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The three of us stand in front of the trail map. “You can follow the one marked with a leaf, 
the acorn, or the bird.” My husband says, giving our daughter a choice of the trails. 

She looks over them carefully and says, “let’s do the acorn.” 

“Okay, that sounds good,” he says and lifts her up to see where her trail will take us on the 
map. His finger traces a circle. “Do you see where the trails cross?” he asks and she nods, her 
eyes narrowing. 

“How will we know that we are still on the acorn trail?” he prompts. 
She thinks for a second then shouts, “the acorn!” 
“You’re right,” he says, squeezing her body into his. “That’s our trail marker.” As he lowers her 
to the ground she looks back up at the map. “Where is that?” she asks, and her finger points 
toward a big red circle on the map. 

“Can you sound it out?” I ask her.
“You. Are. Here.” She reads, then looks down at the ground and back up at me. 
“There isn’t a red dot here.”
“No,” I smile, and look down at the grey gravel. “But it represents where we are.” 

I grab her hand. We step away from the map and onto the trail. 
We trust we will find the acorns as we go.

In military life, I long 
for that big red dot on 

the ground that says: 
You. Are. Here.
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The work of words does not have a specific trail to follow. The writer’s life is not perfectly 
mapped, nor is the trajectory of any creative person. Military life is similar. We are far from 
having a clear path. We might have ideas of what we might like to do next, a dream job or 
an ideal duty station, but we are often sent into uncharted territory. We are moved from the 
acorn trail to the leaf trail and may spend some time at the bird trail before looping back 
again. It is dizzying. 

In military life, I long for that big red dot on the ground that says: You. Are. Here. I long for 
clarity, direction, and assurance. However, I have slowly learned to lean into what feels like 
living well, no matter where our red dot lands us. 

When I began writing I struggled with not having a map. I felt called to the page, but I was 
not sure how to write in a way that was authentic and captivating for a reader. I would sit 
in the chair and try to control the words, solve the story fast, rush to make sense of it all. I 
wanted a final product in an orderly and timely fashion. 

In most of those early sessions I would stand up drained and frustrated, but I would make 
my way back to the chair, put my butt down, and play with the words again. Now I see that 
no matter how many times I have to dig back in and chip away at a piece, I show up. 

The important part is showing up.

You will walk miles of “word” trails in your writing life. They will not always be well marked. 
But trust yourself to find the acorns along the way. You can keep drawing the circle around 
yourself and acknowledge that you are beginning. You are “here” to write, and see where 
the path leads. Sometimes it is brave to stay the course. 

Sometimes it is brave to deviate. We can examine and choose as we go.
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Exploring ThEmE and STrucTurE
For your very first assignment, we are going to examine the elements of theme and 
structure. A theme in a story is the underlying idea in a story. 

Writer J.D. Edwin communicates this well when he shares the following in the article 
Write Theme: The Simple Way to Weave Thematic Messaging into Your Story, 
“Instead of being a burden or extra consideration, a theme can work with you and serve 
as your guide. And remember, you shouldn’t overthink a theme. Plenty of writers don’t 
even know their story’s theme until after they’ve written their first draft.”

Let’s examine both theme and structure in the piece you just read, and then look at two 
writing examples. 

Theme: I utilized the story of looking at a map with my family and the real discussion that 
occurred between us to illustrate the theme of finding your path. My hope was to draw 
out the metaphor of us looking at a map in real life and comparing and contrasting that 
to military and creative life. 

What theme did you gather from that short story? Was it the same or different from my 
aim?

Structure: I set the first part of the piece in the present tense, with dialogue and action, 
and then I used the second half of the piece to talk directly to the reader, with more of 
my own reflection on military life and creativity. Was that switch in structure easy to 
follow? Did you notice how the end of the story tied back to the visuals of trails, paths, 
and acorns?

https://thewritepractice.com/writing-theme/
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The second piece we will examine is an excerpt from The Ticket to Peace written by Jenna 
McKone. This story was featured in Legacy Magazine Vol III.
Jenna McKone is @jenjennalauren on Instagram and you can find her work at www.
jennamckone.com 

August 2015. I’m sitting in an oversized leather chair in a small therapy office in the city. My 
palms are sweaty and I feel embarrassed about being here. I am 22 and fresh out of college. 
My boyfriend (now husband), has just moved across the country to start USAF pilot training, 
thus beginning our dreaded one-and-a-half years of long-distance. I have just started my 
first big girl job in a field I’m not too excited about, and all my friends have dispersed across 
multiple states -- far from the comfort and familiarity of university row -- to start this so-
called adult life. 

I am unsure about a lot, but perhaps my biggest uncertainty is my future and myself. What 
could have been a relatively normal, awkward transition phase is turning out to be a 
downward spiral of crippling anxiety -- anxiety that shows up anywhere from a fluttering 
heartbeat to racing, obsessive, intrusive thinking. I am simply not ready for change. I 
was going on my third week of secretly crying in the bathroom of my high-rise office, so I 
reluctantly researched a therapist. 

Dr. Clare was a clinical psychologist in her late thirties, specializing in OCD and anxiety 
treatment, particularly utilizing exposure and retention therapy. She came up with creative 
ways to expose me to my biggest fears with the goal of proving to me that I could handle 
them. This was neither easy nor fun to sit through, and so the nature of our sessions was 
rather uncomfortable, despite her lovely persona. 

One day, I asked Dr. Clare what she thought was the secret to inner peace. She thought for 
a moment, and replied, “I have found throughout my work that depression and negative 
emotion cannot thrive when you are genuinely grateful.”

https://www.instagram.com/jenjennalauren/
http://www.jennamckone.com
http://www.jennamckone.com
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Hmm, gratitude. Surely it wasn’t that simple. Maybe for people who already have it all, but 
what about the people that have nothing? How would gratitude help them? My task from 
then on was to jot down three things I was grateful for every day. I remember it sounding 
cheesy, but I also remember leaving that appointment curious, and most importantly, 
hopeful. 

I knew I was grateful for bigger aspects of my life, like my significant other, my parents, and 
my friends. But what ended up being a big game-changer throughout my early gratitude 
practice was writing down even the seemingly most ordinary details in my daily life that I 
often took for granted -- a smile from a stranger, a nice cup of coffee, that post-rainstorm 
smell, someone’s quirky laugh, or the way the tree leaves blew in the wind. 

Fast-forward three years, and I have gone through twice as many life transitions, from 
getting married to moving across the country, to moving across the world. I still hit those 
anxious waves, and probably always will, but I have found that my ability to be grateful for 
everyday occurrences has allowed room to embrace the bigger opportunities, as well as 
hardships, that come my way. After all, hardships are opportunities for growth, and growth 
is always something to be grateful for.

WhaT do you noTicE abouT ThE ThEmE and 
TimElinE in ThE TickET To pEacE?
Theme(s): I see the writer using her experience with anxiety and therapy sessions to show 
how gratitude can be a helpful tool. What else do you notice?

Structure: We start with a reflection on where the writer is in August of 2015, then we 
are in the therapy session with her, and we finish with “Fast-forward three years…” Do 
you transition along with the writer in this story and find her structure easy to follow and 
understand?
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Let’s look at one more piece in regards to theme and structure. 

What If? Was written by Shayna Mabee and is featured in Legacy Magazine Volume V. 
Shayna Mabee is on Instagram as @shaynamabee.

ExcErpT 1:
But seriously, what if something happens to you?
I write your eulogy in my mind sometimes.
I think about how we’d sing your favorite hymns and I’d mention all the selfless reasons you 
decided to serve.
I think about how I’d have to spend the SGLI getting on my feet, deal with grieving relatives, 
find a job. How I’m worried I wouldn’t get time to grieve.
Which of your awards would I hand in my living room? Would I have a special little box for 
your flag? 

Would I be able to breathe at all?

Why do I even tread down this path? What’s the benefit? Perhaps it’s some form of exposure 
therapy. This way, if you did die, I’d be somewhat softened to it. Sort of like taking little 
doses of poison to gain immunity. Then, if some exaggeratedly official party comes marching 
to my door, maybe I’d be prepared to some extent. Perhaps I could try to make the job a 
little easier. It’s not their fault after all. If my mental training is a success, I could spare them 
from my complete and utter disintegration.

ExcErpT 2:
Service member families like mine are rather well prepared for unfortunate loss. As 
enthusiastic 23-year-olds, my husband and I briefly went over the highlights of his freshly-
minted will. We giggled to cut the tension. Details like funeral wishes, child custody, 
and beneficiaries had all been hashed out. This was a few short weeks before his first 
deployment.

https://www.instagram.com/shaynamabee/
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ExcErpT 3: 
As we gear up for his next “big trip,” I regard how much I truly depend on him. My kid-
chasing dinosaur portrayal stinks in comparison to his, as do my shopping cart skills at 
Costco. I don’t understand how he can get in and out of there in under an hour. Additionally, 
any new IKEA furniture requires his adept assembly and for me to stay away. Besides these 
practical matters, he is my person, my best friend. When you move every two to three years, 
your spouse is basically the only adult relationship you get to take with you...We like to joke 
that the Marine Corps owns my husband’s body, and it’s mostly true. Part of his obligation 
is to personally take all of the risks our nation requires of him. Being a Marine has been the 
honor of his life - he would have it no other way. It’s difficult for me as a service member 
spouse to fully understand. But because I love him, I continue to support him, even if it costs 
us everything.

WhaT do you noTicE abouT ThE ThEmE and 
STrucTurE in WhaT if?
Theme(s): Grief, loss, the call to serve in the military, and a spouses’ reflection on the cost of 
that service. What else do you read between the lines in regards to the theme in this piece?

Structure: The writer chooses to open the piece with a series of reflection questions. She 
then talks about what it’s like to go over her husband’s will while they are only 23 years old. 
Finally, she finishes her story in her current present. While we only used excerpts from this 
story, could you follow the three separate segments and see why they were used to tell this 
story?

Assignment
Write a story this week that concentrates on a particular theme. Examine each of the 
examples above to give you some ideas to get started. 
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While each of our example pieces centers 
around military life, yours does not have to! 
Refer back to the first example- I did not 
write about military life in the story about my 
family and the map. I used the map and the 
conversation between us as a framework to 
set up the rest of what I wanted to say in the 
second half of the piece.

You might have to write out a memory first and 
then tie it to a central theme. Do not be afraid 
to “write to find out” what your story needs to 
say, and please keep in mind that every draft 
you turn in is just that- a draft! It is a place to 
begin. 

Word Count:
600 minimum
900 maximum 

Make sure your story is in the shared Google 
Drive folder L1: You Are Here.
1) Please upload your document as a Google 
Doc. If you need help formatting your piece 
into a Google doc just email us at lindsay@
legacymagazine.org.
2) Please set the permissions of your document 
to “comment” so that the other writers can 
engage with your work.
3) Once you have submitted your essay, you will 
read and comment on two writers’ essays.

You are “here” 
to write, and 

see where the 
path leads. 
Sometimes 
it is brave 
to stay the 

course.
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furThEr rEading:
Please keep in mind all Further Reading segments in the course are optional. 
They are included so that you may delve deeper, but you can also save them as additional 
future reading for when time and energy permit! The important part of our Work of Words 
course is to practice writing and engage in great feedback with our fellow writers.

3 Tips For Structuring Your Creative Nonfiction Piece (takelessons.com)

Writing Theme: The Simple Way to Weave a Thematic Message into Your Story 
(thewritepractice.com)

How to Develop a Theme for Your Story - 2021 - MasterClass

LET THE WORDS work

https://takelessons.com/blog/writing-creative-nonfiction
https://takelessons.com/blog/writing-creative-nonfiction
https://thewritepractice.com/writing-theme/
https://thewritepractice.com/writing-theme/
https://www.masterclass.com/articles/how-to-develop-a-theme-for-your-story
https://www.masterclass.com/articles/how-to-develop-a-theme-for-your-story

