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  Preface




  I am not young, pretty or skinny. What I am is a midlife mom with ample attitude. I love skewwhiff characters and farfetched plots. Much to the chagrin of editors, who read manuscripts blind, I’m not, as accused, either a clone of Russell Kirk or of Edmund Burke. I don’t live in North America and I’m not possessed of an MFA.




  More to the point, I spend long tracks of time in my housecoat. Additionally, I openly yearn for fresh water fish with which to engage in experiments and for vials full of concentrated tea tree oil with which to measure the potential energy in my family’s reactions to my aquatic research. I believe that “mass times acceleration squared” brings results. You see, I’m wonky, except for bad days when I’m full out weird.




  Accordingly, my writing is topped off with reminders about childhood viscidities. Elsewise, it’s redolent with adolescent angst. “Wet” and “sticky” work for me. It continues on, in my humble view, that grownup perspectives on truth remain lacking.




  So, I package my far flying ideas and market them to all varieties of literary salons. “Bizarro” sits cheek to check with “fine fiction” on my bibliography. What’s more, I retain a sweet spot for venues that encourage readers to gawk at two-headed wildebeests, imaginary, but ever so visible, hedgehogs sporting snow glasses, and the occasional gelatinous monster. Reading a page of my expanded text means finding one’s self in blackberry fields featuring candy cane trees or in highlands where chimeras nest.




  For those reasons, settle in, enjoy an ambulance’s warmth, a strange citizen’s defeated attempts to bake a soufflé, and the gluey texture of love, which is manifested by a man, in turn, besotted with a woman, who resists complying with “pre-emptive, harm-reducing,” federal laws on flawlessness. Relax. You’ll be entertained by the tales found in Cryptids.
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Childhood




  
A Thing for Small Fish and Bendy Invertebrates





  The smoke curly-cued from the end of one of her extended tentacles. She smiled, in a manner of speaking, from her beak, or I imagined she did since her mantle covered all of her juicy bits. She was a flexible, brightly colored dame and we were meant to have at it.




  Betty Boop had sung like a canary and now, hanging over the edge of a transparent tank, as a result of that opera, The Great Mimic was blowing cloudy shapes at me. I ducked.




  I hate smolder. My aunt, Betty Crocker, had banned all implements of lung cancer from our home on account of Mother’s early demise. Aunt Betty, even with buns in the oven, was a cookie to our entire neighborhood until she got slammed behind bars. Her doughnuts made her do it.




  I digress. My blue-ringed lady meant to slither all the way to a fishy pen. Less intelligent than most of her kind, she schemed even from my humble bureau. I buzzed Freida in.




  Frieda stuffed Ms. vulgaris back into the tank with a swift, almost undetectable, palm heel strike while balancing a brimming cup of Joe. She held her other mitt open toward me, “Report card, dear child.”




  It all made sense in a way, or did it, given that my sister, the one “dorming” at Betty Ford, had stolen my 1909 Honus Wagner baseball card, conveniently, just before Frieda and Dad had actualized her intervention. Thus, the plastic pockets within my inspector hat hugged chits for counting down to Visiting Day.




  The well-armed mistress propelled herself to her cistern’s far side. She stared as I handed Freida my USB, and then dove toward the school of small fry that had infiltrated. A single snap of her mighty beak or a small injection of her lethal saliva could completely decimate their population.




  Pink lady shivered. Deerstalker hats hold neither receipts nor water. Mine held both as well as my personal Betty Spaghetti and some of her chow.




  Later, my enchanting cephalopod, whose problem-solving ability and agility allowed her frequent escapes into other paddocks, used our jaunt to acquire more food. ‘Twas a pity, though that after I recovered Honus, Betty Ross, the night nurse, turned that femme fatal into akashiyaki.




  On Planet Betty, the boys are pretty and the girls are hard core. I’ve since redirected my gumshoe efforts toward selling the surviving pirañas.




  
Dratted Cat





  Dratted cat! Stupid pussy snoo! Bad, bad kitty. Come back.




  Come here. Let me pet you. I want to touch you. Come to me.




  You could have some of my taffy or half of the earthworm I dug up last week. Maybe I’ll share my allowance. I get ten cents a week.




  I’d trade you Jimmy Tom for a kitten. Jimmy Tom is almost potty trained. Your kittens look sooo soft.




  Don’t scratch me! I won’t hurt. Pulling tails is like pulling braids. Mary Beth screams.




  Wanna come to my clubhouse? I saw you in the tree. Do you like trees? I do.




  I like the sandbox, best. I build the bestest castle in the neighborhood. My secret is I pee into the sand. Shhh. Don’t tell Mary Beth. She’ll scream again or tell Mommy.




  You have the same secret, I know. I saw you make poop in our sand. Do you make castles that way? Your hands are not like mine. Do claws help?




  Mrs. Magenta, my kindergarten teacher, says we should wash after we bathroom. Do you wash?




  I like to spit in my hands and rub them on the grass or on a bush. What do your hands taste like?




  I tried biting my arm. That hurt. It made a circle of red marks. Mommy was mad. She made me sit in the corner. Does your mommy make you sit in the corner when you are a bad cat? Do you have Time Out?




  What do you eat? I won’t share my snow cones with you. Mommy takes us to the jingle-jangle truck the day Daddy goes back to work. He’s home on the weekend. Do you have weekends?




  Jimmy Tom has a special tummy. He gets nothing. He cries and cries. He’s a baby. Want him for free?




  Stupid cat. Let me pet you! Your spots and stripes look so nice. Your whiskers are pretty. I like your eyes.




  Do you like to swing? I do. One day, I will pump all the way up to the stars. Do you make wishes on the stars? Mary Beth says that’s stupid. She’s stupid. She’s a girl.




  Are you a girl? I hope not. I hate girls. They’re stupid, stupid, stupid.




  Do you play Snakes and Ladders? I’d rather make tunnels in the mud. Sometimes, Mommy says I have to go inside. After a bath, I have to stay there. I play Snakes and Ladders.




  Do you have to go inside? Where do you live? My house is too big for you. Where do you buy little houses that fit cats?




  Oh-oh. Here comes Jimmy Tom. Quick, let me pet you before he catches up. He’s a baby. He doesn’t know how to pet nice. I do; I’m a big boy!




  Please don’t run away. He won’t hurt you. He farts and burps and others things because of his special tummy, but he’s little. He’s a baby.




  Come back! Dratted cat! Stupid pussy snoo. You are more stupid than two Jimmy Toms and a million, gazillion Mary Beths.




  Bad kitty! Come back! Come back!




  




  
Sudden Exposure





  Tanya aspired to new heights for her nuptials day. Her bank account, though, contended otherwise.




  Ever a resourceful soul, aided by a hot glue gun, she fashioned her gown and veil from toilet paper and a goodly amount of two-sided tape. The results were pretty.




  All went well until the wedding processional. Little Doni Nupkins needed to blow his nose.




  Lance Meyers, Tanya’s ex-boyfriend, quickly absconded with all possible replacement rolls. Only thereafter did he, the photographer, film the bride’s sudden exposure.




  




  




  




  
Susan-A-Rama’s Brother





  Susan-a-Rama peeled the sugar-free gum from her chin. Roy Boy was going down faster than a turd in a toilet. Babysitting kin wasn’t supposed to mean having to pull dietetic ticky-tack off of your face. Twice.




  Her bro, though, anticipating Susan-A-Rama’s ill-humored response, had spun a web of dental floss and baking soda-enhanced toothpaste across their bathroom door. When running for the can, Susan-A-Rama had meshed flesh with mint-flavored, striped oral astringent and had tangled her hair, as well, in that whitening gel.




  Later, that same night, after the radio on Mrs. Rumplefield’s side of the wall had grown silent and after Mr. Haperman could be heard snoring in his courtyard lounge chair, the one with the missing back support, Susan-A-Rama lit the belt, attached to the ponytail scrunchie, connected, by means of a handful of cotton swabs, to five discarded Barbie ensembles, which chained to Roy Boy’s bed.




  Fortunately, for the sake of family genetics, that varmint had long since scampered down the drainpipe, scuttled through the back alley, kicked a cat, a rat, and Mr. Fenton’s long lost bowler, and found a few pence in a sewer. Susan-A-Rama’s brother and his fellows took kindly to slugging back sodas, at the corner store, most hot summer nights.




  




  
Harmatttan





  Timothy hung Dorothy off of their family’s mirpesset. He was about to release her second foot when Mom walked onto the porch. As quick as any child tempted with a second bowl of ice cream or as any roach tempted with the remnants of the same, he lifted his younger sister back up and set her on the orange tiles.




  Dorothy sucker punched him.




  Timothy doubled over.




  Smiling and sing-songing to herself as she shut the door to the house behind her and walked back into the family’s salon, Mom considered that the children had not yet, that morning, knocked over the towels on the umbrella clothes line and had not yet, all week, broken more than three of the smallest ceramic pots housing her succulent collection. As well, the family’s lizard was hazarding to sleep on the far corner of their patio’s ledge. All was good. All was in balance.




  Such harmony allowed Mom to select between calling her neighbor, Alice, to complain about the price of bread at the local makolet or making and using an avocado and oatmeal mask. Sitting on the front stoop and smoking the last of her lady cigarettes was not an option since Mom anticipated only a few minutes of leisure. Maybe she could chew a cuticle or two.




  The phone’s summons waylaid all of those ambitions. Sandra, whom Mom had thought was putting on the pudge, had, apparently, just given birth to twins.




  Back on the mirpesset, Dorothy was flinging handful after handful of potting soil at Timothy. The new tilt of Mom’s geraniums was of no consequence to the little sister. She cared even less when she grabbed a Geranium sanguineum by the root ball and flung that at her brother, too.




  Timothy palmed raven droppings. One piece made contact with Dorothy’s left elbow.




  Dorothy screamed as loud as she had when Timothy had set her braids on fire and almost as shrilly as she had when Timothy had made and worn a necklace of her dolls’ heads. She ran for Mom.




  The lizard woke, straddled his proportionately-sized motorbike and leapt from the family’s piazza. The raven, whose poo had gone ballistic, fluttered down to feast on the reptile’s subsequently splattered viscera.




  Dorothy, all fretting and stomping, pulled at the cord that connected Mom to Alice’s gossip. The child yanked so hard that she disconnected Mom’s communication device from the wall.




  Mom frowned a deep “v.”




  In the Time Out Corner, Dorothy pealed even louder. She then gagged, shrieked again, and went suddenly silent. She had heard the splat of squamata on cement, but had mistaken the reverberation for that of Timothy becoming vivisectioned.




  Neighborhood dogs chorused, loudly. A siren sounded.




  Mom tried to set the cord back into the wall with ill effect. There was more than twenty minutes until the school bus arrived. If she could reconnect, she could learn the identity of Window Sandra’s boy toy. All Alice had espoused, before their talk was severed, was the size of the young man’s biceps and the manner in which they bulged when he delivered canisters of water.




  Mom subscribed to that same delivery service but had never been serviced by that particular provider. She wanted to know if he might freelance as a babysitter.




  




  
Steps to Knowledge





  Priscilla had no interest in cognitive theory. When it came to a lemon meringue pie that has been left cooling on a window sill, awareness, curiosity, learning, teaching, experience, and reexperience were as irrelevant to her as was the number of newbies born to her hibernaculum and as was whether or not she washed off the mud caked between her claws.




  Sticking her snout northward, she inhaled the tart fragrance of curd and the sweet aroma of egg whites whipped with sugar. That the meringue’s topping billowed like clouds and that its filling was as yellow as were dandelion flowers made no difference to her. She was not an arts lover, but a hungry hedgehog.




  However, the ledge upon which the confectionary sat was too far above the ground for her to reach by jumping. What’s more, the aluminum siding beneath the window offered no purchase for her to use to climb.




  Fortunately, someone had left a ladder beneath the recently baked tidbit. All Priscilla had to do was to ascend its rungs.




  She attempted to scale that series of bars several times. When she fell from her final scramble, it was not to the earth beneath, but into the maw of a neighborhood cat who had been watching her antics.




  Satisfied, the feline sauntered off to digest its snack. Minutes later, another hedgehog, one which had been inferior to Priscilla in their nest’s pecking order, appeared.




  That small quilled beast, too, sniffed the air. That tiny mammal, too, made designs on the succulent comestible that sat high over its head. That little marauder, too, became a kitty treat.




  




  
He Eats Anything





  (Two boys are seated at a table.)




  




  




  Alan: “I won’t eat it.”




  Barry: “Why?”




  Alan: “It moved.”




  Barry: “What?”




  Alan: “It moved.”




  Barry: (mimicking) “It moved.”




  Alan: “I won’t eat it! I won’t eat it! I won’t eat it! Watch. Watch my plate.”




  Barry: “So?”




  Alan: “Watch!”




  Barry: “So?”




  Alan: “I won’t eat it! You eat it.”




  Barry: (switches plates) “Fine.”




  Alan: “Don’t! Don’t eat it!!”




  Barry: “Why?”




  Alan: “It moved.”




  Barry: “Did not.”




  Alan: “Don’t move!”




  Barry: “Why?”




  Alan: (silence)




  Barry: (lift’s Alan’s hand, which is blocking Barry from the plate) “MOVE!”




  Alan: “Don’t.”




  Barry: (sighs) “Fine.”




  Alan: “Not fine. It moved!!!!”




  Barry: (gestures to off stage) “Mickey!”




  Alan: “Don’t!”




  Barry: “Why?”




  Alan: “It moved! It moved! Not fine. It moved!”




  Barry: “Fine for Mickey. Hi, Mickey.”




  (Mickey enters)




  Alan: “Watch my plate. It moved. Don’t eat it.”




  Barry: “It’s fine. Eat it.”




  (Mickey reaches toward plate)




  Alan: “Don’t! Don’t! Don’t! It moved.”




  Barry: “So? Mickey, eat it.”




  (Mickey eats it)




  Alan: “You ate it?”




  Mickey: (smiles) “Yup. It moved.”




  Barry: “Fine.”




  Mickey: “Yup.”




  Barry: (points to plate) “Mickey, eat it.”




  Mickey: (eats plate): “Yup.”




  Barry: (point to Alan) “Mickey, eat up.”




  Mickey: (eats up Alan) “Yup.”




  Barry: “Fine.”




  Mickey: (points to Barry and eats up Barry) Yup. It moved. It’s fine.”




  




  
Dumpster Blues





  Sonya, Martina, and Elisheva passed the rolled paper amongst themselves. An odd smell, neither reffer nor tobacco, wafted from their cylinder. Earlier, Martina had snipped bits of oregano from her mother’s windowsill garden and had filled wrappers with those pieces of plant.




  Exhaling, Elisheva leaned against the dumpster. She heard a bang inside of that large, green, plastic waste receptacle and then witnessed the trash container spew two hissing, puffed up cats. Two additional felines followed, violently removing themselves from the garbage vessel’s bowels.




  The girl blew smoke again. She tried to form shapes, hoping for rings, but fashioning nothing more than ordinary curly-ques. 




  Next to Elisheva, Sonya picked the pimple above her left eyebrow. Before flicking it away, she regarded the miniature crust that she clasped between two of her fingers. Her next piercing would hide the resulting scar.




  Martina, who stood opposite, arms akimbo, gestured with her head. Her lower lip, the one studded with tiny clasps, trembled almost indiscernibly.




  Sony and Elisheva looked in the indicated direction. Roughly half of a dozen young women, some puffing like mythical beasts, others merely snarling, approached.




  “Kayla!” Martina shouted in recognition. She lifted an arm, inked with roses and butterflies, to high five the young adult at the gang’s apex.




  “Marti,” a raspy voice volleyed back. Kayla ignored the offered hand, turning her own palm flat, in Martina’s direction. Her fingers gestured “come here.” “Smokes,” she demanded.




  Martina eyed her own feet. A big toe protruded from the end of one of her sports shoes. She looked at her own, flat belly and sighed, glad she had punched additional holes into her belt. Then she looked at her wrist; she would get a smiling sun inked there soon. “No regulars,” she answered.




  Kayla’s brows arched wider. The corners of her lips lifted just a little. “Gimme.”




  “You sure?”




  Kayla reached into a hip pocket and sprang open a knife of considerable length. She used the tool to pick her fingernails. “Sure as sand.” She fanned each hand as she completed her cleaning.




  Martina extended a hand. On it lay her last three rolls of herbs. “Not great smokes.”




  “My problem,” shrugged Kayla, motioning her minions to follow as she turned from the shorter girl.




  “What was that?” spat Elisheva. She hid shaking hands behind her head.




  “For real?” asked Sonya, who had been standing on the other side of the dumpster during the exchange.




  Kayla and her crew moved down the block, almost out of earshot. Martina suddenly yelled, “Kayla, Mom says to be home by nine.”




  




  
Tournament





  The second annual Bobby Fischer Memorial Chess Tournament was held in Parkway Middle School’s lunch room. All nine members of Parkway’s chess club were in attendance. Seven of them rooted for my opponent.




  I yelled back at them, despite the judges’ repeated warning of penalty. I didn’t care if Sammy Dizzer lost a pawn because of the resulting commotion. I meant to be the ruler of our puny, checkered board. In fact, so certain were I of victory that I told Sammy my next four moves.




  Sammy sneered. He harrumphed. He also lost his focus. In what seemed like prestidigitation, I captured his queen. Suddenly, the onlookers quieted. The judges glanced up from their respective knitting and reading.




  Ten moves later, Sammy and I stalemated. Accordingly, each of us earned half of a bag of Pepperidge Farms cookies. Sammy was forced to divide his eight ways. I pocketed all of mine. My bus ride home was sweet.




  




  
Booting the Baby’s Buggy





  Clarabelle insisted on lifting the perambulator “all by self.” The boot, to which she reached, was a half meter higher than my girl. Had I not surreptitiously enhanced her design, she might have also folded in Thomas.




  




  




  




  
Child Study





  Dear Jennifer Norrison:




  Thank you and the rest of the child study team for responding so quickly to Mitty and my concerns about our daughter, Juniper’s, processing deficits. We appreciate that a meeting was held at the second moon to adjudicate whether or not to send Juniper for a classification evaluation. I understand that whereas the team felt a formal evaluation was inappropriate, they recommended that a pupil assistance committee, to be chaired by Luna Myer, be convened for the purpose of coordinating less formal responses to Juniper’s needs.




  As Mitty and I understand that recommendation, your pupil assistance committee will meet next moon to formulate their action plan. We, Juniper’s parents, will be invited to participate in the process.




  If you need or have any additional information, please do not hesitate to contact us. Mitty and I also look forward to hearing from the pupil assistance committee.




  * * *




  Dear Jennifer Norrison:




  Mitty and I are writing in response to our most recent meeting with you. Thank you for talking with us about Juniper’s needs. Thank you, too, for providing us with such a long span in which to do so.




  We look forward to her experiencing individualized instruction in math and in language arts this year. We are glad that these curricula focus on integrated concepts rather than on rote learning. Likewise, we eagerly anticipate our child’s involvement in the instrumental music and visual programs. Juniper enjoys the arts.




  Please send us a copy of Crater Valley School District's administrative code. We are interested in the sections which pertain to identifying and to making provisions for gifted and talented students. We did not receive a copy of that document at any of our meetings.




  If you have any questions, please feel free to contact us. We are grateful that you are so receptive to working with parents.




  




  




  * * *




  Dear Jennifer Norrison:




  Juniper quilled today. She felt bullied over her choice of foodstuffs and, in fact, was kicked in the head by a larger classmate. Mitty and I are beginning to wonder whether your school can accommodate a hedgehog of our daughter’s nature.




  Somehow, the enrichment programs are as nothing if her safety is at risk. Something needs to change immediately. Please respond at your first convenience.




  




  




  * * *




  Dear Jennifer Norrison:




  This communication is a bit awkward. There remains the matter of Juniper’s hospitalization, of her ongoing trouble with the classroom bully and of her new teacher’s insistence that she fill in all of the blanks in all of the workbooks in the order in which they are issued to the entire class.




  Juniper was made to stand in the hallway when she was writing notes on string theory rather than demonstrating her ability to count by two. She quilled again, when she got home.




  I ask Mr. Herbivore, the principal, for an emergency meeting with the teacher, with himself, with the head of the district’s Gifted and Talented Office and with the county’s school psychologist. It might, unfortunately, prove to be the case that the IEP we developed so carefully together will need to be replaced.




  




  




  * * *




  Dear Jennifer Norrison:




  I think our most recent meeting would have merited a favorable outcome if you had attended rather than developed a sudden need to lecture at the Yale School of Educational Psychology, in the Department of Abnormal Studies. Mitty and I have discovered that unpleasant lessons in life necessarily yield both intense psychological discoveries and means for enhancing software. As well, research into computer simulation techniques for determining the rate and concentration of certain areas of the mind tend to provide our society with a system of petroleum derivatives, agricultural-quality stabilizers, and feed—grade curing mechanisms than empower future generations to better our society.




  We have elected to homeschool Juniper for the rest of the term and are exploring private school options for the following year. We are trying to avoid the electronic scourge that has insidiously decimated much of the rodent population. It is Mitty and my heartfelt belief that the problems with wibbly social strata, in the local school’s second grade, are caused by the relative cost of using computer technology instead of old-fashioned literacy to educate the masses.




  We recommend pulling the plug.




  




  




  * * *




  Dear Jennifer Norrison:




  Neither Mitty nor I were involved in the regional blackout that lasted for a fortnight. As for Juniper, she is yet a minor and as such cannot be tried for sedition.




  Our family sincerely recommends that the school district’s counselors review Rodent Act 346.5 and Rodent Act 346.78 for clarity on this matter. Besides, our darling whelp had no motivation to electrocute those intimidating children or to cause her former teacher to receive a one way ticket to Mars. The former were so dull as to be unable to distinguish a doorknob from a broomstick. The latter was as free of pedagogical passion as to yawn when students wet their seats, threw spitballs, or recited fifty places in the Fibonacci Series.




  Finally, you will note, if you trace our IP address, that we no longer live in your realm of jurisdiction. Little Juniper longed to study the sonic frequencies of the whales swimming among the trans-Neptunian objects, so we moved.




  




  
Dalliance on an Egged Bus





  Albuquerque Quisling Jones pulled one more mucous ball out of her nose. She rammed an elbow into the window over her seat and frowned when it resisted. It was the fourth time she had tried to liberate herself.




  Charlie cocked an ear. His little mistress was his best source for dead hedgehogs, chocolate bar shavings, and other wonderful comestibles. That she had strapped a harness onto his back was of no importance to him as long as it did not stop him from licking the ketchup from her plates, at home, and sniffing the base of all neighborhood lampposts, when they walked.




  Hadassah huffed aloud. Her niece ought to have been content shuttling around in dark cars furnished with plush seats, iceboxes, and chauffeurs. Why invite lice or ripped stockings? Why sit on leftover squirts of hummus and tahini? Hadassah’s best coat had already become stained by one such souvenir. Worse, for more than twenty minutes, Hadassah had been subjected to nearly unintelligibly rantings about politics, land rights, and human dignity, spewed by a veiled woman seated across the aisle from her.




  Because her left temple was buckshot with pain, Hadassah thumped the Plexiglas above Albuquerque, sending that acrylic streetward. Charlie twitched at the sound of falling plastic. Suddenly, a filled gum wrapper beckoned. It had floated in through the enlarged aperture and smelled like tutti-frutti.




  The bus pulled to a curb. Some people left. Others entered. A burly sort stepped on one of Charlie’s paws. Hadassah, noticing, swung to palm-heeled the offender, but pulled her punch before making contact. That snapping sound of her wrist echoed over the voices of school children pushing to reach the vehicle’s back.




  Meanwhile, Albuquerque slipped two fingers into the man’s coat pocket. She lifted tickets to a Beitar Jerusalem/Hapoel Ramat Gan game, an apple, a few wadded tissues, and a fifty shekel bill.




  Albuquerque let the apple roll to Charlie. She kicked the tissues under another passenger’s seat. Although she could not read them, she concealed the other items.




  Hadassah tightened her lips in response, unsure of whether or not her sister’s child could detect facial expressions. Allegedly, the girl had a visual field of less than twenty degrees. Theoretically, her polydactyl appendages were clumsy.




  Minutes later, the girl, the dog, and the woman arrived at the stop nearest a certain gated community. Armed escorts and a Bentley Continental GT waited. There would be no more dawdling that afternoon.




  
Raising Literary Critics in Vain





  Her days and nights had shifted. The woman taught evening EFL classes, visa via a mixture of French and English.




  During an earlier span, her mornings had been filled with lecturing on composition, on the elements of literature, and on kindred blather. Under an alias, she’d also taught philosophy, sociology, and communications. She had developed an infatuation with a stuffed hippopotamus, too. 




  That gal had invested her prime years instructing how rhetorical empowerment could elevate members of the lowest social strata, alternating with instructing how simple people could broadcast their thinking. At the same time as convergent media suppressed print, and strip club-like music videos became more popular than family friendly fare, she dallied briefly, as well; with teaching about the history of evolving techniques in pedagogical communication She remained constant, though, in her love for a gingham tortoise.




  No matter where her partner’s employment geographically located him and her, she sought opportunities to express charmingly odd mentations and to show her students how to do the same. Back then, she couldn’t fathom changing her occupation or being in a commuter marriage. When she needed to be buoyed, she relied in part on Facebook and LinkedIn, in part on the romance novels that she wrote under a pseudonym, and in part on her growing cotton-filled menagerie.




  So, she continued to teach people how to write, how to get the gist of other people's writing, and how to make meaningful responses to and about their own and other people's work. She continued, too, to illuminate mindfulness of audiences, events, and words’ limits. She did not, conversely, invoke popular manuals on the same; there were enough grown men dancing on pretend horses, and enough women, half of the age of those men, twerking for all onlookers; the world didn’t need more showmanship, or more prescription.




  Instead, she devoted a portion of each semester’s lessons to archaic poetry, staid prose, and lyrics from random countries’ folk music. Subsequently, her classes grew wait lists. Her collection of stuffed mice, likewise, multiplied.




  Eventually, children came into her life. More than the stuffed lambs and donkeys, for which she had regularly provided naptime stories, her sons and daughters received all manners of beddy-bye ballads and handmade picture books. Her family’s refrigerator soon sported her kids’ creations alongside of hers. One of her favorite sock monkeys got forgotten in a closet. One of her best hobbyhorses got relegated to a yard sale.




  Verbal prestidigitation became the game she most favored with her generations. Her kids’ smiles and applause became her most vital meters of personal success. Although a velveteen chicken of hers fell into disrepair, it took her twenty years to notice.




  Not an iota of her offsprings’ emotional responses to her writing went uncategorized. Rather than preschoolers, she raised literary critics.




  It followed that, except for that twenty-four hour period when her oldest was on the precipice between kindergarten and public school, the woman shone. Her young paraded, en route to the tub, to the tune of their own accounts of creative expression’s function and relative parsimony.




  Fairy tales were reason for them to demand steampunk stories. Super heroes brought to those boys’ and girls’ minds notions of classic war epics. Fictions spawned from popular movies or television shows caused them to chirp about the similarities and differences among nonlinear narratives, orature, and ergodic writing.




  Like normal children, her shoots tried to pull their cat’s tail, “unintentionally” spilled their sippy cups’ contents on the floor, and refused to put away their building blocks. However, unlike their peers, they argued over the function of masks in Greek tragedies, and over whether or not food writing, the likes of which was displayed in several popular blogs, was literature. They disputed the relative literary nature of science writing and the accessibility of free verse forms of poetry versus more orthodox forms. While busied with raising those young, the woman gave half of her plush toy collection to a children’s hospital.




  In their schools’ sandboxes, though, the woman’s descendants were effectively mute. They preferred, outside of their home, to argue over rights to shovels and pails and to push to get to be first in line to the chalkboards rather than to seem like eggheads. Akin to their age mates, they learned to: use the potty, tie their own shoes, and take out the trash.




  Years passed. The professor bought a small, satin-covered unicorn. In addition, she returned, on a part-time basis, to the college classroom.




  One day, she had reason to tote along one of her children. She had a seven in the morning meeting with some of her students, but the campus daycare didn’t open until at eight.




  While busy teaching those among her learners possessed of a knack for missing important lectures, she failed to notice that the young light of her life was in tears. So occupied had that woman become with instructing her college charges about how to write acceptable answers to essay questions that she had failed to realize that her wee boy had found his hand inadequate for wiping the chalk from the classroom board on which he was drawing.




  Thereafter, that is, throughout elementary school, that son embraced shapes, colors, and a wide swath of arithmetic operations. Never again, on the other hand, did he voluntarily offer up a single opinion on the relative superiority of literary nonfiction over scientifically phrased sentiments about closed ecosystems. The chalkboard encounter had made him allergic to thinking about words.




  Another time, one of that woman’s daughters came home with wet cheeks. The girl’s friend, it was disclosed, had been suckled by a wet nurse. That care provider had been of the audacious sort, informing the then infant’s father that the little one in her charge would be nurtured according to the nurse’s ken or be bereft of human milk. To her credit, that nurse retained her resolve, in the face of that infant’s grandparents’ “guidance” and in the face of salacious offers from that child’s father.




  Specifically, it was one of those letters of protest to the father, in which the wet nurse had told that infant’s father to bugger off, that the daughter’s friend had found when digging around her parents’ closets. In turn, she had confronted her mom and dad, accusing them of all manners of goings on both imagined and real. After that, she had turned to the professor’s daughter to offload her feelings.




  The professor’s child, consequently, came home whimpering, insisting that drama only worked in genre fiction and that she never wanted to read another novel for the rest of her life. She kept her word, training in actuary science and disallowing any form of print, electronic, or convergent media in her home. She claimed that had she not been sensitized to analyze plot developments, she would not have been so traumatized by her friend’s revelations.




  In balance, a different of the woman’s children, one both fair of face and light of complexion, never abandoned words. He made games of visually presenting a three dimensional object as a two dimensional one and rationalized pulling his sisters’ braids as providing him with something about which to write. As he grew older, he became known not so much as a goodie-goodie that tried to please his teachers, but as a kid who used his verbal prowess to transcend the frustrations concomitant to early elementary school.




  When not composing liturgies for dead turtles and goldfish, or when not writing rhymes about recent Presidents, he readily washed chalkboards, recorded the answers to homework’s bonus questions, and rescued earthworms from puddles. He collected glass jars and plastic bottles for recycling and made origami lions and tigers for ill friends and for his mother. That child even stayed up late, feigning having fallen asleep, to greet his dad whenever his dad was due to return home from an extended business trip.




  Heir to his mom’s craft, that boy studied and graduated and repeated that process several times until he, too, was qualified to stand before a disinterested group of emerging adults, who would rather contemplate the relative potency of certain elixirs and comestibles than stay tuned to their instructor’s remarks on mortality, as depicted by Plutarch or on love as avoided by Emerson. Whenever his undergraduates complained that their assignments contained too much descriptive discourse and too little commonly used language, whenever his dean demanded more scholarly publications than the ones he had forthcoming, or whenever his wife frowned, repeatedly, at what she considered were his ill-advised attempts to market himself as the next new sensation in creative nonfiction, he smiled, patted the family dog, and contemplated which sort of beast he would next fashion from clay. Ceramics had become his vice and anthropomorphized critters populated almost all of his writings.
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