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EDITOR’S MUSINGS

Shelley J. Alongi

Some of you may have noticed a new address and phone number for contacting me with questions or articles about Slate & Style. The last few months have been full of challenges culminating in an unplanned but probably overdue move of your editor and her two cats. This subsequently changes the contact information for the magazine so please take note of it.  Change, experienced by all of us, is not always welcome or easy, or even planned, but remember, those of us who experience change, just like those who risked their writing craft and put it out before those who judged the NFB Writers’ Division contests for 2010 are winners. The fruitful offerings in these pages attest to the hard work of aspiring writers with descriptions of finding treasures and those who want to leave their homes for new adventures or just to escape the monotony of where they live. We learn of deadlines, finding treasures, making friends, and escaping monotony. Let’s plan for another year, and continue our lives among an assortment of change.  Enjoy what is offered in these pages and plan to be in them next year.  We are all, as aspiring writers and successful human beings, winners!  

FROM THE PEN OF THE PRESIDENT

By Robert Leslie Newman

Greetings. Many of our Division’s annual events have been completed and we are making plans to set our 2011 agenda. This article will be my convention report. 

Convention Workshops: This year the Division hosted two writing workshops for blind youth. The first was held on Saturday the 3rd. Division members, working with a blind artist John Bramblitt, presented “Make-A-book” for all youth in NFB Camp. We served forty-four would-be book-makers. The first step of this process was to work with the artist to create the book-cover. The young illustrators had a great variety of art supplies to choose from. Then, the second step was to insert a pre-made title page and finally, Braille and/or write out a short story or poem. And where we could, the book was made into a twin-vision book (placing print with the Braille or vice-a-versa). For these five to eleven year olds’, it was a great success!

The second workshop was held on Sunday the 4th. This group of fourteen participants were from the NFB Youth Track, and were twelve  to nineteen years old. They were given a writing prompt, for example, “One day as I was walking to school ---” After the story was written, most read their work aloud and received constructive remarks. All were appreciative and learned from the experience.

Story Telling Idol: On the 4th, we also held a fund raising event in which participants paid a $5.00 fee to come in and either listen to the stories being told, an/or pay an additional $1.00 and tell a story. We had nearly thirty people in the room. The storytellers ranged from age six up to the seventies. And most stories were of the humorous type, though a few were scary in nature. (Our portion of the nights proceeds was $82.00.) 

Division Annual Business Meeting: Our Division’s meeting was held on Monday, July 5th. Twenty-seven people were in attendance. Follows is a brief accounting of the proceedings- 

The reading of last years minutes and the treasure’s report were read and accepted. 

President's Report in brief- Over saw and assisted the Division’s board in Division business: the 2010 writing contest; Slate and Style; host monthly telephone gatherings; managed our two mailing lists; hand in on membership (calling members); monitored and furthered the Division’s website development (now have PayPal); communicated with Parents of Blind Children Division and Youth Track to set up writing workshops; set up Annual meeting agenda (arranged five speakers). National Involvement- asked to join task force on “Education Reform;” asked via Affiliate Action to assist North Dakota affiliate; was a guest speaker at the Employment Seminar (asked to take it over for 2011). Personally- retired hosting my blindness discussion forum of eleven years, THOUGHT PROVOKER  (thoughtprovoker.info); December 31st, will retire from thirty-seven years employment with the Nebraska Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired (plan to work on longer writing projects and more NFB work); spent three weeks in Turkey with Blind Corps (blindcorps.org) providing training for professionals in blindness education.

Status of Division’s Mailing Lists- STYLIST ninety-six members and CHAT thirty. The NFB Webmaster comments- (…I will say that based on my years of experience, you have a very good list going. The sense of community and cooperation is very good. An above average number of your subscribers regularly participate on the list, and I would say that many of them find the list to be of value to them. It is my opinion that your list does for the division what a list can and should do. It keeps people connected, allows them to work jointly on things, brings new people in. Of our couple dozen division lists, I would say it is one of the two or three most successful…”

Status of Monthly Telephone Conferences- Over the past year, we have not missed a month. Calls are averaging six to eighteen people. Topics range from a free-flowing conversation, to reading samples of your own work, to having guest presenters. 

Status of "Where the Blind Work:” (The joint project between our Division and the Jernigan Institute.) We have added thirty-six job descriptions since last convention. 

2010 CONTEST WINNERS
2010 Writing Contest: The winners were announced (see the article presented in this issue). In addition, members present voted to add a new category of “non-fiction.”

Status of Slate and Style: Four issues were published; fifteen members receiving Braille, sixteen print, and twenty-eight Email. We are putting out the call for our membership to send in “how-to-do” articles on writing.

Guest Speakers: four of our five Guest Speakers were authors who have self-published- 

Thomas Bickford, author of “Care and Feeding of the Long White Cane;” available from NLS and NFB.

Robert Jaquiss, author of “Anne and Alex 1996; Book One,” available by contacting Robert- rjaquiss@viewinternational.org 

Nancy L. Burns, author of “Once Upon A Challenge: Hearing Is Believing,” available through Amazon.

Agnes Allen, author of “Life Without Sight, My Journey into the World of the Deaf and the Blind." 

Our final speaker was Elizabeth Campbell, Chairwoman of the interest group, “Blind Professional Journalist.”

Note: though I attempted to record this year’s annual meeting, my machine failed.

In closing, I want to recognize the fact that I know very few of us will consistently make it to convention. Yet throughout the year we have options that can keep our Division alive and an interactive community. We have our mailing lists for daily communication. And we have our monthly telephone gatherings, a chance to hear the voices of members and a great forum for sharing and learning. So I encourage you not only to perfect your craft of writing, but join in the Division’s activities and make your thoughts and voice heard by all. Help us to make this community of ours serve our needs. 

HOW PEOPLE READ
By Ahbee Orton

(Second place, NFB Writers’ Division 2010 Elementary poetry contest)

Blind people read.

Sighted people read.

Blind people read Braille.

Sighted people read print.

We all read in different ways.

We read in the day.

We read at night.

Blind people can read in the dark without any light.

Blind people and sighted people can read in light.

We can read in elevators.

We can read signs.

We read fast.

We read slow.

It doesn’t matter how we read.

But what matters is that we all can read.

We read a little different from each other.

I read different.

You read different too.

But we all have our own special way of reading.

2010 WRITER’S DIVISION CONTEST REPORT
By Robert Leslie Newman

The 2010 writing contest for both youth and adults open January 1st, 2010 and closed April 1st. It was another successful contest, in terms of the number and quality of submissions. I can’t wait until you all have the opportunity to personally read the winning entries. And the winning pieces will be presented in the following sequence- Summer issue, adult 1st and 2nd place; Autumn issue, youth first and second place, youth and adult 3rd place winners; Winter issue, honorable mentions.

ADULT WINNERS

(Total 35 submissions from 23 authors; 15 stories from 13 authors; 20 poems from 10 authors.

Adult Fiction Winners

First place Neil Butters, "Real Fantasies", second Place Barbara Cutrera, "Clean as Cotton", third Place Shawn Jacobson "Healer”, Honorable Mention Allison Hilliker - "Lauren's Family.” 

Poetry First Place- David Combs "Tomorrow's Bridge”,Second Place Ross Rogoff "Where the Wind Blows Out at Sea", Third Place Kristen Anne Diaz "The Bow of Peace", honorable mentions Myrna D. Badgerow "Legend", Marilyn Brandt Smith "September Spa", Marilyn Brandt Smith - "Spring Without an E  

YOUTH 2010 WINNERS

(Total 26 submissions from 21 authors; 11 stories from 10 authors; 15 poems from 11 authors)

The Youth Writing Contest was to promote Braille literacy 

We required that a hand Braille copy of the entry come with an electronic copy. The contest was divided into 3 age groups- elementary, middle school and high school. The winners are as follows.

HIGH SCHOOL SHORT FICTION

First Place Michelle Gage "My New and Old Best Friend", Second Place Stephanie Olivas "Horror of the Lost”, third Place Randy Scott "The Quest for the Cane and the Code.” 

HIGHT SCHOOL POETRY

First Place- Amanda Ryan Taylor "Love Struck", Second Place- Tony James "Peace", Third Place- Amanda Ryan Taylor "Time."

MIDDLE SCHOOL POETRY

First Place Jazmin Castillo "Braille, Braille, Braille", Second Place- Precious Perez "Baby Bunnies"

ELEMENTARY SHORT FICTION

First Place- Lauryn Boyle "The Best Pet Ever," Second Place- Simon Bonenfant "Snow." 

ELEMENTARY POETRY

First Place- Mausam R. Mehta "A Summer Day", Second Place Ahbee Orton "How People Read", third Place- Nicholas Lentz "Bears and Cats”
LOVE STRUCK
Amanda Ryan Taylor 

(First place, NFB Writers’ Division 2010 high school poetry)

When I look upon the ocean blue,
My heart and soul long for you. 
Your voice is like the falling rain only you can ease my pain. 
Your eyes sparkle like the stars above
You are my one and only true love. 
When you walk into a room, my heart is a raging fire.
It is only you I desire
When you touch my hand
I smile inside,
From you I’ll never have to hide. 
You always catch my falling tears. 
You protect me from all my fears. 
Without you my soul would shatter, 
Nothing else could possibly matter. 
When we dream under the night sky, 
I yearn to spread my wings and fly. 

**

DEADLINES

Loraine Stayer

What is a deadline?  A deadline is the absolute last day a professional writer can submit his article, story, or poem to the editor who will put it into print.  What is the purpose of a deadline?  What’s the difference if material gets to the editor late?

Surprisingly enough, there is a big difference.  When writing for a professional publication, the deadline is the writer’s friend.  Produce requested material on time, and the editor has the opportunity to read it, correct spelling and grammatical errors, and check facts.  The properly edited material is then ready for publication.  

Deadlines may be closer to publication in this day of computers, but it is still surprising how difficult it is to persuade writers of the importance of a swift response to an assignment.

What happens when a writer misses a deadline?  Simply enough, his work is set aside, and the publication goes on without it.  Editors also have deadlines all work must be in by.  Publishers have deadlines.  Printers have deadlines.  Miss the first, and the editor misses his.  The Publisher misses his.  The printer takes other jobs.  Missing a deadline has repercussions beyond delaying the magazine for the day or so the article was late.  Since a professional publication must adhere to its deadline or lose the interest of its writers, rather than delay the publication of the magazine or anthology, the article may no longer be under consideration at all.

Are there legitimate reasons for missing a deadline?  Yes.  Illness, death in the family, a computer crash all may legitimately delay the article.  But the results are the same.  Some magazines, like The New Yorker appear every week.  Deadlines must be swiftly adhered to.  Whether or not the writer presents his material on time, the magazine must—and will appear.  Deadlines for newspapers are often a matter of hours.  News is fast these days, with blogs spreading it in minutes.  Note:  “News” on a blog may only be opinion, so don’t use it as a source without double-checking facts.

The professional writer will make provision for possible delays.  Have an article waiting; keep back-up equipment, such as a laptop, or a friend who can take dictation; don’t allow writer’s block to seep into his or her life.  (The way to avoid this, by the way, is to keep well informed at all times, and to apply seat to chair at regular hours.)

Setting oneself a deadline that is before the deadline set by one’s editor is another possible method to avoid having one’s article set on the shelf.  So get moving!  There’s a deadline!

BRAILLE, BRAILLE, BRAILLE

Jazmin Castillo

(First place NFB Writers’ Division elementary youth poetry)

B stands for but and bouncy bumpy dots.

R stands for rather and round little dots.

A stands for A and I wouldn’t change anything about Braille.

I stands for I and I love reading Braille.

L stands for like and I like the little easy letter l.

L stands for like and letters and lots of contractions.

E stands for every and everyone should learn Braille!

THE BOW OF PEACE
Kristen Diaz

A droplet hangs ‘twixt earth and angry cloud,

Sun-scorched by blaze of searing holiness

That stabs though darkest death, the sinner’s shroud,

And driving rain of fiercest righteousness.

That droplet, formed of dust and purest dew

Hangs between the earth and crystal sky

To mix, unite, and meld to one the two

That God to rebel creatures might draw nigh.

That drop, though water—that which raised the Flood—

Also hangs as shield, a “Noah’s Ark.”

In Him both sky and dust shed drops of blood

And, sealing peace, He hangs in Heav’n, an arch.

For here the sun and rain a rainbow trace 

That not to earth but Heavenward will face.

[Inspired by Pastor Bob Donohue’s message preached May 17, 2009.]

TOMORROW’S BRIDGE

David Combs

Tomorrow’s bridge as I look ahead is a rickety thing to view.

Its piers are crumbling, its rails are down, its floors would let me through,

The chasm expands, is dark and deep, and the waters foam and fret.

I’ve crossed that bridge one thousand times, 

Though I’ve never reached it yet.

It has crashed beneath me to let me through, 

Although it is miles away,

But strange the bridges that I have crossed have all been safe today.

Perhaps I shall find when I reach the one that lies in distant blue,

Some hand may have mended its rickety frame, 

And its piers are strong and new.

And I shall cross over, lighthearted and free,

Like a bird on ebullient air.

Forgive me, Lord, for my fearful heart, my anxious and foolish care.

MY NEW AND OLD BEST FRIEND
Michelle Gage

I live in northern Florida where the temperatures are normally quite warm. Even in the winter, temperatures will remain above the freezing point. Today was different. As I started my day in the "Sunshine State," the sky was very dark. Huge, black clouds hovered above my head as the wind blew fiercely. Our outside thermometer read only 25 degrees. This morning seemed very unusual. 

I normally looked forward to my walk to school. I live in a quiet little neighborhood with my mom and three cats. Nothing exciting ever seems to happen. My mother walked with me on the first day of school. She showed me the safest route to take. On that first day, we both synchronized our watches and determined that it would only take me 33.6 minutes to reach school safely. On a cold day like today, that seemed like forever. Before my mom left for work each morning, she always reminded me of the following rules: stay on the sidewalk, watch out for cars, don't talk to strangers, and stay away from the alley. Today, I was only going to break a couple of those rules. 

It was a cold December morning as I started my walk to school. Worried about the weather, I decided to take the forbidden back alley which would shorten my walk to only 15 minutes. My mother thought that this shortcut was too dangerous. Cars would speed on this road and it did not have a sidewalk. Today, I just wanted to get to school quickly. As I entered the alley, I spotted a girl. She had golden blonde hair and beautiful hazel eyes; she looked at least ten years older than me. I thought to myself, "Shelly, you know mom told you not to talk to strangers." This would be the second rule that I would break. 

"Hi," I said. "I'm Shelly. What's your name?"

"My name is Meg," she said in a strange soft tone.

When I first looked into Meg's eyes I got a very strange feeling. Her eyes were so familiar, as if I had met her before. Her voice also sounded familiar. I couldn't stop myself from looking at her.

I said, "I know we just met, but will you walk with me to my school?"

"Sure," Meg said. "I would love to."

We continued talking and it turned out that we had a lot in common.

"I'm a figure skater," Meg boasted. "I'm on my triple jumps!"

"Really?" I gasped. "I'm a figure skater too! Sadly, I'm only on my axel and doubles."

"How long have you been skating?" Meg asked in her soft voice.

"Oh, I've only been skating one year," I said.

"Keep on skating, Shelly," Meg encouraged as she approached a small convenience store that sat next to my school.

I couldn't believe it! That was the shortest walk to school ever. Time just flew by when I was with my new best friend. Meg said that she was thirsty and that she wanted to stop in the small store for a quick drink. Since I was early for school, I decided to go in with her and spend more time with her.

"One Mountain Dew, please," Meg said loudly to the store cashier.

"You like Mountain Dew too?" I asked in a voice of amazement. "That's strange, it's my favorite drink."

 As we left the store, we approached the front of my school. I didn't want to say goodbye to Meg. I really enjoyed spending time with her. 

"Hey, Meg," I called.  "Can you meet me here after school and walk me home?"  

"Sure I can," she said with a smile. "See you then."                              

I got into school and performed my daily schedule: PE, Science, Language Arts, Geography, Math, and Art. When school let out I raced out to see if Meg was there. She was sitting on the school steps, waiting for me. 

Meg asked, "Are you ready to go, Shelly?" 

"Yes, I am," I happily replied as I headed for the shortcut. 

"Shelly, let's take the long way home," Meg instructed. 

"But, I have skating," I replied. "I need to get home quickly." 

"We're going the long way," Meg emphatically replied as she grabbed my hand and pulled me onto the sidewalk. 

"Okay," I sighed reluctantly, as we began the walk home. 

Just like before, we talked all the way home. My feelings were a little bit hurt. I felt that Meg had been a little mean and bossy, but I still enjoyed her company. As we were getting close to home, I saw the entrance to the alley that I had taken that morning. 

Something wasn't right! There was an ambulance and several police cars. 

"Meg," I cried. "I have to go over there and see what happened." 

"If you must," Meg said. "Be careful." 

As I approached the ambulance, I saw a student's backpack on the ground that looked just like mine. I started to feel scared. I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. I looked inside the ambulance and screamed. The little girl on the stretcher looked exactly like me! I ran to Meg with fear in my eyes. 

"Meg, Meg, Meg," I yelled. "I'm scared." 

"Why? she asked in a strangely calm voice.

"Because the girl in the ambulance looks just like me!" I cried.

Meg calmly said, "Turn around, Shelly."

I didn't want to look again. I was terrified.

"There's nothing there," I said in a confused voice. 

Meg smiled and gave me a hug. "I have to go," Meg said.

"Wait," I said. "What's going on? I'm so confused. What did I just see? Who are you?"

"What you saw is what would have happened if we did not take the longer way home," Meg explained.

"Who are you?" I again asked in an even more confused voice.

"I am a friend," Meg responded as she turned to go.

"Who are you?" I screamed as I demanded an answer that made sense.

Meg looked at me fondly with her beautiful hazel eyes. A small tear ran down her face as she hugged me one last time.

"The face that you will see in the mirror ten years from now will be my face," Meg whispered. "Keep on trying your hardest and be good. You will have a beautiful future."

 That's the last time that I saw Meg. Maybe she was a ghost or an angel. Maybe that whole experience was just my imagination. One thing that I know for sure is that she was my friend. On that cold December day, she was both my newest and oldest best friend.

CLEAN AS COTTON
Barbara Cutrera

(Second place, 2010 NFB Writers’ Adult fiction contest.)


Cotton Landry pulled her blonde hair back into a ponytail while she waited for the truck driver to pay her for some cigarettes.  She shifted from one foot to the other as he fumbled in his pockets looking for his wallet.  He eventually located a ten dollar bill and offered it to Cotton.  

Acutely aware that the man was studying her a little too closely, Cotton opened the drawer of the cash register in order to get the man’s change.  Her face flushed as the truck driver’s eyes roamed slowly over her chest, waist and hips.  She focused her blue eyes on the money and gave him his bills and coins as quickly as she could before reaching back behind her to get him a pack of Camels.  She passed them across the counter and forced herself to tell him to have a good day as he left the small store.  


Guidry’s Handi-mart and Bait Shop had been the only convenience store in the area since well before Cotton had been born.  It was the hub of community life for those who lived in her little southern Louisiana town.


“Guidry’s is where all the action’s at,” her mother, Marla, liked to say.  “You want to know what’s going on with anyone around these parts, then you go to Guidry’s.”


Cotton, who was always interested in what was going on anywhere, had approached the owner of the store about a job the day she turned fifteen.


“You gonna go places,” Robert Guidry had told her that day.  “You’re a real smart girl, and there ain’t nobody around here who don’t like you.  Someday, you could be running my place.”


Cotton had no intention of working at the Handi-mart and Bait Shop for the rest of her life.  She wanted more than a dead-end job that would most certainly be accompanied by a husband who was also underemployed, several children who would be destined to the same fate, and life in a trailer or a run-down house like the one Cotton lived in now with her parents and grandmother.


“Hey, Cotton.”


Jay Bourgeois, fellow high school student and cashier, joined her behind the counter.  He was two years older than she, a senior who played on the football team and liked to go fishing  with his father on the weekends.  He was handsome, sweet, and going nowhere.  Cotton smiled at him as she reached for her booksack.


“Happy sixteenth birthday,” Jay told her.  “Got any special plans?”

“Typical birthday stuff.”


“Have fun!” Jay called out as she left the store. 


Cotton walked through the humid May night towards her house.  Mosquitoes buzzed around her, and crickets serenaded her during the familiar journey home.  Old Lucien’s dog barked in the distance, as it always did at this time of the evening.  

As she approached the little wooden house with its faded and peeling gray paint, Cotton was both comforted and saddened.  She loved the old place that her grandfather had built with his own two hands for his young bride forty years earlier.  It was the only home Cotton had ever known.  

The house was small and rather dilapidated but full of love and warmth.  It was also a symbol of how people were content to live and die without a change in their circumstances, and Cotton supposed that was fine – for them.  She had other plans.  

Her dream was to become a doctor.  She knew that this was an unrealistic goal, despite the A+ average she had maintained since kindergarten.  Her family was dirt poor.  Even with the scholarships she would most likely be offered there wouldn’t be 

enough money to pay for college, let alone medical school.

An idea came to Cotton as she stood in front of the family home.  She had always been told that she was pretty, and the boys at her school certainly seemed to think this was the case since they were constantly trying to get her to sleep with them.  Men like the truck driver couldn’t keep their eyes off her.  Perhaps she could manage to put herself through school by being a dancer in one of the New Orleans clubs.  She had recently read an article about a girl who had used her earnings from moonlighting as a stripper to pay her way through law school.  Cotton hated the idea of letting men leer at her every night as she danced in some skimpy costume, but she was getting increasingly desperate as time passed with seemingly no other option available to her. 

“Happy birthday, my baby,” her father, Paul, told her, as she entered the kitchen.  

Paul Landry had blonde hair and blue eyes like his daughter.  A good-looking man of thirty-five, he had never worked an honest day in his life.  As a provider for his family, Paul was a pathetic failure.  Cotton loved him dearly.

“MaMa and MawMaw went to the store.  How’s my girl today?”

 “Fine, Daddy,” she replied, as she gave him a hug.  “How was your day?”

“Last night was good for me,” he told her.  “I won big.”

Cotton nodded and put down her booksack.  She got a Coke and sat at the small kitchen table.  She knew how her father’s stories went.  She would be listening for a while.

Paul sat across from his daughter and regaled her with tales of the previous night’s poker game and of how he had won each hand.  He spoke of the other men at the table and of how they had continued to lose but had stayed for game after game in hopes of winning back their money.

It was a familiar story, one that Cotton had heard her father tell repeatedly during her lifetime.  Sometimes, he was the winner; sometimes he was the loser.  Always, he was the consummate gambler who lived for the opportunity to best others and to surpass his own previous efforts.  Results varied from day to day.  No one could ever be certain whether or not Paul would bring home money or owe it to another gambling man. 

It was a hard way for the Landry family to live.  Cotton’s mother earned little working as a cleaning woman for their church, and MawMaw Evy had been out of a job

since the Dairy Queen on the highway had burned to the ground thanks to an arsonist’s torch.

As her father ended his story, he asked, “Who’s the best poker player in all this place?”

“You are, Daddy.”

 “And you’re the best little girl a father could ask for.  That’s why I have something special for you on your birthday.  There’s only one condition.”

Her curiosity peaked, Cotton echoed, “Condition?”


Paul nodded soberly and said, “Promise me you’ll do what I ask, baby.”


“I promise,” she said without hesitation.


Her father left the room, returning moments later with a square box that had been awkwardly wrapped  in colorful paper adorned with the words “Happy Birthday” and “Celebrate!”  


“Open your present, then we’ll talk.”

“Shouldn’t I wait for MaMa and MawMaw Evy?”


He shook his head, and she carefully peeled back the tape and removed the wrapping paper.  Easing the lid off the box, Cotton peered inside.


As she withdrew the small key, Cotton asked, “What do I do with it?”


“You keep it safe and hold onto it until the darkest day of your life.  Then you take it to Ed Savoie, the lawyer.  And don’t you go telling anyone about this key or what

I told you to do, ever.  That’s your condition.  Remember, you promised.  Now, be a good girl and listen to your daddy.”


“But –”


“Cotton Marie, you do as I say.  Now, take that box and key to your room before anyone else sees them.”


Although still perplexed, she thanked her father and hugged him before going to put away the mysterious present and her booksack.  Not certain as to where she should hide the key, Cotton decided she would wear it on a chain around her neck so that it wouldn’t get misplaced or taken.  Whatever it was that the key represented, it was obviously important to her father and, therefore, to her.

Six months passed.  MawMaw Evy’s COPD grew increasingly worse until it finally claimed her life.  Although her grandmother’s death greatly affected her, Cotton did not remove the chain that held the key from around her neck.


A few weeks later, Cotton’s mother announced that she had been having an affair with the groundskeeper of the Sunshine Estates Nursing Home.  She asked Cotton to move with her to the man’s trailer.  When Cotton refused, her mother left without her.  Cotton was profoundly disturbed but still did not undo the clasp on the chain.


A year went by.  One night when she was working late, she allowed Jay to take advantage of her in the storeroom.  When it appeared that she might be pregnant, Cotton envisioned the realization of her greatest fear:  a life spent with Jay working at the convenience store and raising her baby in a place where she felt there was no chance for a better future.  Cotton took off the necklace.


Before she could take the key to the lawyer’s office, Cotton was relieved to discover that she wasn’t pregnant.  She put the chain back on and kept going to school and to work, although she made sure that she never worked late with Jay again.


A week after graduating at the top of her class, Cotton came home from work to find the police chief parked in the gravel driveway that led to the house she shared with her father.  She knew instantly that Paul Landry was dead.


“We found him down by Aucoin’s rice farm,” the policeman told her.  “We suspect it was someone he owed money to, and we’ll do our best to find out who did this.”


Once the police chief had gone, Cotton sat alone in the empty, run-down little house and cried.  She lay awake all night.  The next morning, she rose and walked to Mr. Savoie’s office, the key clenched tightly in her fist.  


“Your daddy came to me the day you were born,” the lawyer told her once she was seated in front of his desk.  Shaking his head, he said, “I’m sorry to hear about Paul.  He had his faults, but he was a good man who’d do anything for his family and his friends.”


Cotton agreed and held out the key.  


“You hold it and come with me to the bank,” he told her. 


An hour later, Cotton stood alone in the eerie quiet of the room that held all of the safe deposit boxes.  The bank president, Mr. Verot, had taken the key she had proffered and used it in conjunction with one of his in order to open the little door for box G-7.   Then he had left her alone while he and Mr. Savoie went to talk in his office. 

Cotton lifted the lid of the box.  The first thing she saw was a handmade card she had created with construction paper and markers for her father when she had been five years old.    Underneath the card was a picture of her taken at the hospital just after she’d 

been born, the wispy light blonde hair almost white in the photo.  What followed were pictures of various important events in her life, ending with the graduation photo that had been snapped only the previous week.  Below that was an envelope that had “Cotton Marie Landry” written on the front.

She withdrew its contents and opened the paper with trembling hands.  On it was written a sequence of numbers.  It was signed, “Love, Your Daddy” at the bottom.


Cotton stared at the paper for a long time.  Was her father giving her some sort of code, some lucky numbers he expected her to bet on at the track, a casino, or in a card game?


She wiped at the tears on her cheeks and put everything except the paper back into the box then pocketed the key and went to find Mr. Savoie and Mr. Verot.  When she located them, she held out the paper with the numbers written on it and waited.


“Your daddy did everything he could to provide for your future,” Savoie said with conviction.  

“That he did,” Verot agreed.  “Paul sought out our help, and we were proud to give it.” 

“Paul knew himself all too well.”  Savoie cleared his throat and admitted, “The day you were born he vowed he’d do right by you.”

 “He did,” Cotton insisted.  “He loved me.  He was proud of me.”

Verot agreed but insisted, “As your daddy, he knew he should do more.  That’s why he came to us.”

“But what could you do?”

“Every time Paul won any money, he brought half of it to me,” the lawyer explained.  “I was charged with bringing it to the bank.  I agreed to give Paul the account number, since it didn’t have his name on it, only yours and mine.  He wrote it on that piece of paper and asked that I put it in a safe deposit box.  Sometimes, he’d bring me pictures he wanted to add to the box when he’d bring money.  Once, he brought me that card you made for him.  He said he’d been real low that day, and the card had given him hope.  He said just knowing that he’d helped create someone as beautiful and smart as his Cotton gave him reason to go on.”

“We were amazed that he never reneged on his vow,” the banker said.  “Gamblers don’t usually have the ability to part with their money unless it’s to gamble with it.”

“Sometimes it’d be only a few dollars,” the lawyer said.  “Sometimes it’d be thousands.  It added up over the last eighteen years.”    

Cotton dropped her eyes and stared at her hands.  When she felt that she could speak without crying, she asked, “How much is there?”

“One hundred eighty-three thousand one hundred dollars and seventeen cents,” the bank president replied.

“Excuse me?”

 “You heard him right,” the lawyer said quietly.  “It’s all yours.”

“You don’t have to make any decisions today,” the banker said reassuringly.  “That money’s not going anywhere.”
But I am, Cotton thought.  I’m going away from this place.  I’m going to do something with my life, something that will make my Daddy smile down from Heaven.  
Cotton soon rented out her little house and left for college in New Orleans.  She went to class during the day and worked in a convenience store in the evenings.  She enjoyed the time spent with her college friends but focused most of her energy on her studies.

As the years went by, Cotton had no desire to return to the little town of her birth.  She married a fellow medical student and was happy in New Orleans.  She would certainly have a more successful career there once she and her husband passed their medical board exams.  Yet, something tugged at her conscience, and Cotton knew that she had to go home at least one more time before she could determine which course her life should take.

The day after “M.D.” was added to the end of her name, she decided to return to her hometown for a visit.  She rose early and drove from New Orleans to her old house, which was presently not rented.  During her time away, she had paid a local handyman to fix some of the more pressing problems in the home and had also paid him to give the old structure a fresh coat of white paint.

It already looks dingy, she thought, as she stepped out of her car and walked towards the front door. 

While wandering through the rooms, Cotton thought of her easy-going gambler father, her larger-than-life grandmother and of the mother she hadn’t spoken to in over 

ten years.  She emerged still uncertain about her future and drove aimlessly for over an hour, finally stopping at Guidry’s Handi-mart and Bait Shop in order to get herself something cool to drink.

“Hey, Cotton!”

“Jay Bourgeois?”

“In the flesh.  It’s been a long time!  Ed Savoie said you’d gone off to medical school.  Are you a doctor now?”

“A pediatrician.”

“Imagine that,” he said with a grin, as he rang up her Coke.  “I’ve got four kids of my own now.  I’ve started taking them fishing this year.  The oldest says he wants to work here with me when he turns fifteen.”  Handing her the change from her five 

dollar bill, Jay leaned forward slightly and said, “He says he wants to be the manager when I retire.”

Cotton smiled and nodded before telling Jay that it was wonderful to see him after so many years.  She dropped her change into the tip jar before saying goodbye.

“You have to go so soon?”

“I do.”

 “Too bad.  You know, it’s a shame they never found out who killed your daddy.  Mama always said Paul Landry could have done great things if he’d lived.”

Her hand on the door handle, Cotton said, “He did the greatest thing of all.  He gave me life.”

 And with those words, Cotton was finally free.

Neil Butters


Darren shook his head in disgust. First Mason and now Len. is other friend hadn’t even made it this far.They had journeyed three days, through woods, swamp, and sand. They had outwitted the Minjuns, owl-like creatures with craniums twice their body size, and overpowered the Goliths, giants who could throw horses. All of the threats to their progress had been met with a steely-eyed determination.  That hadn’t, however, been enough to save Mason’s life. And now the Cave of Jhonas was only a few hours ride ahead. This far, Darren thought, only for the yella-bellied Len to turn tail home. 


“I have to go.” Darren had barely heard Len’s voice. He stopped and turned to face his mate. Len had halted his horse and drawn drink from the flask slung around his shoulder. His pace had been torpid for the last hour, lengthening the distance between he and Darren.


 “The rest is easy. We’ll find the Treasure soon,” Darren said.


“No. I have to go. It’s been too long already. My family will be waiting for me at home.”


“They can wait a little longer.”


“No. Goodbye.” Len turned his horse back the way they had come.


Darren hadn’t wanted to watch the coward leave, and so he turned back to face the mountain. He squinted his right eye in defence of the sun, the only blotch in the purple sky. He tilted his cowboy hat lower, which cast a long shadow over his face. The land ahead appeared barren, but did Len know something he didn’t? What was out there?


Darren caressed the handle of his cutlass with his left hand and the grip of his six-shooter with his right. Having held each in the respective hand, he had sliced the giant 

Wellwodd Worms into stumps while gunning down their wild-eyed wranglers. His swings and bullets never went astray, even though a patch covered his left eye. Maybe all those battles were in preparation for this. Perhaps this was his destiny, just like the stories he had heard, possibly apocryphal, about a trio of gunslingers who had been searching for a tower.  They found it, despite one of them being wheelchair-bound and another losing some fingers.


Thinking about the dangers ahead, Darren spurred his horse forward.


The hooves of Darren’s horse sounded as one as they pounded the earth. His weapons slapped at his thighs. A silver line separating land from sky appeared ahead. It quickly resolved into a shimmering silver wall. Darren pulled up the reins moments before crashing through it and emerging as a blood-red mist on the other side.


The barrier extended parallel to the mountain, and Darren pictured it as like a moat protecting its castle. Instead of water however, a dense cloud, humming and crackling, discouraged progress. Darren had stopped before two stone pillars that were about one horse-length apart. Between these, the power field undulated like waves of water. Something had been etched into one of the stone constructs.


Darren dismounted. The ground was unnaturally flat, and patches of metal gleamed in the sunlight where the dirt was loose or absent. A platform?


Darren studied the carvings on the pillar. The words “Today’s password is painkillers” was etched above a three-by-two grid of squares. Upon each of these was a different symbol: an eye; a snake; 1, 2, 3, 4; a hut; a sun; and mountains. Darren pictured 

wooden stakes in a pit underfoot, and the bloody and rotting corpses of those who had been impaled after pressing the wrong button.


Painkillers. Flashes of memory. Pain. An eye bubbling and corroding. Nothing had been as painful as that. “This will kill the pain.” The doctor’s voice. A needle inserted into an arm. Head filled with cotton; eye falling asleep to sensation.


Darren pushed the button marked “1, 2, 3, 4,” and the undulating gate disappeared. Hurriedly, he guided his horse through the pillars. The door re-formed with a loud pop and crackle as he hitched the steed to a small tree. It wouldn’t be needed in the cave, which he would reach on foot before the sun slid more than a few degrees along its track in the canopy above. 


The black eye of the mountain was visible from the barrier. His direction marked, Darren was pulled along its course.


Thump, thump, thump, thump! Heavy footfalls sounded from Darren’s left. He turned. A dark speck with a dirt penumbra was approaching fast. Friendly?


The dark form dissolved into the gray-green hide of a wogg about half the size of a horse. Its mouth hung open, and two rows of Spikey teeth jutted from its deep red gums. Spittle and foam drenched its maw. Two eyes, glowing deep red, fixed on the new arrival like laser beams.


Never fight a wogg / They’re not like a dog / You’ll never be a winner / Only its dinner. The childhood rhyme warned of the danger, but Darren knew he had no choice.


Darren fired his pistol. Green ooze erupted from six holes in the wogg’s chest.


Thump, thump, thump, thump! The wogg hadn’t even slowed.


With the wogg nearly upon him, Darren reached for the cutlass. The beast crashed into his chest, blade still sheathed. He slammed to the ground and struggled for breath under the weight crushing his lungs. The wogg snapped and snarled at his head. Saliva splashed onto his face. A thin tongue flicked at his nose and lips.   


Darren turned his head side-to-side. He dodged the chopping teeth, but the wogg’s saliva covered his face. It burned.


   Darren tucked his arms under the wogg’s body then pushed and rolled simultaneously. The beast fell to the ground on its side. It quickly righted itself.


The flesh on Darren’s face screamed, but he remained silent. The saliva would eventually burn through to the bone. That wasn’t relevant now though. The wogg was ready to strike again. No time for the cutlass. He had another idea, one drawn from a memory.


Darren had had no idea where babies came from when his family’s dog had a litter. In a fenced backyard and covered by pale blue, he had played with the puppies. The newborns would bite, chase, and wrestle all the afternoon. They would abandon the human playmate, however, whenever it remained motionless.


Darren tucked himself into a ball. He felt three sharp pricks on his shoulder, but his skin hadn’t been punctured. They dragged down his back without tearing his shirt. Sniffing sounded in his ear. Something tried to slide between his buttocks and the ground. It’s puzzled with the lack of movement, he thought. Sometimes a wogg is like a dog after all.

Loud footfalls sounded, but they faded quickly. Before they were totally out of earshot, Darren lifted his head. He was anxious to move on. His canteen was empty, and he needed to wash his face soon, before the wogg’s saliva erased it. The spit had dried to a thin sheen and felt a bit crusty. The burning had been replaced by an intense itching, but scratching would only tear the loosened flesh. It felt as if worms were burrowing toward the bone. Tears welled in his one good eye. 


Standing, Darren blinked. His gun rested nearby – when had he lost it? The wogg had disappeared. After retrieving and holstering the weapon, he spotted a blue beacon not far ahead. A lake? Was it there before? He sprinted toward the patch of blue, hoping that it was what he imagined. It was.


The lake stretched out to the horizon. Some sparse vegetation littered its bank, being much denser close to where Darren had stopped. A copse of trees, the only ones in the area, partially concealed a hut. Beside one wall, a dark buzzing cloud hovered over a pile of animal carcasses. Darren wished he had lost his sense of smell.


Darren dropped to his knees then bent forward over the lake. A face with bubbling flesh stared back at him. Despite the searing itch, he hesitated. The murky depths flashed with something silver. Was it searching for food? Darren pictured himself submerging his face in the water and emerging from it without a head.


The itch intensified as if the corrosive knew Darren’s intent and wanted to finish the job before its dilution. As a distraction, Darren bit his lip waiting for whatever-it-was to swim away. He only needed a couple of seconds in the water.


The silver thing disappeared. Darren submerged his whole head in the water. The relief was immediate. Seconds later, he pulled out then looked at his reflection. His flesh was intact and without damage. His face then exploded. 


A head burst from the lake, shattering the mirror image. Darren recoiled under a shower of water moments before being swallowed whole. He scrambled to his feet and bent his head back to look up. The creature’s mouth was open, its teeth carnivorous.


The creature’s head descended rapidly toward its meal. Darren swung the cutlass at its neck, and the blade sliced completely through it. He ducked away from the falling head. It thudded to the ground behind him. Its stalk slid back into the lake.


As Darren re-sheathed the blade, a man emerged from the hut. His face was a roadmap of lines and cracks. His hair was white, and that from his chin and cheeks formed an inverted triangle with its point hovering over his chest.


Stooped, Whitebeard stared into the lake.


Darren wondered if he had just decapitated Whitebeard’s pet. Would the old man be angry that its head could now be mounted on a wall? Not that this guy could put up much of a fight. Unless he had magic.


Whitebeard turned to Darren. “Hello.” The voice was almost croaking and sounded frailer than the man looked.


“Greetings.” Darren shifted his feet as if movement would hide the head behind him.


Whitebeard studied Darren’s hat, sword, and pistol. One bushy eyebrow arched. “On a mission?” 


 “The cave.” 


Whitebeard’s brow furrowed. “Cave?” His eyes flitted from the mountain to Darren. “Ah, yes,” then with a smile, “Seeking treasure? Rescuing a princess? Slaying the dragon?”


Darren narrowed his eyes and said nothing.


Whitebeard shook his head. “Don’t want me to know? Okay. I don’t need to. But be wary my son.” He winked, glanced at the lake, and then re-entered the hut.


Once Whitebeard had closed the door to the hut, Darren impaled the creature’s head on his cutlass and swung it over the lake. It slid from the blade and splashed into the water. 


The remaining land between Darren and the cave was a minefield of vegetation. He had learned long ago that bushes hide nasty beasts that can attack when their cover is disturbed, as from a kick of a child’s foot. And if one of them should be an acid-spitting snake, said child could lose an eye. Fortunately the bushes were scattered and easy to avoid.  


Shrub gave way to rock, and Darren soon found himself staring into the mouth of the mountain. The cave’s walls glowed, filling the tunnel ahead with a soft white light. Not needing a torch, Darren entered. 


The tunnel bore straight into the heart of the rock. It anastomosed to the left of where Darren stopped and, a little beyond, to the right. The walls were smooth; the ceiling and floor unadorned with stalagmites or stalactites. No bats dangled overhead, and 

nothing squished underfoot. Clean, Darren mused, this could be someone’s – or something’s – home. 


Darren pulled a piece of white parchment from his pocket. The map was a network of lead lines, their complexity suggesting a comprehensive depiction of the mountain’s bowels. The target, straight ahead, was represented by a large square filled with numbers.


Darren had learned of the story of the map and the Treasure from Mason.


 “I came upon a shipwreck and an island when I was at sea,” Mason said. They were sitting in a dark tavern simmering with light conversation. “The ship had smashed into rocks. Some of the Roman sailors made it to the island where all but one died from their wounds before I got there. The last survivor was in rough shape. Delerious. He was ranting about the Cave of Jhonas and a Treasure. Before he died right there on the island, he gave me this map.” 


Mason placed folded parchment onto the table. Darren only glanced at the map. He couldn’t hear anything but his friend’s narrative.


“He said that they were raiders of ships, and they had buried spoils all over Jhonas. The cave contains the most valuable. This is a map of that cave. I know where it is, but I need help getting there. How does that sound?” 


Darren swigged his ale. “We need to ask Len to come.”


“Sure.”


The trio had left for the mountain the next day.


Darren wondered what the Treasure could be, and his stomach grumbled. His pack contained no rations. Instead, he had hoped the Treasure would fill the space.


Unintelligible gurgling echoed from the right branch of the tunnel. The map indicated that this was a cavern. As Darren approached it, he heard a male voice. “He’s inside. We’ll need to kill him.”


Darren stopped just before the cavern’s entrance and pressed his back against the cave wall. The heat from the rock stoked his pounding heart.


The sound of horse hooves pounding ground reverberated in the room.


Darren gripped his pistol in one hand and his cutlass in the other. 


Silence.


He turned his head around the corner. In the center of the small room, three witches sat, encircling a glowing glass ball. They could have jumped from the pages of a fairy tale: stringy grey hair, pointed noses with warts, and wrinkled skin. They were staring intently at images flickering in the sphere. 


With the witches momentarily distracted, Darren darted across the mouth of the lair, and slammed his back against the wall on the other side. His hands rested on the weapons at his side. Gunshots rang out from behind him, but nobody emerged from the opening. The hags hadn’t seen me or don’t care, he thought. He then continued down the main artery and into the chamber at the heart of the cave.


Darren consulted the map.   He was indeed standing before the Treasure room. Rocky outcroppings spotted the walls. They were a dull grey and didn’t glow. Some of 

the jutting rock formed ridges and ledges; the remainder were smothered by vines spiked with thorns. 


The pictorial showed a grid of numbers from one to ten. Being it was numbered by a Roman; Darren knew the Treasure was marked by the ten, as always. The spot was along the far wall and in front of a dense tangle of vines.


Darren retrieved the spade from his pack, dropped to his knees, and then began digging. The instrument was small for the task, but there had been three diggers when he had set out. Len had been too scared. At least Mason had needed ten arrows to the chest to stop him.


Sweat, encouraged by the cave’s warmth, had just sprouted from Darren’s forehead when the spade hit something hard. Digging furiously, he uncovered a chest with gold trim. It was small, and he easily lifted it out of the hole with both hands then rested it on the ground.


Darren smashed the chest’s padlock with the spade then raised the lid. The Treasure fulfilled its promise. He hadn’t imagined that there would be so much.


As Darren reached for a sample of the chest’s contents, woody tendrils sprang from the wall facing him. They wrapped around his wrists. Thorns punctured his flesh. Warmth spread throughout his body. He tugged violently at the bonds. His hands tore free bringing with them bits of thorns still embedded in the flesh.


Darren became light-headed, and the treasure disappeared into fog. He swayed and fell over.


“Darren Jhonas!” Darren’s mother said sternly.


Darren smiled, rammed his hands into the bowl of candy, and pulled out two handfuls. He dodged his mother on the way to the hallway. After passing his sister and her friends in another room, he bound up the staircase, cutlass and pistol slapping his legs.


 “I told you no more.” Darren’s mother was somewhere behind him.


Darren escaped to his room. Before settling on the bed, he locked the door. He listened for his mother but heard nothing. 



Two large pictures were stuck to the walls. Above the headboard, men with words fought on a ship below the words “Pirates of the Caribbean.” One of the combatants had an eye patch similar to that which covered Darren’s left eye. On the opposite wall, a squinty-eyed man wearing a cowboy hat stood in a dry landscape. The caption read “The Man with No Name.”


Darren looked out the window as he ate a bar of chocolate. Fluffy clouds floated in a pale blue sky. A bicycle rested against the house just inside the gate. His father, standing in front of an open shed, was pulling the ribbed tubing of a Creepy Crawly from the pool while a small dog watched from his side.


Candy finished, Darren collected and balled up the wrappers that littered the bed. He threw them at a metal can. Most missed. He flung his cowboy hat onto the floor then lay back to rest.


Darren awoke lying on the ground. He shook his head. That dream again. The one with him as a child living with his family in a multilevel house. Only a dream.


He stood, retrieved his cowboy hat, and then felt the weapons at his sides. Somebody had moved him to a small room with rock walls. He was likely still in the cave. He picked up a gold coin by the exit. It was unusually light, and parts of one side had turned a light brown. He went in search of more.

WIND BLOWS OUT TO SEA

Ross Rogoff

Where the wind blows out at sea, you can see a vibrant blast of sand hurdling into the waters, bringing with it splashes of water, rings of beauty.  Ashes of dust fill the skies bringing with it a host of dust particles that cling to each dust ball.

Where the wind blows out at sea, you can see the foamy white waters flood the path of eternity, bringing with it a sparkling hope for future generations to come.

Where the wind blows out at sea is the clear blue beauty of endless oceans of salt, bringing with it the door of opportunity for the underprivileged who set their sails for a higher state.

Where the wind blows out at sea, you can see daylight abroad bringing with it glorious sunsets and elegant starlit moon views overhead.

Where the wind blows out at sea, you can see the abundance of seashells that rock you ears bringing with it new pitches of sound each time you listen careful.

Where the wind blows out at sea is where the gentle breezes whistling through the air, then swooping down to scratch the surface of the beaches bringing with it peace and harmony.  

At times, the winds blow out at sea blistering through us as tidal waves shooting upward without warning where a storm might be brewing.

Where the wind blows out at sea nobody really knows.  It is nature’s way of saying, “I’m coming, get out of my way or I’ll bite.”

Where the wind blows out at sea, you can feel it bringing with it its own independence in flight.

To roam, to wither, to stand, and someday you’ll find yourself upon a star blowing out to sea.

