
		
			[image: Cover for Respect the Mic: Celebrating 20 Years of Poetry from a Chicagoland High School, Author, Hanif Abdurraqib, Franny Choi, Peter Kahn, and Dan "Sully" Sullivan; Foreword by Tyehimba Jess]
		

	
		
			
			
				
				[image: Book Title, Respect the Mic: Celebrating 20 Years of Poetry from a Chicagoland High School, Author, Hanif Abdurraqib, Franny Choi, Peter Kahn, and Dan "Sully" Sullivan; Foreword by Tyehimba Jess, Imprint, Penguin Workshop]
			

		

	
		
			
			[image: ]

			PENGUIN WORKSHOP

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, New York

			[image: ]

			First published in the United States of America by Penguin Workshop,
an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, 2022

			Owing to limitations of space, credit for individual poems and essays can be found beginning on this page.

			Collection copyright © 2022 by Hanif Abdurraqib, Franny Choi, Peter Kahn, and Daniel Sullivan

			Illustrations copyright © 2022 by Timba Smits

			Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			PENGUIN is a registered trademark and PENGUIN WORKSHOP

			is a trademark of Penguin Books Ltd, and the W colophon is a registered trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Visit us online at penguinrandomhouse.com.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

			Ebook ISBN 9780593226834

			The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

			pid_prh_6.0_151444584_c0_r0

		

	
		
			
			In memory of Ishma Stewart, Beth Cheney, Daniel Escalona, and Dylan Thorn. You left us too soon, but your impact resonates.

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			Foreword by Tyehimba Jess

			NOTES FROM HERE

			Introduction by Peter Kahn and Dan “Sully” Sullivan

			& I Can Find A Home There, Too. by Dan “Sully” Sullivan

			Identity, Black by Kyla Robateau

			Password Security Questions Ask Me the Right Questions to Know I Am Always Afraid by Asia Calcagno

			Softball on County-T by Matthew Minich

			Oak Park Mutters Statistics by Kyla Pereles

			Puerto Rican leather sits on my shoulders by Matthew Buchta

			America Is Just a Negro in an Anthill by Morgan Varnado

			The Lamppost Glows Orange in the Daytime by Hannah Srajer

			Birth by Cailynn Stewart

			Middle of October After Hours by Ricky N. Brown

			Palms. by Maggie Farren

			portrait of venice with a side of pasta by Kara Jackson

			Why I Write Poetry by Leah Kindler

			Plucking into the Next by Camila Gamboa

			Taking Down a Confederate Flag in Lincoln Park on June 27th, 2018 by Camara Brown

			COMING OF AGE

			Introduction by Dan “Sully” Sullivan

			When Dinosaurs Roamed My World by Riley Moloney

			Unwanted pill addiction by Jada Maeweather

			Destruction by Paige Wright

			Hairesy by Itohan Osaigbovo

			I Gave You Power by Adam M. Levin

			The butcher taught me how to high school by Jesus Govea

			You’re at home, speak English, Mexican by Juliana Sosa

			On the Bottom of a Swamp by Noelle Aiisa Berry

			If I Made a Movie About a Preacher’s Daughter by Grace Gunn

			Auto Boy by Claire von Ebers

			An Open Letter to Mozart by William Walden

			Ethic by Jalen Daniels

			Southside with You by Tymmarah Anderson

			Alternate Names for Black Women by Marlena Wadley

			Bi, Bi Brown Girl by Anandita Vidyarthi

			Loops by Ibraheem Azam

			I could have been a lot of things by Patrick Chrisp

			Who Does This Feeling Belong To? by Langston Kerman

			MONSTERS AT HOME

			Introduction by Franny Choi

			My Aunt’s Angels by Natalie Rose Richardson

			It’s not that I have a nicotine addiction by Eliana Gerace

			The Fire by Alice Atkins

			Its gravestone will read: Here they lie—all four of them, together. by Hannah Green

			Ghost of the Ghost by Dawson Pickens

			Dead Shadow by Anna Van Dyke

			My Cousin’s High by Majesty Gunn

			Samson by Donorica Harris

			you can’t fall in love with someone every day by mo Santiago

			Mixed by Vann Harris

			black walls in a white home by Levi Miller

			Darkness has become my new commander by Christopher Montel Byrd

			Spiderwebs by Zaire Brooks

			WELCOMES, FAREWELLS, AND ODES

			Introduction by Peter Kahn

			Lessons by Grace Fondow

			Dad, I forgive you, 2013 by Coe Chambliss

			Return to Sender by Jamaal James

			Pain by Iman Shumpert

			Motherhood; Full Circle by Sierra Kidd

			She Asked Me by Christian Harris

			Green Chevy by Camille Rogers

			The Last Good Day by Tabitha Hurdle

			Bird by Merrick Moore-Fields

			Transforming As My Mother by Peera Serumaga

			What Priscilla Was Like by Micah Daniels

			Flesh of Mine by Novana Venerable

			Interstellar Birth by Jamael “Isaiah Mākar” Clark

			In the ten seconds after you see that your wife is pregnant, but before you speak by David Gilmer

			I Used to Love/P.E.N.S. by Jessica R. Lewis

			SURVIVAL TACTICS

			Introduction by Hanif Abdurraqib

			On Loving Someone You’ve Learned to Hate by Charity Strong

			notes on almosts / or, an ode to surviving by Dorothy Moore

			Get Pretty by Le Keja “keja Janae” Dawson

			Blood Money by Corina Robinson

			Tamales on Christmas by Christian Robinson (Rich Robbins)

			Monster by Kelly Reuter Raymundo

			Super Sad Black Girl by Diamond Sharp

			Street Mythology by Gabriel Townsell

			Colors Are Heavy by Kris Murray

			Why Write? by Abby Govea

			Family Name by Ibrahim Mokhtar

			Mansion of the Figurative by Nicholas Berry

			Most heroes were written on white paper by Allen White

			Diluted by Savastiana Valle

			Bug Camp. Age Twelve. Mississippi: The Killing Jar by RC Davis

			ONCE A POET

			Conclusion by Langston Kerman

		

	
		
			Foreword

			When I first opened the pages of Respect the Mic, I couldn’t help but reflect on the many classrooms, community centers, and prisons that I had the privilege of teaching in during my years in Chicago, a place I grew up in for eighteen years, growing through stumbles and starts into where I am today, eighteen years later (!), still stumbling and starting my way through line after line after line of poetry. It was in those classrooms—the Gallery 37 spaces, open mics, slams, HotHouse, Guild Complex, Young Chicago Authors, Oak Park and River Forest High School [OPRFHS], Green Mill, Spices, and many other spaces—that I was able to better hear how to put the world on the page. Letter by letter, the streets and alleys, the bitter-cold winters and blazing summers wrote their poems into me with the asphalt and blues bars singing their sweltered up names onto mine.

			When you read these poems, you will no doubt hear the true voice of Chicagoland for yourself, the collusion of city and suburb, alley and lawn, that make up the capital of the Midwest. You will hear echoes of the great brawling, butchering, kitchenette-historied, Gold Coast–glittered blues town. You’ll feel the bass line of house music, the thrum of trap, the chorus of Cumbia. The great thing about coming of age as a writer in Chicago is that you have a skyscrapered, schoolyarded, L train–tracked electricity in each space you sprawl into—a checkerboard of ethnicities to navigate and explore all the American tongues. In Chicagoland, poets inhabit the XY axes of gridded streets to teach you that if the poem is gonna be worth it, it better sneak sweat-close to your skin and snatch off your chains. It better out-howl the Hawkish wind pushing down Michigan Avenue midwinters. It better be as scrawny-legged graceful as the grade-school hoopers in the park after dark. It better grin lopsided with a gold-toothed glint before it spits out a trochee or an iamb.

			OPRFHS has been an intrepid safe house for poetry over the past three decades. It is home to a cadre of extraordinary teachers with an extraordinary interest in bringing poets from all over the country to their auditorium, filling the stage with verse after verse, book after book, in front of a packed audience of young listeners entranced with the power of The Word.

			On that stage, and in these pages, you will also hear how a poet “can’t wait for the day where I find out who I wanna be . . .” you will understand even further why “she was the only one brave enough / to say it out loud.” You’ll hear bullets in bucket hats, an opus of bucket drums, and a baile on a Friday night. This collection is a bit of a reunion—a calling of voices that have been shaped and billowed and baked in the sun of each other’s voices, each other’s shouts in the hallways and classrooms of this Respect for The Mic. ’Cause that is what it boils down to in the end. Respect. That’s all we really have left, and when it’s done right, that’s all you really need to lean on. This OPRFHS literary tradition is a luscious, living, lie-killing, life-dealing part of doing it right. Inclusive, expansive, and digging into the well of American identity in all its myriad possibilities toward a More Human World. Drinking from the heart of the heart of a city that’s got a Mississippi train track querying through its Music:

			What city were you born in? A conditional war zone—a consequence of blessings.

			I digress. The point is that this is supposed to be a foreword. But once you in it, you be all the way in it. And that’s all the forward you need to make it back Home again. You’ll see what I mean. You’ll hear it, too, those voices in the hall . . .

			In conclusion, I leave you with two phrase poems I learned in Chicago: the salutations of Kwame Nkrumah and the mighty Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians . . .

			Forward Ever, Backward Never! *** Ancient to the Future!

			—Tyehimba Jess
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			When I became a public high school English teacher in Oak Park in 1994, I was terrified of teaching poetry. Poetry felt like a riddle I could never solve. How could I teach something that I myself didn’t understand? I muddled my way through with the poems I had been taught in high school, the very ones that made me hate it because they made me feel stupid and I couldn’t see myself in them. In 1998, I brought in a former student, Jonathan Vaughn, to rescue my poetry unit. I watched my students’ faces wake up as he connected music lyrics to poetry, explained that “rap” stands for Rhythm And Poetry, told them about poetry slams, and encouraged them to write and share their own poems. Imagine that! I was embarrassed and inspired at the same time. “Can we have a poetry slam, Mr. Kahn?” the students rang out. And we did. A week later, the student with the lowest grade in the class came out on top with a rap about his writing pad that he took with him everywhere. “Brandon, where the hell have you been hiding that!” was a song lyric that we all sang out together. This is when poetry transformed from enemy to ally.

			The next year, I redesigned my approach to poetry with a focus on contemporary poets like Patricia Smith and Saul Williams, who wrote about topics my students could relate to and engage with. (Patricia was the first poet I ever brought to my classroom.) I also started thinking more about what was then called the racial “achievement gap” and is now more aptly called the “opportunity gap.” It has been a horribly resilient problem that has existed at our school since I started teaching there. This gap includes roughly a one point difference in weighted grade point average between white and Black students. And I thought one way to combat this rift was to create what is now called the Oak Park and River Forest Spoken Word Club.

			We wanted the club to create a place of belonging for all our members, and particularly our Black students, where their experiences and voices could be heard loudly, proudly, and clearly. Each week, we celebrate our “study table all-stars” (those earning good grades) with snaps and cheers, while holding accountable and encouraging those with low grades. Students have set up peer-to-peer tutoring, and captains take pride when everyone in their group is an all-star. We teach writing craft, too, so students can see and show off their talent. So their words can resonate on the page, as well as the stage.

			The Spoken Word club was conceived in large part because of students like Dan “Sully” Sullivan. Sully had the lowest grade in my class when I first met him. But before I knew it, he went from planning to drop out of high school on his seventeenth birthday to starring in our newly created Spoken Word Club. That is the beauty of the club: It has created a space to give students, like Brandon and Sully, a place to call their own, a place to belong. It also gave them a reason to show up to school in the first place.

			Sully’s parents told me on several occasions that poetry “saved his life.” Poetry saved me in a way, too. It saved my career and changed the trajectory of my life. Teaching can be a draining profession, and I nearly abandoned it. But watching a community and its future leaders develop right in front of your eyes is an amazing thing. Seeing students who didn’t believe in themselves win national poetry prizes or earn full tuition college scholarships is like watching a magic trick: I’m still guessing at the secret behind it.

			At the Oak Park and River Forest Spoken Word Club, we’ve built a legacy where rookies eventually become captains and where graduates come back to work with us. Because poetry is the starting blocks, the finish line, and most importantly, the baton. In Spoken Word Club, the phrase “respect the mic” reigns supreme. Our student leaders shout it out like an order if anyone dares to talk when someone is reciting a poem. It’s a call of pride and history and tradition and hope. Respect the mic—you have the floor.

			—Peter Kahn
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			Peter is right. I was an apathetic student. It wasn’t that I was a bad kid. I just didn’t like to do things like, you know, homework. It wasn’t my parents. I came from a supportive home. I’m lucky in that way. Apathy was a privilege and one I chose to exercise freely. It wasn’t even that I didn’t like school. I was searching for a place where I felt like myself, was accepted for everything that I am and was witnessed. I found that in the Spoken Word Club.

			My senior year, I wrote a collaborative poem with fellow club member Michael Pogue for a poetry showcase at the school. We titled it “Meditation” and, though it was far from a quiet mantra, it was rhythmic and guttural, a battle cry to find peace in ourselves amongst the chaos of high school. “I only see clearly by closing my eyes then tap into a continuum of clarity / Very rarely do people bury barriers carefully.” Young adults, especially young men, are conditioned to build a fortress around their emotions as a method of survival.

			Mike and I, through poetry and the club, began to learn how to break through the gates of the fortress. We had notebooks in hand while we dangled our legs over the large stone wall at Scoville Park and laughed while we watched the blur of suburban traffic. We talked for hours and worked to record it all in ink. We wrote poems for our fathers and prayers for our future selves. We’d practice in front of storefront windows so that we could see the reflection of our gestures and plot our stage points. We’d spend hours in an empty classroom after school to get feedback from Mr. Kahn. My friendship with Mike helped me develop a vulnerability and willingness to deepen my connections to others. This is what the Spoken Word Club gifted me. It opened me up to more than just a new way of learning, but also a new way of being in and interacting with the world around me.

			In terms of the club’s success, there is an X factor beyond the poetry and its built-in community. At the heart of the program, there is Peter Kahn. When I was a junior in high school, he found me sleeping through class and searched for a way to reach me. It’s why so many of us have found a home in spoken word. It wasn’t just poetry that saved my life, it was a teacher who took the time to recognize that poetry has power, and he’s now helped generations of young people harness it, break through their own fortresses, and find a home in themselves.

			I often joke that I was in high school for seventeen years. I spent thirteen years after graduating as cosponsor of the Spoken Word Club alongside Peter. Since high school, I have read poems, performed, and taught creative writing classes and workshops all around the world. I’ve received master’s degrees in poetry and English, and made appearances on HBO and NPR. None of this would have been possible without the Spoken Word Club. Not only because of what it taught me about poetry, but because of what it taught me about leadership, mentorship, collaboration, and friendship. The first time I taught poetry in a classroom at OPRFHS, I sweated through my Ecko polo shirt. I was bewildered, but I have learned bewilderment is the point at which all poems start. We dislodge from the immediate circumstances of our lives and discover something new there.

			I am proud to say that my life as a student—befriending my bewilderment, making sense of and articulating my inner-world, learning to let people past the fortress, and then helping them through theirs—hasn’t been a lonely experience. It is one that so many other students have lived and are living out after joining the Oak Park River Forest High School Spoken Word Club. Though each of the poems in this anthology are events unto themselves, they open up to a larger sphere of community, one that lets us all in through the front gate. This book is a breathing testament to what happens when we truly listen to each other and celebrate how it sounds when individual voices speak up in unison.

			—Dan “Sully” Sullivan
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			We are so proud of the seventy-six poets in this anthology, some of whom are still in high school, others who haven’t put pen to paper in years, and others who have made careers of writing. They represent just a small percentage of those from our club who have been transformed by poetry. We welcome you to our home, where we’ve been poetically sharing our stories since 1999.

			—Peter Kahn and Dan “Sully” Sullivan

		

	
		
			Dan “Sully” Sullivan (OPRFHS class of 2000. Original Spoken Word Club member. BA in poetry—Columbia College. MFA in creative writing and MA in English language and literature—Indiana University. Community manager. College instructor. Poetry educator. Father of two.)

			& I Can Find A Home There, Too.

			When mom lost some of her hearing, the noise of traffic & city

			buses at the curb out front drove forward from the backdrop

			of our minds & pulled up at our dinner table in Brighton Park,

			house on the corner of 42nd & California. I went to Peace

			Lutheran for kindergarten & missed the crossing guard when

			she was hospitalized after a hit & run. We moved to Oak Park,

			first suburb west of the city. It was a lot closer to downtown

			but that city limit spoke volumes. In the fifties, they built cul-de-

			sacs all down Austin Ave at the edge of town. It was less about

			holding & more about keeping out. Ludacris & Hemingway both

			went to my high school. I guess I’m asking who gets to speak

			for the city. I lived in Chicago more years than anywhere else

			but what is mine to hold, if anything. Maybe I thought I was

			part of the landscape. Some urban pastoral romance that connected

			me to place. Where am I even from. Rakim said, it ain’t where

			you from, it’s where you at & Edward Sharpe said, home is wherever

			I’m with you. Our CD player doesn’t work so Whitney & I flip radio

			stations a lot when driving between Illinois & Indiana
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