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EDITOR’S MUSINGS
By Shelley J. Alongi
It’s always amazing to me that each issue of Slate & Style is so different. Year after year, as we produce each issue, the writing styles change, the contributors change - all kinds of writers develop their own voices even though sometimes they write on subjects that others have previously published here. If the basic precepts of writing have not changed, people have new ideas and we’re always happy to put them in these pages. It is testament to the fact that the human potential for creativity is vast and endless. The human brain in all of its complexity puts out so much creative potential, even in our fast paced world and this is marvelous. This issue shines in creativity, from youth to adult contest winners, poetry, and the power of the written word. Evoked in its themes are philosophy, acceptance, the simple pleasure of snow and even a relationship between bears and cats. It’s all here, so keep writing on and enjoy this issue. Happy Writing!

OMISSION FROM THE LAST ISSUE
The first place adult fiction winner for 2010 was published in the summer issue with the title missing. Kudos to Neail Butters for his excellent story, “Real Fantasies”. It appears at the very end of the summer issue. 

FROM THE PRESIDENT
By Robert Leslie Newman
Welcome to the fall issue of “Slate & Style.” There are several important division activities of note. We are getting ready for another year, but first, we had to complete the 2010 year. The National Federation of the Blind Writers’ Division 2010 contests for both youth and adults produced a harvest of new stories and new authors. This new harvest is a result of one of our division’s best home-made opportunities for blind writers who are either, just getting into sending out their work, or for the more experienced writer, another avenue for showcasing their craft. Notice of our 2011 youth and adult writing contests is now being posted around the net. The dates for the contest are from January 1, 2011 through April 1, 2011. Look for more information in this issue about the contests.  

Another division opportunity or service of value is our monthly telephone gatherings. Most recently, our guest speakers have been the president of the NFB’s Performing Arts Division, Dennis Sumlin, who talked about the purpose of his division and more.

The Writers’ Division’s own Priscilla McKinley, a writing instructor, who shared her knowledge on the writing of a memoir. Patricia Foster, writing instructor, published author, who answered a long list of our questions and later provided us with a list of writing challenges. 
November will feature Gary Wunder, the NFB editor of “The Braille Monitor.” Future guests include speakers on technical writing, a published poet, and someone who can discuss using a screen reader for editing and formatting. Additional suggestions for topics are always welcome.

The telephone gatherings are generally held on the last Sunday of the month. The starting time is 8:30 Eastern, 7:30 Central, 6:30 Mountain, 5:30 Pacific. The announcements and reminders for this monthly event comes out on our Division’s mailing list “STYLIST” and to any member who provides us with an email address.


In regard to my own writing, I am excited to report that I have undertaken the development of a new monthly series of blindness related articles. From September of 1998 to March of 2010, I authored and hosted “THOUGHT PROVOKER”, a WWW based blindness discussion forum, totaling 154 stories. The target population for my new series is our own NFB-wide membership. The title, and actual purpose of the series, is “Chapter Building Through Philosophical Discussion.” Essentially, each article is a lesson plan covering one specific philosophical topic relating to blindness. Lesson #1 came out during this past September. Its philosophical issue is explicit within the wording of its title, “What is appropriate solicitation of funding?” October’s topic was “Effects of restrictions and expectations.” November’s topic was “When are you blind?” 


As I state in the sub-title of each article/lesson, “NFB philosophy is one of our greatest gifts and assets. And discussion of NFB philosophy during a chapter meeting is one of the best methods to build a cohesive and informed chapter body. The topics come from a nearly inexhaustible supply that can be drawn NFB literature, sponsored programs, activities and initiatives. Presenting a philosophical-based discussion is important for both new and established members; through acceptance of our beliefs, it quickens the understanding in the normality of being a blind person, and promotes a genuine and lasting commitment to the Federation’s work. 


Please do consider writing for this publication; a short piece of fiction, or non-fiction and /or poem. An article relating to writing. Additionally, submitting either or both a fiction piece or poetry in our 2010 writing contest. Remember, you must write to improve your writing skills. 
BABY BUNNIES
By Precious Perez

[Second place middle school poetry contest, 2010]

Baby bunnies are awfully cute.

They like to hear me play the flute.

Their long floppy ears perfect for listening.

Their little pink noses wet and glistening.

Once they hear that first note flow.

They dance in unison heel to toe.

Their  small white bodies bouncing to the song.

I want it to last very, very long. 

HORROR OF THE LOST

By Stephanie Olivas

[Second place high school fiction, 2010]

As I get up I notice that the clouds are much darker, than they were before. I crossed to the gate, unlock it, pulling it toward me. As I walk out I feel a cold chill around me, and I shiver. As I move on, I see people up ahead and wonder why they’re here when it’s about to storm.

I walk over and see my family standing there. My sister Marie, tall and lean as always stares blankly ahead, seeming not to notice me. My twin brother Sam, beside her stares at me in horrified disbelief. My Parents [Jack and Katie] on the ground sobbing ... The scene makes no sense to me at all, until I see the sword in Sam’s outstretched hand.

He stares at me with a look that says, “Get out of here!” Not understanding his expression, I step forward and place my hand on his. He steps back prying my hand away, as he pushes me to the ground with his free hand.

“You should have run when you had the chance, sister. Now you will die,” he says in a blank and menacing monotone. I try to get up, but he holds me down.

“W-what are you doing Sam? Let go already!” I cry. He doesn’t listen to me and places the point of his sword to my throat.

“I didn’t want to do this sister ... but ... I have no choice.” he says flatly. It is as if the emotion has been sucked out of him. Just as he is about to cut my throat I wake up screaming.

Sam ran into my room [having heard me screaming] and tried to comfort me. I cringed and pulled away as I proceeded to shut my eyes tightly. But I still saw those horrifying images in my head, as I tried to forget that horrible nightmare ... ... ...

“It was only a dream,” he crooned pulling me to his chest. I tried to fight him, but suddenly felt very tired. Giving in I collapsed against him covered in beads of sweat. He placed me back on the bed and dashed out of the room. 

BEARS AND CATS
By Nicky Lentz

[Second place middle school fiction contest, 2010]

I love my bears

Even more than my cat.

That seems fair

Unless we have rats.

My bears make me feel good

My cat Mookie does not.

My bears love me like they should

My cat Mookie only bites me a lot.

My bears always like to sleep with me

My cat only sleeps with my sister Daisy.

NATIONAL FEDERATION FOR THE BLIND 
WRITERS’ DIVISION 2011 CONTEST NOTICE
By Robert Leslie Newman

[Editor’s Notes]

Get your writing hats on for this contest. Spread the word far and wide and get those pieces in for submission. The world is always in need of a good writer. We all started somewhere so good luck!   

The annual youth and adult writing contests sponsored by the Writers’ Division of the NFB, will open January 1st and will close April 1st. 

Adult contests, poetry, fiction and non-fiction, are open to all entrants eighteen years and over. 

The youth contests are all about Braille. All poetry and fiction entries are required to be submitted in Braille. The age groups are divided into three categories: first through sixth grades, seventh and eighth grades, and ninth through twelfth grades. 

Prizes for contest winners range up to $100 for adult categories and up to $25 for youth categories. 

All contest winners will be announced at the Writers’ Division business meeting during the NFB national convention to be held in Orlando, Florida, the first week of July, 2011. In addition, shortly after convention, a list of winners will appear on the Writers’ Division website, www.nfb-writers-division.org.  First, second, and third place winners in each category will appear in the summer and fall issues of “Slate & Style”, space permitting.  Third place and honorable mentions may appear as late as winter, 2012.

For additional contest details and submission guidelines, go to the Writers’ Division website, www.nfb-writers-division.org.
NFB WRITERS’ DIVISION 

YOUTH CONTEST NOTICE
NFB Writer’s Division is hosting a Youth Writing Contest to promote Braille literacy and excellence in creative writing. Entries will be judged on creativity and quality of Braille. We are looking for creative writing, in the form of fiction and poetry. There is no charge for entering.

This is a contest for students who use Braille. Entries must be 
submitted in hand embossed Braille, either on a slate and stylus or on a Braille writer. No computer Braille entries will be considered. 

Submissions must be Brailled by the entrant. All submissions, no matter your grade level, must be in contracted Braille, unless, you have yet to learn the full system. Let us know which you are, either a “I’m studying contracted Braille-” or “I know contracted Braille.”

There are six categories, as follows: elementary fiction; elementary 
 poetry; middle school fiction; middle school poetry; high school 
 fiction; high school poetry. Elementary is K-6. Middle School is 7-8. 
 High School is 9-12.

The contest begins January first, and ends, postmarked date April 
 first. There will be three cash prizes for each of the six categories. Submissions receiving Honorable mention will also be listed. First prize per contest is $25. Second prize is $15 and third prize is $5. Submissions for fiction may not exceed one thousand words. Poetry may not exceed twenty lines. Authors may submit multiple entries and all work must be original and unpublished.

Entries must be accompanied by a cover letter containing entrant's 
 information: name; address; phone; email; title of the entry; school; and 
 grade of entrant. Winners will be announced at our division 
 meeting during the July 2011 NFB National convention held in Orlando, Florida.

Each entrant must provide an identical electronic copy of the cover letter and story or poetry, for possible publication. Winners will be published in the Writers’ Division quarterly magazine, “Slate & Style”.

 
Send your hard copy Braille and cover letter to:

Robert Leslie Newman

504 S 57th St

Omaha, NE 68106 

E-mail submissions (copy of story or poetry and cover letter) should be sent to Robert Leslie Newman at newmanrl@cox.net. 

EDEN’S FAMILY

By Allison Hilliker
 
A blast of cool air hit us as we entered the elementary school, and I felt Andrea squeeze my hand gently.  She always helped give me confidence.  My wife was a sturdy and reassuring presence beside me and I remembered for the eleven-millionth time that I was lucky to have her in my life.  

 
Although I told myself it was illogical, I was nervous about tonight.  It was parent-information night at our son, Tyler's, preschool, and I wanted so much for his experience to be perfect.

     I heard soft panting as Fetch, Andrea's guide dog, walked on her other side.  The path down the school hallway was familiar to all of us as we'd walked Tyler down it several times the past week.  Since it was evening, the school was fairly hushed and I could hear the murmur of adult voices up ahead.  

When we entered the crowded room, I could feel all eyes upon us.  There were two women talking directly on my right, and their voices stopped as we entered.  I smiled in their direction, but they didn't say hello.  

 
Andrea whispered a command to Fetch, and he began to guide her towards an empty chair and I followed behind, searching for a desk with my white cane. 

Everyone spent the next half an hour listening to the preschool teacher talk about the classroom, its curriculum, and more.  I took a great deal of notes using my Braille Note, but Andrea didn't write anything down because she has a fabulous memory.  

     
After the presentation was over, I heard the murmur of parent voices starting up.  Andrea excused herself to go find the restroom, so I turned to the person next to me in hopes of starting a conversation.

    
 "Hi, I'm Eden Taylor," I said as I extended my hand.

     
"How does that thing work?" the woman asked, ignoring my offered hand.  It took me a second to figure out that the woman was talking about my Braille Note!  I was a little surprised by her abrupt question.  She hadn't even offered her name, but I was used to my technology attracting others' attention.  I tried to explain to her that Braille was an alphabet of letters made up of different combinations of six dots.  I typed out some letters for her and let her feel the Braille.

    
 "That's really neat," she said, and then turned away to talk to the person beside her.

     
Well, so much for that conversation, I thought.  I admit I was a little frustrated by the woman.  I felt like just a technological curiosity to her, not a fellow parent or potential friend. Trying not to dwell on this last encounter, I decided to try and start a conversation with whoever was in the seat behind me. 

     
"Hi, I'm Eden Taylor," I said brightly.

     
"Lori Jacobs," a woman answered, grasping my hand.

     
"I have a son named Tyler in this class," I continued.  "What's your child's name?"

     
"Jaden," she replied.  "I've heard of Tyler!  Jaden's mentioned him several times.  He tells me they both like dinosaurs." 

     
"Oh that's wonderful," I said.  "Tyler definitely does love dinosaurs.  You know he named his pet goldfish T-Rex?"

     
Lori gave a little laugh and I relaxed somewhat.  It was nice to meet someone friendly, and I was thrilled to find out that Tyler had made a new friend.             

     
"Do you have any other kids?" she asked, saying she only had Jaden.

     
"A daughter," I said proudly.  "Her name's Sophie and she's ten months."

     
"Oh that's wonderful," Lori said sincerely.  "I always wanted more children.  Maybe someday..."  Lori's voice sounded wistful, but she quickly changed the subject, following with a question.  "So is that other woman with you Tyler's aunt?" Lori enquired  

     
"No," I replied. 

"That's my wife, Andrea."  There was a moment of silence, and I worried that Lori would decide she didn't want to talk to me after all.  Often after people met me and learned that I was not only blind, but also a lesbian, they quickly found reasons to cut the conversation short.

But Lori recovered quickly from her surprise and the two of us chatted easily for a time.

     
Soon a strident female voice broke into our peaceful conversation.

"Lori!  There you are.  I wondered where you were hiding.  You know I just saw Jaden's drawing on the wall back there.  He did such a beautiful job.

     
"Thanks Jill," Lori said.  "This is Eden Taylor, she's Tyler's mom.

     
"Hi there," Jill's voice took on an artificially sweet tone. "I saw Tyler's drawing up there to of course.  He drew a nice picture.  I'm so sorry that you can't see it.  That's just too bad.  You know I'd die if I couldn't see Bobby's pictures!"

     
"It's really okay." I said.  "Tyler tells us about all of them. That's one of his family, right?" 

     
"Well, yes.  I'm sure it has to be difficult for him with his parents not being able to look at his drawings."

     
"He's never seemed to mind," I said becoming slightly annoyed at this woman's condescending tone.  

     
"Jill," Lori said, gracefully changing the subject, "I put my name down on your sign-up sheet for the parents' group.  I'm really excited that you agreed to chair it."

    
 "Oh yes, it'll be divine," Jill gushed.  "We'll plan all the kids' little parties and get-togethers, and even a little parents night out - if you know what I mean?

     
"Parents group?" I asked.  I hadn't known there would be a parents group.  

     
"The sign-up sheet went around while the teacher was talking," Lori informed me. "Didn't you get it?"

     
"No," I said.  "But I'd love to sign up.  Is there still room?"  

    
 "Oh, we passed it by you," Jill quickly answered.  "We didn't think you'd be able to...we can sign you up, if that's what you'd like."

I suspected that the other parents might not want us in their group, but I kept my smile in place and pleasantly assured her that Andrea and I were definitely interested in joining.

****

The sun felt warm and soothing as I sat in our backyard sandbox with Sophie.  We were playing the child's favorite game which consisted of me filling a bucket full of sand and Sophie dumping it all out in a big pile with a delighted giggle.  I loved hearing the soft melody of Sophie's laughter--one of my favorite sounds in the world.  I also listened as Tyler swung on the swing set behind us.  I heard the squeak of the swing as it went back and forth, while Tyler sang the theme song from "Bob the Builder."

     
"Watch me, Mama.  Watch how high I'm going," Tyler announced.  I turned towards Tyler's voice and called, "Wow, buddy, you're really flying there!"

     
"Oh yeah, I can fly... like a pterodactyl!  Wanna see?  

   
  Zillions of possibly dangerous scenarios suddenly flooded my mind.  "No Tyler!  Wait!  That's not safe."

     
"Sure it is.  Here I go... one... two..."   I scooped up Sophie and ran towards the swing set - hoping to grasp the chain and slow down the swing before Tyler launched himself.  Unfortunately, it was too late.  It was as if I was participating in a waking nightmare.  I heard the inevitable thud, then the sharp penetrating scream, and my heart nearly stopped.  I felt as though the world was closing in on me.  It squeezed my chest tight and I could barely breathe as I raced over to where Tyler lay in the grass. My mind spun wildly as I imagined all the possible ways that Tyler could be hurt.  How could I have let this happen?  Dear God, let him be okay.  

I picked up the whaling little boy, somehow managing to juggle both him and his sister in my arms.  I cuddled him close, murmuring little reassurances, as I ran inside towards the phone
"So what happened to Tyler," Jill's voice sounded accusing as she, Lori, and I waited outside the preschool classroom to pick up our children the following day.

"I saw him this morning with Andrea and noticed that he had a cast on his arm."  

     
"He had a little accident on the swing-set yesterday," I said.  He was pretending to be a pterodactyl, and decided to jump off the swing."  I tried to sound casual, hoping I could convince Jill that it was really no big deal.  But I unconsciously clutched Sophie a little tighter in my arms as the terrible memory rushed over me.  The doctor had said that Tyler would heal quickly and be just fine.  I tried to sound as if the whole thing had been no big deal, but, in truth, the trip to the emergency room had been incredibly difficult for all of us. There is nothing worse than the feeling a mother gets when her child is hurting.  

    
 "Where were you when he fell?" Jill was asking, with a suspicious edge to her voice.

    
 I was about eight feet away, in the sandbox with Sophie.  I could hear everything he was doing.  I knew before he tried it, but I couldn't stop him in time.  

     
"You weren't right by him while he was swinging?" Jill asked incredulously.

     
 "Well, no," I said, but I was nearby.  

      
"Aren't you afraid to walk away from him while he's playing?  I mean, after all, you can't see him.  You can't know what he's doing," Jill said, that accusatory sound still in her voice. "I never go too far from Bobby when he's playing on the swings, and at least I can see him while he's doing it!"

     
I took a deep breath to calm myself before I replied, "Well... I was right near by.  Sure I couldn't see him, but I could hear everything.  

     
"But that's just so dangerous." Lori added in a barely audible voice."

     
"You can't watch your children like we do," Jill continued.  "I would never feel safe with Bobby if I couldn't see him."

     
I shifted Sophie to my other hip and fixed both women with the most confident gaze that I could muster.  "Well, I am safe with my kids, even if I can't see them.  Tyler's just a regular kid and kids do things like jump off of swings.  It has nothing to do with my blindness.  I don't think there would have been anything else either of you could’ve done differently.  I must have sounded much more forceful than I'd intended because the women fell silent for a moment after I finished.  The pause dragged out endlessly.  Their silence made me wonder if they believed me.  

     
"Well of course you can take care of your kids dear," Jill said finally.  "We know you try your best."  She had that fake sweetness back in her voice. It was a tone that I loathed so much.  Who did this woman think she was?  Did she really believe I was a bad mom just because my kid jumped off a swing?  Did she believe that having sight made her a superior parent?  

     
"You know," Lori was saying, I forgot to mention it, but I don't think Jaden can come over to play with Tyler this Friday."

     
"Oh?" I said, confused by the change of subject.  "That's too bad.  Tyler will be so disappointed.  What's going on?"

     
"Well I just remembered that I have a dentist appointment that day. So I could bring Jaden over, but I wouldn't be able to stay with him."

     
"That's okay," I said, you don't have to.  We'll be fine.  I mean, it'd be fun if you were there with us, but I'd be happy to watch the kids by myself.  There was that awkward silence again, and I believed the temperature in the hallway must've dropped a few degrees.

I just don't think Jaden should come over.  I mean, I know you can watch kids and all, but with everything that's happened, like Tyler getting hurt, I just don't think it would be best if Jaden came over without me."  I was shocked.  I was completely floored by Lori's words.  She didn't trust me to take care of her child!  I had expected something like this from Jill, but Lori?  The woman had been so nice to me all this time.  I really thought she believed in me.  That she accepted Andrea and I as responsible parents.  I was used to Jill's constant barbs and condescending comments about my abilities, but Lori had always seemed so understanding.  I was absolutely furious, but underneath that, a gripping sadness clawed at my chest.  I didn't give a damn what these ladies thought of me, but their attitude was keeping Tyler away from his friends.  I hated to see Tyler hurt in any way. 

Suddenly I couldn't stand to be near these women for one second longer.

    
 "I think Sophie needs some air." I lied.  "I'll be outside for a minute.  I'll be back in time to pick up Tyler.  I'll talk to you girls later."  I tried hard to keep the quaver out of my voice.  I could feel my composure slipping and I couldn't get out of that school fast enough.

     
Outside the breeze was cool against my face.  I could hear the whisper of the wind through the leaves, and the soft trickle of the fountain in front of the school.  Sophie babbled on happily in a language only she understood.  

How would I ever be accepted by other parents? I wondered to myself.  No one in the world believed that I could be a good mom.  I knew in my heart that I was good enough, but it seemed that no one else would ever understand.  And Tyler...I just wanted him to have a normal life.  I wanted him to have friends and play dates like other kids.  I wanted him and Sophie to be happy.       

I leaned back against the cool brick of the school wall.  I stroked Sophie's soft hair, and finally... I let the tears come.  

     
It took me a minute to sense the presence beside me, so immersed in my self-pity was I.  But then a hand was offering me a tissue and I took it gratefully, uncertain who my benevolent companion was.

     
"It's all right, Eden," a somewhat familiar woman's voice was saying.  It took me a second, but I soon recognized it as belonging to Cassandra, the same woman who had asked about my Braille Note and then brushed me off at parent night.  I knew now that she had a son named Alex.  Though our kids had often played together, Cassandra and I had barely spoken since parent night.  

     
"I heard those women talking to you outside the classroom just now," Cassandra was saying.  "Forget 'm.  Jill's a bitch, and Lori has no spine."  I found myself smiling at that, something that minutes ago I'd thought I might never do again.  

    
 "Thanks," I said as I wiped my eyes with Cassandra's tissue and with the other hand played distractedly with the tiny bow in Sophie's soft hair.  "It's hard, Cassandra," I said.  "They're keeping Tyler away from his friends just because they think Andrea and I can't take care of kids."

     
"You know, I thought that at first too," Cassandra admitted.   "I couldn't imagine how the two of you could handle even the most basic of tasks, but I got to know you, and I saw you with your kids, and I learned that I was wrong."

     
"Really," I said, not quite believing her words.  "You've changed that much?  You haven't known us that long."
Well, at that awful family gathering over at Jill's house last weekend, I watched you and Andrea a lot.  You organized games for more than a dozen kids and kept them all safe.  Andrea was the only one who could get the Buchanan’s baby to stop crying.  What's more, you were the parent who noticed when Lori's little boy wandered off!  I see how great you are with both your kids. And well...they just look... happy."  

     This was unbelievable.  Up until now, Cassandra had barely seemed to acknowledge my presence, and now she was telling me that I was a great mom?   

     
"Thanks," I said hesitantly, "but why can't Andrea and I manage to get more parents to accept us?  How could Lori turn on me so completely?"  

     
I heard Cassandra take a deep breath as she seemed to consider my words.  

     
"I don't know exactly, but I guess it's because it's kind of unfathomable to us, how you and Andrea manage.  I've never met anyone blind before.  I use my sight to do absolutely everything, and I guess I can't imagine how anyone else could do it differently."       
"That's okay," I said, feeling the tightness in my chest begin to subside.  "I'm glad you've changed your mind."

     
"Look," Cassandra said resolutely.  "It's almost time to go back in and get our kids, but I have an idea!"  

     
I wasn't quite sure where she was going with this, but I smiled at her and waited.

     
"There's an art exhibit that I want to go to on Saturday.  Alex gets bored after about two minutes of that sort of thing.  I really don't want to drag him along.  Do you think you and Andrea could watch him for the afternoon?"  

     
To me, this was absolutely amazing.  Here was a mother who was showing some confidence in me.  Suddenly, the Jill's and the Lori's of the world seemed a lot less important.  The hopelessness and frustration that I'd felt a few moments ago started to melt away.

     
"I'd like that," I said, with relief in my voice.  "I'm sure Tyler will be thrilled."

An Excuse to Read
By Shelly J. Alongi

I still remember my first Braille book coming directly to my house from the Braille Institute library. It was called “A Letter to Amy” and it had pictures in it. I remember the name of the book because I had just learned to read as a child of six years. My obsession with reading started after that first book, and earned me a stern admonition from my mother, who ordered the first book for me, by the way, to “go outside and go roller-skating.” She’s the one who started it! She made sure I learned Braille. She ordered those talking books on hard discs. We graduated to cassette tapes, and the Braille books kept appearing, too; under the covers at night, at restaurants where my mother sat for hours talking to people from church, leaving me in a corner to read some story. I didn’t mind being left alone to read. My obsession took over my bedroom, stacks of little green boxes on the shelves of my headboard, stacks in the closets, books, which sometimes did not get read because I ran out of time to read them all. 

The years went by and I went to graduate school. I did not like everything I read but I read on. 

Now, it seems, as editor of Slate & Style I have an excuse to read. Editors should read everything I’ve been told and so once again I’ve begun my journey into discovering the written word. The written word is an amazing thing: in a culture devoted to video and microwave news, the written word still remains artful, sometimes abused, and always appealing. I’ve once again begun my quest to discover people, their passions, their interests, flaws, writing styles. Long ago when my mother told me to go roller skating she probably didn’t know I would become the editor of a small niche magazine with a big influence. I learned how to roller-skate, play ball, hop scotch, I jumped and rolled down stairs, and still kept my love of reading. Braille, computer text, digital voice recordings, tape, however you can imagine it, I’ll take it. 

My closet is filled with black boxes, even green ones. My hard drives are full of books yet to be discovered. I’ve been known to fall asleep with a recorded book on my nightstand, with two cats cuddled up beside me, probably not interested at all in the book. The top of the six foot tall bookcase which I can barely reach sometimes holds stacks of green boxes; the nightstand in the bedroom has a few there, too, as well as at least one I ordered from Amazon years ago at the recommendation of a flight instructor. I still take it out and read it on occasion and discover once again Beryl Markham’s artful descriptions of 1930s flights in her prop plane over the African desert. Her descriptions of images are absolutely amazing, her storytelling of village people and animals almost unsurpassed to this date.   

I take my books on buses. Even the train station where I found solace in 2008 while grieving the death of a Metrolink engineer I never met has turned into a spot for reading. Much like the cell phone, portable reader, or PDA does others, my books follow me anywhere.  I’m also known to read books during sessions of National conventions, NFB chapter meetings, and anywhere else I can bring one. My bag I carry to work always has a book in it, a magazine, even my cell phone is a means of reading for me. I once read For Whom the Bell tolls, by Ernest Hemingway on bus benches. 

The written word paints images in my head. I recently read a description of someone’s eyes being “murky and flat like cold coffee.” I never would have imagined cold coffee as murky though definitely flat. 

The written word is information. Sometimes I’m overwhelmed with it and I put it all down and go create my own stories, or simply sit and listen to others who haven’t written their stories down yet. Sometimes I offer to write their stories. Sometimes they refuse. Some have suggested that someone should write stories about me. I haven’t taken them up on that one yet. 

Over the years I have interviewed people for my alma mater. I’ve added interviews and transcripts to their archives. I’ve written articles for a small Fullerton newspaper, and now I’m writing articles online and letting people read them. But I don’t write my stories, or my articles or do my interviews till I do my research, whether it’s through a book, an online journal, a digital recording, a magazine. 

The written word opens up sunny vistas of imagination, sweeping, majestic realms of limitless possibility. Through the written word barriers crash down, ideas are expressed, solutions proffered, revolutions started, change imagined and somehow brought forth. 

All this may stem from a book I read at age six, it may have grown from someone else’s dream to make more information accessible to blind people, it may be the thoughts of dreams which have not yet been dreamed or ideas which have not yet been formed. The written word is a very powerful thing. I hope by writing my share of them, helping you craft yours, reading them, introducing more people to the world of experiencing the written word, that the next generation understands the powerful tool it has in its hand. 
Don’t be surprised if you see me when you do with a bag of books, or a magazine in my hand. It’s all because I have a hunger for ideas, solutions, and the written word. Remember though, that it all started with “A Letter to Amy.” 

SNOW
By Simon Bonenfant
Snow is falling all around
Snow falls on the ground.
Snow is a lot of fun
I can jump and run.
I like to ride my sled.
When I am tired I go to bed.
HEALER

By Shawn D. Jacobson
George saw the grinning freak go by.  He spouted nonsense words, shards of sentences, gouts of gibberish.  His pasted on smile gave George the creeps.
“He’s a regular chatterbox”, said a lady reading a magazine.
“I wonder what he was healed of?” asked a boy sitting in the corner.  For that was why they were all there.
When the aliens came to Earth they had decreed that all must be healed from the poorest beggar in Africa to the most despised untouchable in India to the suffering rich who hid their afflictions behind a life of luxury.  At first all were glad for they would be cured of what ailed them.  But it became obvious that not all was well.  For some went in lame and came out blind.  Some went in deaf and came out horribly disfigured.  Worst of all many entered with a variety of afflictions… and came out mad.  Yet because the aliens had performed many great signs and wonders, the afflicted of the world still came to the healing centers hoping for what the people from space could provide.
George felt disappointed when he first arrived.  The reception room looked just like every eye doctor’s office he had visited from the receptionist’s desk with forms he couldn’t see to fill out to the low tables strewn with magazines to the lack of anything to read in Braille.  He had skimmed the headlines and noted that the reading fare was mostly yesterday’s news about Hollywood scandals and sports stories, so he wasn’t missing much.  George had been to every eye doctor from Johns Hopkins in Baltimore to the Mayo clinic in Minnesota; he considered himself an expert on these places.
Conversations rose and fell around the room as people waited their turn.  “Wonder why they keep healing even with all the problems” asked a bald man?  “Maybe it’s their nature” replied his friend.  “Maybe it’s for the same reason that there’s suffering in the first place.  God is constrained by his nature to make a universe where we can sin and the aliens are constrained by there nature to heal before they are certain about what they’re doing.”
“Speaking of God,” said the man to George’s right, “this reminds me of the time I went to a faith healer.  I was living with my folks in Missouri at the time, just east of Branson, and my crazy aunt took me to be healed at this church she belonged to.  We went to this place way out in the middle of absolute nowhere.  And there was the big old church just right out in the middle of the woods.  Anyway, we went in and there was this huge throng of people.  They all stood up and started singing hymns.  Louder and louder the singing got until people started falling in the aisles and started speaking in tongues, I’d never heard the like before.  Lord almighty was I scared.  Then Daddy Jones came out and started laying hands on people and there was such a noise of shouting that you would not believe if you hadn’t been there.  Then he laid hands on me, but it didn’t work.”
“So what happened then?” asked George.
“Well” the man continued as he tapped his cane, “my aunt decided that I was possessed of demons and needed to be exorcised.  My folks wouldn’t go along with it though.  My mom, dad and aunt had a big old fight; I’m surprised they didn’t hear it in town.  She stalked out of the house and said we were heathens and would all go to Hell.  I never saw her again.”
“Sounds horrible” said the receptionist, a perky looking blond.  She moved out from behind the desk to help people with their forms.  George noticed strangeness in her gait, more the scuttle of a crab than a walk.
“Oh my dear what happened to your legs?” Asked a woman to George’s left from behind an impenetrable veil of perfume.
“I was one of the alien’s first miracles, I used to be deaf.”
“But your legs!” the lady said with a near shriek, “they’re so ugly!  They’re hideous!”
“It’s not so bad,” at least I can walk on them.” said the receptionist looking pointedly at the ladies crutches.  “And they say I can be healed in time” she continued; “I have faith that things will work out.”
“Faith”, scoffed the check-in man, “whatever.”
“So what do you think is going on?” asked George of the check-in man.  “After all, you work here, you must have some idea.”
“Actually, it reminds me of Plato” said the check-in man from his post at the door from the waiting room to the rest of the building.
George tried to recall what he remembered about Plato.  Then the man on the right broke in.
“Wasn’t he the Greek philosopher who wrote about these people chained in a cave?”
George then remembered Plato from a Western Civilization class he had taken an eternity ago.  “Yes, I remember” George responded, “Plato thought that all the thing on Earth… tables, chairs, houses… were mere shadows of a higher, truer reality, so all of us living our day to day lives were like men chained in a cave only able to see shadows of reality.”
“And if anyone were to break their chains and climb out of the cave to see the real world, then he would see things in the splendor of their true form.  Then if he returned to the cave, and if he were to tell them his story, the others would be unable to comprehend what he had seen. They would think him drunk.”
“Or mad” said the man on the right.
“So you think that people like the grinning freak could be seeing some great truth, something that makes them seem mad to us?” George asked.
“Who knows” replied the check-in man, “we are dealing with aliens after all.”
 “I don’t really care just what great truths they may have learned in there,” George said, “they still give me the creeps”.
The check-in man snorted, “Once you’ve seen what I’ve seen this past year, nothing would give you the creeps.”
Then a bell rang; “group 53, please prepare to enter the healing center” said a voice over the PA system.  All the people who had been waiting queued up before the check-in man.
“Cancer, autism, aids, deaf, lame,” the check in man droned reading the afflictions marked on the forms handed in by the patients.  “Lame, blind, deaf, blind, hey!” he said as George went by.  “According to the form you’re blind.”
“Yes, I’m blind” said George “is there a problem”.
“You don’t look blind” the check-in man said “you look too much like you know what you’re doing to be blind.  My grandma went blind and she didn’t get around near as well as you do.  Besides, I never saw a blind guy look at the receptionist the way you did.”
“Well, I have partial eyesight” said George “got enough eyesight to get me into trouble but not enough to get me out.”
“I’ve read on the internet that all partially sighted guys think all girls look pretty” said the lady who had talked to the receptionist as she carried her perfumed cloud with her.  “They don’t see imperfections like sighted people do”.
“I never took psychology 101 in college” George replied testily, “I wouldn’t know”.
George felt that this whole confrontation could have been avoided had he carried his cane; but the man probably would have thought he was faking anyway; that happened.  And besides, George had been through a lot to get the eyesight he had; he sure was going to use it if he could.
“God save us from internet psychology,” George grumbled. 
“Too bad he didn’t read some Homer while he was studying Plato” said the man who had been seated at George’s right.  “Maybe he would have known that blind people could be intelligent.”
“Guess you wouldn’t be able to get away from misperceptions about blindness even if you were to go half way across the galaxy” replied George.  The group shuffled to the elevator.
George entered with the rest.  He pushed the button for the ninth floor not quite knowing why and moved toward the rear as the patients were herded into the chamber.  If this was telepathy, George thought, it was of a subtlety that kept his conscious mind from knowing that he had lost control of his body.  The elevator emptied as it ascended into the unknown.  At every floor groups of people exited, but no one got on.
Finally, the ninth floor was reached and George exited into a chaos of light.  He thought that this must be what it would look like from within the facet of a diamond.  Light steamed through the walls and broke into rainbows of all different hues.  George was glad to have his tinted contacts in; even so, his eyes involuntarily squirmed against its onslaught.
Though he felt the power of the light all around, George still smelled the stink of fear in his sweat, for he was afraid of what was to come.  The tension that had started in the waiting room had mounted to trepidation as he rose in the elevator and by now had grown into the gnawing dread of a man who is afraid yet knows not what he fears.
George continued down the halls toward his destination his feet moving of their own accord.  They took him through the halls that snaked through the building in no pattern he could discern through odd intersections and around strangely contoured corners.  He finally reached a place where the hall widened into a circular open space surrounded by doors.  He walked to one of them, the sign read “977”; he walked in.
As George entered the room, the dazzle of the hallway was replaced by jungle gloom.  Strange trees crowded around and strove to the sky to grab their share of the light that filtered down.  Great vine like things coiled, as if possessed by the ability to move, through the branches above.  The air had an otherworldly feel about it, hot in a sneaky humid way with scents that he would never recognize.  Sounds of animals and other dangerous sounding noises permeated the air.  Above it all, George could hear the purring, or was that growling, of a great beast.  He fought for control against stark terror and the unreasoning urge to bolt.
“Do not be afraid” a voice called out through the jungle “I am here to heal you not hurt you.  You have come here to have restored to you the gift of sight” the voice continued “so be not afraid”.
“Speaking of sight, I would really like to see who I am talking to” George stammered.
“Very well” the healer said “here I am” as a shape moved through the trees and padded around to face him.
George realized that one reason that he had not noticed the creature before was that the mottled dark green of its body blended in with the background vegetation to the point that it could only be seen when it moved or when one was looking straight at it.  The creature was neither ugly nor beautiful; it was just too alien for that.  The face was dominated by a proboscis which sprouted fingers like a hand; that seemed to complement hands that extended from two arms that sprouted from either side of the healer’s face.  Also, from around the face sprouted fronds which made the face look something like a giant green flower.  If the face had eyes, ears, or a nose, George could not recognize it.  The face fronted a sleek cylindrical body covered by tight greenish hide.  Feet with great claws gave homage to a predatory past.  “Why should the thought of being healed frighten you so?” asked the healer.
“I’m not afraid of seeing” explained George. “I’m afraid of what else you might do to me.  Why heal now before you understand us?  Why not wait?”
“When you wait while the prowler of the night comes you will be eaten” explained the healer.  “If you wait while the savory hoppers swarm by then you starve.  If you wait while the sun can be seen then you lose sustenance.  No!  Not at all!  All things must be done when the time of doing is at hand.  All must be healed.  The will of the great maker must be hastened.  The maker’s great work must be done; the maker’s purpose must come to pass.”
George thought that, by this strange calculus, all this rushed healing almost made sense; yet fear continued in him.
“Come”, spoke the healer, spitting some fluid into a clod of earth.  “The fluid I provide contains the engines of your healing and the earth will contain their sustenance.  Come and partake of your new sight.”
At this, the fronds reached out and caressed George’s face and his fear melted away.  The proboscis hand reached out and rubbed the new mud over his eyes and his sight became clearer.
Yet the restoration of sight was as nothing compared to the other changes he felt for all of his senses became sharper.  He heard with a vivid clarity that he could not have conceived of before.  Taste and smell were honed to a level that was almost painful.  He felt the texture of the hot heavy air with gemlike clarity and understood it as the great bath of life that it was.  And there was more.  There was a sense of gravity, a sense of the moral law, and even a sense by which the very act of living could be felt.
For George’s consciousness now shared in the thoughts of the healer.  For the telepathy which had brought George to that place seemed to reside in the fronds that now touched him and the proximity of these had brought the two minds together.  So he now felt the great joy of the healer, a joy of a race that had risen from the jungle to the stars in one great exuberant chaotic bound after another leaping from crisis to crisis and from solution to solution making and remaking itself as it went.  And this precarious journey had created a race for which waste, especially of time, was a mortal sin but risk taking was a way of life.
And in that time he also knew the creatures that the healer had explored with its mind.  He felt the joy of great leviathans that sounded in methane oceans.  He knew the wild reverence of wolf-like beings that coursed across wide plains in packs to their ancient place of worship to howl their wondrous pleasure in their God.  He walked the great treetop cities of forest beings that had built in the canopy of a forest of four hundred feet high trees and thus kept themselves above the reach of the fearsome beasts that prowled below.  All this and more George experienced.
But George also felt an emanation of regret from the healer.  “I have given you so much, but you have not been prepared” the healer moaned.  “Woe with me, woe with me, woe with me!”
At first, George could not understand the regret for he was filled with delights of wonder, but then he realized that the healer was not a single solitary mind, but was instead part of a great galaxy spanning being of thought, an entity that came upon George with an uncontrolled and unstoppable will.  The outpouring of thought became a torrent, a flood, then a great deluge and George understood that his mind could no more hold the bounty of the great mind’s experience than a tea cup could hold the tide.  For the whole treasure store of galactic thought rushed in upon him and he felt the great histories of thousands of races on tens of thousands of worlds filled with their hundreds of thousands of civilizations.  And George was inundated by the lives of a million, million, million souls with all their hopes and dreams fears and triumphs and all their myriad ways to love.
But wisdom lagged the knowledge of the great mind.  For all its treasure store of knowledge, it still could not temper its need to act regardless of the consequences.  For all the wealth of experience it could not sort out the weakness of those it felt compelled to make whole, and for all the wonders it was free to explore, it could not break the bondage of its jungle forged nature.  And so, the great galactic flood rolled in and George’s psyche shattered under the glory of a god who lacked the wisdom to veil its face.
The grinning freak walked through the waiting room making funny noises muttering nonsense words, shards of sentences, and strange half formed thoughts.
“He sure sounds weird” said one of the people their.
“He sounds like a politician” snorted another.
“Wasn’t he blind when he came in?” asked the receptionist.
“Well”, said the check-in man, “he said he was.  I’m not sure I believe him still.  Oh well, guess if he was faking he got what was coming to him”, muttered an old man with a cane. “I’ve heard that lying about such things brings divine retribution”.
“Divine retribution,” yawned the check-in man, “whatever”.
“So” the old man snapped “what do you think it is?”
“Could be many things” opined the check-in man.  “Have you ever read Plato?”
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