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A Brief History of TAF










Triangle Association of Freelancers (TAF) is unique among writing organizations in that it is, at heart, a family. Our members applaud each other’s successes and commiserate over our disappointments. We share information about markets and job opportunities, and mentor those who are new to the profession. Because of this sincere familial support, TAF has grown and flourished. 


TAF was established in 2003 and became a nonprofit in 2017. We held our first conference in 2008, and another each year after, until forced to take a temporary hiatus in 2020 because of the COVID pandemic. In lieu of an in-person event, we quickly pivoted to a series of moderated online conversations with prominent writers, editors, and other industry professionals that we call TAF Talks.


Indeed, through the years, TAF has proved itself to be the Little Writing Community That Could. While staying true to our Tarheel roots, we have expanded our reach to surrounding states and even across the country, offering support, networking, advice, and mentoring to writers in all forms and genres. In numerous instances, membership in TAF has led to a writer’s first publication.


This book is another example of TAF’s growing voice within the broader writing community. Technically our fourth group anthology, it is both a fundraiser for the organization and a showcase for our members’ works. For some, this is their first publication.


Triangle Association of Freelancers is a family, one with broad, outstretched arms. We’re always eager to meet new writers, discuss what they’re working on, and see how we can help them achieve their goals. Our members are multi-published, and award-winning. If you are not already a member, I encourage you to learn more about who we are and what we have to offer by visiting our website: https://tafnc.com.


In the meantime, enjoy the stories, essays, and poems written exclusively for this anthology. They come from the heart, and hopefully will inspire you to put your own stories on paper.


--Don Vaughan, Founder


Triangle Association of Freelancers


Raleigh, NC



















  

  



Introduction










Thanks for Showing Up 


Writing isn’t easy. It takes patience, honesty, and the courage to keep going even when the words come out all wrong, or don’t come at all. This is why writers usually call their first attempt to share their stories and thoughts a rough draft. 


The writers featured in this anthology, TAF Omnibus: Stories, Essays & Poems Vol. IV, kept going. They wrote through busy schedules, long days, and uncertain seasons. They wrote even when they didn’t know who, if anyone, would ever read their work. 


However, they didn’t give up. The decision to keep writing anyway is what brings their voices to life in these pages.


The TAF Omnibus: Stories, Essays & Poems Vol. IV is the latest edition of the TAF Omnibus, an important contribution to Triangle Association of Freelancers’ history, which spans more than 20 years. 


During this time, our organization has grown into one of the largest writing organizations in North Carolina. TAF’s mission is to provide networking, education and mentoring to writers in all genres. We’re proud to have encouraged and helped many writers start (or restart) their writing careers, publish their first books, and find other ways to succeed with other types of writing opportunities. 


The TAF Omnibus is a fundraiser for the organization, but more importantly, it’s a chance to share and highlight our members’ writings. 


The science fiction writer Octavia Butler once scribbled a note to herself that read: “I am a bestselling writer. I write bestselling books… So be it! See to it!” 


It wasn’t a prediction. It was a declaration. Butler faced rejection after rejection before publishing her first novel. But she kept showing up to write. She believed in her voice before anyone else did.


That same spirit lives in this anthology. These poems, essays, and stories weren’t written in perfect silence or perfect conditions. They were written with curiosity, creative thought, and care.


Thanks to all of the writers for showing up and sharing their work. And thank you for showing up and picking up this book to read these writers’ stories and thoughts. We hope you’ll find something here that makes you pause, reflect, or feel understood. And if there’s a story still unwritten inside you, may these pages remind you it’s worth telling.


- Maya Spikes, Executive Director


Triangle Association of Freelancers
















  

  



Non-Fiction



























  

  



Fall of the House Where I Ushered by Don Vaughan










Don Vaughan is a freelance writer based in Raleigh, NC. His work has appeared in scores of publications, including Writer’s Digest, The Saturday Evening Post, Encyclopedia Britannica, and MAD Magazine. Don is the founder of Triangle Association of Freelancers. 


 




      ***
Fall of the House Where I Ushered















It was a dream job – until I got hit in the head with a pickle.


It was also the very first job I ever had, working as an usher during the Summertime Fun Shows at the majestic Lake Theater in Lake Worth, Florida. 


I was no stranger to these seasonal cinematic sojourns, having whiled away many a Saturday afternoon of my pre-adolescence watching classic ‘60s kiddie fare such as Navy Vs. The Night Monsters, Night of the Grizzly, Destination Inner Space and The Three Stooges in Orbit. With an admission of just 50 cents, the Fun Shows at the Lake Theater were the best deal in town if you were a kid. But only an idiot paid full price; those in the know scoured the local newspaper for the weekly coupon that would let you in free for just ten RC Cola bottle caps, easily obtained by searching the parking lot of any store that stocked the stuff. I don’t think I ever paid to see a Summertime Fun Show in all the years I attended them.


The Lake Theater was one of a handful of movie palaces that dotted Palm Beach County from the 1930s through the 1970s. Built in 1939, the Lake featured a stunning art deco design by noted Florida architect Roy A. Benjamin, more than 850 velvet-lined seats (long worn thin by the time I was old enough to go there), and a balcony that could only be reached via an arching, carpeted staircase that would have made Nora Desmond proud.


As a child I saw numerous movies at the Lake Theater, though I would be hard-pressed now to recite specific titles. What I recall more vividly are the sights and smells of the movie-going experience.


For example, I was entranced by the neon-illuminated Weeki Wachee Springs clock in the lobby, and the ancient vending machine that dispensed iced soft drinks in paper cups. (Try to find one of those now!) The Lake Theater was part of Wometco Enterprises (which also owned the Miami Seaquarium) so practically everything in it had some kind of Florida theme. The kiddie drinks, for example, came in large plastic oranges with green lids and white plastic straws. Inevitably, the empty containers would get loose from their owners and roll like miniature cannonballs beneath the rows of seats until they came to rest at the very front of the theater. 


As I entered my teens, the Lake started showing the re-releases of several classic films in addition to the new stuff. It was there that I first watched Atlanta burn in Gone with The Wind and fell in love with Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca. And I don’t mean that metaphorically – I really fell in love with Ingrid Bergman. Even in black and white she was, at the time, the most singularly beautiful woman I had ever seen on the big screen or off, and for years I carried with me a lust for her that seemed inextinguishable. Even today it’s difficult for me to watch Casablanca on television without feeling a twinge of adolescent yearning.


When I turned 15, I went from customer to employee, accepting a part-time job at the Lake as an usher for $1 an hour and all the popcorn and RC Cola I could consume. The job required that I wear a tie, which I wasn’t keen on, but working in an air-conditioned theater beat the heck out of mowing lawns in the brutal Florida heat.


An even bigger downside was having to work the Summertime Fun Shows. The thought made me shudder because I knew from experience that most of the kids who came to these things didn’t give a damn about the movies – they were there to consume massive quantities of unhealthy food and raise hell. Trying to keep the peace during these three-hour marathons was much like being a guard in a poorly run prison. Over the course of the summer, I was hit by all manner of things, including the aforementioned pickle, a wet paper towel and enough popcorn and Milk Duds to stock a store. My fellow ushers and I quickly realized that it was impossible to try to prevent the chaos, and that the best we could do was try to contain it to the best of our ability. A good Saturday was one in which we didn’t go home covered in something icky. 


The Fun Shows weren’t just a Saturday afternoon thing if you were an employee. We were also required to come in late in the week and help pack the surprise boxes, which contained a box of candy, a coupon for a small popcorn and some piece-of-crap toy. We sold a ton of those things, which was good for management but bad for us ushers who, post-movie, had to sweep up the gooey contents of the boxes we had spent so many hours assembling.


The Fun Shows were a nightmare, but working at the Lake had its perks. For one thing, it was a genuine piece of South Florida history, and I wasted no time exploring its vast interior. On the walls behind the huge screen, I found remnants of decades-old movie posters – archeological evidence of the building’s amazing past.


And as an employee, I also got to come in any time on my days off and watch movies for free, high up in the then-blocked off balcony. There, I enjoyed repeated viewings of an eclectic array of vintage early-‘70s flicks, including Dirty Little Billy, starring Michael J. Pollard; The Werewolf of Washington; Sssssss, with the always wonderful Strother Martin; and Electra Glide in Blue, featuring a pre-Baretta Robert Blake. A lot of these movies contained nudity and adult themes that were a real eye-opener for this shy, yet-to-be-kissed 15-year-old, a bonus that helped compensate for the lousy pay.


By 1974, South Florida’s great movie palaces were in decline. Many were demolished because the land upon which they sat was more valuable than the buildings themselves, and those that weren’t razed were gutted and turned into soulless multiplexes. The Lake suffered a slightly different fate – it was to be turned into a movie-themed restaurant called Horsefeathers, which would show cartoons and coming attractions while patrons ate.


Those of us who worked at the Lake were outraged. After almost four decades of faithful service, economic issues had forced this grand old lady to go dark, and it just didn’t seem fair. On the final night, after the last audience member had left the theater, we locked the doors, dimmed the lights and had a party. Well, more of a wake. We drank and ran among the threadbare seats singing as loudly as we could. We cursed the corporation that had bought the theater and wished horrible things upon them. My good friend Ken Mitchroney, who later went on to work as an animator and character designer with Disney, Pixar and Dreamworks, covered the walls (which we knew were going to be renovated anyway) with life-size cartoon characters drawn in Magic Marker.  


Hours later, exhausted, spent and a little tipsy, we walked out the door for the last time. It was an especially sad moment for me because the closing of the Lake Theater also drew the curtain on some of the fondest memories of my childhood.


In an interesting bit of karma, Horsefeathers didn’t last very long. The cartoons and coming attractions were fun, but apparently the food wasn’t that great and the novelty quickly wore off.  The place changed hands and became an Italian eatery called Pasta Palace, which also showed cartoons and coming attractions, but it suffered the same fate as its predecessor and was quickly shuttered. Sometime later, the building was turned into an art museum, with absolutely no recognition of its former glory.


For me, however, the stately structure on Lake Avenue with the timeless art deco design will always be the place where I fell in love with Ingrid Bergman and came to appreciate film as a unique and genuine art form.


I’ll admit, though, that I’m still trying to forget that humiliating incident with the pickle.


Don Vaughan
















  

  



Exquisite Timing at 35,000 Feet by LaVerne St. George










LaVerne St. George is an award-winning author  known for her delightful, sweet, and inspirational romances with believable characters. Under another name, she has published non-fiction work in librarianship, eldercare, and inclusive Christianity. LaVerne's Library Science training fuels her research, and she enjoys sharing her writing experience with any audience who’ll listen.







      ***
Exquisite Timing at 35,000 Feet





Have you ever experienced a moment in life when people and circumstances seem to come together in an almost miraculous way at a particular time to provide a beneficial outcome? Perhaps you've seen an example on television where a woman needs a kidney transplant, and it happens that her daughter's teacher, hearing of the mother’s need, decides to get tested as a donor. The teacher is a match. The transplant happens smoothly, and the woman survives to mother her daughter another day. Perhaps you’ve had a problem you needed to solve so that you could achieve a goal you had been striving toward. A solution seems further and further away. Then out of the blue, a person, an e-mail, a Facebook post comes to your attention that gives you a different insight or the perfect solution, and suddenly you are on a new path with a sense of relief and newfound confidence.







      ***Rev. Fred Campbell served as a liberal Christian minister and presented seminars and workshops on communication among religious faiths in a secular society. At one of his workshops which I attended; he explained the concept of Exquisite Timing. To paraphrase his explanation, Exquisite Timing refers to those moments of profound synchronicity, opportune alignment of circumstances, or perfectly timed insights and actions that reveal the interconnected nature of the universe or the subtle guidance of the divine. These occurrences are not merely coincidental but are perceived as demonstrations of a deeper spiritual order, fostering a sense of awe, meaning, and often leading to positive personal or communal transformation.


Some people call these “God moments” or “Holy Spirit bombs.” But I love the phrase “Exquisite Timing” which encompasses that juxtaposition of events and knowledge and people which has no explanation in a rational world but has everything to do with the larger, wonderful, and awe-filled universe in which we live.


One of my most memorable personal experiences with Exquisite Timing came in 1994. My mother had unexpectedly collapsed at home and was admitted to the hospital. In his exam, her personal doctor noticed a distinctive gait to her walk, a sort of shuffle, and all the family had noticed her recent memory lapses and increasing agitation.


The diagnosis--normal pressure hydrocephalus. Spinal fluid was collecting in her brain, causing pressure and brain damage. With my stomach in knots, I listened as the neurologist suggested a brain shunt. He described the procedure of inserting a tube into Mom’s brain and threading that tube through her body. The spinal fluid would flow downward from the brain into the stomach area where it could be reabsorbed. My sister and I shared my mother’s caregiving duties and would have a week or so to decide whether to approve the procedure.  I tried to pray, to think, but I was too frightened, too keyed up to formulate anything coherent.


My college education had focused on biological sciences and medical librarianship, so naturally I turned to medical articles discussing the shunt. In my worried state, I couldn’t focus. Deciding what questions to ask the neurosurgeon seemed impossible. I was due to fly from my home in southeastern Michigan to Kansas City on business that week. Hoping for better understanding at 35,000 feet up, I took all the articles with me on the plane.


As I settled in the seat and fastened my seat belt, a lean man of average height appeared, wearing a tweed sport coat and a brown felt fedora with a broad brim. He stopped by my row and took off the hat.  Tousled dark hair topped a pair of sparkling brown eyes.  A good-looking man at ease with himself and his world. Awareness tingled down my spine.


“Hi.” He slid into the seat beside me.


“Hello,” I replied with a catch in my throat. After a moment, I ventured, “What takes you to Kansas City?”


“Vacation.”


We exchanged pleasantries about the city with which we were both familiar. Once the plane took off, I pulled out my papers and began reading. I soon sensed him looking over.


“Who?” he asked.


I answered without thinking. “My mother.” I met his eyes. His serious interest caught and held my attention.


“Tell me about it,” he said simply.


I hesitated, not wanting to unload on a perfect stranger.


He spoke to my hesitation. “I’m a neurosurgeon.” As I stared in amazement, he continued, “Tell me about your mother.”


“But – but you’re on vacation,” I stuttered. “I couldn’t.”


He smiled, encouraging me. “It’s all right. Really. This is what I do.”


The smile got me talking. Stumbling a little over the words, quietly, I related the facts.  He listened, his eyes reflecting his understanding of not only the medical facts but also the emotional turmoil that I tried to hide. My shoulders, which had been coiled springs for days, relaxed.


Finally he said, “You’re very fortunate the physician recognized the hydrocephalus. Your mother sounds like a good candidate for the shunt. Ask your neurosurgeon how often he does this procedure.  He should be able to do it in his sleep. Get someone else if he can’t. And don’t expect a smooth bedside manner. A little detachment is helpful to a neurosurgeon.”


His earnest description of his professional colleagues seemed at odds with his own warm personality. He answered my questions, explained the medical terms in the articles, clarified the whole procedure. By the time the plane landed two hours later, I had notes to share with my sister and a profound sense that the operation was, indeed, the right thing to do.


“Good luck,” he said, fedora now pulled rakishly over his brow.


“Thanks.” Before I could say more, he disappeared with the departing passengers.


When I reached the hotel, I dialed my sister’s number.


I said, “Something just happened on the airplane. I met this guy. He’s a neurosurgeon and. . .” I paused, stunned.


He had told me he worked at a large hospital in Detroit, and I had recognized the solid reputation of the facility, but I didn’t even know his name.


Even so, peace shimmered deep inside me. Whispering that I was not alone. From that day on, through the darkness and light of my mother’s illness, I knew with gut-solid certainty that the conversation on the plane came from that mysterious juxtaposition of lives and events and need. Exquisite Timing. I acknowledged and rejoiced that Exquisite Timing does exist just so we can experience the Divine – sometimes sitting as close as the man in the next seat on the airplane.


LaVerne St. George
















  

  



Mistranslations Become Literary Magic by Erika V. Hoffman










Erika V. Hoffman has succeeded in being  published 490 times. Being a teacher in a public high school followed her graduation at Duke University. She holds membership in North Carolina Writers Network; The Triangle Area Freelancers; and Carteret Writers. Without a doubt, her proudest moniker is “Ama’ to six grandsons and four granddaughters.







      ***
Mistranslations Become Literary Magic





When you recall the childhood fairy tale of Cinderella, what do you remember? 


Her wicked stepmom? Her mean girl stepsisters? Her rags? Her sleeping in ashes next to the hearth to stay warm? Her fairy godmother who changes a pumpkin into a fancy coach, mice into stallions, a rat into a coachman, and lizards into footmen?


Or do you recall the climax? The prince who can’t recognize the “stranger in the night” except for a token left behind as she fled the fete at the stroke of midnight before she reverted into a scruffy ragamuffin covered in soot and cinders?


Prince Charming grabs the souvenir he’s recovered and scours his kingdom, looking for the mysterious gal using this sole clue to her existence: her footwear lost in her hasty departure — a glass slipper!


When you think about it, the entire plot and theme of Charles Perrault’s story of 1697 hinges on this one concrete object: a shoe made of glass. As a youngster, I wondered about this mystery: How did she dance or even walk in an inflexible glass shoe? Why didn’t it break as she scurried off? Shoes get scuffed; wouldn’t it have cracked? Even a child has questions about the practicality of fragile glass shoes. Was that what rich gals of the Middle Ages wore? I recollect questioning the glass slipper more than I did the magic of the godmother with her wand.


In high school, most likely, you were exposed to Romeo and Juliet. Maybe you had to memorize a soliloquy from Willy Shakespeare’s most famous tragedy. Maybe when you repeated “Wherefore art thou, Romeo?” you thought it was how folks at the end of the 16th century pronounced the adverb “Where.” Ergo, it wasn’t until you read the following line that you realized she was ruminating about his name, not his whereabouts. Juliette pondered why he had to have that name instead of another. She’d be permitted to love any boy named John, Dick or even a red-headed Harry but not a certain Romeo Montague, the son of her folks’ enemy. “A rose by any other name…” 


Though Shakespeare’s play wasn’t written in Old English, it’s still tricky to decipher the meanings of some words.


Aren’t there those among us today who have trouble with modern song lyrics, especially when loud drums in the background drown out words and syllables or a breathy lead singer mumbles or speaks with an accent or adds sounds and groans that aren’t verbal iterations at all? Have you confused these lyrics and sung loudly: “Dancing Queen, young and sweet, only seven teeth?”  What about Bon Jovi’s “Livin’ on a Prayer,” where he belts out, “It doesn’t make a difference if we make it or not,” but New Jersey kids heard, “It doesn’t make a difference if we’re naked or not.” Sometimes, the misheard lyrics paint a more vivid picture!


The fairy tale Cinderella was written and spoken in Old French. Earlier versions of the tale dating back to ancient times don’t include a glass slipper, only the one by Perrault. Some stories describe it as an anklet left behind — not a shoe. Not only are words different from modern French. The objects mentioned may also be unfamiliar to us today. In addition, if you have studied French, you know there exist dozens of homonyms for each word. You must examine the context to understand which word is selected. Sometimes, orthography helps! My point regarding Cinderella is that the old French word “vair” sounds the same as “verre,” which translates as “glass.” So when an ancient Frenchman was telling the story of Cinderella and how she wore fancy slippers of “vair,” the listener might think she wore slippers of glass because “verre” means “glass” in French, and the pronunciation of the two words are the same. Yet, slippers of “vair” were common among the wealthy in the Middle Ages. Vair was common in heraldry. Vair is Russian squirrel fur. They employed the hide and the underbelly of the squirrel. These fur-lined shoes would be comfortable moccasins; only the wealthiest young damsels would sport them.


Which makes sense to you? Cindy was garbed in a beautiful, jeweled gown and donned comfy fur-lined shoes, or was she a dancing queen with breakable glass footgear? Interestingly, the image of glass shoes gives the story a je ne sais quoi power. This aspect makes it memorable. Sometimes, the story isn’t called Cinderella but is known as The Little Glass Slipper. We picture the handsome prince searching in vain, long and far, to locate that gal with exactly the right shaped and daintily sized foot to fit into the immovable slipper. A Patagonian would shatter it.


The story is unforgettable because of the error of misinterpreting the word. So although Mark Twain cautioned writers to search for “le mot juste,” I’m going to play contrarian and suggest that the wrong word or a word misheard or misinterpreted or lost in translation can add zing to a story and take one’s imagination in another direction, which might improve the tale. Aren’t heels made of crystal more picturesque and sexier to conjure up in the mind’s eye than a pair of floppy, furry moccasins? 


Mondegreens exist — all the time. I remember once, when my kids were small, one son murmured something I didn’t quite hear. I responded: “How did you know I had to urinate?” My 10-year-old looked at me dumbfounded. He repeated, “I asked if you need a hearing aid?”
















  

  


Tongue-Tied Thanksgiving Baby by Erika V. Hoffman









As a parent, you’re provided opportunities, while raising your children, to feel pride in their accomplishments or at least satisfaction in their comportment, or maybe only pleasure in the fact they’ve matured to adulthood, without landing in jail. Seriously, sometimes we don’t appreciate, at the time, the tremendous esteem we take from our offspring’s abilities, especially if they only master tasks which you yourself completed. Consequently, you think it no big deal. Back when my parents graduated from college, it was a huge achievement in the eyes of their parents, who hadn’t had the opportunity to attend a university, let alone graduate from one. Their dads hadn’t finished high school. 


My parents landed good jobs and had stable upper middle-class lives. So, my college degree and a teaching job and marriage were all expected and seemed routine to them.  


Nothing to shout about. On the other hand, when your kids can do something that you know there’s no way on God’s green earth you could ever do, you stand back and say: 


“WOW! I’m awe-struck! Did I really create that kid?”


My daughter became a pediatric dentist. That feat impressed me. Yet, I don’t think it fully registered until she had her second baby and told me she was going to perform a frenectomy on her daughter when the infant was only a week old.


“Huh?” was my response as I read Poke-A-Dot Dinosaurs A to Z to her toddler son, while I struggled with the pronunciation of dino names, like the Japanese dinosaur called Fukuisaurus. I mispronounced it. My two-year-old grandson repeated my mispronunciation over and over and over. That first syllable his cute little mouth produced sounded like something a pre-school teacher would schedule a parents’ conference for.


“She’s tongue-tied,” replied my daughter as she gazed down on her little daughter snuggled next to her chest, born on Thanksgiving Day, 2020. I have fond memories of that day when she hurried out the door followed by her husband who grabbed the turkey leg as he scurried behind her.


“My sister was tongue-tied, and it caused speech problems,” I added as I gazed at the picture of the Japanese dinosaur.


“It keeps Heidi from latching on correctly. It makes it harder for me to breastfeed.”


“So, how do you do a …, what’s it called again?”


“Frenectomy?”


“Yeah. That.”


“I will take her to the office and use a laser and remove the frenulum under her tongue that anchors her tongue.”


“Oh my! Such a little thing. Will you anesthetize?”


“No.”


“Gosh! Won’t it hurt?”


“We’ll give her Tylenol.”


“Yikes.”


“Little boys get circumcisions when young because the pain is much less in newborns,” she reminded me.


“You’ve done this before?”


“NO. Heidi will be my first patient.”


“Oh no.”


“I’d rather do it on my own child before I do it on another mother’s child.”


“That makes sense.”


“Moe will accompany me. He clips things all the time, and he can help if I feel uncomfortable at all. Besides, maybe he can do one on my upper lip. Then, I’ll know how it feels.”


“As an oral surgeon, does he do frenectomies?”


“No.”


“Hmm.”


“So, I guess I’ll need you to keep reading that A-to-Z dinosaur book till we return.”


“Honestly, I think the authors made up these names. I mean ‘Giraffatitan.’  Now doesn’t that sound like something I’d make up. How about ‘Chungkingosaurus’ from China or this one ‘Dracorex,’ named after a Harry Potter character?’ There’s one named ‘Utahraptor.’ What do you wager that it was christened after the place where it was discovered? So, if I found one in my backyard, I could call it Carolina Rex?”









