
THE 5 SENSES

LESSON THREE

Do you remember how in our introductory lesson we discussed the importance of reading for 
a writer? You will need paper and a writing utensil for this lesson. Start by reading the two 
excerpts below. It is tempting to scroll ahead for the assignment, but please go in this order 
with today’s lesson:

Read Excerpt 1 through once

Read the questions listed below the excerpt

Read Excerpt 1 again

Write/Reflect in your notebook on the questions

Repeat this process for Excerpt 2 and Excerpt 3

Now you can read your assignment

ExcErpt 1: 
Of Art, Of War written by Erin Pesut, Legacy Magazine Volume IV
Instagram: @epnz09
www.erinpesut.com 

There were 12 of us around a long table. Upper West Side. Columbia University. Dodge Hall. 
A group of graduate writing students studying fiction. Before class, there was always the 
chit-chat. I wasn’t a part of it anymore. I had removed myself. Erased my own tracks as best I 
could.

There it was. The book we were discussing: Redeployment by Phil Klay. Heading home for 
Thanksgiving, I cracked the spine. I did. I tried. But I couldn’t get past the first two sentences. 
My husband -- he loves dogs too much.

https://www.instagram.com/epnz09/
http://www.erinpesut.com
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The teacher opened up the class for discussion. The first thing she went for was the cover. 
“His pants make him look short,” the teacher said. “You’d think they’d have picked a more 
intriguing soldier.” 
“Our Marines -- or is it the Navy or...the Armed Forces -- are protecting us, but…”
“Why’d they call it Redeployment,” someone else asked, “if they’re all stories about soldiers 
coming home?”

After Gabriel enlisted, I returned for a second year of my graduate program. I assumed I’d 
be ripped to shreds by intellects wondering why he joined the Army or defending comments 
about whether or not I believed in world peace. If I said anything, I often fended off 
questions like, “When will he deploy? Is he gone now? Aren’t you worried?”

How hard it is to defend an individual’s decision when they’re not there to defend you.

I was between worlds -- the Army world and the “real” world -- and I couldn’t speak the 
language of either. In the Army world, I didn’t know enough acronyms to make sense. But, 
the “real” world offered little footing for me to find my balance.

Between classes, I went to the quiet floors of Butler Library with the dark wooden 
bookcases, prune-colored books, and dim old-fashioned lights, and I closed the door of 
glass study rooms to log into chat rooms for service member spouses where, during certain 
times, they released information and we could ask questions. Spouses typed out questions 
about paychecks and health insurance and housing allowance. I read every question 
posed, but never asked my own. One woman asked, “Am I allowed to send my husband 
mentholated cough drops? Someone told me we can’t, but if we can, where can I find them?” 

Living in New York City, you have to work. As a graduate student, you have to write. I work 
and write at max capacity. I have a gig in human resources filing FMLA forms for library 
employees and calculating comp time. I work Thursday and Sunday Grow NYC Farmers 
Markets outside Columbia’s school gates on 116th and Broadway. On Saturdays, 
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I take the A-train to work the Inwood Farmers Market, north of the City. I cut samples of rye 
Rueben rolls and twist-tie loaves of spelt sourdough bread. I display daikon radishes on 
wooden crates and make change by doing the math in my head. I also work at Columbia’s 
Dodge Fitness Center.

Inside, out of the cold and wind, I like this job the best. I sit in a slightly elevated box with 
a swinging door and I swipe in athletes and prospective students. During lulls, I make as 
many edits as I can on my classmates’ submissions for workshop. When I need a break, 
I roll towels, warm from the dryer, and check out locker keys and fitness equipment to 
undergraduate students. 

A friend and I meet for coffee one day at the Hungarian Pastry Shop on Amsterdam Avenue. 
The pastry case fills and empties each day. Inside, the air smells like pie crust and espresso 
and the tables are packed together. New Yorkers don’t mind. There’s something endearing 
and intimate about proximity that you get used to.

I tell her about my new reality. The blackout period. Our letters. The drill sergeants and 
troublemakers you write to me about. The guns you are learning to shoot. How I missed your 
call, even though I had my phone in my pocket. She has a big family back in California. She 
says, “I can’t even imagine.”

We finish our coffee and shoulder our way back out onto Amsterdam. Walking back home to 
Harlem, I know her words had a motive to heal -- I can’t even imagine -- but they don’t.

What is it I can’t explain?
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I want her to imagine what it’s like to fly 
down to Fort Benning, Georgia, and not 
be able to recognize which man is your 
husband because all the men with shaved 
heads at Basic Combat Training look the 
same. I want her to imagine what it’s like 
being married to someone whom you can’t 
speak with...I want her to imagine what 
duty calls people to serve. I want her to 
imagine drill sergeants yelling in her face, 
eating dinner alone, deployments and 
danger, safe returns, and homecomings. 
And I want her to imagine the honor guard 
guiding a coffin covered in an American 
flag out of the belly of an airplane. I want 
her to imagine that family. That wife.

I want her to imagine what it feels like 
when Ivy League intellects can’t make the 
distinction between the and the Navy and 
the man who wrote the book that said, “It 
takes all kinds of time to get it right over 
and over again.” And I want to tell her, “You 
can imagine, and I want you to try.” And I 
want to tell her, “We do it over and over 
and over again, but this is how we serve.”

ExaminE 
this piEcE

What senses activate when you read the 
excerpt above?

Use your notebook and list all five senses: 
hear, sight, touch, taste, smell- then place 
words or sentences that pulled you into the 
piece. 

When did you feel present, in the moment, 
with the author? 

Look at what you noticed in the piece and 
circle what was most vivid.

Did any of these sensory details pull forth 
distinct memories for you?
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ExcErpt 2:
Cold Feet by Michelle Coppini, Legacy Magazine Vol III
Instagram: @michellecoppini 
www.abeautifulremnant.com 

Peeling back ocean blue sheets,
I glance at the king mattress before me.
It crawls, expanding away from my touch,
each inch shouting confirmation of my single presence. 

The bed screams space.
Tonight this voice thunders,
declaring its wide room to me from its empty state.
I feel its cold. Sensing it even more as this bed is usually filled with my favorite person.
Usually occupied by the one Iove. 

It is more than a space-holder. Our bodies are what this was designed for.
A resting place for the body, mind, and soul of two becoming one.
A platform we return to after a day of lovely life.
A single mattress for the two of us to rest in the intimate and safe embrace of one another.

Alone, I sense the misuse of it,
the awkward size of a bed oversized for my lone frame,
pillows he should be using,
the corner of the comforter he usually hugs.

I crawl onto the large mattress,
letting my body settle into the middle,
a dip on either side of me marking our usual spots.

https://www.instagram.com/michellecoppini/
http://www.abeautifulremnant.com
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Grabbing all the pillows I now call mine,
tucking them around me,
I exhale into this temporary embrace. 
A feather substitute for his strong arms and 
solid mass.
A small comfort, mingled with the reminder 
that tonight he is absent.

With animal instinct, I stretch my feet,
reaching for his warming legs.
searching for the soft spot behind his 
knees,
the perfect pocket for my cold feet,
then pausing to hear his quick inhale,
as he gasps in shock at the inhuman tem-
perature of my frozen toes. 

My soles are met by frigid sheets.
Recoiling, my body quickly curls in,
seeking the only form of warmth here.

Tonight, my feet stay cold, but tonight is 
one night closer. 
One night closer to the blissful normal most 
couples take for granted.
One night checked off in my countdown to 
the return of his presence in my daily life.
One night pushing me closer to the night he 
sleeps next to me again,
until he fills this bed with his large heart 
and belonging smile.

ExaminE 
this piEcE

What senses activate when you read the 
excerpt above?

Use your notebook and list all five senses: 
hear, sight, touch, taste, smell- then place 
words or sentences that pulled you into the 
piece. 

When did you feel present, in the moment, 
with the author? 

Look at what you noticed in the piece and 
circle what was most vivid.

Did any of these sensory details pull forth 
distinct memories for you?
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Tonight my feet rest in cold,
but tonight is a small price to pay.
A small price, and one I would without a doubt repeat,
to have him fill this space and warm my feet again. 

ExcErpt 3: 
Moving to New York by Miko Yoshida, published in The Line Literary Review. 
Please note the piece can be read in its entirety by visiting the “Moving to New York” link. 

Miko Yoshida is a Japanese-American Los Angeles native and is the eldest of seven. He de-
ployed three times to Afghanistan as a Marine and has worked in consulting and financial 
services in New York. Another one of Miko Yoshida’s pieces can be read at The War Horse.

I shoved my rolling suitcase and shoulder bag through a turnstile in Penn Station. I didn’t 
know the emergency exit door was available for this very purpose. I should have connected 
the dots when I saw mothers in strollers carting their babies through the terminal. But I was 
distracted, venturing into another unfamiliar place, looking up at signs announcing cardinal 
directions and street names that made little sense to me. I felt some pride though, thinking I 
was in keeping with the expeditionary tradition of the Marines, infiltrating the unknown bat-
tlespace with only what I could carry. Later I’d find this to be a common experience shared by 
most transplants. I am not special.

The miasma of the street was overwhelming. Dirty diapers, beer cans, empty pizza boxes, 
and cigarettes came together as one—the ultimate melting pot—an odor that now seems 
so familiar, I barely notice it. But back then, this airborne ipecac reminded me of my first 
nauseating whiffs of burn pits, where we burned our trash and excrement.

The place I was staying at temporarily was eleven blocks away. The wheels of my suitcase 
struggled with the uneven pavement, reminding me of the million times I had to drag my kit 
bag across the tarmac, and then through the gravel and dirt on the FOBs on my first, second,

https://www.thelineliterary.org/miko-yoshida
https://www.thelineliterary.org/
https://thewarhorse.org/what-is-there-to-say-shared-experiences-an-an-epic-war-porn-trailer/
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and third deployments to Afghanistan. I 
was always annoyed that I had to abide 
by the packing list, carrying extra things 
we never used. In this move though, I was 
underprepared. January in the city was 
harsh and soon I was wearing the same 
things Marines made fun of civilians for knit 
beanies, scarves, and mittens, rounded out 
with a tote bag from the local bookstore.

That night, as I lay on an unfamiliar futon, 
I listened to the din of the street, cars 
honking impatiently, and a homeless man 
exorcising demons from the trash bins. Little 
dogs yelped. Frantic footsteps pattered in 
the apartment above. A low bass resonated 
through the walls. The heat warmed no 
one but the once and forever young people 
in the picture frames. I wore a whiskey 
blanket to sleep, slowly fading into my 
unconscious where I would reunite with my 
former anxieties. A weapon wouldn’t work. 
High school rivals would be chasing me in 
an armored HMMWV. I’d die a thousand 
deaths but still wake up.

ExaminE 
this piEcE

What senses activate when you read the 
excerpt above?

Use your notebook and list all five senses: 
hear, sight, touch, taste, smell- then place 
words or sentences that pulled you into the 
piece. 

When did you feel present, in the moment, 
with the author? 

Look at what you noticed in the piece and 
circle what was most vivid.

Did any of these sensory details pull forth 
distinct memories for you?
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FurthEr rEading:
Poets & Writers: Ada Limón
On Poets & Writers you can read and/or listen to the poems “The Last Move,” “Mowing, ” 
“Relentless,” “Adaptation,” and “Field Bling”  from Bright Dead Things by Ada Limón. 
The poems are from her collection Bright Dead Things, published by Milkweed Editions. Ada 
Limón, a current Guggenheim fellow, is the author of five poetry collections, including The 
Carrying, which won the National Book Critics Circle Award for Poetry.

Assignment
Craft a piece that invites all five senses. 

All three of these pieces center in specific places: New York City, a bed, and the further 
reading poetry pieces reference Kentucky and other locations. 
What places in the world have you experienced? How did those places shape you? What 
is the story there? What sights, smells, sounds, touches and tastes make those places what 
they are? 

Find a distinct memory you have and explore the sensory details surrounding that memory. 

You can compare and contrast duty stations, or what a move was like, the first time you 
were in a new town, your first base housing, how a culture differed from one that you grew 
up in, the options for stories are limitless. 

Whatever path you choose, our goal here is to help the reader feel like they are with you 
on your journey by drawing them in with sensory details. What do you want the reader to 
experience from this piece of your writing?

https://www.pw.org/content/bright_dead_things_by_ada_lim_n
https://adalimon.com/about.html
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Word Count:
750 words minimum
900 words maximum

Make sure your story is in the shared Google Drive folder L3: The 5 Senses.
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.

LET THE WORDS work


