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I Know How To Love
Suzanne Paola Antonetta | Teaching Writer

I teach writing at the women’s jail in Skagit County. When I
enter my large, white classroom, my group of women follows
me: led by a guard, single file, in their jumpsuits. They pick up a
few sheets of paper and a jail-issue pen not much bigger than a
cigarette, so we can write together.

Most of these women are dealing with addiction, worrying about
court hearings and sentences, about children and families
they’ve left outside. Still, in spite of their burdens, they’re often
crackling with energy, laughing, jumping up to show me a dance
move.

My class strategy is simple. First, I have the group write a “brain
spill” to unload what’s pressing on them that day: those court
hearings, those family worries. Then I tell them I want them to
mentally tear that writing up—tear those worries into pieces and
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throw them away, at least for the duration of the class.

Then the women and I, together, read a poem I say is going to be
heavy, one that reflects a serious issue they may be facing.

Sometimes we read a poem about addiction, like Lynn
Emanuel’s “Frying Trout While Drunk.” We also read about
confinement of all kinds, such as Anna Akhmatova’s beautiful
requiem of imprisonment under Stalin. Their responses to this
writing prompt reflect the power and the pain of diving into
thoughts of the things that hold us.

“I am tired,” wrote a woman one day, “of dreaming of shooting
up.” Everyone in the room nods in agreement.

Then I tell my class that for the second half, we’re going to flip
the script and do something very different. I have them do a pre-
writing writing, one in which they list, as quickly as they can,
things they love about themselves. It could be a specific part of
their physical selves, like their eyes or their hair. But keep going,
I tell them. Get to something less tangible too.

Skagit County Community Justice Center

Before we read our second poem and write again, we go around
the room, reading from our lists. Most of the women’s items
begin with the concrete and physical: I love my hair. I have
pretty eyes.

As they work their way down their lists, though, these women
get to something deeper. One week, one after another of the nine
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women in the room articulated something along the lines of: I
know how to love.

“I like about myself the love I have for my family,” wrote C.

“I like about myself that I am a good friend. I’m warm and I
know how to listen,” wrote Jessica. And the other women in the
room agreed. A few high-fived her.
 
“You do,” one told her. “When something goes down, you’re the
one I want to talk to.”

I often thought about this moment after that class, the women
chiming in with the ways in which they had the capacity to love,
acknowledging that in each other. I thought about how we judge
people for their actions—and sometimes we need to—but often
we forget the presence of this human gift. The ability to love
others; the capacity to have compassion. And I consider the fact
that “you’re the one I want to talk to” may not be true of many
people on the outside, many not wearing jumpsuits.
           
After this group brainstorming, we read a poem that is a
celebration of what we love about ourselves, like Maya
Angelou’s “Phenomenal Woman” or Lucille Clifton’s “Homage
to My Hips.” The group uses their own list to generate a self-
celebration, and I urge them to see how these things they value
in themselves could work in their lives.
           
They love this part. Often, they come to me believing they have
nothing to offer. One week my student Kelly, in a “Homage to
My Brain,” simply began, “Keeping Me Sane.” Yes, we all
agreed. Your inner gifts can help you, even here.

Other News and Updates



On Thursday, February 21, 2019, at the Mount Vernon City
Library, we had our Official Book Launch and student reading
for What No One Ever Tells You.  60-70 people showed up, as
well as a group of student authors.  It was a beautiful time of
sharing stories and poems, and afterwards selling books and
author signings.  At the conclusion of the reading, a
Swinomish Elder from the local area stood up and praised the
student authors for their vision and for the storytelling that had
taken place.  It was a fitting conclusion to the event, and a great
encouragement to us for the road yet ahead.
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Hidden Truth – Breaking the Wall – Save the date – Tuesday,
March 5, 2019, 7:00-9:00 p.m. (probable: 6:30 p.m. preshow
music) at the Lincoln Theatre in Mount Vernon.  The Migrant
Leaders Club will present the fourth annual “Hidden Truth”
night—an evening of readings, dramatic performances, and
music.  Jennifer Morison Hendrix, playwright and Underground
Writing Teaching Writer, is directing the production this year
and has been hard at work with the students on their writing via
our MLC workshop site.  It will be a great event—love to see
you all there to support the Migrant Leaders Club.

More information here:
https://lincolntheatre.org/performance/hidden-truth-breaking-wall

Launched in 2018 by Underground Writing and Voices of the
Children, FilmVerse is an annual collaborative project that uses
writings from Skagit County Juvenile Detention as the
inspiration for short films directed by Mount Vernon High
School students.  Our 2019 collaboration is underway at this
time. Save the date!  The films will be screened May 3-4, 2019
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at the historic Lincoln Theatre in Mount Vernon, Washington
(and will be available for viewing on our website thereafter.)
 Last year's films can be seen here: FilmVerse 2018.
 

[Students from our Migrant Leaders Club site]

Underground Writing is a literature-based creative writing
program serving migrant, incarcerated, recovery, and other
at-risk communities in Northern Washington through
literary engagement and personal restoration.  Underground
Writing facilitates generative encounters with literature
spanning the tradition—from ancient texts to those written
in our workshops.   Honoring the transforming power of the
word, we believe that attentive reading leads to attentive
writing, and that attentive writing has the power to assist in
the restoration of communities, the imagination, and
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individual lives.

Our newsletter is published every other month, along with
special editions and updates throughout the year.  For 2019,
we'll be sharing stories/essays written by our faculty of
Teaching Writers, featuring our various workshop sites in
Skagit Valley, Washington.

Underground Writing sites:

Skagit County Juvenile Detention (Youth)
Migrant Leaders Club
     (Youth - Mount Vernon School District)
Skagit Valley Recovery Community (Adults)
YMCA Oasis Daylight Center (Youth) 
Skagit County Community Justice Center  (Adults) 
 

Our transformative work continues because
of donors and interested folks like you.

Thank you for your support.
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