesn’t fix rape. It doesn’t undo 
what happened. But if a woman has the grit and pure strength to get through both a rape 
and pregnancy, then she has to have some closure in that situation. It is way more 
complicated than that. It’s not entirely fair to assume that I know what the situation is like. 
But, my theory has positive closure that can be taken out of rape cases.” 

When Jack finished, Sierra raised her hand. Not one to say boo, this 
was somewhat surprising. In a voice stronger than expected, she asked him 
what the other side of the story looked like: what are some of the reasons why 
pro-choice supporters think that abortion should be legal? The room got very 
quiet as he shuffled through his paper, saying “I know I put that in here, hold 
on, it’s here somewhere…” and then finally, after a minute or two, he had to 
admit that he didn’t know.  

I confess, I’m not the greatest teacher. Sometimes I check my phone 
in class. Sometimes I text. In this particular instance, I was sitting in the back 
of the room and Don, my co-teacher, was sitting in the front. As this unfurled, 
we were texting each other. It went like this: 
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It was all I could do not to laugh when I watched little Sierra, who 
dressed up for Halloween even as a sophomore and who had lost her self-
confidence when she lost her father as a young teenager, leave the “king” of 
the sophomore class speechless. It was all I could do to make myself laugh 
about it, because sometimes that’s the only defense you have left when 
something threatens to wreck you so completely.  

  At the same time, David, a busy, perpetually smiling Latino boy with 
orange dusted across the top of his black curls from a highlighting experiment, 
stood up and talked about discrimination. He was serious when he said:  

“Racism has caused many people to be discriminated against in a variety of ways. 
It surely has happened to me. I’m from the Dominican Republic and moved to New 
Hampshire when I was 8. As I have gotten older I have been occasionally been made fun of 
because of where I come from. I’ve been called names and been profiled as a “dirty” Mexican 
just because I speak Spanish. I know there have been other people that have been made fun 
of because of where they come from. I have a friend that has it happen to him just because he 
is from Korea. People say it’s a joke, but at the end of the day it's offensive.” 

At the end of the day, it’s a lot more than that. I can’t say that it 
changed the dispositions of the Bromance. Even in June they were still 
wearing Trump shirts, but it gave David a voice in a time that tried its hardest 
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to silence him. Anthony, the friend from Korea that David talked about in his 
essay, also wrote about discrimination. Although he didn’t talk about his 
personal experiences, people listened to him. In the moment, I remember Jack 
and Tom saying, “Whoa, good paper man,” but I don’t know that it changed 
their views. It did, however, get them to listen to a side of the discourse that 
they normally would have avoided.   

The Bromance was human, too. They had their fair share of 
problems: Tom wrote about how it felt to be hungry, because there often 
wasn’t food in his house. Kyle wrote about how he could touch both side of 
his mom’s apartment if he reached out his arms. I’m convinced that Dylan’s 
dad beat him when he failed a paper in my class. Nate’s dad was an alcoholic 
who abandoned him and his twin sister. Zach failed the class because he 
worked too much to find time to write the essays. Jack had it all, but he was 
grateful and incessantly polite. Out of all of them, I worry the most about 
Jack. I wonder what life will do to him to make him realize that it’s not all 
perfect, and that he can’t have it all, because there is a struggle for all of us.  

We left this experience laughing and crying. It was an emotional roller 
coaster as we went through the beliefs of 60 kids. I remember saying over and 
over that we were going to choose their topics for them next year, and make 
them write about butterflies and rainbows so there would be no politics 
because I couldn’t handle it. Wouldn’t it be funny if we made them argue 
which kind of butterfly was best? Which color of the rainbow? Obviously, I 
wasn’t serious. 

 I realize now that I was so uncomfortable with this assignment 
because I saw the politics of the time play out in front of me in a way that I 
didn’t agree with and couldn’t find my voice to defend. The project wasn’t 
designed to get students to change their views, but it was designed with the 
hopes that they would hear the other side. I’m not sure it was successful at 
that. I’m uncomfortable with politics as it is. Through the fall of 2016, I could 
be found choking down the knot in my throat, busying myself doing dishes or 
refilling my wine glass whenever political debates emerged after dinner. My 
own mother voted for Trump; my boyfriend would have if he had voted. 
Neither of them are bad people. In fact, they are two of the most sensible, 
kind people I know. They, like the Bromance, don’t always see the other side 
of the political discourse. They go by their gut, and what they have always 
known. They look at things logically, while my heart tugs me ungracefully 
from trouble to trouble. These letters put me in the middle of a political tug-
of-war in the classroom that mimicked my struggle at home. It is hard for me 
to wrap my head around the inhumanity in the statement that the fetus of a 
rape is a “pot of gold.” It is hard for me to wrap my head around the 
inhumanity in the knowledge that kids called David a “dirty Mexican.” I 
wanted to trash this assignment the next semester, but I didn’t. Even though 
the Bromance didn’t change, even though David and Anthony still existed on 
the outskirts of their friendship, it still provided the opportunity for that room 
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full of 16-year-olds to hear the other side, to listen for a moment to the 
troubles that my heart tugged me toward.   

 We did do this project again the next semester: Donnie, the constant 
butt of jokes, stood up and told his class how he almost committed suicide; 
Cassandra, beautifully brave, stood up for domestic abuse survivors and 
admitted that she had been raped; Mike, an expert bass-fisher, explained how 
his brother was in jail for heroin addiction and how he was worried about his 
mom. It was an incredible show of honesty and heart in an America that 
seems to have forgotten where its heart lies. I saw a glimpse of that heart in a 
bunch of 16-year-old kids in a little town in New Hampshire.  
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Serving Newark’s InnerCity 

Hugo Ventura 

 

 From my family, I inherited a belief in the importance of spreading 
what is true. How, on your own path to discover the truth, it is imperative to 
also help others realize subtle, abstract, beautiful truth. As you tread the path 
to discover real love and happiness, you realize it comes with the 
responsibility of taking others along with you. Because otherwise, it would be 
pointless.  It would be pointless because once we embark on this truth-seeking 
journey, we immediately realize it’s senseless to continue, if we forget we need 
to reach the summit together. From the very moment the first drop of this 
honey of truth starts spreading through the tip of your tongue, you’re already 
feeling the need for others to savor the sweetness of it. When you’ve realized 
the enormous wealth and unmeasurable value of the treasure you have 
discovered, at that very moment, you begin to feel the bitterness of how 
others around you haven’t experienced or lived through it. It is so savory-
sweet, yet bitter at the same time; because you immediately want others to 
fully appreciate what it is. Only to find out that they can’t. Because the 
discovery and the journey are different for each of us. The truth is not 
something that can be simply transmitted with words. The complexity and 
depth of it need to be discovered, experienced… lived. 

 A turning point for me was in 2009, when life gave me the 
responsibility of being the very first to venture into instructing adults in a new 
social assistance program in Newark, New Jersey. The ABE Leap Program 
was designed to improve literacy skills in adults receiving public assistance 
benefits. Right off the bat, these young ladies did not want to attend a 
program they were being forced to take if they wanted to continue to receive 
housing, cash benefits, medical insurance and food stamps for themselves and 
their children. Their unwillingness to be in that class was clearly demonstrated, 
and at times, aggressively voiced. 

As for me, I had just come from four years of teaching English and 
theater to relatively privileged adolescents in Santo Domingo. What was now 
being required of me was new and extremely challenging. I moved from 
teaching a structured English program to groups of teenagers I had grown to 
understand, to having to figure out how to motivate single mothers in the 
welfare system, with up to five children at home. 

 I had certainly not wanted to leave the environment I had fostered 
and come to love at The Dominican-American School in Santo Domingo. I 
had created endless bonds with students and fellow teachers there. I was 
motivated by the subjects I was teaching. I was implementing curriculum 
standards for English and drama, and playing a part in establishing 
groundbreaking community-wide theatre festivals that are still celebrated 
today. But my wife at the time insisted we moved back to the States. The 
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socio-economic situation in The Dominican Republic was deteriorating 
rapidly, and seeking financial stability in the United States seemed like the 
most viable option for her and her family.   

I struggled with accepting my reality in Newark, but the twists and 
turns of life were slowly making me understand my position. I had to move 
away from the comfort and comparable simplicity of teaching privileged 
teenage kids in order to learn and grow from the harsh realities of these inner-
city adults. 

I have to say the resistance from these young mothers, combined with 
my own lack of motivation; made me hate this job from the get-go. I dreaded 
having to face my group of students and their excuses for not attending or 
participating in class. Or, what was worse, staying only to protest against this 
program and the system that obligated them to attend. Nevertheless, a steady 
paycheck, and the sense of responsibility and persistence instilled in me by my 
father kept me coming back.  

Three months later, though, I was offered the opportunity to 
participate in a stimulating focus group, which paid $3,500 for a week and a 
half’s work. This attractive offer, combined with my lack of motivation, 
pushed me to ignore my dead father’s voice. For the first time in my life, I was 
quitting something. I decided to use that money to go on vacation. I was off 
to Europe with no idea as to where my income would be coming from when I 
returned.  

Fortunately, a short while later, my friend and former boss called me 
up to offer me a position as a GED prep instructor, that had just opened up 
in the same not-for-profit organization I had been working for prior to my 
escapade. I quickly reached for this opportunity to gasp for some oxygen, after 
almost completely drowning in what was left in my rapidly fleeting savings 
account.   

 I was excited to be a part of a similar, yet different, social assistance 
program. Different in the structure and requirements of it. This program had 
already been operating for years, and I was being brought in to improve a 
deteriorating retention rate. These people were not entirely required to be 
there. Some were sent by the unemployment agency, others by their halfway 
houses, and there were those who were there to take advantage of the cheap 
$35 enrollment fee in order to fulfill a lifelong dream of achieving a GED 
Diploma. This 10-week program focused on improving English, social studies, 
science and math skills.  

Now try to imagine the first day of the program: administering 
diagnostic tests in two large rooms filled with up to 80 inner-city adults, with 
ages ranging from 17 to 80 and a wide variety of literacy levels. The group 
consisted of roughly 90% African Americans, 8% Hispanics (mostly 
undocumented immigrants) and about 2% Whites. Their different 
backgrounds carried a diversity of expressions. Some were full of questions 
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about the uncertainty of what would happen in the following 10 weeks. Will 
this young, Hispanic instructor help me to achieve my dream? Some of them ventured. 
And others wore the blatant face of: Who do you think you are? And, what the hell 
makes you capable of instructing me? For this new challenge, I had to first identify 
each individual’s needs, and sort of create a program along the way that would 
fit those needs. At the same time, I had to be sensitive to the daily struggles of 
the inner-city life. As the weeks progressed, tensions softened and 
relationships between us started to grow, as they appreciated that I was 
assuming their goals as my own.   

 Throughout the four years that I participated in this program, 
retention rates improved significantly. I had to find a way of connecting with 
these adults, so as to keep them from abandoning the program. I had to 
inspire them to believe they were capable of achieving far more than what 
their current life had set out for them. Each brought a story with them, a story 
I had to become a part of. For instance, 70-year-old Linda, the first in her 
African American family to achieve a high school diploma. Or Haitian 
immigrant Bertange, whose dedication and hard work carried her from barely 
being able to write in English, to winning a writing contest among adult 
literacy students in Newark.  Like them, many others went beyond their own 
and my expectations.  As I served them, they in return have also inspired me 
with their ability to grow and transcend adversity. I created bonds with people, 
who to this day I refer to as my friends. This proved to be one of the biggest 
and most significant growing experiences in the truth-seeking journey upon 
which we have embarked together. 

  I now fully understand, and live my life by the notion that life has 
placed me in a teaching position with the mission of facilitating a path toward 
discovering the truth and what is truly real. Thus, I fulfill my role in creating a 
more harmonious world. I use the word “placed” because life has a way of 
situating us where we are mostly needed, without us even realizing it, without 
our realizing how much we need that placement, and what it gives us in 
return. This is how faith is at the center of it all. It is required from us to 
blindly trust the curves and bumps of the road of life, and how they will take 
us to where we can be of service to others, and in that way, grow and 
transcend together. 
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Redemption and Second Chances 
Elizabeth Renaud 
 

It did seem like any other day. I had finished working in the store, and 
wanted to relax a bit with a little TV and scroll through Facebook. The name 
on the “friend request” gave me pause. “Was that really the name? Could it 
be?”  For a brief moment, everything stood still. It was just me and the name. 
Then the spell broke and so many thoughts began racing through my mind. 
“No, it can’t be. It must be a mistake.”  I knew that name, but I had to be 
sure. “Now where did I put that paper?” As I was searching, I was taken back 
to a time in my life that was anything but mundane. “Here it is.” My hands 
trembled a bit as I read through the paper and there it was: the name. It 
matched. I knew it would; one doesn’t forget the name of one’s child. Joe was 
my child. The boy I gave up for adoption 43 years ago. There was his name, a 
friend request. Slowly, my hand reached up and closed the laptop. 

Was there ever a doubt about my accepting the friend request? Not 
really. However, I wanted a little time to ponder, to turn this over in my mind, 
to prepare myself for what accepting the request would mean. I knew once I 
responded we would be going down a path neither one of us could really see 
or map out. This decision would entail not only thinking and remembering a 
time in my life that was not exactly a happy time, but also talking about it, 
something I hadn’t really done in all those years. Sure, I had told my husband 
about the baby boy I had had and given up, but that was about the extent of 
the conversation. Even with the pondering, however, it never occurred to me 
to refuse the invitation. Confirm. We were now friends. 

 

Hello: I am writing to you because I have strong reason to believe you are my birth mother. I 
was born on April 24th, 1972 at Mercy Hospital in Buffalo, NY and was adopted through 
Catholic Charities. The name Elizabeth Renaud is listed on my certificate of baptism. I have 
no presumptions about where this contact may lead, and I understand that this may be part 
of a past you do not wish to revisit. If nothing else, know that I am alive and well, living in 
Buffalo with a wife and two young children. I am a high school teacher and musician and have 
been afforded a wonderful life. Thank you for being my mother and sending me on this journey. 
I would love to know more about you if you decide to write back. Sincerely, Joe. 

 

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

 “Wake up Maggie, I think I’ve got something to say to you…”  Rod 
Stewart was trying to tell Maggie it was time to go. “...it’s late September and I 
really should be back at school.” Yeah, I thought, it’s the middle of November 
and I should be more than half finished with my first semester of college. 
Instead, I’m sitting in the car in the college parking lot, eating a sub with tears 
streaming down my face, pondering the advice to Maggie May pouring out of 
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the car radio. Random snowflakes are swirling around the windshield; gray 
clouds hang low as the little bit of daylight is fading across the few other 
empty cars keeping me company. 

 In September, I actually had been optimistic about starting at 
community college. My high school boyfriend had headed off to his college 
out of state, with promises of letters and phone calls. We declared our undying 
love for each other and went off on our pursuits of higher education. In 
August, I had let it slip to my mother that my period was late. A few weeks 
later, in early September, I had some spotting, claimed I had my period, which 
put my mother and boyfriend at ease, and yet on a deep level, those little spots 
didn’t fool me. So, I put my “head in the sand”, and went off to school.  

 For the first couple of months, I went to school, worked my part-
time job, and didn’t give a thought to the pregnancy. As time went on, I 
became more depressed, reclusive. Not knowing who to turn to or even admit 
the pregnancy, I found myself skipping classes and living in denial. Near the 
end of the semester, some kind of self-preservation kicked in, and instead of 
outright flunking out, I withdrew from all of my classes. “What do you mean, 
you withdrew?” demanded my mother. Dad just shook his head in 
disappointment. How was I going to also add in “Hey, I’m pregnant!”? Not 
only would those words not form in my mouth, there was no physical way to 
actually voice them out loud. So, I retreated. Retreated into myself, retreated 
down to my room.  

 For almost nine months, I told no one I was pregnant. I was never 
checked over by a doctor, never saw a counselor, didn’t know how to admit to 
anyone I was carrying a child. At some point, I had to at least be honest with 
myself, and try to figure out what was I going to do. No amount of denial was 
going to keep that baby from coming out.  

Thankfully, Mom finally intervened.  April 22, 1972 - My mother had 
been focusing on my weight for a couple of months and finally demanded, 
“Why are you not losing weight?” I didn’t say a word, just burst into tears, and 
through them, choked out, “I’m pregnant.” Everything else is pretty much 
gone from my memory of that night. It comes in bits and pieces, like scenes 
from a play being remembered. Dad coming home, Mom telling him the 
news. Whispers between the two of them. For the first time in nine months, I 
felt lighter. My water broke the next night, Saturday night. I went into labor; 
my parents drove me to the hospital, and I gave birth to a baby boy on 
Sunday, April 24, 1972. Waking up in the recovery room, I was relieved, and 
thought, “That’s finally over.” Little did I know, it would never be over. 

I had been adamant I would give the baby up for adoption. It was 
extremely important to me that this baby have both a father and a mother, 
especially a father. The birth father was relieved I had made the decision for 
adoption, as he wanted to put all of it behind him, and move on with his life. 
It was hard to know if I was doing the right thing with going the adoption 
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route. Something deep inside me may have been trying to get my attention. 
Don’t let your baby slip away. 

 “Sign here, and here. You do understand by signing this paper you 
give up all rights to your child?” the social worker said. Waiting for an answer, 
waiting for me to sign, I did ask one last question, “Can I see my baby? At 
least once, can I hold him?” The social worker frowned slightly, and said, “I 
don’t think that would be a good idea. He is in very good hands and we have 
already approved a very good family for him.” Fighting back the tears, I 
obediently signed the paper. Ultimately, I stood by my desire to give my child 
a mother AND a father. 

How many times does a mother think about her child? Too many to 
count, even if that child is now part of another family.  As I said, it would 
never be over. 

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

 Redemption and second chances are rare occurrences. Most people 
don’t get one or the other. Yet, for some reason I was blessed with both. 
After writing back and forth on Facebook with my son Joe, he suggested it 
was time we met.  

 

Elizabeth: 

Well this is certainly very exciting. I have told a few people about our plan to meet up and it 
still seems very surreal even when I say it out loud. We are planning to leave Albany early 
and it is about a four-hour drive. So I am thinking we will be there by mid-day. If you could 
send your street address with zip code we can plug in your coordinates to one of our devices 
(although there is still a road atlas in the glove box of course). 

Really looking forward to our visit as well. 

Joe. 

 

Dear Joe: 

I agree that actually meeting is very surreal at this point, but I am looking forward to Friday. 
According to the weather report, Friday is supposed to be a sunny and mild day. Good driving 
weather. Again, I appreciate your willingness to take on the drive, and am glad Jen will be 
with you to keep you company. 

Elizabeth 

 Thanksgiving Day weekend, 2015, the text read: “We are about 10 
minutes from your house, see you soon.” I didn’t think 10 minutes could be 
so long. Pacing back and forth, looking out the window, nervous, excited, a 
tiny bit scared. “What if he doesn’t like me?” “What if, whatever?” I’m waiting 
on the porch as a small SUV pulls into the driveway. Out steps the tallest, 
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most handsome son a mother could ever want. No hesitation, hugs all around, 
and we step back and just smile. 

 

Elizabeth: 

What a great day yesterday! Thank you for being so welcoming and wonderful! I had a nice 
talk with my son this morning and told him all about you and our meeting yesterday. He of 
course had lots of questions and is really looking forward to meeting you someday. 

 

I hope our meeting brought you some peace as it did me. So many questions answered about 
the past and now I hope we can take our time getting to know each other in the present. 

-Joe 

 

 

Dear Joe: 

I agree - yesterday was a great day. It definitely brought me some peace and acceptance about 
my decision so long ago. The words “thank you” do not seem adequate to express my gratitude 
for what you and Jen have given me, but, that is all I have for now -- thank you. 

I have shared our picture with family. For someone who doesn’t post much about herself on 
Facebook, I sure went “big!” 

You summed it up quite nicely in your last sentence, and that is where “my cup runneth over” 
that there is the hope of the present and future. 

With profound gratitude, 

Elizabeth 
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Last Wave  
Héctor Santana 
 

On the beach. She was swimming openly in Haad Rin one morning. 
Before the beginning of work, she spent a few of the first hours of morning 
jumping over the sand, hiding her legs in the foam, blocking the water with 
her blue bikini. Then she walked out, thinking, for just one moment, how the 
water was so salty.  

Haad Rin beach was clean and free of danger. Almost as soon as the 
sun rose, she was involved in many activities like teaching, learning Thai, and 
even trying to discover a new place for lunch. The first time I talked to her, I 
was hunting close to the beach, because during the week I had to earn enough 
money to go back to my home in weekend.  

The weather was warm that morning and the sun jumped over the 
waves; she was swimming free style. Her long arms were moving up and down 
like windmills. Then she asked me, “Do you go to school?” And I told her, 
no. On that day, I was admitted to the school. Since that moment I have tried 
to talk to her. She stopped swimming upward in her career in New Hampshire 
because she decided to try Thailand and its way of life. Teaching. Close to 
eight o’clock she went back home, full of energy, trying to do her best in the 
classroom. This morning she arrived on time, but she had forgotten her 
breakfast on the table. When she was on the threshold, students stood up with 
their sparkling eyes and their narrow smiles, awaiting her command. She only 
said, “Morning.”  

All the students answered: “Good morning miss Ale.” 

Her real name was Alexis. It was her mother’s whim; she couldn’t 
understand what happens when a name is given. In fact, it was a male name. 
But her mother never explained her decision.  Alexis believes in other things; 
she understands her name as an irrelevant stone in her life. Like a leaf moved 
by waves as they roll in.  

“Alexis. My name is Alexis,” she emphasized. “Sit down, please. Now 
our class is in session.” All the students went to their places, moving with 
curiosity. I observed her trying to understand the bottom of this little sea. Our 
class. During our conversations, I noticed she couldn`t understand our way of 
life. How we were settling into our comfort zone. But the mystery was never 
revealed to her; the kept secret on her shore. Everything was okay until she 
commanded us with a question.  

“Well, why is it when we were working on critical thinking, none of 
you could answer anything?” 

All of us kept quiet.  

“I am just asking you to give me your opinion about your 
communities”.  
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From that moment on, she started working differently. She didn’t 
abandon the level of the class, but she turned off her teaching light. Two 
weeks later, another teacher appeared. I took advantage in the class to ask for 
her.  

“Why is Alexis absent? Why do we have another teacher? We were 
happy with her. All of my knowledge came from her, from her subject.” 

I didn’t get an answer.  I was separated from the school too, and the 
authorities sent me to my parents’ house in a long six-day bus ride. Since 
Alexis left, I have never been the same. My life changed. I was a poor farmer 
lost in the wilderness, who went to another school hoping to have all the 
kinds of things Ale had brought to my school before she was sent back to the 
United States. And I was dropped into hell. Ever since that moment I have 
gone to the beach every day. I kept trying to discover her body floating over 
the warm waves. But it never happened. During this time, I began to smoke 
and catch snakes too. I used to work with my sister. First, I found the snakes. 
I always tried to find the small ones, because the bigger ones are dangerous. 
When I spotted one, my sister would take its head. This was my moment of 
greatest fear.  I keep my father’s death in my mind. He was trying to catch one 
ngu leuam. The snake killed him. This time, the snake rolled me, and my sister 
took its head and we wrestled it inside of the sack. Then we sold it in a rich 
neighborhood.  

One day I came back from the beach smoking, sad because a snake 
hadn’t appeared.  A friend came to my house with an envelope full of letters 
sent to me by Alexis. It happened close to when the university classes were 
ending. I was finishing a degree in language at this time. I opened the first 
letter on the 4th of July. She was teaching in the United States. My happiness 
made me go down to the beach and jump from the most dangerous stone.  

She was in small town located in the northeast; she had decided to 
work there for her life. The rest of her life. Almost the next 24 years. She 
loved teaching. Even now, she was still a beginner, but her principal 
considered her to be like a diamond on the right finger. In the Veteran’s Day 
letter, she talked about the educational system and why she was afraid about it. 
But she loved it. Alexis dreamed about the Thai beaches; she never forgot the 
Thai sea, its color and the warmest moment when she went there, wearing a 
blue bikini, floating on Haad Rin. The Columbus Day letter talked about me; 
it surprised me. I didn’t understand how she could remember a ten-year-old 
boy from Thailand. She told me she knew what happened with me in the 
school after she left for the United States. “I appreciate your values so much 
and how you risked your life. You must understand how things happen,” she 
said.  

She inspired me. This attitude made me feel important and ever since 
that moment I have been quite different. Things have changed in my life. I 
paid special attention to one letter, the Martin Luther King Jr. Day one, in 



 

56 

which she told me her students were creating a journal about their 
community. She talked with enthusiasm about her students, and told me she 
was preparing something great for me. The last part of the letter was about 
Darien, a rare and clever child in her class. Darien solved every problem as 
quickly as possible, and she did recitations of Shakespeare monologues in 
different tones of voice, using make-up and prepared an article for the next 
school journal.  

“The next journal will be about Thailand,” she promised me. During 
her classes, she even taught certain Thai vocabulary. Her students know how 
to say Sum nam na, egg on your face in Thai. When they have problems, they 
say “Sum nam na.” Sometimes Darien told Alexis,  Sum nam na.  One day, 
Darien told Alexis about her desire to learn Thai in Thailand. “I want to teach 
there like you” Darien said, before Alexis approved her article that would be 
published in a journal the following week. She was working on a piece about 
the human condition. Alexis thought it was a remarkable article.  

“Your work could be published in the Plymouth Times,” said Alexis.  

“Where did you find this newspaper?” asked Darien.  

“I guess in some place near the Pemi River, behind the Lucky Dog”.  

“I don`t known this place, Alexis”.  

“Okay, the next time I go to Plymouth, we will visit the Plymouth 
Times.” 

Two weeks later, the journal was published. All the school 
administration, and the parents, who were always angry about school, were 
acting kind because of the journal and the teacher. 

The article about Darien was published in the most important 
newspaper in Plymouth. But Darien didn’t appear at the school to find out 
about it. When Darien had missed a couple of days of class out of school, the 
principal sent the police to her house. Her mother must have called the 
school, because Darien never came back. Alexis didn’t understand the 
situation; she was afraid for her student. She went to Darien`s house and tried 
to talk to her mother. Darien`s mother read the newspaper and discovered her 
daughter’s talent inside its pages. 

“But she never come back to school.” Alexis told me.  

I don’t know why, but teachers always have to face life as if it were an 
insolvable mystery. We play a game in which we cannot know all the cards. 

For a little period of time, I was sent to teach in Kao Lak, a small 
town close to Phuket and Krabi, near the Andamán Sea. Khao Lak is quiet. 
More than Phuket, and maybe like Ao Nang. I think this is like a little portion 
of sky. 
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Here  I am,  in front of 40 souls hungry for knowledge and dreaming 
of an opportunity. This is my battle camp; my war is here. Yesterday, I sent a 
postcard to Alexis. I needed to tell her I`m still her pupil. 

One spring morning before class, I went to the post office. It was the 
first time I would send a letter to Ale. I would like to keep in touch with her 
because I, too, have become a teacher. She needs to know that. I sent her the 
letter.  

But she didn’t answer. 
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