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other people + me

IntroduCtIon

Plastic white lawn chairs filled the closely-carpeted basement of our local 
bookstore. Parents, sisters, students, and strangers milled around, browsing, 
waiting for seven o’clock. At a side table, five students from Durham School 
of the Arts, sophomores by then, prepared for the final step in their first pub-
lishing experience. The Regulator Bookshop, an independent bookstore in 
our native Durham, was hosting a reading and bookselling event for DSA 
Publishing’s first publication, Going on 15: Memoirs of Freshmen. That night, 
students who had simply written a memoir for a classroom assignment read 
their works to an audience, gave voice to their fears and concerns and joys as 
young people. Shamelessly articulate, they answered questions about draft-
ing, writing, and editing. And then they declared they would do it all again.

In the fall of 2009, at the start of my first year as a classroom teacher, I, like 
all other English I teachers across Durham, assigned a memoir writing project 
to my freshmen, but unlike other English I teachers, I intended to make this an 
authentic writing experience and turn their works into a published collection of 
freshman memoirs. Memoir, I had been told, was the great equalizer of human-
ity; because the genre hinges on voice, on experience, on cultural differences, 
each individual’s writing can be validated. Everyone has a memoir out these 
days. Yes, reality TV stars and musical prodigies serve up entertaining fare. But 
whose stories are not being heard? Certainly, those of the average teenager.

Our young people are a marginalized population, no matter how you look 
at it. Sure, they may influence purchasing decisions in the household, but then 
they are seen as nothing more than mindless consumers. Sure, they may have 
hobbies: soccer, tennis, fencing, video game club; but then, they are not more than 
a CV. These members of society, our youth, are ridiculed for their ill performance 
in school, their addiction to media, their mindless multitasking, and their un-
healthy obsessions. But with vanishing opportunities to express themselves on 
a meaningful level to adults or each other, uninterrupted by Facebook platforms 
or text message length, uninterrupted by societal vituperations or parent-teacher 
conferences, these people, our children, the future of our society, have few chanc-
es and, sometimes, few skills to truly communicate their perspective. In these 
memoirs, they are given that chance. You may be surprised at what you read. 
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In this collection written by mostly fourteen year-olds at Durham School 
of the Arts, adult readers will reacquaint themselves with how far from child-
hood adolescence really feels. Younger readers can prepare themselves for 
what lies ahead and take an opportunity to look beyond the faces, the jewelry, 
the Uggs, or the haircuts they see in the hallway and recognize that behind 
each person and beyond each judgment there is a story waiting to be heard. 
All you need to do is listen.

The memoirs, as I have mentioned, were originally written for a grade. In 
my classroom, the memoir-writing process takes about six weeks, from initial 
conception to completed product. As you read the pieces in this collection, 
you will notice some stylistic similarities, the result of various writing activi-
ties. First of all, most of the memoirs are divided into chapters or episodes, as 
we focused on the episodic nature of memory rather than sweeping stories 
that often lead to vague and generalized language. Specifics are key. Students 
usually wrote one chapter at a time, day by day during class or night by night 
for homework. Within each memoir, you may see evidence of the original 
exercises that students used as starting points for their writing. Some stu-
dents worked in the “Name Piece” writing, common in memoir instruction, 
in which they are asked to reflect on how their name does or does not relate to 
their identity. Others expanded on their “Place Piece,” in which they described 
a place using imagery while hinting at a deeper symbolism. In addition to 
imagery and symbolism, students were introduced to the use of flashback, 
which many memoirs use with subtle effectiveness. Finally, you may also no-
tice detailed descriptions of faces, an exercise in revealing characterization 
through suggestive physical description. Though all students planned out the 
general contents of their memoirs beforehand using that cornerstone of high 
school English, the plot diagram, many chose to take a more organic approach 
to organization, presenting three episodes related only in theme, or perhaps 
arranging their story not by chronology but rather by importance.

After students turned in their memoirs and I graded them, the fun began. 
At least that’s what the DSA Publishing Club would tell you. Fifteen students 
met twice a week after school and one Saturday each month from November 
to June to make this publication a reality. While some of these students were 
already master wordsmiths, others just wanted to learn more about writing. 
(In fact, half of the English I End-of-Course Test in North Carolina is a mul-
tiple-choice version of editing.) All of these students, listed on the title page, 
are the editors of this volume. Under my guidance, they have slaved over 
the sometimes bumbling writing of their peers to snip out wordiness, patrol 
commas, punctuate dialogue, and finesse sentences all so you might better 
enjoy the true stories of their classmates. After publishing Going on 15: Mem-
oirs of Freshmen, Joanna Ehrisman and Kaitlin Medlin, sophomores by then, 
returned the the Publishing Club to lead a new group of editors, mostly fresh-
men, through the process of self-publishing. The club has grown since we 
published Going on 15 from a measly three members our first year to fifteen 
this year. It’s a good thing, too, since we had nearly twice as many memoirs 
to edit. After seeing the success of Going on 15 when they were eighth graders 
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at our 6-12 secondary school, the new freshmen jumped on the opportunity to 
be published, which is completely voluntary. We went from a 40% participa-
tion rate in our first publication to 67% participation, with a whopping eighty-
one memoirs in the collection you now hold.

The title, Other People + Me, is also the creation of our editing staff. Af-
ter complaining that the “teacher-made” title Going on 15 seemed boring, un-
cool, and even condescending, I left students with the final say, hard as it 
was at first. In a brainstorming session with our visiting editor from Duke, 
Joseph D. Harris, Other People + Me was born, birthed onto a whiteboard filled 
with ideas, all from students. The concept of our lives being intricate math 
equations followed shortly thereafter, and you will see that our collection is 
divided into eight sections: Addition, Subtraction, Multiplication, Division, 
Variables, Functions, Radicals, and Exponents. The editing staff has created 
a reading experience that proves both varied and cohesive, divided into sec-
tions by theme, which you can read more about on the title pages for each. 
Consider how a family is divided in “Through the Eyes of a Child” (p. 155), 
how Obadiah Kimmel functions in the face of his best friends’ suicides in 
“Pain in Six Glorious Moments” (p. 288), or how Natalie Doan-Dunnum’s 
story of attending her grandmother’s traditional Buddhist funeral allows for 
the exponential growth of both sorrow and laughter (p. 394).

As you read the intimate and sometimes unbelievable stories of these 
young adults, keep in mind that the eighty-one students bound in this vol-
ume are not alone in their endeavor. All freshmen, all across Durham Public 
Schools, all across the country, write memoirs for class. Memoirs you never 
see. It’s such a waste that only the teacher reads the deep thoughts and emo-
tions of these talented writers and then files the pieces away in a dusty port-
folio only to be returned to the student upon graduation. Now these stories 
are opened up to the Durham community of students, parents, teachers, and 
other adults, as well as a wider readership who will be interested in seeing 
how adolescents experience the world in their own words. Students see each 
other differently after reading the memoirs of their classmates, focused no 
longer on the outside appearance or the clique, but rather on how much we 
can all see of ourselves in these authors.

We would like to extend a special thanks to Duke University’s Employee 
Giving program for the Doing Good in the Neighborhood Grant and the Dur-
ham School of the Arts PTSA for helping fund this project. Thanks also to 
Joseph Harris and Ginny Buckner Anomelechi of the Duke University Master 
of Arts in Teaching program for their continued support of teachers and stu-
dents in Durham.

Alexa Garvoille
Durham, NC

June 2011
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Rinnie

Get 
Comfortable

“In My Dreams” by Kid Cudi

I’m the type of girl that cakes on makeup. Thick, so that it covers every-
thing. I have scars on my face, and I have never liked my body. It is something 
that always bothers me. 

I write poems and I consider myself a dreamer. When I was younger and 
my brother teased me about monsters in my closet, I couldn’t go to sleep. In 
fact, I almost never went to sleep, so my mother took me to a psychiatrist who 
had nothing to say but that I was a “very bright child.” In believing this to be 
true, I tried to stay bright, to stay happy. I tried.

Music was like a pulse,
It was something that kept me alive.
It was my heartbeat, 
A movement in my chest that kept me dancing,
Kept me moving.
When I cried,
Music was there for me.
It is the one thing I will always love,
And it is something I will always count on.
I cannot count on myself,
I do not love myself.
Music.
Music is the reason I wake up,
I don’t do it for myself.
It is not the reason for sadness,
Only happiness and peace of mind.
Music is my thank you for loving me.
Music is my thank you for words to write my poems.
My life flows through different stages,
One river,
Different rapids,

Rinnie
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Different songs.
This is a rapid in my river,
These are the songs that make it flow.

“Let’s Dance to Joy Division” by The Wombats
 
Butterflies filled my stomach as I sat there. Waiting. The rain was freezing 

and the concrete felt as if it were covered with snow, but that was probably 
just because my butt had gone numb. I’d been sitting there for at least an hour. 
I couldn’t figure out where he was.

Raheem. I’d seen him before on stage, performing at Hillside. He always 
had the lead. We met two weeks ago. First, a message on Facebook, and then a 
couple of text messages, followed by meeting him after one of his shows. His 
skin was the color of coffee with cream, and his hair was extremely curly and 
short, the color of coffee without cream. I love coffee. He wasn’t much taller 
than me, probably 5’ 9” or somewhere around there, and he always made me 
laugh. I didn’t think it was possible to be so talented and wise.

I was waiting for his friends to come pick me up. At that point, I wasn’t re-
ally scared about being in the car with two strange guys I’d never met before; I 
was just upset it was taking so long, and I was nervous that he might not show 
up. That’s when I started to think about what was going to happen when I got 
there. Thirty more minutes and I had convinced myself he wasn’t coming.

I dragged myself inside the Black Box and realized just how cold I had 
been. It didn’t take long for Grace to notice me and pull me backstage. “Rin-
nie, I don’t want you going over there,” she whispered, her grip tightening on 
my arm. I could think of a million ways to protest, but none of them would 
match what Grace had to say.

“I know. But relax, I’ll be fine. And I’ll call you if I need anything,” I whis-
pered back, breaking free of her grip. Grace always made it her mission to talk 
sense into me and protect me. She was just a year older, but she gave advice 
that actually helped. I usually listened to her, but today would be different.

“Just be careful, okay?” Grace sighed, shaking her head at me. I nodded 
and slid down the wall to the dirty, paint-splattered, black floor. Just as I hit 
the ground, my pocket shook and my cell phone screamed out its ringtone. 
My ride.

I pulled the hood of my jacket over my head and walked out in the rain. For 
some reason, the butterflies turned into knots and made me want to turn around. 
I kept walking. Raheem had told me it was a white car, and of course there it was, 
waiting for me. I opened the door to see papers and water bottles all over the 
seat. I pushed them over and introduced myself. The two guys in the front seat 
introduced themselves and went on talking about whatever it was they were 
talking about before I got in; I zoned out, so I didn’t hear any of it. Raheem called 
and stayed on the phone with me the whole time. I didn’t need to tell him I was 
scared; I’m sure he could hear it in my voice. I had my seat belt pulled tight, and 
my arms were crossed over my chest. I thought I was going to die.

Rinnie
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Luckily, it only took about thirty minutes to get to his house––and I was 
still alive. As we pulled up the driveway, I focused on the house. It was pretty 
big, but very close to the house beside it. There weren’t blinds in most of the 
rooms, and there was a towel over a window upstairs. I could see Raheem 
walking outside wearing a t-shirt and sweatpants. He took his precious time 
walking over to my side of the car. He opened the door. As I got out, I hugged 
him and thanked his friends. 

The knots in my stomach tightened. I had never been to a boy’s house be-
fore. I had never been anywhere without telling my parents where I was. They 
thought I was at a play. I crossed my fingers as we walked up his driveway 
into the house, praying that I would be okay.

“Do you want something to eat? We don’t have anything, but it’s good 
manners to offer,” he asked while holding his dog back. I twitched my nose. 
The dog looked mean.

“Nope, I’m good. That doggie looks so creepy,” I said, backing away from 
him as he let the dog go.

“He’s not gonna hurt you, he’s just overly friendly,” Raheem laughed. He 
turned and walked away to go turn off his computer in the other room. His 
little sister was curled up on the couch staring at me. I quickly looked away; I 
didn’t want her to think I was a reason to yell, ‘Stranger, danger.’

“You look like one of my fwiend’s big sistews,” she said as she walked 
up to me. I looked down at her and noticed that she was missing her two 
front teeth.

 “She does not look like that girl,” Raheem called out, walking in and 
pushing her out of the way. She was way too cute to be pushed around like 
that, and the fact that she pushed him back made me laugh. “Hop on,” he said, 
turning around and waiting for me to get on his back for a ride up the stairs.

“Nah, I’m a little too fat for that,” I replied, shaking my head. His sister 
had made her way in front of me and began to try to jump on his back herself.

“Get out of the way!” he yelled in an I-love-you-but-you’re-getting-on-
my-nerves sort of way.

 I remember when I was as little as her. My brother would’ve done the 
same thing. She moved out of the way, pouting. He grabbed my legs at the 
knees and hauled me over his shoulder and up the stairs. I laughed as he flew 
up the stairs. It reminded me of being on a roller coaster: it was scary but ex-
hilarating. I hadn’t been picked up in years.

We got to the top, and he showed me into his room. I think it was about 
ninety-nine degrees in there. It felt like a sauna. I immediately took off my 
jacket and sat on his bed. It was pitch black in his room but slightly high-
lighted by the glow of his TV. He was watching Terminator. I’m pretty sure 
he spent half an hour trying to explain it to me. All I understood was that the 
black guy and the girl lived, and the big scary monster was killing everybody. 
I kept asking why, and he’d try to simplify it into terms I could understand. I 
never got it, so we watched Hoodwinked.

I liked his room. It was small and smelled like boy, but clean boy, not stinky 
boy. He had pictures of him as a little kid on his dresser. His bed was just a mat-
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tress and a box spring, and there were clothes all over the floor. It might’ve 
been a little dirty, but I was okay with that; my room looked the same way.

“Why are you wearing makeup?” he asked in the middle of the movie. 
We were slouching on his bed against the wall with his arm around me. I 
didn’t want to tell him. I usually took my makeup off after school.

“Um, I look better with it on,” I replied, trying not to look at him.
“Come here,” he said, grabbing my hand. He led me into the bathroom 

and put soap and water on a paper towel. “Here, take it off.” I hesitated. Won’t 
Mom and Dad notice if I left wearing makeup and come back without it? I took the 
makeup off anyway. But I refused to look in the mirror or at him.

“Look at me,” he said lifting my chin up. “You look more beautiful with-
out it. I promise.” I smiled. That wasn’t something I heard every day. 

We walked back to his room and noticed that it was close to nine. The 
“play” I was supposed to be at ended at 9:30.

His friends pulled up in the same white car, right on time. This time he let 
me walk down the steps but carried me to the car. I couldn’t figure out what 
he was trying to prove to me. He sat in the backseat with me and talked to his 
friends the whole time. They were loud and obnoxious, rapping and blasting 
their music so loud that the car shook. One of his friends even admitted that 
he forgot I was back there.

But as we pulled up to the school and I was on my way out of the car, 
Raheem stopped me. “Don’t forget what I said, okay?”

“I won’t,” I said, smiling and pushing the door further open to get out.
I was halfway down the path when he rolled down the window and yelled, 

“Good. And don’t come back to my house with that crap on, Squeaks!” 
I couldn’t stop smiling. I never expected what happened to happen. In 

fact, I didn’t even think I would go through with it. Of course, I would have 
to explain to my parents why I wasn’t wearing makeup anymore, but I was 
growing as a person. This guy who made me laugh and shared the same 
dreams as me jumpstarted a new phase of my life.

“Shoot Down the Stars” by Gym Class Heroes

Maybe it would’ve been easier if I did what I was supposed to.
If I didn’t laugh so loud,
If I didn’t try so hard.
I have acne, 
Yes I know,
But I can still be beautiful with it,
Can’t I?
There’s a possibility,
A slight chance.
To truly love myself, 
To find peace within myself,
Will put me in control.
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In control of my emotions,
My actions.
I cannot control myself,
Without finding peace in myself,
By loving myself.

I was a mess. No makeup, sweatpants, and extra large t-shirts. Something 
was making me cry a lot these days. Maybe it was my lack of self-esteem or 
the fact my boyfriend had just broken up with me for a basketball. Or maybe 
it was really because I was that bad of a person. My grades were dropping like 
flies, and I was getting lazy. Every day I would come home and go to sleep, so 
much so that my dad thought I was pregnant.

Being friends with Raheem had started a change but hadn’t made it hap-
pen. My whole transformation to loving myself was supposed to be like a 
fairytale, but there was so much drama, so much hatred engulfing me, I just 
couldn’t take it. 

I rolled over on the floor where I was lying and wiped my eyes with my 
stuffed monkey, Jeevebs, Jr. He hugged me when I was upset. My head hurt, 
my nose was running, and I had been sobbing for an hour straight. It seemed 
like no one cared, and those who did weren’t available. 

All of my stuffed animals looked at me through marbled eyes, hoping I 
would feel better. It seemed like they were floating on the carpet. I took deep 
breaths for them, and yet for some reason I also wanted to do this for myself. 
I decided I didn’t like being sad, that it was my fault I was crying, and that I 
had to make myself happy, that no one else would do it for me.

I finally stopped crying and allowed myself to relax a little. I crawled to 
the light switch so I could see and looked in the mirror. I knew what I had to 
do. I grabbed my dry erase marker and wrote on my mirror. I wrote the things 
people said about me, what they thought about me, what I thought about 
myself, every single hurtful word I had heard in the past two weeks. And 
then I wrote a declaration to say and sign on the day that I loved myself, and 
I would not clean my mirror until I felt that way.

 

“Fancy” by Drake 

Little Miss Perfect and Toddlers in Tiaras. I’d never done a pageant, just 
watched. I wanted to do one, but I never had the opportunity, time, or money. 
My parents saw it as a scam. I thought of it as a quick way to get scholarships 
and learn etiquette. But when the TV went to commercial, I didn’t beg my 
parents to let me do a pageant. I got a snack and went back to the couch to eat 
my Oreos. I figured I would get my turn eventually.

I was sitting on my bed when my mom gave me a paper cut on the back 
of my neck. “Look, honey, you got some mail,” she said, slicing the envelope 
through the air. I read it. National American Miss. I guess my time for a pag-
eant had come. I decided to tell Tae, who had suggested the night before that 
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I do pageant. It was so coincidental, maybe it was destined to happen. We 
debated whether I should do it or not, and we ended up agreeing that it was 
a once-in-a-lifetime thing. 

I begged my parents for about two hours before they gave in. It was very 
expensive, and, as I said before, my dad could only think of it as a scam. 
His opinion didn’t really matter after a while. My mom and I planned which 
competitions I would enter. It was decided that I would only do the actress 
competition. My mom planned meetings with one of her friends who taught 
acting at NCCU. We spent a lot of time at her house, working on my introduc-
tion and on my commercial. I wanted to win something at the pageant, even 
if it was just a trophy for participation.

“Rich Girl” by Gwen Stefani

We got there at around seven at night. Unfortunately, nobody told me 
the theme was country western, so I came to the pre-competition celebration 
wearing baggy sweatpants and a t-shirt. My brother told me he knew who 
was going to win just by watching the girls interact that night. Now that I 
think about it, I knew, too.

The next morning, I didn’t have time to eat. We went from rehearsal to re-
hearsal to meetings and finally to the stage. I had my acting competition that 
day, and I was nervous. I hadn’t really seen any of the girls in my age group; 
it seemed like there were none. We also had formal wear that night, and my 
brother had to escort me. I was afraid he’d mess it up. 

My mom convinced me that everything would be fine before the compe-
tition began. I felt weak––I only had half a sandwich to eat all day. As I walked 
into the auditorium, I saw nothing but a red light glowing through the dark-
ness and a sea of pink t-shirts. I felt so ordinary in there with them; we were 
all wearing the same thing: pink NAM t-shirts, blue jean shorts, cheap pearls, 
white NAM socks and white sneakers. I was still a little unique: my shoes were 
torn and had writing on them. I walked in and tried to find my seat. I was more 
nervous now than ever. This meant that I’d have to be extremely nice and make 
friends with people. You could win a banner if you were voted Ms. Personality. 

I found my seat and was only able to exchange names with the girl beside 
me before the place went black and the competition began. We stood up and 
made a line backstage. I listened to the applause, which my heartbeat soon 
matched. Then it was my turn. I wasn’t nervous anymore, and I put on my 
winning smile as I bounced out on stage, my ponytail swinging as I walked. 

“State your name, age, and where you’re from,” the lady at the podium 
told me. I smiled at each of the judges as we were trained.

I introduced myself with a wide smile on my face. I knew I wasn’t al-
lowed to stop smiling, so I smiled even harder and waited for the lady to 
count down and yell “Action!”

She did, and I was on a roll. I’d have to do it twice, and I tried to think 
about all of the rehearsals with my mom’s friend, and the paper with my lines 
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on it, and roller coasters, and spinach dip, and all the other things that agi-
tated me so I could portray every emotion perfectly. When I finished, I smiled 
and nodded into the distance, trying not to squint because of the spotlight.

Backstage, I ran out into the hallway, followed by my parents. It was 
officially time for me to eat. When I got upstairs, all that was left was half a 
burger and three fries. I gobbled it down and began to change into my for-
mal wear dress. It was so frustrating. My hair would not cooperate and kept 
straightening when I tried to curl it. I eventually gave up and just pinned my 
bangs back; it was formal enough. And then I tried walking in time with my 
heels on––it was much more complicated than I expected. I pinned my num-
ber badge to my hip and walked down to the elevators with my brother. They 
took forever, and when one came, it was jam-packed full of girls.

When we finally got downstairs, we stood in a line for almost an hour 
and thirty minutes to have pictures taken. We all got a free photo shoot for be-
ing in the pageant. As soon as the pictures were done, we were able to go right 
into the auditorium and get in another line so I could get on stage. To this day, 
I still think I walked a little too fast. The NAM Royalty sat at the bottom of the 
steps at the edge of the stage to help people down. They all said, “Good job,” 
as I stumbled down the stairs.

I remember waking up the next morning at six. I was rushing. We had 
personal introductions and then interviews. I sat in the audience for most of 
the personal introductions. The girls acted as if they were saints on their way 
to developing a cure for cancer. I was nervous again––I had nothing on these 
girls. They were so talented and did way too much to be my age. A few of 
them weren’t very well spoken, but most of them had it all memorized with 
feeling and winked at the end. I reconsidered my introduction as I stood in 
line. I honestly did not think it would measure up to theirs.

After the personal introduction, my family had coffee in the hotel lounge. 
It was the fourth of July, so no place near the hotel was open for breakfast. It 
was minutes before the interview, and the waiting room was freezing. I sat be-
side Mallory Johns, a girl who was beside me for everything because we were 
in alphabetical order. We had to vote for Ms. Personality. I voted for her, and 
she voted for me. I knew I wasn’t going to win. Nobody knew my name.

When we got into the interview, I fumbled with the questions. I didn’t an-
swer like I was supposed to; I tried too hard to make everything an educated 
answer instead of just answering like we were told to. I’d forgotten that there 
was a certain method to it all.

By the time I got out, I was shivering. We had a little bit of time before my 
rehearsal and the pageant finale. We walked around downtown Charlotte for a 
bit until we found ourselves in a place that had food. We picked up some snacks, 
too. Halfway down the street, we realized it was time for me to go to rehearsal.

All of the girls in my age group were in the auditorium. Division one and 
two. They split us into groups and taught us dance routines for the opening 
number. It was exciting, but a lot of people were off beat, and it was making 
me angry. I did it anyway and tried my best to be extra friendly so somebody 
would zip my dress up during the pageant finale. 
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As soon as we finished, we learned we had an hour to get ready. We had 
to put on the production number outfit, the same one that was used for the 
actress competition. We were also informed that we would not have time to 
change our hairstyles or makeup between the opening number and the ‘Last 
Glance’ formal wear portion. We would be rushed and frustrated. I was pre-
pared with Twizzlers to get people to calm down.

Once the finale had started, backstage was hectic. Girls were running to the 
bathroom to get their moms to straighten their hair because there were no parents 
allowed backstage. People were yelling, handing out trophies, whispering, roll-
ing eyes, and complaining about simple flaws like a strand of hair that was barely 
visible falling out of their perfectly neat bun. I mostly talked to Mallory and kept 
to myself as I chewed on each and every Twizzler. I knew they would come in 
handy. I applied a white strip, and we got in line to walk across the stage. 

When you walked across the stage, you’d go straight out into the hallway 
and wait with all the other girls. We already had our participation trophy so 
I fiddled with it as I waited for everyone else to come in. It took about thirty 
minutes, and most girls took their time to check makeup or reapply lip gloss 
that they’d stashed somewhere in their dresses.

Back on stage, I realized how much competition I had. The girls looked 
like Barbies in big ball gowns, and I was wearing a simple, fern-colored brides-
maid dress. Their hair was twisted into spiral curls with hairpins everywhere; 
my hair was straight with one bobby pin holding back my bangs. Their smiles 
had been sculpted and never stopped for a second. They seemed fake, like 
they were too good to be true, and as their names were called, I figured that 
was what it took to win the pageant. 

Names were being announced for the actress competition, and I didn’t 
hear mine. The girl I expected to win was one of the runners up. “And the Jr. 
Teen Actress Competition winner is Rinnie.”

My heart stopped. I stood there for a second, frozen. Was that really my 
name? Did I actually win? I tried to remember what we did in rehearsal. Step 
back, walk to center, then walk down the aisle. We had to take a picture at 
the end of the aisle with the former NAM Miss South Carolina––Miss North 
Carolina couldn’t be there. I was still shocked as I walked back to my spot, 
passing by lanes of flawless Barbie dolls. It was a little scary, like the Twlight 
Zone, but it was also relieving to know that I won $250 and a huge trophy.

I wasn’t crowned that day. I didn’t get a banner or even a rose for being a 
runner up. I was just the actress winner. But it felt amazing to run outside of 
the auditorium and hug my family as they congratulated me. 

“Fallin” by Asher Roth

My trophy from the night before was on the counter beside me, and its 
reflection in the light caused a glare. I grabbed a baby wipe and began to take 
off my makeup. It was thick––two layers of concealer and foundation––and 
soon the snow white wipe was covered in a muddy brown color. 
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I didn’t want to look at myself. I had looked so beautiful the night before 
with all of my makeup on. My face had been fully coated so that there was not 
a scar in sight. I was even wearing eyeshadow and mascara. Being at the pag-
eant was different than I expected. The girls were so gorgeous and glamorous. 
I thought I was only that way when I had makeup on.

“Hurry up!” my brother yelled through the door of the bathroom.
“Stop rushing me!” I fussed back. “I’m having an emotional fourteen-

year-old crisis moment thingy.” I finally looked in the mirror. I didn’t see who 
I was expecting. This girl was beautiful. She had scars like me, but they just 
made her look prettier. She had brown eyes––brown eyes, not dark brown, but 
chocolate colored. She smiled at me, and I smiled back.

That’s when I realized that this girl in the mirror was me. She looked the 
way I had never pictured myself: happy and pretty. It had been a while since 
I’d seen this girl in the mirror. I usually only saw her in baby pictures.

I remember sitting on my mom’s bed picking at the duvet. I wondered if 
I’d ever be pretty again, like the pictures. I was only about ten, but I still acted 
like a big baby. I would look across the room into the mirror and count my 
scars. And then I’d cry about them.

“Mommy, do you think I’m gonna be like the ugly duckling?” I’d ask 
with a lisp from missing teeth.

“I don’t know, sweetie. I think you’re already beautiful.”
“But that means I’ll get ugly as I get older.”
“Not necessarily,” my mom would reply, hesitating.
“I think I’d rather be an ugly duckling,” I would say with satisfaction.
“Okay, honey,” my mom would say, laughing at me. And then I would 

continue sitting there, counting my toes to avoid looking in the mirror.

There I sat, looking into the mirror and believing that the story of the ugly 
duckling was me. I went from hating what I saw to loving it. That’s what the 
pageant was supposed to do––build confidence. I got up from the stool I was 
sitting on and opened the door to the bathroom. The sun shined in my eyes as 
I grabbed my suitcase and checked to make sure I had all of my stuff. I picked 
up my trophy with one hand as my family got up from the couch and we all 
left the hotel room. These were three days well spent.

“Say Hey (I Love You)” by Michael Franti and Spearhead
	
The sun was bursting through the shut blinds like fireworks in the night 

sky. For the first time in a while, I woke up with a smile on my face. Today was 
the day I’d been waiting for, the day to declare my love for myself.

I sprang out of my bed and opened the blinds. The sun smarted, causing 
my eyes to sting a little. I left the blinds open and shielded my eyes as I looked 
for the sheet of paper I had written my declaration on. I couldn’t find it––it 
was almost as if it were running from me in our own game of tag. 
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I found it wedged under a cup on my bedside table. I grabbed it, looked 
in the mirror, and smiled at my reflection. I was overly excited, like a child in 
a candy store. I read my declaration in a soft whisper: “I, Rinnie, promise to 
love myself. I will never put a boy first, and I will never again harm myself. I 
am beautiful, smart, and kind. I will never change for anyone. I vow to accept 
myself as I am, flaws and all.” I signed the paper.

I stopped looking at my reflection to look at the words on my mirror. They 
blurred my reflection like condensation on a window. The words––fat, ugly, 
stupid, whore––they looked like writing on a high school girls’ bathroom wall. 
I spritzed a little Windex and washed away those words. All of the hatred 
melted away. All of the negative feelings and pain were being wiped away.

Soon, the mirror was clean. I could see myself. I opened my marker and 
hiked myself up on my tiptoes. I wrote on my mirror, Dear Rinnie, I love you. 
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elioh_mariée

luCky me

Thick hips, size twelve foot, closet full of name brand, and a swole belly, 
Kenyetta Starnes was a bottle rocket ready to go off. That due date was right 
around the midnight hour. Everyone was ready, even her. She just knew she 
was going to the hospital at six o’clock a.m. And, sure enough, she went into 
the hospital at that exact time. Lucky for her, she had an advantage: she lived 
directly across the street from Durham Regional.

So I got a phone call at six o’clock, Monday morning. It was my stepmom 
saying that my sister was in the hospital. She had begun labor. I jumped out 
of my bed like a kangaroo, which was fairly unusual because, as I said, it was 
six in the morning and, on top of that, a snow day. I ran into my grandma’s 
room like a speeding cheetah.

“I have to go to the hospital,” I said.
“No, you don’t!” my grandma said with rage. I didn’t waste any time. I 

ran back into my room and called my mom. 
“Kenyetta’s in the hospital!” I yelled as if the phone were on the other 

side of the room.
“Really? I’ll be down there, and I’ll come and pick you up.” She didn’t 

seem that excited. I sorta forgot it was still six o’clock. About three hours later, 
she came and picked me up, and we went to the hospital.

It had snowed three days earlier, and there was ice on the road, so we 
couldn’t fly. When we finally arrived, I made sure I was the first to see her. 
Only three people could be in the room at once, so my little brother and I went 
in. I walked in the room, and she looked totally different. She looked like she 
was strung off on something real strong, no lie. But it would all be worth it in 
the end. I put my head to the fetal doppler to hear my niece’s heartbeat. What 
an amazing sound to hear. She wasn’t dilating any, so we went downstairs to 
the gift shop to look for a cute onesie.

We couldn’t find one that we liked, so we left with a plan to go shopping. 
It was a plan that we did not follow. My mom wanted to live closer to her chil-
dren and grandchildren, so we went looking for apartments while we were 
out. She lived in Raleigh, so we didn’t get to see her as often as we would have 
liked either. As we looked, we had a slight taste for some pizza, so we stopped 
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everything we were doing to get a bite at Italian Pizzeria. The slices were big-
ger than my hand. It was huge, greasy, and had more cheese than sauce. Oh, 
how I fantasize about one of those slices at this very moment. Satisfied, we got 
back into our red Jeep and drove around once more. 

We called the room to see how much more my sister had dilated. One 
time three, another five. Before I knew it, she was at eight centimeters. I told 
my mom, and we flew back to Durham Regional Hospital. By the time we 
arrived, my other sister was already there. We got to the floor, and my mom 
went in to see Kenyetta. When she came out, my sister and I went flying in. It 
was only a short while before the nurse announced, “It’s time to push!”

Everyone in the room was scattered. 
“Really?”
“OMG, OMG, we’re about to witness the birth of our first niece.”
“A’ight, I got to go. She ‘bout to give birth.” 
“Who do you want in here?” the nursed asked.
“My mom, my other mom, and my baby’s father,” my sister said, get-

ting ready. 
It was seven of us in the waiting room, anxious for her to pop that lit-

tle sucker out. Not knowing what to do, her father called the room multiple 
times. Then her stepmom answered the phone, and the only thing you heard 
in the background was “Mom, hang up the phone.” We were in the waiting 
room a long, torturous hour. Minutes went by, and I was sweating, saying, 
“How long does it take to push out a baby?” Then, finally someone came out 
and announced that she had given birth to Kaleigh Ayana Perry. 

We went back to the room, and there were more than just three people in 
there now. In fact, the whole crew went in at once. She was in so much pain, 
she did not even want to move. But she could move her mouth enough to ask 
Aunt Michelle for two McDoubles, a medium fry, and some Mickey D’s Tea. 
Before Aunt Michelle returned with the food, the nurse came by and brought 
Kaleigh out to let her family see her. I couldn’t hold her, but neither could her 
mother, who still did not wanna be bothered by anyone. Cameras were flash-
ing like she was on the red carpet. 

Now that she was not “with child” anymore, she could no longer be in 
the maternity ward. I did not see the point of moving her because all we did 
was go right around the corner. We let her eat her McDonalds, and finally she 
was ready to hold her baby, so we went to the front desk and told the nurse. 
They brought Kaleigh around once more, and my sister finally got to hold her 
daughter. I whipped out my phone and recorded her holding her first child 
for the first time. It was an emotional moment for me. I don’t know about ev-
erybody else, but I know it hit my mama and me hard. But all the happiness 
soon came to an end because it was a school night.

About two days later, they were both safe and sound at home. I went to go 
visit them that weekend. Even though she was asleep, I made sure that I held her.

“Look at my pretty niece.” 
I say this every single time I hold her. Currently, she is eight months old, 
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and I love the responsibility of being an aunt. Just for my niece, I have grown 
up. She may not be my child, but I want her to look up to me and say, “I wan-
na be just like my auntie when I get older.” As of now, I have another niece on 
the way, and I can’t wait to see her adorable face. But when she comes, I will 
refuse to treat one better than the other. I will never forget the date: January 
25, 2010, at 3:45 p.m. The only thing that’s left to say is lucky me.
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Cameron Heath

taCkle me Into 
a theater

When I was a little boy, I tried to play catch with an NFL-sized football 
the best I could. My dad played football, and when I was old enough to un-
derstand, I too fell in love with the game. I began to watch it on TV, and soon 
I asked my mom if I could join a Pop Warner football team, a club football 
organization. During my first year I was horrible. I can’t even tell you what 
position I played. My mom made me quit the team when I got injured and as 
the months went on I began to lose interest in playing. I still watched it until 
my favorite football player was arrested. When I heard that, I began to give 
up on football altogether.

In my last year of middle school, I figured I would try out for the school 
football team. When I asked my mom, she agreed that I should participate. 
Not only did I make the team, but when the season was over, I won the MVP 
award. But now I go to DSA, where we don’t even have a football team. It is 
hard to not be able to do what I love most. 

As my alarm went off at 6:15 a.m., I frantically scampered out of my 
bunk bed. As I climbed down the stairs, I noticed a noise coming from my 
mom’s room that sounded like foot steps, murmurs, and the rustling of pa-
pers. Knowing that she wasn’t usually up this early, I ran into her room with 
a smile on my face.

“Hey, Mom!”
“Um. Hey, Cameron.”
“Why are you up so early?” 
With a sad look on her face she simply said, “We need to talk.” I adopted 

a frightened, confused look because usually when she said we need to talk 
it meant I was in trouble. Suddenly, she said, “Your great-grandmother has 
just passed.”

I  remembered back in 2001 when my grandma had a stroke because of 
her smoking. She was not able to talk or walk for almost a month. When my 
aunt contacted my mom and me about her stroke, we were horrified. Then she 
informed us that the doctor said that she only had about three months to live. 
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When my mom and I heard this, we packed up our things and moved back to At-
lanta. Three months passed and she didn’t die. She was actually getting better. So 
after a year and a half, we returned to North Carolina. She died two years later.

“What?” I asked.
“Well Cameron, we already knew that she was going to die soon.”
“But why so early? I mean why now?”
“Honey, that is just the way life goes.” That day, I moved a little bit slower.

As I grew up, I began to talk to my biological dad more often. I finally 
asked my mom if I could go to Miami where he lives. She said yes. The main 
thing I was thinking about was what to pack because it would be extremely 
hot. I started to search my closet and picked out as many basketball shorts as I 
could find. As I was doing that, I remembered that I was going to Miami, so I 
changed my whole mindset and began to look for my best outfits. After I final-
ly packed my clothes, I began to search for any necessities I might need there. 
I found my iPod and my headphones, which I packed. I also took a book just 
in case I felt the need to read on the way or even when I was there. When I fin-
ished packing that night, I just sat on my bed for a few minutes thinking about 
all the fun I would have, starting the minute the plane touched the landing 
strip. At the same time, I knew I was going to miss my mom, so I went into 
her room and we just watched TV and talked for the remainder of the night. 
Finally, I went back in my room, turned my radio on low, and envisioned the 
things I would do in Florida as I struggled to slip into a deep sleep.

I woke up early because my departure time was eight o’clock. I brushed 
my teeth, washed my face, and brushed my hair before my mom helped me 
load my luggage in the back of our car. As my mom was driving, she told me 
to act the same way that I would if I were with her. I told her I understood, 
and we changed the subject. I did have to admit to her that I would miss her, 
and she explained that the feeling was mutual.

When I first saw him, I gave him a huge hug. We walked up the stairs and 
out of the the airport, where my uncle picked us up. We both had so much to 
talk about as we were riding in the car. We talked mainly of football, though, 
because it was a Sunday. When we finally arrived at his condo, he showed me 
the room I was going to be sleeping in and told me to just get comfortable. 
After I unpacked my things and changed into some other clothes, I went to 
the living room where he already had the game on. We watched football for 
the rest of the night. 

The next morning, it was very bright outside, and I could smell the ocean. 
When I woke up, he had to go to work, so he dropped me off at my uncle’s 
house and said he would come back later. I got a chance to play with my little 
cousin, and we went to the mall. The mall in Miami was enormous; it had so 
many stores and selections. He bought me a shirt, a pair of shorts, and a pair 
of shoes. After that, we went back to his house and just relaxed until my dad 
came back from work.

He didn’t have to work the following morning, so he called his girlfriend 
over to the house to introduce us. She was beautiful and welcoming, full of 
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smiles. We talked for a little while, and she told me that she had three kids: 
two girls and a boy. Her seventeen-year-old daughter was named Anette, her 
fourteen-year-old son was named Pablo, and her thirteen-year-old daughter 
was named Justice. I was excited to meet them, and she told me that I would 
get a chance the next day.

I woke up thrilled, ready to meet the kids. My dad dropped me off at her 
house right away, and we bonded all in the blink of an eye. Even Anette, the 
seventeen year-old, was fun to talk to. We did so many things: we played out-
side, played video games, and just talked. Before we knew it, it was time for 
me to go, so I said my good-byes. When I got back to my dad’s house it was 
late, so I called my mom to check up on her. I told her about my uncle’s house 
and my dad’s girlfriend’s house. She was happy I was enjoying myself. 

Back when I was in the sixth grade, I decided that I wanted to be an 
actor. I love to make people laugh, and I love the fact that when you are an 
actor, you can portray someone that is the complete opposite of you. When 
I sat down to watch The Fresh Prince of Bel-air starring Will Smith, I could 
imagine myself doing just that. I brought the matter up to my mom, and at 
first she thought that I was just talking. But when I kept asking, she gave in. 
She told me that she would enroll me in an acting class held at the Walltown 
Children’s Theater. My first impression was it was going to be small children 
just running around, not understanding anything about theater. 

“Why are you are gonna put me in something like that?” I questioned.
“What do you mean, Cameron?” she asked. 
“Why can’t I work with kids my age, and not some snot-nosed brats?”
“Well, just because it says Children’s Theater does not mean that there 

will be little children there. There will be children your age.”
“Are you sure?”
“Of course! Just go in there the first day, and tell me what you think about 

it when I pick you up.”
“Okay, Mom, and thank you for allowing me to do this.”
“Anytime, honey. Just make sure you don’t waste my money in that class.” 

She laughed.
“I won’t,” I said as I walked back into my room.
In a month, my classes would begin after school. School was extremely 

slow because I was so excited to start acting. When the bell finally rang, I got 
on the bus. Once I got home, it was time to leave. 

“Come on, Cameron!” my mom yelled. I ran down the stairs and got in 
the car. A new journey had begun.
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Andrew Adams

two weeks away 
from home

Week One: Kiawah Island
The Conquest of Boredom

With my sandals kicked back onto the dull gray walls, I laid back in my 
chair only to find little comfort in napping. I looked outside to see nothing 
but trees, billboards, and road. So instead of watching the landscape pass by, 
I proceeded to my drawings to fantasize about future technologies while I 
listened to the varying songs on the Kiawah Mix and the roar of tires against 
asphalt. Every so often a “Daddy, how many more minutes?” would spout 
from one of my sisters, disturbing the vapors of my thought.

Contemplations of boredom were soon replaced by a mental map of the 
many parts of the island, some yet unexplored. The perfect combination of 
nature and civilization flooded my mind. Catching fish onshore and running 
through parks. Watching the birds while biking. The ocean and the waves that 
left you feeling their gentle pull the rest of the day. Golfing near alligator-in-
fested lakes. The sight of great blue herons in ponds around the––

Our car hit a pothole with a loud bang-bang. I returned to the present, 
transported by the loud bump. My sister Reilly woke up from her nap and 
asked, “Are we there yet?” with little enthusiasm. Within the hour the car had 
gained an electric feeling of anticipation. Questions about where we would 
live on the island and, “Can we go to da oshin? Ple-ease?” were repeated in-
cessantly. My only focus was the island, just staying on schedule and getting 
to the island. That’s all that mattered to me.

“How far is it?” my sister Brynn asked.
“About five minutes,” I answered.
“How far is it?” asked my other sister, Reilly, beginning to giggle.
“You heard me.”
Upon finding our house and parking, I exited the car, discovering that I had 

more energetic anticipation than I thought. I immediately became aware of my 
surroundings. The air felt humid and salty. My family’s cars were in multiple 
parking areas in front of multiple cottages. This year we occupied three cottages 
due to our growth. We unpacked our bags from the car and entered our cottage. 
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My sister called, “Come on, Drew! Let’s go to dinner!” My belly grum-
bled in agreement. At my aunt’s cottage, I was greeted warmly by my rela-
tives. Younger cousins chattered about their personal experiences, while 
adults discussed everything from cell phone protocol to black holes. During 
our odd conversations, more relatives arrived at the cottage to enjoy our din-
ner of spaghetti. After the meet and greet, bedtime was no problem because I 
had been sitting still for six hours, so naturally my body was lax. Back in our 
cottage, I kicked off my sandals next to my closet, splattering sand on the dull 
white wall.

Let the Games Begin

If the beach took the End-of-Course Test, it would have barely passed. 
The waves were only bumps until they reached shore. The waves still crashed 
and drifted away in miniature, so riding the wisp of current was no problem 
for my little cousins. They adored it because they wouldn’t get knocked over 
as often, but I wanted some real boogieboarding waves. When I was left with-
out waves, I built sand castles. 

My uncle Bill and I built a castle with a solid foundation, a personal 
groundwater pond, and six perfect arches. It took two hours, and it survived 
one whole night. I remember the euphoria on my cousin’s face when she saw 
the castle still standing the next day. She ran straight into it like it was her 
mommy. Then, the Amaura-zilla brought the castle down.

The ocean is almost always the highlight of the trip, and you can go 
whenever you have time; usually in the morning there is a “train” to the 
beach. Almost every day, I made castles and went out to ride the waves. The 
sand was firm but soft, perfect for running, biking, playing bocce, and even 
ultimate frisbee.

Speed, agility, and stamina are required in this game. On the first day, we 
played for a good forty-five minutes in the blazing heat, father versus son, 
brother versus brother, husband versus wife, and Grandpa wondering whose 
side to take. By the end of the day, the heat had scorched our willpower and 
defeated our stamina. Little did I know then, there was a nighttime side of the 
beach I would explore in the coming days.

Celestial Beauty

“So, why are we going now, exactly?” my cousin Autumn asked.
“I’ve told you three times already. You’ll see,” I commented. 
We turned into the darkness of a tunnel made by the maritime forest. Our 

feet made little noise along the asphalt. Loud crickets’ chirps filled the air. The 
darkness ended at a soft light over the ramp of the boardwalk. My footsteps 
got louder and louder as the asphalt gave way to a wooden boardwalk. I skid-
ded to a halt. 
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It was low tide. The moon bathed the beach in moonlight and glittered 
against the sea. Stars sparkled against the black skies and constellations 
appeared. The sand was undisturbed. I sank into a state of tranquility as 
I watched the beauty of nature wind time to a standstill. I let this moment 
live unperturbed by other thoughts. Once the others arrived, we stargazed, 
watched and felt the waves, and tried to spot the Man in the Moon. My great 
aunt Barbara and I in particular talked about lunar and solar eclipses. The 
almost full moon took me back to the night of a lunar eclipse that I saw on 
my back porch. I remembered clearly the red moon and the twin crescents it 
formed on either side of the earth’s shadow. 

“Drew, it’s time to go back to the house,” my grandma called. The moon’s 
craters painted their own portrait of whites, grays, and blacks as I walked 
reluctantly off the beach.

At Day’s End

On Saturday morning I had that feeling of dread settling in my stomach. 
My family left second to last, and the time had come. I recall my grandfather’s 
face. His large bifocals were magnifying his melancholy feelings. His straight 
hair left grooves for the sea breeze to blow through. His eyes confirmed mixed 
feelings, deep ocean trenches. His stance opened to the wind but balanced and 
could resist. The solid yellow on his shirt was clean, unperturbed by coffee 
stains. The remainder of his face was tense, not with stress but with sad antici-
pation. He offered to provide extra sunscreen, but we all had some already.

Crossing the bridge to South Carolina’s mainland, I felt as if I were leav-
ing a part of my soul that I had only just been reunited with. It was glaringly 
bright and six hours away felt farther than the steppes of Asia. My iPod led 
my thoughts home. 

Week Two: Camp Kanata
Separation

When I arrived at Camp Kanata, I felt more jittery than a flying squirrel 
after too much coffee. I thought the beds and the cabins, overall, looked like 
run-down shacks from the ‘70s. The bedsprings made clacking noises when-
ever anyone moved, and cracks showed in the roof. Lower Lake’s isolation 
forced us to walk about twice as far as most other campers.

Despite the rustic conditions, campers and counselors alike socialized 
freely. As soon as bags were put away and beds were chosen, people played 
various games on the front lawn area. Within the first day, I became as com-
fortable as if I had no homework for a whole week in the middle of the school 
year. At the cabins, I asked one person, “Do you like Frisbee?”

He replied, “Sure. You’ve got one?”
“Yep. I’ll grab it.” 
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I went to get the Frisbee. This will be fun, I think. People here are so friendly. 
We went out and I waved my good-byes to my dad. 

The Kanata Ways

Camp had few boundaries socially or topographically. This allowed for 
the formation of quick and strong friendships. The two lakes, Teer Lake and 
Lower Lake, joined as one at a small creek. Many canoes and kayaks lined 
the left side of Teer Lake where the boat or canoe classes would work. Dif-
ferent features landscaped the right side of Teer Lake, such as twin slides, 
a rope swing, and The Blob, a giant airbag that people would jump on then 
would be “blobbed” by someone else, sending them up to fifteen feet into 
the air. Lower Lake did not enjoy the activity of Teer Lake, but instead 
could be a fishing hole or a place of inspiration. During rest period, I often 
watched the dragonflies whir together, skimming the surface of the water as 
they passed.

Activities in the morning varied from ropes to canoeing to dodgeball to 
archery. I shared classes with some of my cabinmates at Lower Lake as well as 
those hailing from different cabins and sections of camp. Canoeing, archery, 
and soccer filled the three slots in the morning for classes. My best memory is 
capsizing, on purpose, in canoeing. 

Mealtimes often became chaotic and loud, especially at breakfast, when 
“Welcome to the Jungle” blared, and people screamed as two block-stackers 
commenced a heated competition, stacking until one made their tower fall. K-
P, or Kitchen Party, was the dread of all campers. Two people would be chosen 
randomly, sometimes using a game, to clean the tables and sweep after meals. 
I got it twice, but I didn’t think it was too bad. Just sweep or clean the table, 
then leave. Simple.

Rest period after lunch allotted ninety minutes of free time to fish, talk, 
play music, or even sleep. About half of the people slept, but I chatted with 
the others about games or what happened during the morning classes. Once, I 
asked someone with a deck of cards if he knew any magic tricks. We spent rest 
period awing each other with our magic and then sharing secrets. 

Oil in the Spoon

Devotions before lights out gave us something to take home afterward. 
One particular devotion told a story about a boy looking for the meaning of 
life. He traveled to a palace to speak with a wise man. The wise man gave him 
a spoon with two drops of oil in it and told the boy to see the wonders of the 
palace and keep an eye on the drops in the spoon for one hour. When the boy 
returned, he never caught sight of the palace’s wonders because he focused 
all of his attention on the oil in the spoon. The man told him to try again. The 
second time the boy saw the wonders of the palace, but lost the oil. The man 
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told the boy the meaning of life is to keep the oil in the spoon while seeing the 
wonders of the world.

I felt like an immense chunk of my soul was being shattered when I left 
friends I made at camp, campers and counselors alike. I was able to save a 
few shards by getting contact information and giving my own. I knew I had 
found a place to return to for summers to come. Kanata put a new lens on my 
glasses. The cabins, which I had thought of as boring and run-down, soon 
seemed like a second home to me. 
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Bryanna Neverson

all my lIfe

Some days, my grandmother’s stories depicted him as a great man, a lov-
ing husband. Other days, they showed a man who didn’t see his son enough, 
a cop who was friends with sad characters, a man that was controlling and 
hot-tempered just like me. I liked some of these stories more than others, but I 
cherished all of them. I was afraid that they were the closest I would ever get 
to knowing my grandfather.  

My daddy would tell me about how when he was a little boy in the third 
grade, he would go to the bar my grandfather used to go to after work. The 
people who worked there knew my father so well that they would have a 
Coca-Cola waiting for him when he came. The two of them would hang out for 
a couple of hours, and then my grandfather would walk my dad back home.

I wished sometimes that I could have that kind of relationship with my 
grandfather. I knew deep in my heart that I would meet him one day, and 
when I did, it would be one of the best days of my life. But what if it isn’t? I 
constantly thought to myself. What if he doesn’t like me? What if I don’t like him? 
I’ve wanted to meet him for so long, but what if he isn’t what I expect? Something 
I did know was that whatever was going to happen would. And it didn’t re-
ally matter because as of then, I knew that wherever I was someone loved me, 
even though it may not have been him.

One Love

I was sitting in the dining room when he walked in the front door. At first 
I was ready to be mean to him because I’d never known him. And everyone 
knows I don’t like meeting new people. But he was different. I saw his tall, 
skinny frame and his dark, chocolate skin. I hugged him, and from there it 
was over. I will never forget the sweet smell that came from his Burberry 
cologne. Meeting my grandfather is one thing that has forever changed my 
life for the better, and I thank God every day for having the chance to meet 
such a man.
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Love Me Better

“Stop picking on me.” My family was taking advantage of me again be-
cause I’m not good at playing cards like they are.

“Stop picking on my baby.” When my 6’ 3” grandfather walked into the 
room, all eyes went to him. He had come to save the day, as only he does so 
well. In a matter of seconds, he would come in and take over the whole game.

“What in the world––you cheated for her!” my father would say in a 
voice that to this day sends chills down my spine. Then my father and grand-
father would go on and on about what had just happened, and at the same 
time my sister and I would be going at it. If you can’t tell already, we’re a very 
competitive family. Through it all, it felt good to know that my grandfather 
had my back because if you’re the youngest in a family, it’s hard to stand up 
for yourself. Sometimes you need a little help.

After I met him, I enjoyed doing anything with my grandfather. We 
would listen to classical music or jazz, and he would say, “What do you hear, 
baby girl?”

“I hear the trumpet, the saxophone, and the drums,” I would reply. We 
could do that for hours. When I miss him, which is often, I listen to some jazz 
and call out the things I hear. I wish that he could teach me how to play some 
of the instruments because he knew how to play them all.

The funniest thing that we would do together is talk on the phone. I would 
call my grandmother, and my grandfather would be talking all loud in the 
background. He would yell so I could hear him. He would say something 
like, “You know, she called to talk to me!” And of course that would make my 
grandmother mad.

“Whatever Terry, you know she called to talk to me. She’s known me lon-
ger,” my grandmother would say just to get back at him. The whole time they 
would be yelling into my ear. It hurt, but I was still laughing. 

I loved such moments, but only for awhile. If I enjoyed his company too 
much, or if he was there too long, I knew I would soon have to say good-bye.

My grandfather and I had a relationship that is to this day the most im-
portant one of my life. It’s not that I love him any more than I love the rest of 
my family, but it’s the way he loved me that makes him so important to me. 
It brings me to tears now to think about his kindness and understanding. I 
don’t take criticism well, but he knew how to tell me that I was wrong without 
singling me out. Not many people can even begin to understand me, and I can 
say from the bottom of my heart that no one but me, God, and my grandfather 
have ever fully comprehended me inside and out. I wish that everyone could 
know how that feels.

Till the Day I Die

I was actually having a good day until I got that phone call. My sister and 
I were sitting on the couch, and my mother had just told us that we had to 

Neverson



38

other people + me

call my father. So we did. My sister Erika talked to him first. She was fine for 
the first minute or so, but I got scared when she wouldn’t stop. I didn’t know 
what was wrong.

Then my sister gave the phone to me. My father started to tell me how 
sick my grandfather was, how in pain he was, and how much he loved me. 
That’s when I started to cry. He had died early that very morning. 

My father told me that he had liver cancer. I couldn’t believe that my father 
hadn’t told me before this. He had learned about it a couple months earlier. 

It was the worst news of my life. The man that meant the world to me had 
died. I started to think about how I would go on without him.

It was the day before my grandfather’s wake, and I was meeting family 
members I didn’t even know I had. My aunt Kim reminded me a lot of my 
grandfather. She was very tall, just like him, and my cousin Kenny was twelve 
at the time, like me, but was already 6’ 3”. I knew that he would have a great 
life when he grew up because he was so focused, just like my grandfather. Of 
course, when I first met them, I didn’t know them from a can of paint. But we 
became close in a matter of minutes. That night we played cards, the way I 
used to play with my grandfather, until two in the morning.

That next day was the wake. Afterwards, my dad and aunt Kim got as 
drunk as a couple of skunks. It was funny to see them like that, but it was sad 
to see them so sad. Still, through all this love, it hurt most to watch my grand-
mother, who looked like a prisoner on death row. 

The days right after the funeral were the hardest for all of us. My father 
was distant, trying to act like he had it all together. I guess that he felt he had 
to be there for us, but I would have understood if he lost it a little. It was his 
father after all.

My grandmother changed completely. She wasn’t eating, she became 
very high-strung, she didn’t leave the house, and she wouldn’t talk to anyone. 
She even stopped going to work. 

The days after the funeral, it was my sister who was right there for her 
the whole time. She is as close with my grandmother as I was with my grand-
father. The two of them always had a special bond. My sister would get on 
my grandmother’s nerves with all of the, “Come on, hunny, eat something, 
please.” That would just make my grandmother mad, and then she would 
say, “Girl, if you don’t leave me alone . . . ” That would go on for a while, and 
then my sister would win out, and my grandmother would take a bite or two. 
My sister would have liked for her to eat more, but she knew that was the best 
Grandma could do. 

At the time, all I could do was think about how others felt about the loss 
of my grandfather because it hurt too much to think about how I felt. To this 
day, I have only cried about it, like, five times. 

It’s not that it doesn’t make me sad or that I don’t care, but that I know he 
wouldn’t want me to cry. He would want me to think about the great memo-
ries we had, so that is what I do. 
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It was a whirlwind, looking back––starting off wanting to meet him, then 
getting to meet him, then losing him to liver cancer in 2008. I’m still dealing 
with the loss of my grandfather, but at least today I know how to deal with 
my feelings. Now, I know that I didn’t say good-bye to him; I just said see ya 
later. I know the day will come when I will pass away, too, and that will be 
the day I see him again. I know that he was a prisoner in his own body, and 
wherever he is now, he is free.

I live my life as if he is watching every moment, I want so badly to make 
him proud. I am happy to say that when he passed away, he knew how much 
I loved him, and I knew how much he loved me. The only thing that was left 
unsaid was good-bye. But I’m happy that I never got that chance, because as 
everyone should know, I’m not good with good-byes.
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Isaac memita

saxophone

Ever since I was six, I wanted to play the alto saxophone. 
The alto is one of four commonly played saxophones. The smallest saxo-

phone is the soprano, which looks like a toy. The next saxophone is the alto, 
and then there’s the tenor. Finally, there’s the baritone, the weight of which 
will tip you over, if you’re not careful.

Out of all of those saxophones, I picked the alto because it’s not too small, 
not too big, but just the right size for me. Every time I watch television or 
listen to the radio in the car, I hear at least one saxophone in the background, 
and it always makes me relax. Even in my old children’s music, a saxophone 
was always being played. It made almost anything feel better.  

In elementary school, people used to come and perform for us. There was 
singing, dancing, and the playing of instruments. The trumpets, trombones, 
and flutes were good and all, but not as great as the saxophones. One time, I 
even saw a saxophone quartet perform, each player with a different type of 
saxophone. It was one of the best sounds I’d ever heard back then.

“Tito, I want to play the saxophone!”
My uncle and I stared at each other for awhile until we came to a deci-

sion. I got the answer I was looking for.
At first it was weird when I played my instrument during my first lesson. 

My teacher was a nice lady named Susan Isinson who actually used to work 
in the DSA band department. She had a choir at her house to accompany us 
as we played. Did I say choir? I meant two Chinese crested dogs who would 
howl along to the music.

Finally, the first day of school––and the first day of band––arrived. 
Adrenaline rushed through me as I waited for the bus. My fingers were sweat-
ing like crazy, my heart was racing like a cheetah trying to catch its prey, my 
mind was focused, and my saxophone and I were ready.

Mr. Davis is a tall man with brown eyes, a very broad nose, bushy eye-
brows, and a mustache sort of like the one Adolf Hitler had, just a little bit 
bigger. It’s funny because Mr. Davis is one of the nicest teachers, though he is 
very strict when it comes to playing music and listening to his instructions.
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Normally the band setup was evenly distributed, but on occasion there 
were some sections that had more players than others. Sometimes we would 
have more than fifteen trumpets or saxophones, but we found ways to even 
out all of the parts. We also had cool music, from one-page easy music to 
three-page hard music. Either way, all of the music we played sounded its 
best under Mr. Davis’s direction.

This class was pretty good, but the next class up out-played us by a long 
shot. It was like the ocean. A relaxing feeling. It was the music played on the 
radio when I’m in my room, like New Orleans. I got into that jazz class the 
next year when I was an eighth grader. The class had one bass player, one 
drummer, one pianist, three guitars, five trumpets, and seven saxophones, 
including me. We always play like we’re at a concert, which means we play 
it like we mean it.

The evening air held a sense of nervousness as the parents and friends 
gathered. The temperature was at a cool sixty-four degrees, and we had to use 
clips to keep our music from floating away in the wind.

Our band had seven pieces to perform for our audience. There were so-
los, fast and slow pieces, and even some parts that made you want to stop 
what you were doing and dance. All of our pieces sounded great, but the one 
that I liked the best was our last. The name of the song was “Panic Button.” 
It’s a fast-paced piece with a ton of energy, composed and arranged by Larry 
Barton. The beat sounded great, and so did our solos. That day, when it was 
my turn to solo, I played well, with beats and rhythms that I created.
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elijah Weinreb

holIdays 
In hamlet: 
memorIes of rufus the demonIC kItten

It was late 2009 when I first met Rufus. 
I was at my grandpa’s house when I noticed a small, pink food dish. Their 

dog died earlier this year. Who is the dish for? I wondered. As I pondered the dish, 
a tiny, adorable kitten walked up and started eating out of it. Aww, I thought. I 
reached down to pet her, but when I tried to touch her, she swiped at me. This 
would be the beginning of our troubled relationship. After she had tried to 
sever my hand, I asked my grandpa who she was. He told me her name was 
Rufus and they had found her and two other kittens in my grandma Judy’s 
spare tire. When my grandparents found the kittens, they tried to return them 
to the feral mother. She took in the first two, but she rejected Rufus, so my 
grandparents raised her with a bottle.

We were there for Christmas, and I was looking forward to my time with 
this orphan kitten. After waiting an hour or so, my cousin Caroline’s car fi-
nally pulled up, and she, her brother Cole, their mom Janis, their dad Ron, 
and their idiotic dog Annie got out. Ron is tall, thick, and tends to yell, once 
leading Cole to call him “Mr. Drill-Sergeant.” Janis is thinner, a smoker, nicer 
than Ron, and a very good friend of my mom and aunt. Cole is tall, thin, 
brown-haired, and into hunting. Annie, as usual, was acting excited and stu-
pid. I greeted them and helped carry their bags inside.

Caroline is tall, has long, bushy, brown hair, and is very nice; she also 
shares a love of the demonic kitten. As I saw Caroline, my heart filled with 
joy. She talks with a classic American accent. Even though she’s six months 
younger than me, she is a whole head taller. We’ve been friends for as long as 
I can remember, even though I only get to see her once or twice a year. She is 
also a bit weird, but in a fun way. It was really funny when she told me how 
she and her friends would get together in school, dress up like Pokemon, have 
their other friends be their trainers, and attack each other with bits of paper.

After they were settled, we all just milled around the house. It was late af-
ternoon, which meant that the adults were in the back living room wrapping 
presents. This, of course, meant we were not allowed back there. So Caroline 
and I watched CSI in the living room while Cole watched something in the 
computer room.
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“Hey Caroline, want to go play with Rufie?” I proposed.
“Sure, I bet she isn’t happy being alone back there.”
“Probably. Let’s go.”
As we approached, Caroline called, “We’re not looking, we’re going to 

see Rufie.” We by-passed the gift-wrapping area through the second bedroom 
where Rufus greeted us with enthusiasm. We sat on the floor stroking her. She 
purred with pleasure.

“I bet you don’t like being back here, do you Rufie?”
“We can still have fun though.”
Ppppuuuurrrrrrrr . . .
“Hey, Caroline, remember how much fun it was at Thanksgiving?”
“Yeah, Thanksgiving was fun.”
“Do you remember Rufie? It all started when I got to Hamlet and you met 

me at the door . . . ”

*

I carried my bags up to the front porch. The mid-afternoon sun was 
warming in the cool fall air. I opened the front door and Rufus bolted out onto 
the porch. I reached down to pet her but she puffed up her tail and hissed. 

It scared me when she did that, puffing up her tail like a fox, hissing like 
a feral cat, wild and scary. Her silky-soft, white fur is speckled with patches of 
silvery-gray, and her vibrant blue eyes make her look as if she can do no harm. 
When she is mad however, she crouches, hisses, extends her claws, and sticks 
her tail straight up in the air.

After Rufus hissed at me, I stood there and asked her, “Why did you 
do that, Rufie?” She growled. At first, I looked at her questioningly. Then I 
growled back at her. She hissed. I hissed back at her. She hissed again. Re-
membering the bags on my shoulders, I abandoned the contest and left the 
hissing kitten on the porch while I went inside. I yelled hi to my grandpa, who 
was preparing a sandwich in the kitchen.

“Hi Eli. Where’d Rufie go?” my grandpa asked as I entered the house.
“Outside. When I opened the door she came out. I reached down to pet 

her and she puffed up her tail and hissed at me. Is Caroline here yet?”
“No, she ain’t here yet.”
Oh well. I suppose I will go play with Rufus until Caroline gets here. “Here Rufie, 

Rufie, Rufus!” Where is that cat? “Oh, there you are! Come here little kitty-cat.”
Hhhhhiiiiissssssssss!
“Don’t you stalk me!”
Growl . . .
“Stop stalking me Rufus . . . ”
Hhhhiiissssss!
Leaving the evil little cat crouched in the bushes attempting to eat birds, I 

went back inside once again. Upon going in, I found out that Caroline would 
be arriving soon. I wonder if she knows Rufie? Will that little creature attempt to 
kill her as much as she has tried to kill me?
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As I sat in a comfy, reclining chair, playing a little hand-held poker 
game and not doing very well, I heard Caroline’s car drive up. I ran outside 
and saw Caroline and her family get out of the car, but as they did I noticed 
that Ron was missing. Deciding not to dwell on the matter, I greeted the 
three of them.

“Hi Caroline!”
“Hi Eli!”
“Hey Caroline, do you know Rufus?”
“Yeah. I’m the one who found her in the spare tire while we were at 

the beach.”
“Wow! Wanna go play with her?”
“Sure.”
By now, of course, my grandpa had found Rufus outside and brought 

her back in, to her displeasure in my opinion. Caroline and I went inside and 
found the kitty trying to get out. I grabbed a little cat toy and started to play 
with her. The toy was a rod with a little feathery puff on the end attached 
to a string that made the toy bouncy. She would attack it while I zoomed it 
around the room. Her little eyes were wide and watchful as my bounce sent 
the toy racing across the floor, and suddenly she took off after it. I whipped 
it up, causing her to jump about two feet in the air and do a back flip to catch 
it. After a little while watching Rufus attacking the toy, Caroline attempted to 
pet the enraged kitten, which caused Rufus to take a furious swipe at her. 

Several scratches later, Rufus finally calmed down. Even though the 
kitty was in a playful mood, she still seemed evil. I could picture her ears 
becoming devil horns, her tail having a barbed point, her breath being smoke, 
her tongue being forked, and I could almost hear and see the carpet burning 
whenever she stepped on it. I could picture the little scorch marks shaped like 
paw prints along with large patches of singed carpet and blanket where she 
had laid down. I then had a vision of her walking through a city, everything 
behind her in flames. She was standing in front of the city, which was now 
reduced to rubble.

Tiny Rufus wandered into the room, only to be swept up by Cole. As the 
demonic creature hissed, I could almost see her desire to devour his face with 
the little daggers she calls her claws and the fangs that I believe she stole from 
a snake. As we waited for the turkey to finish, Cole held Rufus despite her 
hisses and our warnings. He insisted that she was just playing and wouldn’t 
hurt him. Finally he put her down and Caroline reached in, asking Rufus if 
Cole made her mad.

It was then that Rufie attacked. She viciously bit Caroline as if she were 
the only thing in the world to eat. Her attack was a blast of pure anger. I’ll bet 
that the attack was caused by Cole’s holding her. I looked at Caroline after she was 
attacked by the evil cat. Her wrist looked as though it had been bitten by a 
venomous snake rather than by a cat.

“You okay, Caroline?”
“Yeah. This one didn’t draw blood.”
“Cole, why did you have to go and make her mad?”
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“Hey, Caroline was the one who touched her when she knew that the cat 
didn’t want to be touched.”

Thwack! Caroline hit one of the pillows on the couch. When she slapped 
the pillow, Rufus reacted as though a shotgun had gone off. She jumped about 
two feet in the air and did a one-eighty. Rufus’s reaction reminded me of a 
scared puffer-fish.

“Did you see her jump?”
“That was awesome!”
Then, Rufus grabbed Caroline’s vulnerable hand. As Rufus attacked Car-

oline yet again, we heard my grandpa say, “Turkey’s ready!” Immediately, 
I began to help Caroline retrieve her hand from Rufie’s grasp. I distracted 
Rufus by poking her near her tail until she released Caroline and attempted 
to kill my hand.

“Oh goody. The food is ready!”
“We’ll play with you later, Rufie!”
Why are you leaving? Hhhhhiiiiissssssssss! I haven’t attacked your face yet! 
As Caroline and I set up the tables, I saw my two great-grandmas come 

in. I felt such happiness since this was the first time Thanksgiving had ever 
been held in Hamlet for the whole family. I went to give them a hug and 
found that Rufus was not underfoot, which meant that the crowd of relatives 
must have scared her into hiding. 

At long last, the turkey was brought out onto the kitchen’s island and left 
defenseless against the hungry mob surrounding it. The smell of it mingled 
well with the delicious scents of other Thanksgiving delicacies like cranberry 
sauce, gravy, green bean casserole, smoked deer sausage, and, best of all, a 
large, succulent ham that glistened as the juices ran down the sweet sides and 
into the pan. 

After getting all of my food, I sat down at a table in front of the TV with 
Cole and Caroline. Before we could sit down to eat, my uncle’s dog Reece 
walked up and started to beg for food. After being denied both attention and 
food, even after he began to drool on our feet, he left to look for suckers. 

After a while most of the guests had begun to trickle out of the house. The 
drop in occupancy drew Rufus out of hiding. She looked around curiously as 
she smelled the scents that seemed very exotic to her. It made me smile to watch 
the look of confusion on her face that plainly said, What are these strange, delicious 
smells? After lunch, everyone began to do their own individual activities. Caro-
line and I spent the rest of the day eating leftovers and playing with Rufus. 

“ . . . Good times, right Caroline?”
“Yeah, I hope that Christmas is even better.”
“I bet it will. Watch out!”

*

I hopped silently out of bed. It was Christmas Day at long last. But of 
course, the adults’ rule about opening presents was I had to wait for Caroline 
to get up to open the presents in the area partially reserved for the two of us. 
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Pretty much everyone but me was asleep, so I decided to have some coffee. 
After adding cream and three spoonfuls of sugar, the coffee would be horribly 
sweet to anyone but me. After munching on a Honey Bun, I waited for Caro-
line to get up. When she woke about a half an hour later along with everyone 
else, we went into the present room.

It was beautiful. The two couches in the room were piled with gifts, while 
the tree looked like it had sparkling gems under it. Caroline and I immedi-
ately rushed to the couches that had our gifts on them and started unwrap-
ping. Both of us got a lot of candy. My euphoria swelled as my grandpa called 
for breakfast.

After eating, Caroline and I went to play with Rufus. I gave Rufie a re-
mote control mouse for Christmas. She loved it. She chased it around the room 
while Caroline and I watched with laughter. Eventually, Rufie got tired and 
lay down on the floor to rest. I asked Caroline why she loved Rufus so much. 

“I love her because she is adorable, lovable, and so much fun.”
“Yeah. Me, too. I think that she helps bring everyone together with her spo-

radic personality. And by doing things that only a hyperactive kitty would do. 
She makes everyone happy just by being herself. Her little outbursts of mean-
ness are fun to watch because she attacks anyone who walks by. I just think that 
something about her makes people love her. She is the perfect example of what 
all kittens should be: small, furry, lovable, and a little bit demonic.”
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Alexis mcKenney

rIse to stardom

Shake, Shake, Shake

“Come on, kids,” Mrs. Williams called as she led us outside. It was a warm, 
sunny day, and there wasn’t a cloud in sight. A cool breeze floated past us as we 
stumbled our way down a mildly steep hill where, at the bottom, we stopped. 

I raised my hand, quick as a whip, and asked, “What are we going to do, 
Mrs. Williams?”

“That’s a good question, Alexis,” she replied. “We’re going to shake the 
devil off.” Then, she started jerking her limbs about and sang the old gospel 
song, “Shake the Devil Off.” “Come on everybody!” she exclaimed. We didn’t 
need anymore convincing than that. So we all wiggled about while singing, 
“Shake, shake, shake. Shake the devil off,” over and over again.

A Moment of Stardom

Instead of watching the rest of the BET awards, I would go back to my 
room and fantasize about being on stage. I would go back to my room and 
dream about performing in front of thousands while I listened to Alicia Keys 
with goosebumps aligning on my arms.

Almost every year I watch the BET awards on TV with my family. I stare 
in awe as Beyoncé or Aretha Franklin belts out tear-jerking songs. Before, 
during, and afterward, I imagine myself on stage singing with those musical 
legends without a fear in the world. I hear the crowd calling my name and 
singing along. I see the bright lights of the cameras, portals for others to see 
my performance. This is my moment. The stage is my home.

But soon I realize the sound of the crowd is just from the TV, and the 
bright cameras are just my sister poking a flashlight in my face, wondering if 
I am awake. For now, my moment is over. 
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Church on a Saturday

“Y’all wanna go to choir rehearsal with me?” Grandma Ernie asked my 
sister and me. “You can sing on Sunday,” she added persuasively. She knew 
we would not want to go to a church with a whole bunch of old people on a 
Saturday afternoon. 

“Really?” I inquired while squinting my eyes in scrutiny, not truly believ-
ing what she promised.

“Yep. You get to sing with us in church,” she replied. 
“Okay, I want to go,” I announced heartily.
“Me, too!” my sister Aleah chimed in. 
So we were off to my grandma’s church, Springhill Baptist. When we 

arrived there, we were greeted by my great aunts, Janice, Niecey, Linda, and 
other members of the church. Then we all climbed the stairs to the choir loft, 
which was really just a couple steps leading to a small area of foldable chairs 
behind the pulpit. There was a lingering smell of old ladies’ perfume.

“Okay, everybody. Let’s start with ‘Come This Far,’” Aunt Janice an-
nounced. We all pulled out the red hymn books and started singing. Half-
way through the song, I glanced back at Grandma Ernie. Her dark eyes were 
closed, her thin, black eyebrows scrunched in concentration. Her small, hi-
biscus lips were wide open, full of song. I took her in as she swayed to the 
rhythm in her go-to grey striped suit.

My grandma hadn’t hit one right note, but she didn’t care.
 
     

The Audition

My footsteps echoed through the building. I glanced at the different piec-
es of artwork placed on the walls. Take a deep breath, I thought. You can do this. 
My mom and I stopped abruptly, opened the door in front of us, and walked 
into the unknown.

“Are you ready?” she asked. 
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied. After all, I only had one chance to do 

this. We walked as confidently as possible in a direction we guessed would 
lead to the school’s main office. Instead, we only discovered a small office that 
smelled as if someone had left an unfound, truly rotten surprise back when 
Durham School of Arts was still Durham High. Fortunately, the women were 
much more pleasant than the room itself.

“Hi, we’re looking for the main office,” my mom announced. One of 
the ladies, a tall, dark, grey-haired woman, got up and showed us to the 
main office of the school which, of course, was just a hall down from where 
we were.

This is not a big deal. Just go in there, sing, and come out. It’s not like I can’t 
be in chorus if I don’t do well. We waited and waited, then waited some more. 
Just when we were getting ready to leave, Ms. Davis blew in, apologizing 
profusely for her tardiness.
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“Let’s get started, shall we?” she said as she led us to the piano lab, a long 
classroom filled with keyboards and a grand piano in the center where she sat 
and told me to repeat the notes she sang. This isn’t so bad, I thought. I thought 
too soon because next we did sight reading. When she wrote the notes on 
the board, it looked as though she had written some long-forgotten tongue. 
But somehow I managed to get through the sight reading without a scratch; 
maybe this musical language wasn’t so bad.

As my mom and I were exiting the building, I smiled inwardly, thinking, 
I really have to find a map for DSA.

Concert Chorus

When I walked into the chorus room, a medium-sized class with about five 
rows of chairs and a piano right in front, a wiry and energetic man greeted me. 

“Good morning . . . ?”
“Alexis,” I replied.
“Okay, good morning, Alexis. I’m Mr. Grier. You can go take a seat,” he 

said with a grand gesture to the chairs. Sensing his jolly attitude, I could tell 
Mr. Grier was as nervous and excited as his students. I guess I would be too if 
this were my first year teaching at DSA.

I took a seat just as the siren––I mean, bell––rang. Mr. Grier smoothly 
walked to the piano and started singing a ridiculous assortment of sounds 
which he called a warm-up.

“Come on. Sing along!” he exclaimed as he continued his strange chants. 
Slowly people started to follow his lead. Soon, everyone was singing, “Min-
game, mingame, mingame, mingame, vaaaaah.” I think we sounded pretty 
good when it came to harmonizing. 

After that exercise, Mr. Grier told us to get in a circle around the class-
room. When we were all in our spots, he announced that we were going to 
play a game for further warm up. Then he voiced the bass line to “Disturbia” 
and pointed to the person beside him to add something to the beat. When 
everyone got what was going on, a whole new wave of excitement and ner-
vousness hit the class. 

No one was comfortable, but we all giggled as we heard the silly sounds 
emitted from people’s mouths. Before I knew it, the bell had rung and it was 
time to go. As everyone started packing up, still chuckling from the game, I 
thought, This isn’t a bad way to start off my day.

A Moment in the Spotlight

“Who’d like to have the last solo?” Mr. McKinnley, a small, kind man 
who was the director of the children’s chorus, inquired. 

I shot my hand up, quick as lightning. “I do!” I exclaimed, bursting 
with excitement.
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“Okay, Alexis. Here’s your line. Learn it,” he replied, handing me the lyrics 
while in my head an invisible choir sang “Hallelujah!” After rehearsal, I skipped 
across the broad parking lot with the sun shining on me as my spotlight. As 
soon as I got in the car, I started belting out my solo, certain I was going to be a 
star. In my seven-year-old mind, this was the start of something beautiful.

On the day of my solo, I was a nervous wreck. When it was time to go 
inside the church, I shied away from entering what usually was just an old, fa-
miliar building but now transformed into a sinister, towering structure. Even 
after I had succeeded in entering the church, trying to sit still while waiting 
to perform was another story. The warden of the children’s choir pew always 
had her eye out for any misbehaved kids; just one look from her would set us 
straight. My restlessness attracted many of her glares. As I tried to keep my 
squirming to a minimum, I thought about all the compliments that would be 
showered on me from all the old ladies who would claim to have known me 
since I was a baby. I was going to be great.

As Mr. McKinnley rose to usher us to our spots, I was overcome with the 
urge to run. What if I forget my part? What if I trip and fall in front of everyone? What 
if my voice sounds bad? These questions surged through my head as I inched my 
way to the pulpit. I managed to shoo them away just as the music started.

We were on stage singing, and I could hear my cue coming. Okay, this is 
it, I thought. So I opened my mouth and sang. 

For a brief instant I closed my eyes, and I was singing in front of thou-
sands of adoring fans, and I was a star.
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Liseth mendez

refleCtIons
of an el salvadorIan

My whole life is dedicated to my family since their well-being is what 
matters to me. They birthed and raised me to follow the path of my heart. 

Together, we go out for pizza, get ice cream, and even go to the beach 
after long weeks of learning math, reading, and vocabulary. Also, my dad and 
I play soccer together, a sport I couldn’t live without.

*

My first year at Hope Valley Elementary School began in the month of Au-
gust. All of the sudden, I was there; I was in front of the enormous school. The 
classrooms were spacious, filled with tables and chairs. The windows shined 
so brightly it looked as if they were new. The board looked just-cleaned and 
ready to be written on. I could smell the school supplies waiting to be pulled 
out of the students’ book bags.

I had to say good-bye to my parents. I was shaking, and I had this longing 
to be with just them. The long halls of the school made me feel lost, and when 
I walked into my classroom, I realized that I was not the only kindergartner 
feeling that way. I looked around and was so glad that I recognized at least 
two people at Hope Valley.

My teacher’s name was Ms. Ford, and we were in the Winnie-the-Pooh 
class. First, we played a game in which we had to introduce ourselves. The 
teacher told us to say our names and to tell her something that we thought 
was interesting about us and our families. Well, all I could think of was being 
happy about the soft, cushy carpet we were sitting on. I looked around at the 
rows of desks lining the room, the library shelf, and the humongous board 
covered with large handwriting. I told her that my name was Liseth, and that 
I enjoyed drawing and painting with my younger sister, Erica.

Later, she told us we were going to go outside to have a snack while she 
told us the story about the three little pigs and the mean old wolf. She enjoyed 
laughing and reading with us every day during storytime. She loved our 
class, and we loved her. We would even go outside and have lunch together 
with her, picnic-style.
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*

I don’t consider myself American. I am 100% full El Salvadorian. All my 
life, I have been surrounded by people who are from El Salvador and only 
from El Salvador. My parents and I go to El Salvador for about a month and a 
half almost every year. We visit family and get popsicles at Flor Del Rio.

I have worked hard, maybe even harder than my peers. But as a Hispanic 
American, I am used to persevering every day.
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Denise Roberts

In a perfeCt 
world

“‘Nis!”
“Yes, Mom?”
“I have some news . . . ” she said gravely.
“What is it?” I asked with concern as I walked into the office. My heart 

sped up to an unbelievable pace, butterflies fluttering frantically in my stom-
ach, when I noticed that her face was sullen and darkened with a frown. 

But just as soon as I had registered her sorrow, suddenly, her face lit up 
with excitement. “Your grandmother has planned a trip for you and your 
family to go to the Bahamas for a week.” She smiled, but not at the news; it 
was as if she were entertained by my gullibility. 

“Are you serious? That’s awesome! Who else is going? When are we go-
ing? How will we get there? What are we going to do there? Which island are 
we visiting?” I hammered my mom with question after question, not stopping 
to breathe, let alone give her a chance to answer.

“I don’t have all of the details yet. I know that fifteen of us are going. All 
of the other information is up to your granny,” she said, observing me, as if 
taking in my reaction. “Now, there’s a lot to be done before you get on that 
plane. You need a passport, proper luggage, a new camera, spending money, a 
ticket and whatnot.” I looked up at her with excitement to see her peering back 
at me, calculating as if for the first time just how much all of this would cost.

A few days later, my grandmother called, giving us the details. We would 
be staying at the Island Seas Resort in Freeport, Bahamas and would be there 
from Sunday, July 4, to Sunday, July 10. We would have unlimited access to 
the beach, pool, and jacuzzi. We would be going on a cruise for brunch on 
Friday and would be able to go shopping as well. If my smile could have got-
ten any wider, I think it would have stretched around my head. I didn’t like 
smiling like a goon, but when you hear news like this, you just can’t help it.

This was going to be my first time out of the country, and I was ready 
to explore the islands. I was practically jumping out of my seat, beaming at 
the thought of spending a week in the Bahamas. We sat there in silence, deep 
in thought. My mind was racing with what I was going to buy, where we’d 
be staying, what we’d do when we got there; Mom was thinking about how 
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broke she’d be afterwards. This was going to be an interesting experience for 
the both of us.

We prepared for days and days on end with endless shopping and errand 
running. It was both exciting and tiring. I can’t wait! I’ll go to the pool, the beach, 
and shop all week! Oh, the pictures I’ll take, I thought. Mom and I went out to 
buy a few new sundresses, to pick out proper luggage for long voyages such 
as this, and to get my passport. 

We were on our way to Best Buy two nights before I left in search of a 
new camera, the very last thing on my list of things to get. We walked in and 
walked right out, but because she’s an overachiever who loves her daughter, 
in between, my mother ended up spending $175 on a sky blue digital camera 
with lots of cool features. We headed home and made sure everything was in 
check, and then we waited. I couldn’t sleep or eat; I was too excited for that. 
All I knew was that I was getting on that plane on Sunday.

The night before our departure, I was taken to my grandmother’s house so 
we could all leave together and wouldn’t be separated on the plane. We arrived 
at 10:30 at night and went straight to bed, hoping to get a good night’s sleep 
before waking up at four o’clock in the morning. Obviously failing, I spent the 
night texting and listening to my iPod, wishing that my excitement would just 
calm down for a few hours and slow my heart rate enough to allow sleep. As I 
lay there in bed, I started to daydream, my eyelids slowly getting heavier by the 
minute, yet never really closing into a full sleep. Suddenly, my phone blared its 
alarm, letting me know that it was time for my vacation to commence.

I jumped out of bed without having slept and almost knocked my young-
er cousins out of the way to the bathroom. I then took the quickest shower 
of my life. After brushing my teeth and washing my face, I raced back to my 
room and threw on our family vacation t-shirt and some jean shorts. I put the 
necessities back into my suitcase and ended up being the first one ready to 
go. If there were a packing up event in the Olympics, I’m pretty sure I would 
have won the gold medal.

Once everyone was dressed and packed, we all put our luggage in the 
truck and piled into two vehicles. We were then on our way to the airport. 
The excitement level reached higher than I thought it could go. We unloaded 
the truck, got our tickets, weighed our luggage, sent it through to be put on 
the plane, walked to our terminal, and within thirty minutes it was all over. 
We were just sitting there waiting to get onto the plane. We waited for about 
two hours before it was time to board. The beating of my heart seemed louder 
than the buzz of conversation and movement surrounding me. Before we 
even took off I was staring out of the window, anticipating the plane’s land-
ing in Freeport.

Unfortunately, I’d completely forgotten about the layover in Miami and 
was rather shocked and hurt when we landed in Florida. Not only was there 
a layover, but because the air conditioner on our next plane was shot, we also 
had a two-hour delay. 

“It only takes thirty minutes to get to the Bahamas from here. I think we 
can make it without AC,” I whined. 
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“It actually has something to do with the air pressure in the plane, something 
like that,” stated my younger cousin, Ali, matter-of-factly. We all bought snacks 
from the surrounding food court, quickly realizing how hungry we were. 

The airport in Freeport was almost vacant as our mass of yellow t-shirts 
poured in. The fifteen of us made up the majority of the population in the 
room. I had my passport and my papers were filled out and ready to be ex-
amined. We assembled into four lines in front of a row of desks blocking the 
entrance to the other side of the airport. I was next.

Then it hit me: Being here at this airport doesn’t mean I’m guaranteed to 
be allowed any further. I’ve never been in another country before. What if I 
overlooked something or forgot one of my papers on the plane? What if my 
papers aren’t in check? What if they tell me to get back on the plane? What if 
they arrest me for having an inadequate passport? The smile that once spread 
across my face from ear to ear vanished as I was engulfed in fear. Goosebumps 
ran up and down my arms as though a frozen wind had rushed through the 
closed doors and wrapped its cold arms around me.

“Next,” yelled a man sitting behind the desk. He almost looked like one 
of those towering bodyguards or assassins you see on television, and yet I 
caught myself chuckling because even though his size was unbelievable, he 
had the most reassuring smile. His accent was quite distinct, his skin the color 
of coffee beans. He stamped my passport after checking to make sure my face 
was identical to my picture and asked me to sign some things. And just like 
that, I was free to venture out into this beautiful island and enjoy my vacation. 
My fears evaporated just as quickly as they had come, and the heat returned 
to my body. 

I then realized just how hot it was in the airport.
It took us ten minutes to grab everyone’s luggage off the conveyor belt 

and shove it into the taxi. The sun was beaming down on us as if trying to 
radiate my happiness and excitement over the entire island. The rays illumi-
nated our dandelion yellow shirts.

Somehow, the fifteen of us managed to pile into one taxi along with the 
massive load of luggage. I had to admit the drive was hot and uncomfortable. 
Ten minutes to paradise, I thought as we pulled away from the airport. I looked 
up from the passing trees to the driver. That’s funny, the driver has the same 
color on as we do, and he has my grandfather’s hair style and skin color! Wait, that 
is Grandpa! What is he doing in the driver’s seat? Come to find out, the driver’s 
seat is on the right side, and you drive on the right side of the road here in 
Freeport.

We parked in front of a wide, iron gate next to a tall, orange wall sur-
rounding the resort. On the outside, it looked more like an apartment com-
plex than a resort. But on the other side of the wall was paradise. The outdoor 
bar was in the center of the resort and on one side the sand cascaded across 
the beach. On the other, the pool sat with a mini-bar and cement stools built 
into it. There was a stone bridge connecting the pool to the jacuzzi. In front of 
the bar was a basketball court, a shuffle board, and a horseshoe pit. Let the fun 
commence, I thought.
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I ran to my room and changed out of my hot, sweaty, sticky outfit into my 
new swimsuit and darted for the pool. I kicked off my hot pink flip-flops and 
dumped myself into the cool, blue water, not even checking the depth before 
I leapt. My younger cousins followed in a small, straight line, making me 
remember how we used to play follow the leader. That was of course before I 
got “old and boring,” according to them. We played in the pool all day, going 
from tag to Marco Polo to chicken to just sitting in the water. We swam until it 
got too dark to see each other, at which point we were too wrinkly and tired. 
We went to the bar where karaoke night was in full swing. We sat and listened 
to all kinds of music from people who could and couldn’t sing. It was both 
comical and relaxing.

Later that night, we had fried chicken and fries in the hotel room prepared 
by my grandmother. I swear angels come down to help her make every meal 
because no matter where we are or what it is we are eating, we always devour 
it as if it is our last meal. Heck, it could be peanut butter and jelly sandwiches 
and our reaction would be the same. With our bellies full, we played the Wii 
that my grandfather brought from home. We battled in boxing, brawled in 
bowling, batted in baseball, tussled in tennis, sparred in sword fights, and ri-
valed in racing. Once we couldn’t take anymore physical activity of any kind, 
we fell onto our beds and slept through the morning, later than we had all 
summer. We woke up to do it all over again, this time stopping by the jacuzzi.

It was already Friday. We had lunch aboard a small, white yacht just big 
enough for us. We sailed out past Freeport and kayaked from the boat to an 
uncharted island. I waited, hoping to partner up with someone who knew 
what they were doing. But I wasn’t. I was paired with my uncle Ronnie who 
had almost no experience in kayaking. I dreaded the moment we set foot into 
the little boat. Uncle Ronnie thought it would make me feel better if he told 
me his story from the last time he kayaked: “I had to kayak by myself when 
I was younger; it was at this camp I went to over the summer. I was stuck in 
the middle of the lake with everyone laughing at me, as if it were the funniest 
thing on Earth. It took me an hour after everyone left to get back.” 

It was time to go, and everyone else was already on their way to the is-
land––we were last. The moment I sat down on the boat, I wanted to get off, 
but the kayak was already in motion. It’s okay, Denise. It’s okay. No one’s going 
to let you drown. I calmed myself. We were making excellent progress when 
my arm got tired and slowed to a halt. Without a word, Uncle Ronnie took the 
other oar and guided us to shore without a problem. 

Once we were there, I put on my scuba gear; I was ready to get close to 
nature. I had difficulty walking properly with the flippers on and tripped 
several times. Once in the water, I pushed off of the sandy beach and headed 
further out. Just as I emerged from the water, our sailor told us to watch out 
for poisonous moss growing on the ocean floor. Suddenly, I was terrified and 
couldn’t control which way I was swimming. The salt water was entering my 
lungs. I couldn’t take it anymore and rocketed to the surface.

The next day, we decided to explore, so after our ritual dip in the pool, 
we headed for the beach. Sand crawled between our toes before we even saw 
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the water. It’s already been three days? Jeez, where does time fly off to? As the beach 
came into view, Ali and Kamron raced ahead of me, running into the small 
paradise. I was overwhelmed by the beauty of it all and tried to take it in 
with one glance, to memorize each and every detail, like how the water was 
so clear I could see small, silver fish waiting in the shallow end; like how the 
sunrise made the water look like a beautiful green sheet ever in motion; like 
how the sand was so white and smooth; like how my family looked happier 
than we ever have. I then realized that the tote on my shoulder held not only 
my towel but also my camera. I dug it out from the depths of my bag and the 
folds of my towel and snapped about twenty pictures.

“‘Nis! What are you doing? You can take pictures later. Come play with 
us!” Kamron said as he emerged from the ocean coated in wet sand and 
salt water.

“Okay, okay, I’m coming!” I yelled back as I tucked my camera back into 
my bag, setting it by the chair where Khara was tanning. As I walked towards 
the water, I balled up my toes, anticipating that they would freeze in the 
ocean. I advanced into the foaming, sea green waves reaching out to my feet. 
The waves caressed me in a warmth that engulfed not only my feet but my 
whole body. I ran into the water, forgetting about the little, silver fish. After 
hours on end of nonstop playing, my eyes burning with chlorine and sea salt, 
I went to sit with my grandmother to watch the sun set over the ocean.

Her black hair, cut short and curled with water and a bit of gel, shined 
as if it were still wet, making a grey patch of spirals look almost silver in the 
light. Her golden brown skin hid a rosy tint in her cheeks, which held wrinkles 
formed only by smiles and laughter. Her eyebrows were animated, naturally 
arched into two narrow crescents, illustrating her every emotion. Her nose, 
narrow and pointed, rested between two chocolate brown eyes that had seen 
both the hard, trying times and the happy ones. Her lips were always a soft, 
vibrant red, like the late stages of the scarlet leaves in autumn, and always 
pulled back in a smile even through the tears, showing her beautifully spot-
less white teeth.

She laid back on the beach chair and let the sun bathe her in its warmth. 
We laughed as we watched the little ones bury each other in the smooth, 
damp sand. I never really realized how much she meant, not only to me but 
to everyone around her. I’d always taken advantage of her comforting bear 
hugs, assuming there would always be another. As I lay in her arms on this 
beach, I could feel her love for me with every beat of her heart, blanketing me 
as if it were some kind of protection. 
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Dandelion

broken hearts 
and broken dreams

The sun was shining like a thousand fireflies. Smiles and laughs every-
where. Kids playing with friends. Adults sharing gossip. But when I opened 
the door to my house, the sun went away. You could hear thunder everywhere 
from right to left, louder than firecrackers indoors.

“Ughh!” I said to myself as I ran to my room. Why do they always have to 
do this? Ever since we moved back to Durham in 1999, they’d been arguing. 
At that time I was four and had no idea why they argued. I overheard their 
argument once: it was something about “separating.” All I knew about the big 
word was that it sounded funny yet tragic. 

As they continued to argue, I kept thinking of how when I was little I 
dreamt about my dad and me going to the park or the backyard so that we 
could play sports together, and he would be there to help me get better, or he 
would encourage me to try new things, no matter how tough they got. I wanted 
my dad to be there for me every day to tell me how to do things, to give me ad-
vice on how to make things better, or simply to tell me, “You’re doing good.”

 But later that night my dreams were broken, and so was my heart. My 
mom walked into my room sobbing on a white fluffy jacket that sucked all her 
tears in. As she walked closer to me, I noticed a picture in her hand. 

“Mom, what’s going on? Why are you crying?” She walked over to me 
and sat on my bed. She gave me the picture. It was my dad. 

“This is the only thing you will have left of your father.”
“Mom?!”
“Yes,” she said, weeping.
“What, why are you telling me this?”
“Well, there . . . ” 
The door opened with an angry push. 
“Dad?”
“Can I talk to you?” my dad said with an apologetic voice.
“Umm, sure. I have a question, though.”
“What is it?” both my mom and dad asked.
“Okay, well. Why did mom give me this picture? And why did she tell 

me it was all I would have of you?”
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They both froze and looked at each other as if they were hiding some-
thing, something hurtful.

“Sweetie,” my dad said slowly, but full of fright.
“Yes?” I replied.
“I have to tell you something.”
“What is it?” I said nervously.
“Remember when your mom said that the picture would be all you 

would have of me?”
“Yes.”
“Well let’s say you won’t understand. You’re just a little girl, you’ll prob-

ably understand later in life.”
“No! I need to know now!”
“But you won’t understand.”
“Dad, please, I need to know now.”
“Okay, I’ll tell you, but just remember that I will always love you.” 
“Okay.” There was a big crash in my head when those words came out of 

his mouth. I was really afraid now. “Go on with it, please.”
“Okay, well, your mom and I have been having relationship problems,” 

he stuttered. “And well, I came to a decision that I should say good-bye.”
Good-bye. That word kept on haunting me. “Dad, what do you mean it’s 

time to say good-bye?”
“Me and your mom are separating.”
“Separating what, clothes?”
“No, separating from each other.”
“What’s that mean?”
“What I’m trying to say is that me and your mom are no longer going to 

be living together with you. You will stay with your mom and I . . . ”
“What?! Dad, why are you leaving me?”
“I’ll come visit, but I just can’t be with your mother anymore. I am re-

ally sorry.”
“No! Mom can sleep in my room and you can sleep in yours. Please 

don’t go.”
“I’m sorry, but I have to go now. I can’t miss my plane.”
“Plane? Dad you can’t. You said you loved me. Please don’t go, please!”
“I am truly sorry, but I have to leave now.” My father hugged me for the 

last time and left. My dad said he loved me, then he left me. The word love 
must have two completely different meanings.

The next morning was nothing like the past ones. The sky was gray, the 
sun wasn’t out, there were no birds singing, nobody was outside, and my 
mom wasn’t up cooking. I felt like the world had died and I was the only one 
left living. I ran to my mom’s room to see if my dad was still there, hoping that 
it was only a bad dream. I opened the door and saw only my mom lying on 
the bed. I walked in and noticed her eyes were closed, so I decided to go back 
to my room. I looked at my table and saw the picture of my dad. I shed a tear 
and put it down. I wondered if he would ever come back to live with me and 
my mom. My thoughts said no, my heart hoped yes. 
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I grabbed my sweater and quietly opened the living room door to go 
outside. I saw my playhouse and decided to go there and play with my toys. 
I saw that one of my toys had a letter attached to it. I grabbed the letter and 
read it, and as I got near the end, I started to smile. 

I jumped for joy because it was from my dad, and it said he was coming 
back one day. Maybe not today, but he would be coming back soon! I looked 
outside the playhouse window, but everything was still the same. I got hun-
gry and went inside to see if my mom would make me a sandwich. To my 
surprise, she was already up, but she didn’t seem too happy.

“Mommy, what’s wrong?”
”Nothing, I’m just sleepy.” I knew something was wrong, and I knew it 

had to do with my dad. She handed me a plate of pancakes. I sat at the table 
and began to eat them, then I heard a sob. 

“Mommy, what’s wrong?”
She didn’t say anything; she just ran into her room. I didn’t know what to 

do. I decided to go to my aunt’s house next door. I told her that my mom was 
crying again, and she came over. She went into my mom’s room and asked me 
to go to her house. I went, but I couldn’t stop thinking about my mom. I knew 
it had to do with my dad. 

I wanted to get to the bottom of whatever this was about, so I went to 
my aunt’s living room to get the phone, and I called my father. My dad an-
swered, “Hello?”

“Dad?! Is this you?”
“Yes, who is this?”
“It’s me, your daughter.”
“Hey, how are you?” 
“Sad, but I got happy when I found the letter in my playhouse. When are 

you coming back?”
“Soon.”
“When is soon?”
“Just soon. So why did you call me?”
“Well, I wanted you to come home right now because mom has been cry-

ing nonstop, and I wanted to ask you if you know why.” 
“Oh, she has? Well, maybe because she just feels sad. Don’t worry, 

she’s okay.” 
“Dad, how do you know she’s okay? She hasn’t smiled in a long time, 

and today she didn’t hug me at all.” 
“Just ignore her.” 
“But she’s sad, she doesn’t ignore me when I’m sad.” 
“I know, I know. Just take my advice and ignore her.” 
“Okay. Dad? When are you coming back?”
Beep beep beep. My dad hung up on me. I couldn’t believe he did that to 

me. I went to my house to see if my mom had stopped crying. She had, but 
her face showed all her inside tears. I ran into her room to hug her, and she 
smiled at me.

“Are you okay, Mommy?” 
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“I’m better now that you’re here.”
The sun went down, and the moon came up. My mom was sleeping, and 

I was in the living room with my aunt. I was feeling sick because of this ter-
rible day I was having, and my aunt asked me if I wanted to go to bed now. 
I said, “Yes, please,” and she took me to my room and tucked me into my 
bed. When she left, I started crying because my dad always used to tuck me 
into bed. When I woke up in the morning, nothing had changed. I noticed a 
missed phone call on the home phone messages. It was my father’s phone 
number. I pushed the play button to hear the message. It started. 

“Hey, I have to tell you something. I know that this may hurt you, but I 
am never coming back. I’m sorry, but I can never come back. I really hope you 
can understand once you grow up. I’m sorry that I won’t be there to see you 
grow up into a wonderful young lady. I hope you can send me pictures every 
time that you turn a new age. Again, I’m really sorry that I won’t be coming 
back. I have to go now. I love you. Good-bye.”

I cried so much that day, my eyes couldn’t see any more. The tears had 
washed my vision away. I decided to delete the message so that my mom 
would never hear it and because I didn’t want her to feel sorry for me.

Seconds, minutes, hours, days, months, years passed by. I never sent my 
father any pictures, any letters, any phone calls, nothing, because he didn’t 
deserve it. My mom asks me every day if I miss my father. I just tell her, “No, 
Mom. As long as I have you, I don’t need anybody else.” 

Even though I wonder sometimes what my childhood would’ve been 
like with my father in it, I really don’t care. To this day, I still have no idea 
what my father is like. I wonder if he grew up. Probably not, but it’s okay. Not 
everyone grows up. 

My father broke my heart and my dreams. I still have those same dreams, 
and I want him to come back so I can tell him those dreams. My heart is still 
broken into a thousand pieces, but it’s never too late to fix it.
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Ivory R.

rIse above

New Mexico

New Mexico. It’s where I grew up, where my family is, where I want 
to be. I remember moving there as a child. Already in school (about the first 
grade or so), I did not want to leave. There, sitting up high in my booster 
seat, looking out of the smoke-colored window, I watched as Durham flashed 
farther and farther behind me. I remember seeing the big buildings vanish as 
I said my good-byes to Durham, North Carolina. I loved the city: so much to 
do, so many people to see, so many places to go. On the way to our new house 
I watched as nothing but tall mountains and desert roads went by. Generally, 
the country is not for me, but I thought the sky was beautiful, like a vigorous 
painting on display. Looking out of the window of my car seat, I stared in awe 
at the open sky, so vivid and gay. The clouds were like cotton candy at the fair 
in mid-October.

It was very hot, not humid but dry. At sunset, the sky burned a reddish 
orange. You couldn’t help but be outside watching the dusk. The stars in the 
sky were endless, seemingly untouchable with an outstretched hand. They 
were so bright, you felt as if their spotlight was just on you. There weren’t 
many large buildings in New Mexico, just a lot of open space. It was like your 
backyard went for miles and miles. Out in the desert, there was no limit to 
where you could go in life. 

Every October instead of the North Carolina State Fair, there was the 
Albuquerque International Balloon Fiesta for nine days. Every morning as I 
awoke, I would see balloons floating over my house. Families would travel 
from miles away and wait until sunset to see the beautiful array of balloons 
light up the night sky. The balloons seemed to rise up like the sun, bright and 
filled with an intensifying rage of fire. Many uniquely shaped balloons would 
be set free at the same time, vanishing into the sky. And it was as if every 
problem you had dematerialized into the sky, floating up to the stars. Those 
two years were not so bad after all.
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Strength

It was December 8, 2009, and I was in the fifth grade at Easley Elementary. 
The day was going to be awesome. I had a doctor’s appointment, so it would be 
just me and my mom. I loved my mom; she was my hero. She had me at only 
seventeen years old and has been through a lot. Her skin had a chocolate, cof-
fee-and-cream complexion. Her light brown, almond-shaped eyes were filled 
with strength and compassion. You could see the determination in her eyes 
like a toddler’s persistence in attempting to take its first step.

“Mrs. Turner?” a loud voice shouted from the intercom.
“Can you send Ivory R. to the main office? She’s checkin’ out.”
“Yes. Thank you.” Mrs. Turner said with a smile. Walking down the hall-

way, I was almost bouncing. Smoothly polished tiles slowly disappeared un-
derneath my sneakers. My mom was waiting at the front office, smiling at me 
as usual. I was ecstatic. 

But when we arrived back home from the appointment, everything was 
different. It was as if everyone was hiding behind a mask of sorrow, even 
sympathy. No one knew what to do. I had scoliosis. 

“I’m sorry to tell you this, but it seems that you have a major curve in 
your spine. Since we did not spot it sooner a back brace is not an option. You 
will have to go through with the surgery,” the doctor explained, holding my 
x-rays with one hand and clasping my hands with the other. All I could think 
was how much I hated doctors’ hands.

It felt a little weird looking at the x-rays when I arrived home that after-
noon. The bones that came together were deformed. They resembled a snake. 
My mom said they resembled a question mark. But it was no question to me 
at all. I had scoliosis and there was nothing I could do about it. 

I went through the check-ups, x-rays, and the MRIs. My teachers were no-
tified; everyone knew. It was like the five o’clock news: everyone was watch-
ing. My friends at school didn’t treat me any differently. But the teachers, they 
looked at me, eyes full of sorrow and remorse. I hated it. 

The way I saw it, I had to be strong for everyone around me. The last 
thing I wanted was for someone to feel sympathy for me because somewhere 
in the world, someone surely had it worse. It has never been hard to be the 
stronger person in difficult situations. I was the oldest child of three, so I was 
used to it. Everyone around me seemed down, but I kept my head up and 
made everyone do the same. My mom was really helpful, since she knew 
how much it meant to me for everyone to be happy. Still, I sometimes have 
doubts. Before my surgery, I could do anything. My dream was always to be 
a gymnast. That was over now. 
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misha

yoGurt

It was a cold winter day. As I sat by the fireplace, I could hear the wind 
and see the shadows of the trees as they brushed against the window. I would 
go back to the kitchen in Grandma’s house and fantasize about a big Christ-
mas dinner. Then, I would go to my room and think about all of my family 
members––my aunts, uncles, cousins––everyone––while I listened to music 
and looked at photo albums.

I saw in my mind those old-fashioned rollers that Grandma would put in 
her hair. She would be almost done with her hair, and then she would get a yo-
gurt out and set it on the table. As soon as she took it out of the refrigerator, I 
would come running into the kitchen and start asking for my own. She would 
stop what she was doing to pick me up and set me on her lap. While she fed 
me, I would talk to her about why my other family members never had din-
ners or cookouts. I told her how I felt my family would never get any closer. 

Some of them are just stubborn. The family politics are complicated: they 
were not very close to begin with, and at one point we were close, but later 
we eventually separated. It isn’t like no one tries to get the family together––
they have tried at Christmas, Thanksgiving, other holidays––but no one ever 
wants to put in enough effort to actually go.
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Courtney Renee Bruckschen

all she knew

My father had worked as a road striper for all of my life. But not being 
with Roadmark anymore changed everything. Fourteen dollars an hour was 
nice. It made everything so fancy to a little girl that was born and raised in 
East Durham, especially when that lifestyle was all she knew. We were able 
to take a free trip to Disney World every three years. I got to ride on a air-
plane (which I never really liked, but it turned out to be a good experience 
anyway) and see and do things I never knew of or heard about before. Daddy 
would bring me home t-shirts, cups, key chains, stuffed animals, and other 
little things he had picked up on the road from truck stops, hotels, gift shops, 
and little places like that. He was always traveling because Roadmark did 
jobs in North and South Carolina, Virginia, and a few other places, like West 
Virginia and Kentucky.

So Daddy was never home. That was the only thing that I didn’t like. At 
the time it didn’t bother me too much; if Daddy had started being home a lot 
more often, it would have even felt odd to me. But that’s just what happened. 
Soon, he started getting less and less work, and when he did work, he would 
have to stay in these little-hole-in-the-wall, thirty-five-dollar-a-night motels. 
Daddy was a foreman road striper, which means he was kind of a head hon-
cho with people working under him. But when the management changed, he 
got little to no respect, and he always got stuck just training the new guys. 
They pushed him out of his own job after fourteen long years of loyal employ-
ment. He had to quit, and because he was forced to quit, he couldn’t draw an 
unemployment paycheck. So, that left us stuck on my mother’s part-time job 
at the Salvation Army Family Store. That’s the formal name for it, but every-
body calls it the thrift store.

After all this had happened, there was nothing left to do but go on to a 
new day. Nobody could believe that this long period with Roadmark was 
over. It took weeks for me to completely comprehend because, again, this was 
all I ever knew. During these few months of transition, I grew a lot; I also 
learned a lot about life. We went from living on fourteen dollars an hour to 
only getting two hundred and fifty a week. All of my family went to the Sal-
vation Army for church. Most people don’t even know that it’s a church. One 
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day, though, we had to go to the Salvation Army offices for something else: 
financial aid. Mama said it just hurt her to her heart. I remember how my 
sister and I had to stay in the waiting area while Mama went with Ms. Avolin, 
the social worker, to go fill out some paperwork and get food. 

Mama was given a few big, brown grocery bags filled with all kinds of 
goodies. At least I thought they were goodies, but now that I look back, it was 
really just a bag of random mess that looked like leftovers from somebody 
cleaning out their cabinet. At the time, it was better than going hungry. I’m 
now grateful to receive food and gifts regardless. That’s one way I learned 
and grew from this experience. 

Some of the food items that I remember most vividly are a large jar of 
Lucky’s apple sauce, a box of Cripix cereal, and packages of Jell-O brand pud-
ding and jello. The apple sauce jar had a white lid, and I would pour the apple 
sauce into cups and drink it. One of the flavors of pudding was pistachio, and 
it was bright green with dark brownish spots in it. It was surprisingly tasty as 
well as interesting looking. 

To this day, I can even remember the pants that I wore the day we went 
up there. They were light colored jeans that had yellow highlighter all over 
them from where I had drawn on them at school. Ms. Jaya, the receptionist, 
asked me, “What’s that all over your pants?” I told her, “Highlighter,” but 
she misheard me and thought I had said eyeliner. I always thought that was 
a rather funny memory.

I wore a lot of the same clothes. I couldn’t wash my clothes a lot like most 
people do. There were a few times when we had the water cut off for a short 
while––well, less then a day––because we couldn’t pay the bill on time. My 
sister would fix Oodles of Noodles with bottled water. I always thought that 
was the funniest thing. I remember all the Oodles of Noodles we ate. We prac-
tically lived off of Kool-Aid, Ramen noodles, and beans. 

One day we would have pinto beans for dinner, and the next day we 
would have baked beans. We would always drink the bottled water (gen-
erally we would always just refill the bottles so we only had to buy a new 
pack every other week or so) with the tiny “to go” packets of drink flavoring 
in them. Our cousin Hugh had given us about thirty boxes of the Kool-Aid 
brand water flavorings. We had tropical punch flavor in the blue box, which 
was my favorite, and cherry in the red box, which was my least favorite, but 
I drank it regardless. 

There is an old phrase that says “Man cannot live on bread alone.” I have 
always disagreed with that phrase, because if I could survive on Kool-Aid, 
beans, and Oodles of Noodles, then I could survive on bread. That has always 
been my little joke. Even though I don’t think that phrase was meant to be 
taken literally, I still find it humorous.

 I remember how I would imagine what kind of job Daddy might get next. 
I thought that he might get a job as a construction worker or something like 
that, a job somewhat similar to the one he had before. My cousin Mary got 
my father a job in the meat department at the Kroger on Roxboro Road where 
five of my cousins work. This changed our situation drastically for the better. 
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We started doing our grocery shopping there and saving much more money. 
We saved with Daddy’s employee discount, by buying things already marked 
down, and by using coupons. Daddy got us treats super cheap. By treats I mean 
things like kabobs and shrimp, which got me very excited. I was so young, it 
didn’t take much to excite me. Daddy had also gotten a part-time job at a Wil-
co gas station on Highway 70, so he started being out of the house more often, 
which made things odd again because by that point I was used to him be-
ing home. Both companies knew that this was only a temporary arrangement. 
Things were getting better, and we started to see the bright side again.

I was only about nine at the time. This was the first year he was home for 
my birthday. I felt like I was truly spoiled rotten that day. Daddy got a Scooby 
Doo cake from the Kroger bakery because he knew that was my favorite car-
toon. I had gotten everything I wanted for my birthday that year. Half the fun 
was just seeing the look on my daddy’s face. I was so happy, it brought tears 
to my eyes, and I’m never one to cry. Even though we didn’t have much, we 
made the best out of everything.

Since my Daddy had worked at Roadmark all of my life, I never really 
knew him at all. When he lost his job, I guess you could say we grew a connec-
tion because he was able to spend more time with his little girl. We only had 
one car back then, so I enjoyed going riding with him when he would go to 
the unemployment agency or when he went to turn in applications.

My mother helped my daddy find a full-time job by assisting him with 
his resumé and putting it online. Mama liked to use the job search websites 
for herself as well because she didn’t like working at the thrift store, even 
though it was better than nothing. She actually found my dad a job off one 
of the websites. She got him a job at Chandler Concrete Company driving a 
mixer truck.  

He has been there about five or six years now, even though he does not 
drive the mixer truck anymore. He has recently been promoted to Plant Main-
tenance, which means he has to help run the loader, cut the grass, and keep 
things clean. All the people that he works with are pretty nice. I’ve met four 
or five of them. It’s a friendly company, and he makes about twelve dollars an 
hour. Mama works for Durham Dermatology now, as a administrative assis-
tant, which is a fancy word for a kind of secretary or receptionist that checks 
people in and out.

So we’re doing pretty good by my standards. I find it ironic that this 
happened only a few years before the major recession, and, looking at the 
economy now, I am so thankful that our lives changed when they did.
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Smilie Sunshine Taylor

stronG-wIlled 
GIrl, weak-hearted woman

“Grandma?”
“Yes, Sunshine?”
“Were you ever gonna tell me?”
I waited for her to answer me. I just wanted an answer, to be honest. 

Anything would do. 
“Sunshine?”
“Oh, yes?”
“The reason I didn’t tell you is because it was none of my business.”
“Okay but . . . Nevermind, forget it.”
“Please forgive me?”
As she went on, I remembered why I hated his lying, drug-abusing self so 

much. In my eyes, he was truly the devil.

December 31, 2002
He is 6’ 2” tall, he has oily skin, he is color blind, and he could never re-

ally dress. With both ears pierced, he is called homosexual by most people. He 
has never been able to hold down a steady job; he is truly a Jack of all trades. 
If you were to hold a conversation with him, you would notice that he is very 
intelligent. He is the baby of his family and has been given everything he has 
ever wanted from birth.

As twelve o’clock turned to one o’clock, the temperature rose about two 
degrees, but the wind still blew. Our front door was open and the screen door 
shuddered with every whip of wind. It was 2:30 p.m., and my dad had taken 
my mother’s money. 

They started to argue; their words were sharp as knives. The neighbors 
peeped in every so often to see if everything was okay. As the arguing contin-
ued, no one bothered to look at me. I was invisible. I witnessed everything, 
from every name they called each other to every intense glare. 

Suddenly, the room stood quiet as if the world had frozen for a few sec-
onds. The only thing that stood between the two of them was a bit of air. 

This wasn’t the first time something like this had happened. My mother 
was strong-willed but weak-hearted: after each fight, she would let him come 
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back. I sat there, watching them argue endlessly. Then, out of nowhere, he 
smacked her. Being the strong woman she was, she fought back. 

As they fought, the only thing that ran through my mind was 9-1-1. When 
the police arrived, they told him to leave and told us to pack our things. We 
left the big blue house on the corner of Twenty-third Street. I walked around 
the corner, and the fight replayed in my mind. As soon as I stepped onto the 
first step, a cold breeze shot down my back. When we entered the house, my 
mom said, “Go upstairs and pack all your clothes, shoes, and toys.”

While I was packing, the only thing I could think about was where she 
was taking me. When I was done, she put our things in the car. Our first stop 
was the old gas station three blocks over. We followed our regular plan: I paid 
and she pumped. As I fought to open the huge door, a wave of coffee-scented 
air filled my nostrils. When I finally got the door open, I walked to the cash 
register and paid for the gas. When I got back in the car we drove for hours, 
and by the time we got to Chapel Hill, North Carolina, I had fallen asleep 
about twenty times. 

Our first night there we got a hotel room at the Marriott. When the phone 
rang, the caller I.D. said it was him. I saw the name, and I did not know 
whether to answer or just walk away. My mind told me to answer, but my 
body told me not to. I knew that if I answered I could always hang up if the 
conversation became too intense. But, I decided to just walk out of the room 
because the rumbling in my stomach was overpowering. I knew I had to eat, 
and eating came before answering the phone.

After I got back from going out to get some yummy pepperoni pizza 
and a salad with creamy ranch dressing and a nice, ice-cold Dr. Pepper, we 
stepped back in the room, when my lovely, 5’ 4”, twenty-eight-year-old moth-
er heard the annoying phone ring. My heart started to race like a horse at the 
sound of the gunshot. My mind slipped back to when I had left two hours 
before. My mommy and I both looked at the caller I.D. She sighed. “Lord, 
does he ever give up?”

“Mommy, just don’t answer,” I said.
“Baby girl, it would be rude not to.”
“Well, Mom, I didn’t earlier.”
“Baby, you’re a child. I am a grown up.” 
As she answered the phone, I heard his loud, deep, and manly voice yell, 

“Where in North Carolina are you?”
“How do you know where I am?”
“Your family is down there and I know.”
“Well, you’ll never find me down here.”
“I’m on my way down there to your sister’s house.”
“Okay, and?” my mother screeched.
“Mommy, is everything okay?” I tried to ask in the calmest voice possible.
“Yes, my beautiful child, yes.”
As tomorrow slowly came, it was met by a booming, terrifying knock. My 

mother got up out the bed, slung the door open, and fiercely yelled, “What?” 
To our surprise, it was him. Of all the people it could be, it was him. The ar-
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guing from a couple of days ago that we desperately tried to run away from 
returned with even more fury than before. My mother pulled me out of my 
bed, pushed past him, and ran to the elevator and out onto the street. He, of 
course, followed behind us.

When we got onto the street, we met Charles. He was a man with lovely 
caramel skin and a smile big enough to warm the whole city. He was an angel 
sent by God. He walked us to the police station and helped us file an order 
of protection. 

After everything was filed, that devil went to jail with a bond set at $5,000, 
which his mother could pay in a night. The next day his cousin flew in from 
Georgia to post his bail. 

For the next couple of weeks, we spent a lot of time with Charles. Over 
the next year, they planned out the most beautiful wedding. In the spring of 
2004, Charles and my mother married, and the sun shone on them as if God 
were looking down and smiling.
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Tyler Frey

a flIGht 
In proGress

“You okay?”
“Um, sure.”
“You’re not looking so hot.”
I stared down, avoiding eye contact. I knew he was pretty concerned. The 

terminal was dark even though it was morning. I peeked at the other people 
who sat quietly, waiting. “Flight A27 is ready to board!”

Yeah, I hated flying.
Once I stepped onto the airplane, the smell of cheap perfume tingled in 

my nose. I was looking to see if my seat would be right next to the window, 
so I would occasionally bump into with my dad’s overloaded backpack. As I 
recall, number sixty-seven was my seat. Unfortunately, it was right smack in 
the middle of four seats to the left and another four to the right.

The cheap perfume, the flickering of lights, the tiny racket of candy wrap-
pers opening soon gave way to the sound of the engine, which shook the 
seats. Everyone sat in place. My dad, sitting to the left of me, turned off his 
phone. I was nervous about being in a plane; I hadn’t ridden in one since I was 
eight and took a trip to California. But I was okay until I saw a man putting 
his stuff next to my seat in the little storage area above us.

It looked as if his belt could barely hold, and any moment it would snap 
into two pieces under the strain of his gut. He was wearing a striped shirt 
(though the stripes weren’t slimming) that must have been a size extra-extra-
large. His curly beard wrapped around the scraps of food he must have been 
saving from his last meal. To make this picture better, his seat just happened 
to be right next to mine. Now I had a feeling I was not going to enjoy this ride 
as much as I thought I would, and that wasn’t much to begin with.

I stared at the windows of the plane, as if that were going to make me any 
closer to my dream seat. I soon gave up. “If this is your first time flying, please 
watch the video of the following safety rules,” the flight attendant said loudly. 
As if on cue, screens behind every seat flashed on. The video showed a pilot 
telling what to do if this or that happened. 

Four hours had already passed. My ears were very much popped, and 
my stomach felt as if it were eating me from the inside. I walked to the back 
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of the plane to an empty seat. I was now next to a window. Looking down 
from the airplane, I saw different shades of reds and greens pass by: houses, 
cities, and farms. My bare feet tingled, I held my free blanket closer, and faint 
sounds of snoring mingled with the low hum of the engine.

I had just started to enjoy myself when it was time to eat. The food and 
drink list didn’t seem to have very appetizing choices. At all. I must have been 
craving something with pasta because I happened to choose lasagna. Big mis-
take. When I ordered lasagna, I meant hot pasta with noodles and just a touch 
of cheese on top. Instead, I was served the absolute opposite: cold pasta with 
barely any noodles and overfilled with the worst-tasting cheese. Somehow, 
this was cold melted cheese. Even after I almost hurled it out of my mouth, I 
still ate it. By the time I had finished eating, I had already watched some bor-
ing movie for the second time and was feeling quite nauseous. I knew what 
was coming next. I quickly nudged my dad. I don’t know how he understood, 
but somehow he managed to get his hands on a paper bag. I gladly took it and 
threw up pieces of lasagna that looked kind of like tomato soup. The awful 
taste came back, along with the most disgusting smell ever. After sitting with 
my head down, I had gone through four bags, and I was still hungry.

Finally, the plane landed. I walked out, barely awake, following my dad 
closely. Then all I remember was the soft, cuddly pillows and blankets at some 
hotel. That hotel was rated number one in my book.

I didn’t want to wake up, but I really wanted to see what was in Sweden. 
One glance at my dad told me he was ready to go outside. I got up and put 
on my heavy Phillips Falcons hoodie and sweatpants. My dad’s eyes focused 
as he looked through his thick glasses. He knew where he was going, so I 
followed through door after door in the hotel. At the last door, I grasped the 
handle and gave it a strong pull. The flight was worth it. Throwing up was 
worth it. The bright light poured in, and what I wasn’t able to see at first soon 
put a smile on my face. 
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Angel King

breast CanCer

I remember being in the house, nervous and shaking. I was drinking a 
Yoo-hoo and the paramedics take away her fragile body so she wouldn’t be in 
so much pain. My big cousin Squirt tagged along in the ambulance while my 
auntie and I hopped into the Cherry Kool-Aid Pitcher (my auntie’s red car) 
and followed the sirens. Nervous and wishing I still had something to drink, 
I wondered how things were going at the hospital.

Is she okay? I worried. How does she feel? Are they doing their job? Looking 
up at the sky as we drove, I prayed everything would be okay and she would 
soon be able to come back home. We arrived at the hospital, walked through 
the doors, signed in, and got name tags. The halls were pure white; the air 
smelled like cleaning products. It smelled clean, but in reality, I thought, it 
most likely wasn’t. Walking turned into speed walking, and then we arrived 
at the room.

She was just laying down with Squirt hovering over her to make sure 
she was okay. Everything was so quiet, and everyone was looking up, then to 
the left, then anywhere our eyes led us to. We tried to laugh, talk, and bring 
cheer into the room, but deep inside there was still that burning worry over 
what was going to take place. We all sat around her. Her skin was soft. She 
had a smile that could brighten up a room, an angelic face with eyes full of 
love and consideration.

“Hello,” said a nurse entering the room.
We said nothing, just looked at him. We already knew what he was com-

ing in to do. It was pretty obvious with the big cart of needles and solution. 
He inserted the needle cautiously. When a vein was finally found, it turned 
out that the tube wasn’t on correctly, and blood fell in big drops onto the bed 
and the floor. 

My facial expression stayed the same, but my mind was speaking dif-
ferent words. 

Tick . . . Tick . . . Tick. That was all you could hear. No talking, but that was 
soon to change. As time continued on, everybody tried to make smiles ap-
pear on their faces, even though the pain and fear we felt inside made frowns 

King



77

other people + me

show through. We looked at her fragile body, and, though no one said a word, 
we all knew we were thinking about the life-changing experiences we had 
shared with her and hoping we would get the chance to continue our lives 
by her side.

I closed my eyes to pray, imagining everything would be fine even though 
I had a gut feeling that it wouldn’t. As time passed, family members, friends, 
and loved ones came to see her. Some couldn’t handle it and had to exit qui-
etly. It seemed as though the sight of her face just pushed a button that made 
tears start cascading down your cheeks and slowly down to the floor. 

When the pastor arrived, we all hovered over her body, grabbed hands, 
and prayed. When I opened my eyes, I thought I saw a smile cross her face. 
I knew then she was happy, and she knew we were right there by her side. 
Even though tears started to form in my eyes, I knew it would be okay. 

The earth rotated, the clouds gave way to stars, and the sun became the 
moon. We left to release our minds from everything, everything that was go-
ing on. But then we received the phone call.

Total shock, disbelief, and numbness. The feeling sick and indescribable, 
I went off in a corner and cried. 

We quickly put on our clothes and got in the car, rushing to the hospital. I 
looked at the stars as tears rolled down my face, dripping slowly into my lap. 
I didn’t even bother to wipe them away. When we arrived, we saw the family 
waiting for us, and we all took that walk down the hall to room 215.

As we entered the room and saw her lying there lifeless, tears formed and 
dropped. Forming, falling, forming, falling. Non-stop the cycle continued. My 
face turning red, I did not know what to feel, what to say, or how life would be 
without her. At first not even knowing if I could continue, I soon realized that 
there would be no more pain or medication. I knew Grandma was happy, and 
Grandpa had been waiting to ask her, “Liz, what took you so long?”
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mifly

blue threat

I heard the front door slam open.
“Where is she? Where is that little liar?”
I was frightened as I tried to hide my little sister under the baby blue 

drawers that sat in the closet dust. Tears kept falling from my eyes; my heart 
was hammering. Suddenly, I could hear footsteps pounding up the stairs. 
Right before I could lock the door, it swung forward.

“What are you doing?” asked a deep voice. He was a tall, skinny, muscu-
lar Hispanic guy, with black hair gelled back. His eyes were red from crying. 
He was wearing blue from head to toe, with glasses on the back of his head, 
his fist balled up.

“Nothing.” 
“Where are you going?” he asked.
“To the bathroom.”
“Oh, well you can go. I’ll just wait here in your room for you,” he said 

with a grin. I couldn’t leave the room knowing that my sister was in the closet 
hiding and he was looking for her. Just then he grabbed me by the neck.

“Stop it!” I yelled. “You’re hurting me!” I cried. “Why are you doing 
this?” I asked him, gasping for air. His fingers wrapped around my neck so 
tightly I could hardly breathe, much less speak. My feet were barely touching 
the ground.

“Because your sister lied!” he yelled.
“About what?” I desperately asked.
He looked sad for a moment but then his anger resurfaced. He tightened 

his grip on my neck. I couldn’t catch my breath.
“About me and her always being together forever,” he cried. “She broke my 

heart. She cheated on me,” he sputtered as a million tears rolled down his cheeks. 
Finally, he let go of my neck, crying, begging me to help him get her back.

“Okay,” I said.
All of the sudden, he put a gun to my face. I knew my world was about to 

end right then and there, all because of some stupid decision my sister made.
I heard an explosion and crashed to the floor. As I held my stomach, I 

heard footsteps going down the stairs and the slamming of a door.
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My sister came to me crying, saying, “What have I done?”
Later that night I woke up in the hospital. I knew he wasn’t coming back 

to someone who he knew didn’t deserve him. And I knew from that point on 
my sister was safe. She would have to learn from her mistakes, learn that she 
can’t run away from what the world throws at her. Now she lives in peace.
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S. H. monroe

empty spaCes 
on the wall

Chapter 1

I dreaded practicing, so instead of playing guitar, I would go back to my 
room and listen to Eric Clapton and Jimi Hendrix, fantasizing about being a 
professional musician. My playing didn’t seem to be improving, and my par-
ents noticed, so my mom began making me practice each of my songs until 
I could play them three times in a row without any mistakes. Each minute I 
practiced felt like a decade, and the songs were boring and unrecognizable. 
“The Star Spangled Banner” sounded like a jumbled bunch of sour notes. I 
would sit and cry, complaining that my fingers hurt, complaining that it was 
boring, complaining that the songs were too hard. I was fed up with guitar, 
so I decided to quit. When I told my mom, she didn’t fight it. She just told me 
to give it some thought, to think about how fun it would be once I got past 
the beginner’s stage. I decided that I would stick with it for a few more weeks 
and see how it went. 

At the next lesson, I learned my first rock song, “Satisfaction” by the Roll-
ing Stones. It was simple but catchy, only three notes going up and then back 
down. I played the opening riff over and over again until I was completely 
comfortable with it and had it up to speed. Although the notes were muffled 
and didn’t ring out to their full value, this song, unlike the others, was fun 
to play. 

I also learned a scale to improvise from. I would pluck away with my 
little fingers at random notes in the scale, creating my own little rock riffs. 
Although I may not have realized it, my hard work and practice on the songs 
that I did not enjoy greatly benefited me in my rock playing. Finally, I started 
to enjoy playing guitar. The more I practiced, the better I got. The better I got, 
the more fun I had. The more fun I had, the more I wanted to practice, so it 
became this long cycle of improvement and enjoyment that has continued to 
where I am as a guitarist today.
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Chapter 2

I used to spend hours playing music with my dad. The whole family 
would sit in the front room where we kept the instruments and sheet music. 
Each one of my siblings and I had a favorite song that we would sing with 
Dad. “This Land is your Land” by Woody Guthrie was my song, and only I 
could sing along with it. I still know all the lyrics and can remember the exact 
tone my father would sing it in. He was very sincere when singing, as if he 
really meant and believed in every word. I did not notice or appreciate this at 
the the time because I was so young, just singing joyfully and carelessly, but 
looking back, the sincerity in his voice strikes me. We would sing, “This land 
is your land, this land is my land, from the redwood forests to the New York 
island . . . ” This is when I first really started loving music. 

Emma’s song was “Where Have All the Flowers Gone.” Emma, my 
younger sister, didn’t know the meaning of this song, so she would cheerfully 
sing, “Where have all the flowers gone, long time passing, where have all the 
flowers gone, long time ago,” and I would try to improvise a counter melody.

Eventually, I developed enough improvisational skill to play along to 
songs he was strumming chords at. We gradually built up a repertoire of 
songs that we could play for relatives or guests. We would practice for hours 
and hours, repeating each song, making it better and better each time. When-
ever my grandparents would come over, we would hold a mini concert every 
night. My older sister, Susan, would play piano, Emma would sing some-
thing, and my dad and I would play guitar for them. 

This was my first taste of performance. I loved the jittery feeling I got from 
playing in front of people, and I always wanted someone to listen. I would 
show my dad whenever I got a new song, and he would listen and give me 
advice on how to make the songs better. I would go and fix the problems with 
the song and bring it back to him again, asking him what to improve next. I 
enjoyed these moments and now only wish there were more of them. Now 
that my dad lives at a different house and I only see him every other Thursday 
through Monday, we don’t have as many jam sessions or performances.

Chapter 3

It was winter break and the lawn was veiled with a thick layer of blinding, 
powdery snow. It was early, and none of the kids had come out and trotted 
across the smooth snow, ruining its perfection. I sat in the guitar room, look-
ing out the window, admiring the snow’s beauty and tranquility. I thought to 
myself, I have to have a way of remembering this moment.

I picked up my guitar and began to play the snow. I played the light fall-
ing of snow crystals, each one having an individual sound with a repetitive 
sequence of soothing notes. The notes were followed by chords and then by 
an arpeggio of slow, relaxing slides. It all came quite easily, and within and 
hour, I had written my first full four-section, four-minute song.
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Chapter 4

“Oh my gosh, you got me a computer!” I yelled on my fourteenth birth-
day. I received a MacBook Pro, ‘the computer of endless possibilities,’ as I 
called it.

“Is it the right one?” my mom asked.   
“Heck yeah, it is! This is awesome!” Its silver color looked sophisticated 

and futuristic. 
The first thing I did with this computer was record my first song, 

“Snowflakes.” 
Recording music was a lot harder than I thought it would be. I had to 

redo each part several times because the four different parts were not in sync 
with each other. Eventually, I was able to record the first riff of the snowflakes 
falling throughout the song, a chord part, an arpeggio part, and a simple vio-
lin part that I made in GarageBand. After I was all done, I was very proud of 
my work. I would hit the play button, and then four minutes later I would 
hit the restart key and listen to it over and over again. Listening to the final 
product of my work was very rewarding and made me feel professional. All 
the different parts in the song gave me a chance to display emotion through 
my music for the first time. I was no longer just hearing music; I was feeling 
it, living it. 

Chapter 5

My hands were sweaty, and I had a whole forest of butterflies in my stom-
ach. I was at my friend Claire’s house. I was there with a group of friends, and 
we were watching a movie. Erin and I both kind of knew that we liked each 
other, but for some reason I was still extremely nervous despite my knowing 
that she would say yes. 

And she did. It was a great, victorious feeling.   
Erin and I did not know each other very well, considering that we had no 

classes together so only saw each other in the hallways and outside of school. 
At first, we would play twenty questions and hug after school every day. The 
days we went out grew into weeks and the weeks grew into months, and with 
every day I only continued to like her more. Every time I saw her, a huge grin 
would spread across my face. Eventually, I was always thinking about her, so 
I decided to write a song for her.

I picked up my guitar and thought, How am I ever going to make this sound as 
great as she is? I need to put a sound to those beautiful, aqua-blue eyes with the golden 
tinged rims. I need a sound that is petite, yet outgoing and bold. I began to experi-
ment with different sets of chords until I found a progression that made me 
smile every time I played it, and when I smiled, I knew that it fit her perfectly. I 
sat down and started recording my newest creation on my MacBook Pro. 

After laying down the chords, I began working on an improvised melody 
using modes in the key of D. It had a relaxed and blissful tone. When I closed my 
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eyes and listened to the music, I could picture her cute freckles and button nose, 
I could smell in her hair that sort of apple scent. Every time I heard this song, I 
would look back at a time when we were having fun, laughing together. 

After I finished, I sent it to her by e-mail, and I think she liked it. Not ev-
ery boyfriend writes a song for his girlfriend. I suggested that she write lyrics 
to the song, and we would joke about how I couldn’t sing because it would 
ruin the song. She never did write lyrics to the song. Every time I hear the 
song I think of what we had. Even now I still smile a little.

Chapter 6

The deep red walls seem almost velvet; this red carpet is lined with mu-
sic. On the far left hangs my old Hohner. My first love. Its shiny wood and 
worn-out strings speak old memories, the long hours spent playing exercise 
number eleven, so slow and lifeless, like a math test that you know all the 
answers to but still takes forever to show your work. My small fingers would 
turn a vibrant pink and swell like little sausages. At the center, towers the new 
acoustic nylon string Cordoba. What a beauty. Beside the Cordoba’s light-col-
ored wooden glow sits Captain Black, my dad’s guitar. I remember singing 
along to Captain Black’s music when I was young. The memories flicker in 
my head like a dying bulb. It is not an extraordinary instrument, but that 
didn’t matter when he passed it down to me. Last on the wall hangs the white 
and black Fender Stratocaster I received for Christmas when I was eleven. 
Then the thought of a real electric guitar was almost too much to contemplate. 
It seemed so perfect, so right, almost unreal.

I sit in one of the cushioned red, green, and gold chairs with my elegant 
Cordoba in hand. I gaze up upon the wall where the guitar I am now hold-
ing usually hangs. Then I drift over to the left and set my eyes upon another 
empty space. The dark brown Taylor plays in a different place now. My sec-
ond home. My dad’s home.

My fingers move across the strings as I ponder my thoughts. There is silence. 
I replay the song that I now have embedded in my head. The staccato, 

diminished chord ending my parents’ marriage. The chord of the day I found 
out that I would only be able to make music with my dad every other week-
end, each measure only sounding more and more dolente. I listen to my confu-
sion, my hardship, my anguish. I play the empty space on the wall as if strum-
ming perfectly might work some magic, set off a spell to restore the harmony. 
The music flows from my six-stringed love as do the memories. This song has 
already been written; it’s just waiting to be played, mesto in a minor key.
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John elam

the death of 
perseveranCe

 The First 
 
It means shocked faces. It means crying eyes. It feels like a death in the 

family, a dark, stormy day. But I suppose that I’d have to start at the beginning 
rather than the end if I were to expect you to understand.

Justin was a good friend of mine since kindergarten. In second grade, we 
were the best of friends. I remember one time when I was at his house. Now 
that I look back on it, it seemed to foreshadow what happened in the end.

His house was in an old forest, scattered with homes and roads. The 
house seemed old and young at the same time. It sighed great breaths of air 
every time a door was opened, as if to push away the sadness. The giant trees 
seemed to speak of immortality with their great, gnarled trunks and twisting 
branches. The outside had its signs of happiness, too, like the colorful garden, 
but it seems dull and bland when I think back on it now. The inside gave all 
impressions of the usual happiness. Except one room.

The room in question had dark, wooden paneling, and paintings lay 
sparsely upon the walls. A window opened to their oppressively vibrant gar-
den. A couch and a few lounge chairs loomed in the center of the room.

We sat behind the couch, talking. “What’s with the curtain in the den?” 
I asked. The doorway was covered in a large, manila curtain scrawled with 
white flowers.

“We’re not allowed in there,” Justin said.
“Why not?”
“Cause my grandmother is in there. She’s just sick.” 
I nodded, as if that was just something old people did when they got sick.
She was losing her hair. It fell in cascading clumps. It was the cancer. It leeched 

the happiness around that room like it had her life, leaving only its quiet sadness.
 It was the middle of second grade when Justin was also diagnosed with 

chordoma. One day, Justin came to talk to us about the cancer that would 
plague him for five years. He told us about what cancer was, what it meant for 
him, and how it would affect him. I can still feel the rough carpet under me. 
The cancer was wedged right up around his spinal cord and brain.

elam



85

other people + me

His grandmother died. Cancer wasn’t just some disease, it was a killer. It 
kills some and maims others. Some people say that death opens two doors for 
every one it closes. That’s a lie. Tactless but true, her death took away our abil-
ity to say, “It may happen to someone else, but it won’t happen to our Justin.” 

Success, or so We Thought

It was a success. The doctors expected a full recovery. Justin had finally 
had the surgery after a year of flying around the country to talk to doctors. It 
was the end of the third grade when the operation finally happened. When he 
came back, the curve from the back of his head down to his neck was split in 
half by a long thin scar, a sliver of hope like the moon as it wanes, eventually 
leading to darkness. The scar was a symbol of defeat.

He was gone a lot even back then. The doctors examined him for compli-
cations every month or two. The scar was a symbol of defeat, not of the cancer, 
as we had thought, but of us. The cancer reemerged half a year later.

It was worse then. The doctors couldn’t perform surgery again; it would 
be too dangerous.

Gone for Now

“. . . Justin? Yo, dude, I didn’t know you’d be here today,” I exclaimed as 
I did a one-eighty. I jogged back to talk on our way to class.

“Oh, hey John. How’s life?”
“It’s been good, you?”
“I’m okay, but I’m off again tomorrow for more doctor visits.”
“Aw, man, that sucks. I wish we could hang out more. I know both the 

Jordans would be thrilled to see you. Well, I’ve got to go to History, you?”
“Math. See ya.”
“See ya later,” I yelled as I ran off to class.
Justin was about average height, a little on the tall end. He had brown, 

curly hair, but he was bald now. I would have said Justin’s head was shaved 
if I hadn’t known better or what to look for. It was the poison. You could tell 
because there were these leech-shaped poison sacks that slowly dripped it 
into him. It was designed to kill the fast-replicating cancer cells, the side effect 
being that it killed off all the other fast-replicating cells, like his hair. I think 
that in the end, the treatment is one of the reasons he died.

An End to All Things

I remember the emptiness of that day. I know the other grades were there, 
I just don’t remember them. I think they may have been avoiding us to give 
us the space we needed to cope and heal. About a third of our grade didn’t 
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show up that day. Jake, who was Justin’s best friend, didn’t show up the en-
tire week. Of my advisory of more than twenty people, only seventeen of us 
showed up. My memories of that day are foggy with a few clear pieces, like 
her face.

I see dried tears there, for she hasn’t any more tears to cry. I see her friends 
there supporting her, even as they mourn and weep. I see this even as I move 
by and onward. I see shock in her wide, green eyes, seeing everything but 
processing only the bleak pain that death has brought to us. Her face lingers 
hauntingly in my mind. 

His body had fallen into a coma during the night. An hour later, he was 
dead. The strings were cut and he was nothing but memories. But I remember 
those who, even in the midst of their tears, remembered him for the happiness 
he’d brought. 

I’d like to say I was one of them. But I was a robot. My face was blank, 
without a single tear, yet shock, dread, and sadness spilled from my sluggish 
movement as if fighting the tide of emotions I felt.

The Mourning Death

“John, honey, I need you to wake up.” The sunlight came dimly through 
the window. As my eyes focused, I saw my mum sitting on the side of my 
bed. I struggled up through my blankets and confusion. I glanced at the clock 
and saw that it was 5:30, two hours too early to be awake. Did I forget some 
homework and ask to be woken up? And where are my glasses? Wait, why is Mum 
up? She’s never up this early. 

“John, I need your attention here,” Mum said as she tapped me lightly 
on the shoulder.

“Ugh. Sure. Can I have a glass of water, please?” I croaked with a dry throat.
“John, you know how Justin was hospitalized last night?” I nodded slow-

ly, remembering that I had stayed up late last night again, reading to take my 
mind off the fact that he was in the hospital once more.

“Is he okay?” I croaked.
“He died. Justin’s dead, John.” 
I sunk back down into my blankets and pillows to shield myself from this 

early morning death. I drifted off to sleep. I awoke an hour later, a glass of wa-
ter on my bedside table and fuzzy memories of earlier. I drank the water and 
remembered my conversation with my mother. I wept silently, the hot tears 
running down my face. I mourned Justin’s passing as the dark, cloudy sky 
peeked in. I cried because I wouldn’t be able to see his smile again, because 
his hopes and his dreams, they were all lost. 

After I was done burning the initial shock and sadness in those tears, I 
sat up, grabbed some clothes, a combination that on any other day Margret 
would have teased me for, and went to the bathroom to wash my face, to hide 
any evidence of my vulnerability. I packed my backpack, forgetting every-
thing but my lunch, and that only because it wasn’t there. 
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I then went to the kitchen and ate breakfast quietly. I ignored all the of-
fers of assistance as I made our lunches. I proceeded to toss Charlie’s lunch to 
Margret, and Margret’s lunch to Charlie. “John, are you sure you want to go 
to school? You don’t have to,” Mum said. I tilted my head and looked at her, 
confused, as if I couldn’t compute not going to school. 

I’m glad that I went that day. I needed the clockwork that the day pro-
vided me. Whenever thinking got too painful, I had something to fall back on. 
Life has to go on, and in the end we are left with memories.

Memories

Justin
In life you were loved

In death you were mourned
In history you will be remembered

But all that I have now
Are memories

Good-bye
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Nailah m.

I am healed

The silence walked across the hallways, and the smell of antibacterial 
hand soap filled my nose. I couldn’t tell where I was at the moment; every-
thing was dark. Rolling around in the ambulance bed, I could see little shad-
owy smiles in my imagination while the bright heavy lights beamed down 
from the ceiling and onto my face. 

It was a strange feeling being around people I had never met before, 
children with different sicknesses, adults standing beside their beds, and two 
heavy-set men who were leading me to my room. Their eyes were a bold si-
lent blue that glistened in the room’s light. I started to have a feeling that they 
were twins, but that small distraction didn’t keep me from wondering how 
this would end. 

I silently prayed that everything would be okay. 
As we continued down the hall, a voice from behind me whispered, 

“You’re here honey.” I stretched my neck up towards the noise, struggling 
to see out of my blue and white diamond cloth gown. A tall, pale-toned lady 
with shoulder-length orange and brown tinted hair stood outside the door of 
the room. Her brown eyes told all about her. She was a very friendly person 
with a rounded stomach. When I opened my eyes again, I felt a warm hand 
slide across my arm. IVs were going off in different directions, forming a pow-
erful symphony; chemicals ran through my veins and brought silent, painful 
signals. I rolled towards my mother, making it easier for her to continue rub-
bing my arm. She reached her long soft hand across my ear and mumbled, 
“Don’t worry, I am here.”

It was the fourth month I had been in Duke Hospital. My mother and 
I, having both survived moments alone, were enjoying the time we had to-
gether. Sitting in the rubbery, green chair, she questioned, “You ready to eat, 
girly?” The remote clicked constantly as she surfed for the perfect channel. 

My face held a confused look as I asked, “Why are you turning on the TV 
if we’re about to leave?” Her facial expression made it clear that she was an-
noyed, so I gathered my things and crawled toward the wheelchair.

The smell of food wafted down the hallways and flooded into the el-
evator as we entered. The greases from each ingredient gave me a sudden 
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headache. My stomach twirled, and my eyes became weary. On my left stood 
another patient. My heart sank while the girl stood still in her plush green 
frog pajamas. She turned her head towards her guardian, who, from a dis-
tance, seemed to be writing fervently. My head pivoted towards her three-ring 
binder, which announced in careful print, Do Not Touch. I snatched away my 
glance before she could notice me. Just being in an elevator beside a woman 
who experienced writing with such passion made me want to reach my goal.

I began to think about my new poem. As I was thinking, the elevator 
dropped to the first floor. My mom led the way to the cafe near the gift shop. 
While my eyes were roaming around, I was distracted by a pink breast can-
cer pen inside the tinted glass window. The symbol on top of the cap made 
me realize how blessed I was to have nothing more than a heart disease. A 
harsh mellow flow led my thoughts back to my new poem. Different words 
scrambled in my head, and I became confused by what the poem would be 
about. I sat in silence, meditating on my first few lines.

I enjoyed such moments; if I had free time or if I was in the cafe eating 
lunch with my mom, I would soon create a rhyme in my head. I had grown 
comfortable in my hospital bed, that creative place I knew too well. I would 
lay across the rectangular mattress, draped with flowing white sheets that 
rippled beneath the fluorescent lights. The room smelled toxic with all the 
different chemicals dancing about, each hitting a different note in the air. The 
fumes swam inside my head, leaving me with a horrible headache. 

I was new to the system. The lights beamed down onto the paper as 
the black ink pen  motored across the lines. Thoughts swarmed my head, 
and I knew this poem would articulate a turning point in my life. Worried 
about what the next line would be, I began to invent my first. “I am healed,” 
I wrote. 

My journey had given me the strength of rhyming as fast as I could recite 
a verse from any hip-hop song. I brainstormed and wrote my first detailed 
poem. The words grew as I stared off into space, visualizing myself as a poet 
standing in front of a huge crowd of fans. Freedom filled my soul, and all my 
feelings poured out onto the paper. 

The nurses would come in every now and then to check up on me. 
“Would you like anything to eat or drink Ms. M.?” they would ask, scanning 
across the floor and over to the bed I was assigned to. My mind was in a dif-
ferent zone. I didn’t hear a sound they made, but only saw their questioning 
faces. I lay back on the bed, fantasizing about writing while Disney channel 
and Nickelodeon played on the television. 

My heart raced and I nodded my head to each pump. Yes, I am almost 
done. Nothing could stop me; I was ready to finish my poem. There was no 
pain inside my body that could interrupt the way I felt. All of the talking in 
my head seemed to guide me to the end of my poem. The last words ended as 
the first words came to me. Three words, three syllables, “I am healed.”

She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. I couldn’t help but look 
at the way her brown, almond eyes stuck to the television as every lock of her 
long dreaded hair tinted with light red complemented her facial structure. 
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Her small, pink lips pierced her personality. She was one of a kind. My eyes 
followed her as she marched towards the sink to grab my Hello Kitty tooth-
brush and drop it inside our travel bag. 

My mother walked towards my bed and smiled slowly. I was confused, 
but no questions formed in my mind. She grabbed my hand and brought it to 
her chin. A warmth touched my heart, like the feelings of a mother holding 
her newborn child. As she walked towards the cabinets, she grabbed all of the 
items that she had brought along and threw them in with our other belong-
ings. She stumbled over to my bedside and stood above me. Leaning my head 
towards her, I listened carefully.

“Nailah, it’s time to go home.”

Nailah m.
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mary Sanders

mafIa and
muffIn baskets

Chapter 1: Pieces of a Puzzle

I was finally free. I didn’t have to sit through those boring meetings any-
more. At last I was one of the older kids, not a dumb elementary schooler.

When I was old enough to join my church’s youth group, I was just re-
lieved to be rid of the younger ones, having at the time no idea how important 
youth group would be to me. There were six other people there: Anastasia, 
Laura, Jake, Izzy, and Nathan and Edie, my brother and sister.

Anastasia has dark eyes that she has narrowed most of the time. Her eye-
brows are always slightly raised up to a broad forehead. Her hair is black and 
curled tightly in bunches that fall just past the shoulder. Her skin is a creamy 
light brown that shows her mixed ethnicity. Her mouth is constantly breaking 
into smiles, one corner always lifted slightly. Over the past four years, she has 
become one of my closest friends.

Laura has always been something of our youth leader. Her long, blonde 
hair and clear, blue eyes stand out against her pale skin. She is short for her 
age and has an excitable hyper side that reveals itself when she doesn’t have 
to be in a position of authority.

Izzy and Jake are siblings, Jake being older by three years but shorter by 
two inches. They are both blond with blue eyes, and while Jake is light and 
skinny, Izzy is a little more round. They get into many arguments, but that 
doesn’t stop everyone else from having fun.

Nathan was the oldest in the group, and this year he aged out. He was 
perhaps the nerdiest of all of us, and we miss him, but he comes to meetings 
whenever he is in town.

Edie is almost the exact opposite of me. She has straight, blonde hair and 
blue eyes. We also have very different fashion senses. 

Somehow, everyone in our group fits together perfectly. We complement 
each other, but at the same time bring down the walls that label us to bring out 
our real selves, with no worries over what is accepted or not. 
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Chapter 2: We Are Such Nerds

“Hey, did you see Friday’s xkcd?”
“Oh yeah, that was hilarious! Locusts!”
A lot of the time in our youth meetings is spent discussing incredibly 

nerdy things, such as the web comics xkcd and Questionable Content, the TV 
shows Firefly, Dr. Horrible’s Sing-Along Blog, and Pokémon. Many conversations 
have been spent trying to figure out things like how hard someone would have 
to throw a Snickers bar to break a person’s nose standing twenty feet away.

I remember when Anastasia pulled out her lovely poster that depicted all 
four hundred plus Pokémon. We sat in a circle around it, in awe of its glory. 
We spent at least an hour discussing the different Pokémon and how each had 
its pros and cons. People will often come to youth group on Sunday and ask 
about a certain part in a Pokémon game.

“Does anyone know how to get into the ghost castle at level seven? I’ve 
been trying to for a week, but all that happens is I get attacked by a bunch of 
pesky zubats. I already have more zubats than I want.”

We also very often break out singing the theme song. We know all the 
lyrics and can give a magnificent performance of it.

Another song we have memorized is “Still Alive,” played during the 
ending credits of the video game Portal. It is a stirring song about science, 
death, and a delicious cake mixture.

Nathan is the only one of us who is really exceptionally book smart, so 
we are not very nerdy in that sense. We simply enjoy things that have been 
labeled “nerdy” and add our own spin to them. So maybe a better word for 
us would be just “weird” instead of “nerdy,” but we are associated with both. 
Instead of being upset or offended when we are called one of these, we smile 
and let the name-caller know that we are extremely flattered.

Chapter 3: Miniature Capture-the-Flag

We are strewn across the couches and floor, staring out the window. We 
stick our tongues out at the rain and rack our brains for something to do.

“I would suggest capture the flag if it weren’t for the fact that it’s rain-
ing,” Nathan says. We all agree and continue thinking. 

“Well . . . ” someone says, “we could still play. I mean, the hallway’s 
pretty tight, but we could make it work.”

We walk out the door and look down the hall. It’s about four feet wide.
“Okay,” we all shrug and divide into teams. I am with Nathan and Edie, and 

the other team is Laura, Carley, and Stephanie, our new youth leader and adult.
We stand on opposite sides of the short hall, laughing. 
“Okay . . . go?” I say, and we all just stand there for a minute. Stephanie 

desperately sprints across the line and we easily tag her out. Edie does the 
same, and they get her out too. We survey our options, and Laura almost 
doubles over with laughter. Nathan looks at me, and then leaps across and 
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past her, Carley too surprised to do anything. He grabs the red cloth we are 
using as a flag and throws it over to me. I lunge forward, snatch it out of the 
air, and cheer. The other team is too amused to be upset, and we all laugh at 
how easily Nathan got past Laura. She joins in, good-naturedly laughing at 
her own mistake.

“It would have been awesome to play outside in the dark, but I think this 
was just as fun,” Laura says. We all agree, complimenting ourselves for our 
use of available space.

We go back to the main room, and we realize it’s almost time to go, any-
way. We say good-byes as parents arrive, everyone saying that they’ll be back 
next week. I leave, looking forward to whatever we come up with when we 
see each other again.

Chapter 4: Different Leaders

Katie Bryant was a sweet, gentle young woman in her twenties. She had 
light, soft brown hair and very clear, blue eyes. She was never hard on us, but we 
always respected her opinions. She was the youth leader when I first joined.

At one meeting, we were playing the game Mafia. We played the simple 
version, without police or doctors. Basically, the mafia kill people and the vil-
lagers try to kill the mafia, usually executing innocent townspeople instead. 
Katie thought that maybe this was too violent for a church youth group. She 
tried to come up with a new version where the mafia were angels and the 
townspeople were mortally ill. The angels would pick who to send get-well 
muffin baskets instead of killing them. This was a pretty good idea, except for 
the fact that they ended up dying anyway and the people had to vote on who 
to kill. Now, about two years later, we still laugh at this memory in fondness. 
It’s become something of our youth motto: “We go together like mafia and 
muffin baskets.”

We loved Katie and she loved us, but she had to move when her husband 
found a job in another city.

Next we had Carley, a Duke Divinity student. She was not as gentle as 
Katie, but she was fun and sweet. She had dark red hair and blue-green eyes. 
When she arrived, she put us in charge of the meetings, but occasionally sug-
gested things that we could do, like watching some videos on Christian ideas 
that our preacher owned. We normally followed these suggestions because 
they were always good. Carley fit in well with us, and youth continued to be 
fun even though we didn’t have Katie anymore. 

After Carley was finished with her internship, Rob took over. He had 
been a youth adult for a while, but had generally taken the back seat and 
helped organize things like trips and fundraisers. We enjoyed having him 
around because we had similar interests. Something that he helped most with 
was the Gross Games. Every year we have a meeting where all we do is play 
gross games, like Paint Twister. You put the right color paint over each dot 
on the Twister mat, and play like that. By the end of the game, everything is 
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green and it takes weeks to get it off. Rob took control until another leader 
stepped up. He still participates, but doesn’t come to every meeting.

We have been very lucky with youth leaders. They all volunteer to work 
with us, and we grow to love them. They can never stay long, though, and 
eventually have to leave to be with family or get a job or fulfill some other 
obligation. We stay in touch and remain friends, even if we don’t see each 
other every week.

Chapter 5: Salkehatchie

“It is so hot and tiring, and we stay up so late, and have to get up so early, 
and it is so much work, and I cannot wait to go back next year!” 

I wasn’t sure how much I’d like it.
Every summer, my youth group goes to a service camp called Salke-

hatchie. There are several different locations, but for the past couple of years 
we had been going to the one in Shelby, North Carolina. This was my first 
year, and everyone that had gone was telling me about their experience. 

When we arrived on Friday, Laura, Anastasia, Edie, Nathan, and I found 
the rooms in the basement of the church where everyone was staying. We set 
up our air mattresses: the guys were in the rooms on one hall and girls on the 
other. We met again upstairs, and everyone but Edie and I excitedly greeted 
the people they recognized. After only a few minutes of conversation and 
much laughter, we all became fast friends.

About an hour after we arrived, all the youth groups and adults (about 
ninety in all) loaded up in vans and headed out to see the four sites we’d be 
working on. At camp, we work on houses owned by people who are unable to 
pay for repair. We fix floors, paint, do roofing, and anything else that is needed.

The next day, we were told what house we would be assigned to accord-
ing to the requests we gave. Anastasia told me about a pattern she had no-
ticed: “Always put your first choice second because you’re most likely to get 
that one.”

I followed her advice, and sure enough, I got that one. I wasn’t placed with 
anyone from back home, but over the next week I made a few good friends. 

Every day we woke up at six in the morning, by either the gentle calling 
out of Anna or the sound of the door slamming open and the searing bright-
ness of the light being turned on by Carl. We had half an hour to get dressed 
and get all of our shower things together, and then we had to shuffle up the 
stairs to eat breakfast. There was not much conversation around the table in 
the morning, only grunted hellos.

They allowed us a few minutes to eat, and then we were on the road, 
headed out to our sites. We worked hard right up to lunch, around one, and 
then came back and worked until five. Simply saying all of the things that we 
did wouldn’t convey what was happening there. While helping to change the 
homeowners’ lives, we were changing our own, being opened up to a dif-
ferent part of the world that we weren’t used to. It felt good making myself 
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sweat and working my muscles, my arms especially. There was tons of ham-
mering and lifting.

Every day after getting back from work, we would hang out at the church 
until we had to go to bed, which was around 11:30. During this time, we could 
do things like play ping-pong, walk over to Food Lion, go outside, or just talk. 
One of our favorite things was hanging out on the giant tire swing around 
the back of the church. We could fit all eight of us on there at one time. A 
couple people fell off several times in this process, but that only added to the 
humor of the situation. The feeling of companionship was one of the things 
that made the week so memorable. After only a couple days, it felt like we had 
known each other for years.

I also got to be pretty close to my site leaders, Mona and Carrie. They 
were both fun and willing to show you something if you didn’t know how 
to do it. They were patient and gave plenty of opportunities to try something 
you’d never done before. Carrie made everyone on our site friendship brace-
lets. I still wear mine every day.

On the last night, we were allowed to stay up as late as we wanted to, 
since there was no work to do the next day. This was my absolute favorite 
part. Everything seems much funnier after two in the morning. For the first 
couple hours we lounged around on the couches in the hallway and talked 
about things like bears with chainsaw paws and all of the different Crayola 
colors. Our favorite was Laser Lemon.

After a while, we decided to go outside and sit on the wall around the 
playground. We looked up at the deep black sky, pale clouds brushing out 
here and there, reminding me of a badly painted wall. The full moon lit up 
our surroundings along with a humming street lamp that cast down a light 
that turned us an odd greenish color. We sat, occasionally getting up to catch 
fireflies, swing, or just run in circles. Most of us stayed out until the sun came 
up again, almost falling asleep on the wall several times, though a couple 
decided that they were too tired and went inside to sleep. At around six in 
the morning, I finally went back in and sat in a large, comfortable armchair 
downstairs. I almost instantly fell asleep.

An hour and a half later, everyone was woken up again. We went up-
stairs to eat, barely awake. After a slow breakfast, we had to sort out our tools 
and say our good-byes. It was hard to leave our new friends right after we had 
met them. We had grown close and didn’t want to leave each other so soon. 
There was much hugging and promising to see each other next year. Finally, 
we were all in the van again and on our way back to a normal life.

The ride back was hazy, as I had been running on about an hour of sleep. 
People later spoke about conversations that no one else could remember. I re-
call attempting to read a Terry Pratchett book but being unable to concentrate 
or focus my eyes well enough. We slept most of the ride back.

I hold on to these memories tightly with happiness and love. I under-
stand what they mean now by wanting to go back even after the hard work. It 
is what makes it such a heart-swelling experience. I look forward to returning 
to the hammer and cross.
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Chapter 6: Harry Potter Sleepover

Edie and I arrive at the door, bags in our hands. She knocks twice, and 
we wait, looking forward to what is coming. Within seconds, Laura’s dad is 
opening the door and beaming at us.

“Welcome! Come in!” he says, stepping back and gesturing us into the 
carpeted hallway. “They’re all downstairs.”

We smile and thank him, making our way down the stairs.
“It’s the Sanders!” We are greeted with a squeal from Laura and much 

hugging. She introduces us to her other friend, Elise. KC, who has recently 
been coming to our youth meetings, is also there.

“Anastasia should be here later, so we’re just gong to start the movies 
without her!” She runs over to a shelf of DVDs and pulls out Harry Potter and 
the Sorcerer’s Stone. We cheer and throw ourselves down on the mismatched 
couches around the TV.

As the movie starts, we sing along with the opening song. We comment 
over how young the actors look, talking through most of the movie. Near the 
end, during the encounter with Quirrell, Laura gets up and pauses the movie.

“Okay, do you want to eat now?” she asks. As we all say yes, she glances 
over at the screen and bursts out laughing. We look over to see what’s so 
funny. She had paused the movie so that Harry was standing with his back to 
a wall of fire with a ridiculous expression on his face. His mouth is wide open 
and he looks like he’s saying “My God, that is disgusting!” Edie takes out her 
cell phone and snaps a picture. We go upstairs, still laughing, and see Anasta-
sia coming in the front door.

“Anastasia!” we cry and go to hug her.
“Hey!” she says, apologizing for being late. “Oh look, food!”
We all make our way into the kitchen and grab plates. After filling them 

up with spaghetti and Cheetos, we go back downstairs to continue our Harry 
Potter movie marathon.

Throughout the movies we add commentary, making jokes at the ex-
pense of the actors and writers. Somewhere during the third movie, at around 
midnight, Anastasia suggests we make macaroni and cheese. Deciding that is 
a good idea, she, Laura, KC, and I go up to the kitchen to start cooking. We 
quietly discuss the contents of her fridge and the magnets on it. After ten min-
utes, the pasta is done and we carry it triumphantly downstairs.

We continue watching, but when we get to the fourth movie, the DVD 
player starts to quit working occasionally. We try different methods to get it 
going again, like encouraging it, yelling random words at it, waving Laura’s 
magic wand at it, and singing the word “banana” in three part harmony. Af-
ter a while, though, there is nothing left we can do. We can’t watch any more 
movies, but that doesn’t stop us from having a good time.

Elise breaks out her giant Disney Princess coloring book along with several 
markers, and she and Laura get busy coloring. The rest of us do various activities: 
watching YouTube videos, listening to music, talking, and acting out dramatic 
scenarios with gummy bears. Anastasia is a writer, so she is very skilled at that.
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By now it is 4:30 in the morning. I think I drifted off a couple of times, 
but I remember hearing a conversation between KC, Laura, and Anastasia 
about ghosts, their voices carrying softly over to my ears. Conversations 
like these tend to freak me out a bit, so I try to tune it out. I stare at the mir-
rors on the wall, thinking about ghost stories and how wiped out I will be 
tomorrow. Eventually I fall into a real sleep, dreaming about Harry Potter 
and my friends. 

When I wake up in the morning, I only have a few minutes before I have 
to leave. As Edie and I stumble tiredly from the house, I replay the events of 
the party in my head, wanting to hold on to these memories.

I keep them with me for whenever I feel down. I can look back and see 
that we all love each other and are actually friends even outside of our meet-
ings on Sunday. We are an important part of each other’s lives.

Chapter 7: Newcomers

I walk in the glass front doors of the church with Edie to find most of the 
youth group already there. Laura rushes over to hug me like it’s been months 
since we’d seen each other. Anastasia and Clara see us next and stand, arms 
spread wide like birds about to take flight. I look over to the other side of the 
room where two young boys and a girl sit awkwardly looking over at us.

“This is Cole, Avery, and London,” Laura says, indicating the newcomers.
We all introduce ourselves and then continue our conversation. The three 

remain to the side, seemingly afraid of us and our apparent long-time friend-
ship. We try to look as inviting as possible.

When our new youth leader, Luke, arrives, we play a couple introductory 
break-the-ice games. During one of them we have to do a motion of an animal. 
Anastasia tries to look like a flying albatross, but ends up looking more like a 
very unskilled ballet dancer. This causes some laughs and gets the new kids 
to relax a bit.

The rest of us are analyzing everyone and trying to see what this year will 
be like. We have a new leader, three new people, and Nathan is gone. Luke at 
first seems stiff and formal like a freshly ironed shirt, but he is soon laughing 
with the rest of us. The newcomers would learn not to be so afraid.

By the end of the meeting begin to see what this year will be like. We 
are still a little nervous about all the changes, but decide to be optimistic. 
Before we leave, we show the rest how we end a meeting. We stand in a circle 
holding hands, arms crossed right over left. We mention prayer requests and 
somebody prays for us. Once that is finished, the others try to break out of the 
circle, but we stop them, saying more is coming. We look at each other and 
recite our prayer in unison.

“May the Lord bless you and keep you . . . ”
The three younger ones look like deer in headlights, frightened in the 

face of this new challenge. We grin at each other and we continue.
“ . . . and make His face shine upon you.”
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Luke looks amused and only faintly alarmed. Whenever someone new 
comes, they are shocked by this recitation, anxious that they won’t be able to 
memorize it.

“May the Lord lift up his countenance upon you . . . ”
When Nathan was here he would say it about two octaves deeper than the 

rest of us, making us sound even more like monks reciting some ancient prayer.
“ . . . and give you peace. One, two, three!” We spin around, turning our 

arms so that they are no longer crossed and we face the outside of the circle.
Releasing each others’ hands, we look back at the newcomers.
“Don’t worry about that,” we say. “You pick it up really quickly.”
Although they leave feeling better about youth, they are still a bit ner-

vous. We don’t worry about it, though, knowing that they will start to enjoy 
and look forward to these meetings, just as we all do.

Chapter 8: Pilgrimage

We load up the van, laughing and talking. This is my favorite part of 
youth group. Laura sits up front to control the music, and we all pile in the 
seats of the silver vehicle, the word Resurrection painted in deep blue letter-
ing on the side. Most of the two-hour ride is spent talking and telling jokes, 
but the most memorable part is the singing. Every year we blast Queen’s “Bo-
hemian Rhapsody” and sing at the top of our lungs. When the song ends, we 
collapse, laughing with the joy of just being together. 

When we arrive at our hotel, the Marriott, we unload our bags and go to 
the very organized front desk. The young man behind the counter looks slight-
ly alarmed but relaxes when he sees that it is just a bunch of teenagers with the 
word love written all over their arms. We grin reassuringly at him, probably 
scaring him more, and round the corner, Edie squealing when she recognizes 
someone she knows from last year. We all cram into the elevator, making faces 
at the mirrored ceiling. When it gently slides to a stop, we make our way out 
and down the hallway to our rooms, trying not to disturb anyone.

We enter our rooms to ooh and ahh over how luxurious they are.
“And here is this lovely freezer, complete with ice trays!” Edie models 

the small kitchen for Izzy’s camera as we put our bags down. I see the big 
TV on the dresser and think back to the previous year, when Edie, Izzy, and I 
watched Animal Planet late into the night. And on my first trip when we hur-
ried down to the hotel pool, still in our clothes, and Jake, seeing me standing 
too close to the edge, pushed me in. The memory is much funnier now, look-
ing back three years.

Only a couple hours after arriving, we pile back into the van and head 
to the big stadium where all the Resurrection Youth groups from the East 
Conference meet. It doubles as a hockey rink, so it’s always cold. As we walk 
through the doors into the giant building, we are given bracelets with ‘Pil-
grimage’ and the year on them. We are immediately surrounded by thou-
sands of people from hundreds of different youth groups. People stand to 
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the side with signs reading ‘FREE HUGS,’ and booths representing different 
organizations are set up along the wall. We push past the crowds and into the 
open arena. Scanning the bleachers for a good place to sit, we make our way 
around the stadium. I glance down at the stage. Last year we performed there, 
singing in front of thousands. We finally find seats and settle in.

Before long, the band that plays every year comes onstage and everyone 
sings, watching the lyrics on large screens above the stage. There is nothing 
more powerful than thousands of people singing and dancing together. In the 
crowd, glow sticks connect across fifty people, making red and green snakes 
all across the stadium.

During the first meeting we sing and dance and listen to people’s person-
al testimonies. These always bring tears to our eyes. There is a girl who rolls 
on stage in a wheelchair and tells us about a severe car accident she got into a 
few months ago. She should not have survived, but somehow she did. Even 
though she lost the use of her legs, this event made her believe in God. 

After we leave late that night, we go to Krispy Kreme for doughnuts. A 
few years ago, we were the only ones to do this, but soon other groups started 
following our trend. We race to get there first.

After a similar service the next morning and a lunch of fried chicken and 
biscuits at Bojangles’, we go gleaning, as we do every year the fields aren’t 
flooded. We walk up and down a dusty field with ridges that occasionally 
make us stumble, picking up oddly shaped potatoes. The stores didn’t think 
they were fit to sell, but they were perfectly edible for anyone who has been 
going without food, like the people we would donate them to. We pack them 
up in plastic grocery bags and drive back to our hotel, feeling accomplished.

Sunday is the last service. It is also the most emotional. Everyone knows 
that we have to leave afterwards. Even though we haven’t learned new names 
or made any close friends, we all feel a strong sense of connection and com-
panionship. We don’t want to go. Everyone sings with what is left of their 
voice in a final moment of being together. 

By the end of the service, many people are in tears. When the time to 
leave comes, we all go around hugging anyone that comes close. Our group 
grabs hands so we won’t get lost in the crowd and make our way around the 
stadium, stopping at the ‘FREE HUGS’ signs. We walk out the crowded doors 
and pause to look back.

“We’ll be back next year,” we say watching the people pour out of the 
building. We leave everyone with a final cheer. Laura starts us off.

“When I say Jesus, you say Christ! Jesus!”
“Christ!”
“Go Meat!”
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Kaysie Tulanian

a house dIvIded

Mornings

I wake up. My brother has given me the only reason to force myself 
awake. The morning means sunshine, it means people, it means noise. I hear 
a door slam and my brother’s voice beginning his ritualistic singing.

“…and the rocket’s red glare,” belts my brother.
Shut up, I mumble in my head. He always does the simplest of things 

with as much noise possible. Tyler is the early bird in the family like my dad.
My dad gets up and ready for the day in his apartment downstairs. He 

lives down there because my parents are divorced. He’s very routine and tra-
ditional, the whole coffee and newspaper thing. Unlike the rest of the family, 
he doesn’t wait for the last moment to run out the door late. Sometimes I ride 
with him to school, but getting anywhere on time has begun to feel too early.

The last members of the family to get up are my mom and youngest 
brother. They slug out of bed, and then the house suddenly returns to being 
dim as dawn while my mom walks around turning out all the lights till her 
eyes adjust to the morning. She then stops to tell Tyler, “If you want to sing 
that loud, you need to do it outside.”

As my younger brother Brady emerges from his room, of course the first 
thing he does is go find Tyler, his idol.

Tyler’s singing immediately changes from “All the Single Ladies” to “All 
the Single Bradys.”

Brady’s sleepy eyes are wide-awake now.
“Shut up, Tyler!” he shouts.
Tyler continues, pleased to be annoying someone. Why do they always find 

a way to be around each other?
Their fighting keeps the family from getting ready for school and work, 

and we run out the door just after eight o’clock.
At last we speed down our gravel driveway away from the house. Half-

way down the driveway, someone will point out we forgot to close the garage 
door. “Why can’t dad just close it?” my mom complains as we hurl down the 
driveway in reverse.
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“Hallelujah! Hallelujah!” Tyler chants.
“If you don’t be quiet,” my mom warns him, “I will pull this car over and 

let you finish on the side of the road.”
Being in middle school, this embarrassing threat keeps him quiet for 

a minute.
Arriving at school is a relief. It’s less chaotic than the car.

Kentucky

When my dad decides the house is messy, all papers lying around are 
blindly thrown in the trash. Likewise, any event we go to with my dad is 
completely random. My mom, on the other hand, plans out all the details 
and saves more things around the house than are necessary. She brings us to 
the same events each year, never changing from that schedule. My mom has 
always been in charge of family vacations, carefully planning them out and 
making sure everything is set before we leave. But I remember one time going 
out of town was very different.

“What do you say we just keep driving?” my dad suggested. He was 
driving us back from a Saturday in Raleigh, which was unusual since driving 
privileges were usually claimed by Mom.

“What are you talking about?” was my mother’s response.
“We could go to Kentucky.”
“Are you kidding?”
It was late in the day, and I slumped in my seat, tired. I hadn’t heard this 

conversation, and I fell asleep, thinking we were almost home.
I don’t know why Kentucky. We had no family there, and there were 

closer places we could have visited.
I woke up periodically in the car, but my parents told me go back to sleep. 

Had I been older, I would have questioned this response, but I was young and 
tired, and it was dark, so I lay in my seat and went back to sleep.

As the sun rose, so did my brothers. My youngest brother was just a baby 
then, and struggling in his seat, he began to cry. The older of my younger 
brothers was excited, as was I, when we found out where we were. We had 
fallen asleep in North Carolina and woken up in Kentucky. 

With no place in particular to go, we stopped for breakfast. We were in 
the middle of the town and had to walk few blocks to get around since there 
weren’t a lot of places to park. For the rest of the day we walked around, visit-
ing shops and going to all the big museums. Some were art museums, quiet 
with high ceilings and marble walls. My favorite was a museum that was full 
of antiques. The rooms were from different times, and they were decorated 
with artifacts that would have been there.

We spent the night at a hotel after we’d bought some clothes and tooth-
brushes. We felt so light not having the car crammed with stuff. 

After a lazy morning of sleeping in, we got up to go on a skyride. We 
got in a box-like place that felt like a big elevator, but with windows. It was 
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attached to strings and rose in the air, traveling up and over a mountain. For 
some reason, I imagined it being like a hot air balloon, I guess just because it 
was in the sky.

In those two days, everything was up to us. All we had to do was point to 
somewhere, and that’s where we’d go. It was great not having to go anywhere 
or do anything specific. Usually we went on vacations to see someone: more 
family or close friends. This time though, I enjoyed being with just the five 
members of my family. 

A Family Reunion

“Can we go now?” I asked.
“Not yet. We have to wait a while longer. I have one last load of laundry 

to wash and pack. Oh, and Brady hasn’t packed any socks. Could you help 
him find some? And remind me to tell Dad to feed the cats while we’re away. 
Then I think we should be ready to go,” my mom replied.

Every time we’d go out of town, we’d usually have more than a week to 
get ready, but packing was always pushed to the day before we were to leave 
and then spilled into the next day. We were going to see my mom’s family. 
They had rented a cabin in the mountains for everyone to stay in. 

I love and hate seeing my family. I am happy to get there, and I am happy 
to leave. I miss them because I haven’t seen them in a while, but after a few 
days, they get irritating and make me want to go back home. 

When we got to the cabin, we were greeted with crushing hugs from 
dozens of family members. There was a loud chattering, and kids were run-
ning around people’s feet. There were already clothes, toys, and bags of chips 
laying around, making the cabin feel more like a home than a retreat. Shortly 
after we arrived, the cooks of the house, my granddad and uncle, announced 
they needed to go to the grocery. 

Everyone at once started asking them to buy this, buy that, making their 
own lists, until finally the whole family decided to go to the grocery together. 
We packed all of the cars full of people and headed to the store. When we got 
there, my family spread out until there were family members of mine in every 
aisle, piling food into baskets until they overflowed. After what seemed like 
forever, all the food was paid for and stuffed into our cars. 

Much of the time during family reunions is spent cooking, and the 
house always smells delicious. After the hours of cooking, we were all silent 
while my granddad said a prayer before we ate. Just after my granddad said, 
“Amen,” we heard a splat and opened our eyes to see a shoe in his plate. There 
was a silence, followed by an obnoxious, snorting laughter from my aunt, 
who pointed upward. Our eyes fell on her son, Josh, who was hanging over 
the second-floor railing, directly over my granddad’s head, with one shoe on 
his foot. 

He is my little cousin, five at the time. His nickname is Fingers because he 
touches everything, and his curiosity will destroy anything that is breakable. 
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He runs around in jeans and monster truck t-shirts. His cheeks still show the 
slight hint of chubbiness, and his eyes are always searching, taking in every-
thing. His head is covered in blond hair, short and spiky. Everyone thinks his 
misbehavior is cute. I guess it was then, but now he’s seven, and he gets away 
with whatever he wants. 

In the morning, my grandma asked me if I wanted to go for a walk. The 
weather looked nice outside, but I hesitated, remembering the last time I’d 
gone on a walk with her. 

It had been on a previous family reunion in a cabin similar to the one we 
were staying in now. We had been taking a walk down the mountain, and my 
granddad had been there, too––it was only the three of us. There, my grand-
ma met some lady with her daughter. My grandma has a knack for getting to 
know people, and, before we knew it, we were in this lady’s car, driving to go 
see the interior decorating in of her house. 

The lady had a strong country accent, and her house smelled weird. I 
wanted to go back to the cabin, but my grandma wouldn’t stop talking. They 
had a dog that had been growling at me the whole time we’d been there, and 
the lady’s daughter, who was about my age, decided that we should play Run 
Away from the Dog. The dog chased after us until, to my relief, she shut the 
door to her room, locking it out. I begged my grandma to go back to the cabin, 
but she told me that we had to wait until the cookies the lady was making 
were ready. 

After eating nasty, burnt cookies, my granddad and I were ready to 
trudge back up the mountain with my grandma, tired after being dragged 
around all day. She finally let up and got us a ride with the lady. Finally, we 
were back.

So this time when she asked if I wanted to go on a walk, I played it safe. 
I told her I was too tired and I wanted to stay in the cabin. 

The noise level in the house rose as more and more people woke up. 
When everyone was up, we went out to a river where someone was said to 
have found gold. The water was icy cold because it was early spring. The little 
kids played in the sand, the grown-ups talked, the cousins skipped rocks, and 
my aunt went swimming because my grandma told her not to. 

Later, my aunt made a campfire with a bunch of wood with a sign in front 
of it reading ‘Do Not Burn.’ She burned the sign, too. The campfire turned a 
sickly green color, but no one saw that as a reason not to roast marshmallows. 

I remember my pajamas caught on fire that night. Nobody noticed until 
I screamed. Someone came over and blew out the fire like a candle. It hadn’t 
spread, but it left a hole in my sleeve that I liked to stick my finger through. 
The night ended with people telling the same old Remember When stories, the 
whole family laughing except for the red-faced person being talked about.

The end of the whole get-together was slow, as it required getting ev-
eryone out of the cabin. “Everyone up! Everyone up!” my grandparents ran 
around shouting. “We have to be out of the cabin by ten!”

So by eleven, everyone was outside saying good-byes that lasted forever, 
and by twelve, we were on our way back home.
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Divorce

When you think of divorce, you might think of parents that live in two 
different houses, and when they see each other, their behavior is cold, and 
the situation is awkward. But my parents were never like that. Really, they’ve 
been divorced since we moved into the house we live in now. Divorced be-
cause they no longer wanted to be married, and they no longer wanted to live 
together, though they were still under the same roof. Legally, they stayed mar-
ried; it was better financially, so they just didn’t bother making it official. They 
also stayed friends, even though they occasionally still fought over money. 

I didn’t mind this arrangement; it didn’t upset me or make me wish they 
could be together. They fought less this way. I thought it was normal. All of us 
going to dinner together, or having the whole family watch movies together, 
sometimes upstairs where my mom lived, sometimes downstairs where my 
dad lived, just never felt out of the ordinary. 

In some ways, I like having them divorced. If I’m angry with one of 
my parents, I can talk to the other one without having to hear them say, 
“You should listen to your father,” or “You should try to understand what 
your mom is saying.” They automatically know how difficult the other one 
can be. 

Only a month or two ago did my parents officially divorce. Again, it was 
for financial reasons. To me, it didn’t mean anything because their real divorce 
was already over.

When my parents decided they didn’t want to be married anymore, we 
moved out of the apartment we had been living in and into the house. The 
apartment had so little space, it was hard for them not to fight with each other. 
Sometimes I actually wonder if my parents would still be together if we’d 
been living in a larger space during that time. 

When we moved to our new house, we went from having a family 
cramped together in a small space to spread out. We finally found each other 
easier to be around when we didn’t have to be around each other. 

My House

Even when you give someone detailed directions to my house, they al-
ways pass it. You turn straight off the road and see an old, white fence. My 
house rests at the end of a long, gravel driveway. As you head down the drive, 
geese scuttle to cross in front of the car, waiting till the last second to move out 
of the way. To the left, there sits a pond, usually green in color from the grass 
and pollen that run into it.

My house is old and unattractive, built from gray bricks. It is on a hill, 
so half of it lies underground. It has six doors leading outside, large windows 
extending to the floor, and closets that connect to other rooms. The day my 
family decided to look at the house, my brothers and I, much younger, ran 
through all the closets into other rooms. It felt so huge and empty.
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Out of all the other houses we’d stayed in, this house would prove to 
be the most permanent. It was the first house we’d lived in with my parents 
divorced. Despite the separation, there was now finally peace between them 
as they decided to maintain a friendship, living in this house together but on 
separate floors. The house’s structure, an uneven duplex, balanced out the 
needs of this lifestyle. When I was younger, I never realized how uncommon 
this situation was. I assumed at least some divorced parents decided to live 
this way. 

In this house, my lifestyle has remained constant and sturdy even as the 
physical conditions fell apart. The paint is chipped, the floor always creaks. 
In my room one day, as I was listening to the radio, I heard a noise like a shelf 
had fallen. Naturally, everyone in the house gathered in the hallway to find 
a piece of the ceiling had fallen in. Aside from it being a bit of a surprise, it 
didn’t have much effect on my life. After a week or so, the ceiling was re-
paired and no one thought anything of it.

Out of all the houses I’ve lived in, this house, referred to by my family as the 
lake house, has been the most memorable. Though the house itself has its prob-
lems, its place provided stability in my life. It’s the house my family has stayed 
in the longest, where the constant arguing between my parents stopped. 

Leaving
    
Sometime soon, we’ll have to leave the house I live in. Probably this year. 

I’m still not sure whether or not I’ll be happy to move. I think it all depends 
on where we’re going.

My family has rented the lake house for a while. The owners have been 
trying to sell it for years, but for the longest time no one took interest in buy-
ing it. This was not because the land wasn’t good, but because it was so big, 
about twenty acres. We were supposed to only rent temporarily until they 
could find a buyer, but months turned into years, and so we’ve stayed. No one 
showed any interest in the house the first few years, so the owner decided to 
let a new company take over, one that was more actively trying to sell it as a 
commercial property.

We would get calls every few weeks telling us they were bringing peo-
ple to tour the house. My family, messy and disorganized, would have to 
run around cleaning the house to make it presentable. Of course we didn’t 
want the house sold, but we also didn’t want to be kicked out because we 
wouldn’t cooperate as they attempted to sell it. Still, the people looking were 
only mildly interested and never pressed any further towards buying. Just a 
few months ago, one couple toured the house and property twice. Since the 
house is now listed as a commercial property, these buyers will probably want 
to knock down the house to build apartments or just smaller homes. 

I’ve lived in this house for so long, it’s hard to imagine living anywhere else. 
But some things, like the water pressure and bugs, I’ll be happy to leave behind.
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Ralph

my weathered
fInGers

The rapid trembling of my fingers showed my emotion. The warm spot-
light contrasted against the cool air-conditioning in the dark theater. All eyes 
were turned upon me, and only me. It was time to prove myself . . . 

Mrs. Breeze

The gentle winds of North Carolina tickled my face. It was the first time in 
years that I had stepped onto the busy streets of Durham, a far cry from the remote 
neighborhoods of Virginia. I was glad to have returned to my original home. 

However, my joy was short-lived. I was informed that I must go back to 
piano lessons. A frustrated sigh exited my windpipe. I remembered the ex-
tensive work put into learning the piano. It was a skill I have never regretted 
learning, but I moaned over the multiple drawbacks. 

Days later, I was told that the teacher I would be trusting my talent to lived 
in the small town of Hillsborough. My mom kept telling me that she was one 
of the best out there, that she had brought many students to competition. I was 
hesitant, but I had to give her a chance. So, after days of pacing back and forth, 
pondering over the success of this teacher, we were on our way to her studio.

As the car came to a halt, I saw her staring out the window like a lion stalking 
its prey. Chills ran up my spine as I stepped past the threshold into the piano 
room. And there she was, her widened smile and smooth, brown hair glisten-
ing against the light from a nearby lamp. Her soft feminine voice was com-
passionate, yet firm. She guided my weathered fingers across the eighty-eight 
keys. At that moment, I knew that I was meant to play under the watchful 
eyes of Mrs. Cheryl Breeze.

I Sure Hope So

Just as I finished off the last of her basic exercise pieces, she pulled out 
some of the longest musical compositions I’d ever seen. I was awestruck at 
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the sheer difficulty of the four pieces she had given to me. At just one glance, 
I saw sheet after sheet of music peppered with a variety of notes. My fingers 
felt cold. My mind raced. After about thirty seconds of stiff shock, I heard Mrs. 
Breeze saying, “Difficulty is just a state of mind, Ralph. You can do this with 
the proper effort.”

I sure hope so, I thought.
And just like that, I was sent home to start these new pieces. I stiffly 

walked back to the car with my mother, ice filling my veins. I was, however, 
excited to test my old-fashioned skill and grit to see if I was capable of tam-
ing this job. As I stepped into the car, I saw Mrs. Breeze running out the door. 
Gasping, she yelled out that I was going to be in a competition. I suddenly 
realized that in real competitions, I was to be graded on the quality of my 
performance, not just my effort. The ride home was completely silent. 

I Feel like Ripping My Hair Out

The months dragged on, and so did every lesson with Mrs. Breeze. Like 
I said, the pieces she gave to me were difficult to get used to, let alone master; 
however, she didn’t care. Her goal was to transform me into a well-versed 
musician. The warmth of her sweet smile was soon overshadowed by the fact 
that nothing was going to stop her from preparing me for the competition. I 
thought to myself, This is gonna be a long year.

After about six months, much had progressed and much had stopped in 
its tracks. My eardrums had begun to ring from the slow, frustrating lectures 
screamed to me over the excessive time I should put into my music. On the 
other hand, much had been gained. 

I felt as though my fingers had developed a mind of their own. Ever 
since I had been under Mrs. Breeze’s wing, they’d been repeatedly thumping 
against my desk as if I were performing the piece right there in English. At 
that point, I remembered the lectures my teacher gave at the end of each piano 
session. She gave me a countless array of sayings and virtues. Rambling on 
and on, she said, “Ralph, effort is the thing that sends you places,” “Ralph, ed-
ucation comes before anything else,” “Ralph, always respect your parents.”

I felt like ripping my hair out. Still, I also felt like smiling. Throughout all 
the stress, no one was a better teacher than her.

Time to Prove Myself

Over a year had passed since my introduction to Mrs. Breeze, and my 
attitude towards my return to piano lessons had drastically changed. Before, 
I was groaning over petty hard work. I had learned to accept it and had since 
blossomed. Mrs. Breeze always said that a piano player played the notes, but 
a musician interpreted them. And boy, she was right. But now I had to prove 
myself as a a true musician: it was the day of the competition.
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My fingers shook and icy sweat trickled down my hands. I knew my op-
posing contestants well. They were home-schooled teenagers who devoted 
all their free time to practicing. They sacrificed modern-day technology like 
game stations and TV to become gifted musicians. I was greatly intimidated 
as the newbie competing against veterans. I was second to perform in a com-
petition of eleven. As my name came up, I was in a state of hyperventilation 
and panic. But I kept reminding myself of what I had trained for. So I took a 
deep breath, planted myself on the stool, my hands on the piano, and pressed 
the first key.

I felt unconscious through my pieces. My eyes collected no images, my 
ears no sound, my fingers no distinction between notes. I awoke from my fif-
teen-minute performance, and I felt no emotion. After the multiple scratches 
of the judges’ pens on my report page, I stood up, walked to my designated 
seat, my mother and teacher staring at me, and sat down with no thought in 
my mind.

Paranoia 
 
That was it. That single performance summed up all the endless practice 

and time put into my pieces. I was done for the year. All I needed to do now 
was wait for the results. As I thought of them, I listened to the competitors 
after me. They played with such emotion, such technique, such concentration. 
I felt so inferior. Still, the thought of this being my first competition kept my 
sanity. Until paranoia started to creep over my mindset.

What if I wasn’t good enough––was I even able to compete with the others? 
I thought.

At that, I heard Mrs. Breeze come over to my seat with a comforting smile 
on her face. Being my teacher, she kept my self-esteem up. She reminded me 
over and over again of how well I did for my age and how much has im-
proved since I first came to her as a student. It was true, things had changed. 
However, even her soothing words couldn’t stop me from wondering about 
the results. 

Time to Go to Work

Over an hour had passed since my performance. I was obsessively pac-
ing around the possibility of my results. The distant performances in the con-
cert hall echoed throughout the hallways.

Thweeeeep. The ending alarm of the competition had sounded. 
I was ready to experience the aftermath, until Mrs. Breeze informed me 

that I could not see the results until a month from now. I thought that month 
was going to kill me. Immense anticipation would slowly build within me over 
the competition results. Thinking about that, waiting didn’t seem so long. 

Next week, I came to the music studio expecting a break after the stress of 
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the competition. I was shocked to see another pair of pieces waiting for me at 
the piano; it was not over. There would be more competitions and that meant 
more music. She was waiting at the piano with a grin on her face. It was time 
to go to work.

After a month, the results were in. I scored ninth place out of a group 
of eleven veteran competition players. My emotions were mixed, teetering 
between proud and ashamed. It was helpful to think of it as a productive 
learning experience. However, ninth place was not my normal standard. And 
yet, there was nothing more I could ask for. I had a promising mentor, a new-
found work ethic, and, above all, a polished skill. As I approached the en-
trance to the music studio, Mrs. Breeze watched me from the second-floor 
window like a mother watching over her child.
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P. A. L.

nICole

Chapter 1

It was the first day of school at the Sunshine House daycare. It was bright 
and sunny in the city of Spartanburg, South Carolina. The sun was blinding. 
I hopped into the car and we drove down towards daycare, the place I would 
stay until my mom picked me up after work. 

My mom checked me in, paying the cost to keep me in a classroom filled 
with different people. I didn’t want her to leave. I feared the thought of being 
alone in daycare. 

“Don’t make me stay here!” I started to cry.
“It’s okay! I’ll come pick you up in a few hours. I love you!” she said, 

kissing me on the cheek. 
I was led to my new class. I looked around when I stepped in. I saw minia-

ture tables and chairs all around, just for us, but still, I felt like an ant, small, tiny, 
and fragile. Kids were playing with different toys. Clanging pots came from the 
kitchen set. Clothes were strewn everywhere from the dress-up section. Boys 
were making exploding sounds with their action figures, and kids were knock-
ing down block cities. Shelves of miscellaneous boxes of paperwork and work-
sheets towered high above us, shelves adults seemed to reach with ease. 

I went over to a desk and sat down, staring at the faux wooden table in 
front of me. I didn’t know what to do or where to start.  All of these toys made 
my mind wander in too many different directions. I started to think multiple 
things at the same time. I want to play with the dress up stuff! No! I want to play 
with the kitchen set! Look at all of the different food and look at all of the masterpieces 
I can create with all of the food . . . No! I want to play with the blocks. I want to cre-
ate a kingdom. But I really want to color!  I never realized I had this sudden toy 
craving when I first walked in. 

Then the teacher yelled, “Story time! Everyone come, sit on the rug! Then 
after this, we will eat snacks and play for a little longer. Then later, we will 
head outside.” 

I couldn’t wait to go outside where I could play on the swings by myself. 
I wasn’t very outgoing. 
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Chapter 2
 
The teacher quickly made it through her agenda, and she announced that 

it was time to head outside. A small crowd formed at the back door which 
led out to the playground. I was kind of squished in the middle of it, and I 
felt like I was suffocating. Little kids were pushing me in the line, desperate 
to run around and release their inner beasts. I was smiling. I couldn’t wait to 
rush outside. I wanted to go sit on the swings. Finally, the teacher released 
us. We all rushed outside, forming an angry mob. We met with other classes, 
forming a bigger crowd. We saw an orange and blue playground, shining in 
the sunlight in all its glory. I felt the grass trickle dew on my skin just above 
the frilly lace of my socks. 

As I was looking around at the wide field, I noticed a girl. For some rea-
son she caught my eye. Her face was covered in freckles, mostly on her red 
cheeks. Her pale skin was whiter than mine in a way. She had green eyes, 
which shone bright with happiness and cheer. Her mouth gave a white, toothy 
smile which gave off an aura of joy. Her reddish brown hair flapped loosely in 
the wind like mine. Her face was square and her forehead was a little small. 

I ran up to her, thinking, This is the chance to make a friend. So stop being a 
chicken about it! I tapped her lightly on the shoulder. She turned around, smil-
ing her toothy grin. I finally said, “Will you be my friend?”

To my surprise, her grin got even bigger. “Sure,” she said.
“Let’s go play on the swings,” I said, giving her a hand motion to come 

along. She quickly ran with me towards the swings and as soon as we got 
there, we dove onto the seats. Our stomachs were where you sat, and we 
laughed as we rocked back and forth. 

“My name is Nicole and I like Scooby-Doo. What’s your name?” 
“I’m P. I like Scooby-Doo, too!” I said, swinging back and forth. We 

played on the swings until recess was over. Finally, the teacher called us back 
in. Another mob formed as we all raced back to our classes. 

Chapter 3

During the years of our great friendship, we did a lot together. I remem-
ber we would go to a YMCA after-school program and hang out until our par-
ents got off work to come pick us up. There, we would sit in a really big room 
with walls covered in mirrors like in a dance room. I could see the reflection 
of all thirty or more kids in that classroom. The floor was one giant blue mat. 
Some people would do cartwheels and flips on the blue flooring for fun. 

Our teacher would tell us to sit in a big wide circle around her. I remem-
ber her telling stories from the Bible. She would speak with a booming voice, 
and when she smiled, the gap between her two front teeth would show. Af-
terward, we would go to the locker rooms and change into our bathing suits. 
It was really warm in there. The steam from the saunas and showers would 
spill into the air and I couldn’t see anything because it was so foggy from 
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the steam. Then we would go out to the swimming pools and swim in the 
large pool. 

It was surrounded by tall windows that came from the floor and reached 
to the ceiling. The floor was wet cement. I would walk and the puddles of wa-
ter where I stepped rippled. The pool’s reflection of the light would be shown 
on the ceiling. Echoes of people’s voices would boom in the large room. 

I sometimes did swimming lessons with Nicole, but I usually ended up 
failing. I would jump in and struggle to get to the other side of the huge pool. 
I was scared because it would be so deep in the beginning. Then, the lifeguard 
would come and get me and say the famous line: “You can try again tomorrow, 
but for now you need to go get a yellow float and swim in the shallow end.”

The successful kids got to play all over the pool without a floaty. How-
ever, Nicole would always come play with me in the shallow end. She would 
sometimes put on a floaty, too, even when she did pass the swimming test. 
And whenever I would do the swimming test, she would cheer me on. I 
would return the favor, usually. 

Then when it was time to go, we would get changed in the locker rooms 
again, and it would be so cold. But it felt like I could breathe again after being 
in the heavy, chlorinated air of the pool area. Then we would walk over to the 
bleachers and sit and wait for our parents to arrive. 

Chapter 4

It had been at least two years since I met Nicole. Or was it three? Four? 
Anyway, we had known each other for a long time. My mom was good friends 
with her mom, too, thanks to our bonding. 

I was going to daycare on the first morning back, excited to see Nicole 
again. We hopped into the car and drove to my daycare. My mom signed me 
in, and I ran to my classroom. Nicole had been in my classes the years before. 
I was so excited that I ran up to the teacher and asked her if Nicole was going 
to be in our class. As soon as she said yes, I jumped up and down, my cheeks 
turning red. When I sat down at my desk, Nicole walked in. When she saw 
me, she smiled so hard, and I signaled for her to sit beside me. She immedi-
ately agreed and ran on over, just before another kid could take the seat. I was 
probably as loud as those kids when I walked into the daycare the first day. 

We enjoyed daycare for about four weeks until one day she didn’t come. 
She probably has some kind of appointment or something. She is probably going to 
come in late. Recess came and she still wasn’t back. Maybe she is already here, and 
I just don’t know it! I devoted much of my time during recess to finding her. I 
searched at the swings. Then I went over to a plastic log cabin play set we just 
got. Then I went over to the orange and blue playground. She was nowhere 
to be found. I tried to see if anyone’s face matched the red-brown hair and 
freckles. Then I felt a drop of water on my nose.

I looked up at the sky. It had started to rain. The teacher called us inside. 
Recess was over. As soon as we got in the room, it started to pour. The whole 
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day went by and she never came. Oh no! What if she’s sick or something? Then I 
won’t see her for days. Or, depending on how bad the illness is, even weeks!

Weeks later, she still wasn’t back. I waited. I told myself she would be 
here any time now. A few months went by. I had made new friends, but I still 
longed for Nicole to return. I was getting impatient. Where is Nicole? I finally 
lost my sanity and asked the teacher Ms. Sarah where in the world Nicole had 
gone off to.

“Nicole? You mean Nicole Cobb?” she asked. I nodded my head. “Nicole 
is in kindergarten now. She started just started a few weeks ago. I’m sorry, P.” 

What? You have got to be kidding me! I had never even thought about kin-
dergarten during my years of daycare. Nicole left me. Abandoned me. I was 
stuck. I didn’t know what to do. Then I got myself together and went over to 
my other friends to talk. I was still shocked about Nicole’s departure. I would 
have moments when I felt completely alone. I was like this for another year, 
until I, too, went off into the cold world of school.

Chapter 5

I was out of daycare, finally. I had made myself believe I was never going 
to see Nicole again. In a few weeks, I was going to start kindergarten. Over the 
summer, I tried to erase images and memories of Nicole from my head. I can 
probably meet someone new at my new school, I thought to myself. 

It felt as if those few weeks passed in the blink of an eye. My mom walked 
me into my new school, River Ridge. It was ten times bigger than Sunshine 
House. Gray brick walls towered over us, and the school was covered by large, 
blue, metal roofs. My mom walked me down the halls, which were empty. All 
of the kids had gone to their classes, preparing for the day before the bell rang. 
I walked into my new classroom. It was bigger than my old daycare class-
room. We were greeted by a young lady with tousled brown hair and a clear 
face. Her eyebrows were arched into perfection, and her face was blemish free. 
She wore natural and light make-up. She was tall and skinny, and she wore a 
blouse and slacks. She welcomed us in. I was not happy with the idea of my 
mother leaving me with all of these strange kids, but she convinced me to stay. 
The lady told us to sit down on the rug in front of a chair and a white board. 
She introduced herself as Mrs. Foster. She was our kindergarten teacher. 

Lunch time came and a few girls asked me to sit with them. “Sure! Let 
me go get my lunch first,” I said. I waited at the back of a line in the cafeteria 
to get my lunch. I grabbed my food in the line and paid for it. Then I skipped 
quickly back to the kindergarten table and sat with the girls who had asked 
me to sit with them. 

I looked around the cafeteria, which also served as our auditorium, so it 
had a stage in the front. I sat facing the stage. I was all the way to the left of 
it.  I looked at the people. Then I looked directly diagonal from where I was 
sitting in front of me. All the way in the first row of tables was a familiar face. 
Nicole Cobb. 
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I stood up and shouted her name. She looked around, trying to scope 
out who called her. I started to wave my hands at her to get her attention. She 
quickly looked over and saw me. She recognized me almost instantly. She got 
out of her seat and ran straight towards me at full speed. She hugged me as 
soon as she got to me. I started to tear up. This reunion I will cherish the most.

Chapter 6

I never really saw her after that lunch. She was in Mrs. Reese’s class. I 
heard how it was a “different” class than the rest of ours. Sometimes, I would 
run errands for Mrs. Foster and she would sometimes send me to Mrs. Reese’s 
room. I would peek into the room and wave at Nicole. She would usually 
whisper a hello. I looked at some of the kids in her class. Some had faces dif-
ferent than the rest. Others’ were normal. The “different faced” kids had an 
upward slant to their eyes, protruding tongues, and small ears. I learned later 
on this was caused by Down syndrome. I asked Nicole why she was in this 
class, but before she could say anything, Mrs. Reese finished her work and 
handed the papers back to me to give to Mrs. Foster. I said goodbye to the 
class and wandered down the long halls to Mrs. Foster. 

First grade began. I was starting another new year, and my mom had 
started dating someone. I rarely saw Nicole, and the only time we did see each 
other was when we invited each other to birthday parties. It was kind of like 
our way to stay in touch. We had a few play dates here and there. But we just 
never really talked anymore. I had made new friends, and she had made new 
friends in her class. I was now in Mrs. Johnson’s class.

Nicole and I just weren’t best friends anymore. She was not even there, 
it seemed like. I eventually made a close friend who became my new best 
friend. Her name was Elisa. Soon, I never saw Nicole again.

My mom told me we were going to move up to North Carolina to stay 
closer to the guy she was dating. I was leaving school to go up to this foreign 
state. Though I was somewhat looking forward to it, I didn’t want to leave 
Elisa and all of my friends behind. And somehow, I got a sour stomach at the 
thought of leaving Nicole. My best friend forever, Nicole. 

My mom gave me little slips of my email address to give to all of my 
friends in my class. I couldn’t give one to Nicole because she was in another 
class. I left in the middle of the day. I gave hugs to my friends, and we played 
on the playground one last time before I moved. 

Epilogue

We left and a whole crowd of first graders waved goodbye to me. Mrs. 
Johnson started to cry. I never saw Nicole that day. I wonder if she ever knew 
that I left. If she did, I wonder how she felt. Did she cry? Did she have a 
moment of silence and then continue working in grief? I will possibly never 
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know. I always think of her. I always think about the possibilities of running 
into her somewhere. I sometimes get bored on Facebook and try to look her 
up. But I probably will never see her red-brown hair and freckled face again. 

My mother married, and I now have two half-sisters. We live in a rockin’ 
house so far, and I like my life as it is (although a few small changes would 
be nice).  

Years later, my mother and I went through the attic to look at some old 
pictures. I found an old River Ridge yearbook. I instantly flipped over to Mrs. 
Reese’s page. There were only a few in her class. Then I saw Nicole’s picture. 
Her smile was wide and toothy like it had been for the years I knew her. I had 
a sudden flashback to the first day we met. I looked at the top to see what 
grade she was in. But it didn’t say a grade. It said something else. I asked my 
mom, “Hey, what does this mean?”

She took a look at the name of the class Nicole was in. “Nicole was prob-
ably in a special class.”

“Are you sure? She doesn’t look like she has a problem to me,” I said 
in confusion.

“She probably didn’t have a serious problem. Just a learning disability,” 
she said, rummaging through more pictures. “Her mother remarried, so I 
don’t know if her last name is Cobb anymore.”

What? Now I can’t find her on Facebook or anything. Now, I have pretty 
much no hope of finding my lost best friend. I try to focus on my life and what 
direction I’m heading off to. I can make new friends. 

I still remember those days. Every time we go down to South Carolina 
to see my grandfather, we always pass by the Sunshine House daycare. And 
you know what? That blue and orange playground with the exact swings we 
sat on years ago is still there. But it isn’t as shiny as I remember it. The orange 
faded to a dull color, almost white. The dark blue structure is now a lighter 
blue, the many scratches visible. Every time we pass by it, I think of the short 
conversation Nicole and I had on the swings that led to a long friendship.
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J. A. Robinson

thIs smIle

A Day with Dad

The sound of my alarm clock woke me. As I opened my eyes, I saw tall, 
red figures. Suddenly, the sound of my father’s voice entered my ears. “J., get 
up!” Why am I up so early? I stared at the red-numbered clock; it said ten a.m. 
I rubbed my eyes and stared at my dad, who was talking about something on 
the phone. I grew suspicious and tried to listen in on the conversation. I soon 
got up and got ready for the day. 

“Okay, let’s go. . .” my father said. I maneuvered my way into the truck 
and sat right on down. 

“Daddy, where are we going?” I asked. 
A few seconds later he responded, “With me.” I rolled my eyes at his 

stubbornness. Then I turned away and fell asleep.
Suddenly my father’s voice entered my ears once again. “Wake up, we’re 

here.” I jumped up from the seat of the truck and saw it. My mouth dropped, 
and my eyes widened, and I began to think of classical music and running 
through a field of daisies. “Come on now!” my father yelled. I quickly got his 
things and was on my way. The green pine trees, the soft grass that felt like 
a rug, and the crystal blue water that surrounded us made me think of the 
beach but without the sand.

I looked back up at my father and I saw my Uncle Donnell. A smile grew 
on my face and I ran towards them. Then my father and uncle were talking 
about who won the last game, and I went and sat in the cart and waited till the 
conversation was over. My father sat in the cart with me and the game began. 
Uncle Donnell went first and made a perfect swing. Then, it was my father’s 
turn. I wonder if he is going to do okay? His phone began to vibrate in my hand, 
and I answered the text message. It was my cousin Red. As we texted our 
fingers away, I noticed we were on the ninth hole. I told my cousin good-bye 
and went back to the game.

“Who’s hungry?” Uncle Donnell yelled. I raised my hand and we were 
on our way to lunch. Then we headed for the tenth hole. I started to wonder 
what the point of golf was anyway. It grew silent and I looked around as if we 

Robinson



120

other people + me

were lost. As my eyes wandered, I saw the trees move though there was no 
wind and heard the birds chirp. On our way to the next hole, I imagined I was 
on the beach listening to a soothing and relaxing piece of music. 

Then the day grew darker. We were on the eighteenth hole. I decided to 
pay attention this time. Silence grew again, and it was my dad’s turn. As I fo-
cused on him, I noticed the sweat on his forehead. Then I closed my eyes and 
prayed. A swishing sound broke the silence, and I opened my eyes. I hopped 
off the cart with amazement, and we jumped up and down as Uncle Donnell 
began to wipe the sweat off his face. “That was a good game of golf, James. 
We should do that again sometime,” Uncle Donnell said. My father replied 
with a big, warm smile.

We jumped back into the truck, and I couldn’t stop staring at his smile. 
As we set out to go back home, I noticed the purple-pink twilight hovering 
around us. I stared at its beauty and, as I listened to my mp3 player, I began to 
fall asleep. I will never forget this smile.

Roxboro

I can explain Roxboro to you, but I also want you to feel it. Every morning 
when I wake up and the sunlight hits my eyes, the warmth takes my breath 
away, if only for a second. I go outside and stroll in the yard, my bare feet 
touching the hot grass. I take a deep breath and let the wind whistle through 
my hair. I feel like an angel.

As I look at the blue sky, I wonder how God created this beautiful world. 
Then, I notice a gray cloud coming my way, and I know that refreshing rain 
is going to explode from the heavens. As it starts to rain, I feel like I’m on the 
beach. The water touches my face, washing the stress and pain away.

The laughter of children distracts me from my imagination. I see them 
with their umbrellas, playing in the rain. My feet are on the wet, cold grass 
and goosebumps run up and down my back. Then I hear the sound of my 
father’s truck coming up the rocky driveway. As he goes by, I wave with a big 
smile on my face, feeling safe and secure. As I dance my way to the truck, I 
notice an exotic flower, purple and blue with a jolt of black lines racing across 
the petals. As I stare at the flower, I feel calm and peaceful. I continue to my 
father’s truck, giving him a big hug that makes him feel calm as well. Then 
we walk to the front porch and enter the house, the yelling of children playing 
on our ears.

In my room, I stand at my window to watch the sunset. This place is 
beautiful. I wonder why every day the sunsets make me feel like I want to cry 
with a smile. I hear the crickets sing to me, and it sounds like nature’s lullaby. 
In Roxboro, I can get away and live in peace, with his smile to keep me safe.
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Nailah French

bumps In the 
road

Brown eyes, big and round. Dark with fear and sadness, reflecting the 
light and watering over like a window being overpowered by raindrops, blur-
ring the outside world. Always looking in the distance. Windows to her soul. 
There’s always something sparkling, as if a hidden sadness is trying to es-
cape. When the light catches her eyes, one can see the light brown––innocent, 
devouring, and irresistible; in the light, one can see she has hope. It breaks 
through the tears, the sadness, the pain, yet only for one instant. 

What is she hiding? Maybe she’s hiding who she is, or maybe she’s pro-
tecting who she’s not. It is always her eyes that give it away, her eyes that spoil 
her secret. Her eyes always break through her façade.

Her skin is the color of sweet butterscotch, warm, smooth, and silky, long-
ing to be touched––perhaps it’s just her secret desire to be loved, or her secret 
obsession with being remembered, her hunger for attention. Yet she doesn’t 
like being understood, she doesn’t like being an open book. How she is within 
is the sweetest secret she has. All of her problems, her pain, her anger, and her 
distrustful ways are covered up because she thinks if people knew who she 
really was, she would be targeted, disliked, even resented.

Defined eyebrows shape over her eyes naturally and gently. They accent 
her irises and pull you in, trapping you in wonder of the truth. But her pres-
ence is bereft. A rounded nose right in the middle of her face, not pretty, or 
beautiful, just there. A place for her tears to roll off of, and a place above a pret-
ty smile. Lips soft, rosy, and plump, often separated by straight, strong teeth. 
Yet, even the strongest teeth have some cavities. There are dimples along her 
mouth, four on each side. One right near her smile line, then two underneath 
her bottom lip and one on the lower half of her cheek. They’re only noticeable 
if one really pays attention; they, too, are deep and hidden. 

Her smile is pretty, but not genuine. How can a happy face equal a bro-
ken soul? Whatever is trapped within is tearing her apart. It’s killing her, yet 
she smiles.

Her face is angelic, baby-like, but complex. Eyes that speak one million 
words, a mouth that speaks all the wrong ones, and long brown hair that 
stops at her lower back when straight. Like her hair, her problems seem to go 
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on forever, and the consequences are long-lasting, as if her life gets better just 
to get worse. 

Despite her features, she looks angry, sad, and hurt, as if life has washed 
over her with a wave of ambivalence, and she’s drowning in the confusion. 
Yet she smiles and pretends to be happy. 

What’s the point of this charade? Something always gives away the truth. 
Is it her eyes? Or how painful it looks for her to smile? She is filled with se-
crets, she is disabled by anger, she is distrusting yet filled with hope, she is 
pain and sadness, she is me.

*

Everything starts to fall apart when I am five years old. The wind blows, 
sending chills up my spine. My legs ache and I squirm with unhappiness, 
but I dare not speak. I sense feelings of uneasiness among us, and there are 
no smiles, just faces blank and expressionless, eyes filled with worry and 
sadness. I recognize there is a problem but underestimate the significance of 
this scenery. 

I remember being inside the cold hospital just an hour ago, the only hap-
py spirit among worried and frustrated souls. Stepping through the magical 
glass automatic doors, I walked holding my mother’s hand, oblivious to the 
changes that would happen in my life after that day. The hospital was a big, 
scary adventure. The white, shiny tiles tapped under my feet and I stared, 
trying to only walk on every other one, making a rhythm with my steps. Left, 
right, click. Left, right, click. The floor quickly moved beneath my feet while 
the pictures on the walls appeared and disappeared as I passed by them. We 
stepped into the elevator and I could see my reflection in the ceiling. I pressed 
the buttons happily and stared at the strangers beside me. I felt like them, in 
the presence of strangeness. 

This hospital was a strange place. The nurses and doctors seemed upbeat 
and happy, and one would expect the patients to be sad, but they were either 
bitter or ecstatic. What is there to be happy about when you’re not healthy? Maybe 
complete happiness comes from having no other choice. The elevator doors 
opened, and I shuffled my feet out into the hallway. I stared at the floor again 
because I could not look at the patients. They all made me sad, and this was 
not a sad occasion. 

“Are me and grandma gonna play cards?” I demanded as I was pulled 
into a hospital room. The walls were white and there were chairs for visitors 
to sit in. The chairs were filled with my family members, and I smiled, reveal-
ing my small, white baby teeth. 

“Grandma, we’re gonna play cards!” I said loudly, walking over to her. 
There were wires from big machines attached to her arm, and she smiled at 
me as though it hurt her to say no.

“No baby, you’re not,” my mother said as she pulled me away. Despite 
my mother’s words, I looked for cards inside all the drawers in the room. The 
walls were empty and, like the patients, bland and lifeless.

French



123

other people + me

“Are we gonna play bingo?” I asked, excited. Bingo was my favorite 
game. Every day I would be at my grandmothers house, she’d disappear in 
her room, reach to the top of her closet, and reappear with the box of bingo 
boards and dot painters. 

“No, Nailah. Stop asking!” my sister said, sitting down and crossing her 
legs. For a nine-year-old she sure is grumpy, and for what reason? A nurse entered 
the room without even a knock of warning. How rude, I thought, sitting on my 
mother’s lap. 

“Excuse me, ma’am. She’s too young to be in here,” the lady announced 
with a wicked half smile. Secretly, I was relieved. The sadness of this room 
was too much for me to handle. Skipping down the hall and out the revolving 
doors, going through an extra two times just for my own personal amuse-
ment, I wondered, Why is everybody so sad? It’s pretty outside. 

I’m snapped out of my memory by my sister taking my hand. Turning 
around, I see my dad walking as though the whole world’s on his shoulders. 
I’m ready to go home. Today was a waste of time, and I did not even get to 
play cards or bingo, which is what I thought we were coming here for. Right 
now I just want to go home and play with my dolls while listening to Ru-
grats on my television. Yet more than anything, I want my grandmother to go 
home, with me, where she belongs.

*

The house is black and empty. Although the TV in the front room is on 
and my cousin is on the couch playing the PlayStation 2, the house is quiet. A 
feeling of uneasiness washes over me as I walk through each room. She’s not 
in the front room; she’s not in the back room, or the kitchen, or the bathroom. 
I slide the door open to my cousin’s room and look at the disorder. There are 
clothes all over the floor and the beds are unmade. Nothing in my grandmoth-
er’s house is the same.    

Tiptoeing down the hall, I nervously crack her bedroom door open. She must 
be in here. It’s her room. “Grandma?” I whisper, determined to hear an answer. 

Opening the door quickly, I reveal an empty room, nothing moved from 
when she had stayed there. Her closet door is open and I peek in to see all 
the bingo boards, cards, and puzzles we used to do together. It’s been almost 
seven months and none of them have been touched. 

She’s dead Nailah, I tell myself repeatedly. She’s not here. Standing in confu-
sion, the outside world disappears and I’m focused on nothing. Why don’t I 
cry? My ignorance and innocence have saved me from emotion. 

I walk out of her room, closing the door behind me, and cross the hallway to 
my grandpa’s room. Opening the door, sadness washes over me and the black-
ness of the room swallows me. All lights are out. The windows are closed, and 
he’s in bed, covers over his body; he’s blank and empty, staring at the wall. 

“Arte, Nailah’s here!” my aunt says with a half smile. He smiles a little 
and sits up just enough to see me, before laying back down. I travel over to the 
edge of the bed and take his hand, kissing his cheek. 
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His grasp around my hands is tight and desperate, as if I’m his light, and 
his world has faded to black. Looking in his eyes, I can feel his sadness, and I 
can see he’s given up.

*

Tic, tic, tic, tic, tic. 5:30. It’s been seven hours of anticipation. The room is 
frozen, the only noise coming from the clock on the wall. The tics match my 
heartbeat. Why is time moving in slow motion? Tic, tic, tic, tic. Now it’s 5:31. One 
more minute of waiting.  When will she come out? 

I remember just five days ago she was preparing for today. We were sit-
ting in the back room, the TV on ABC Family, but nobody was truly paying 
attention to it. I laid across the couch, my feet up over the armrest. Trying my 
best to ignore my grandparents, I focused on the TV, and yet I could not hear 
a word. Deep in empty, ignorant thoughts, I was truly nervous. Biting down 
on the side of my mouth, I tried to relieve the nerves that nobody else seemed 
to notice. The only thing I could hear were the scissors working away at her 
hair. Click, click, click, click. There was a pause, and then the electric shaver 
was turned on, shaving away the last pieces of my grandmother’s hair. All of 
my tension was released, yet I was still not relaxed. This was the start of the 
redefinition of my grandmother. I already lost one, now I had to sit back and 
watch while the other was reformed?  

The fallen hair was taken in the palms of my grandfather’s hands, set into 
a tin can and lit on fire, burning away the last few pieces of who my grand-
mother was, and leaving space for who she’s about to become. The smoke 
rose and danced in the sky, as if it were her old spirit saying goodbye. She 
used to be so free-spirited and loving; she always longed to travel. Now ev-
erything is going to change, for her and for me. Once again, my grandparents 
are ill, and once again, everything’s going to change.

My memory is interrupted by the clock once again. Tic, tic, tic, tic. Now it’s 
6:00. I can feel my shoulders knotting up and my neck still and sore. Obviously, 
this waiting has affected me more than just mentally. Standing up to stretch, I 
notice the decor of the hospital. It’s plain and cozy and, like me, it’s unmoving. 
Suddenly, I see my grandmother being wheeled out into the lobby. 

This is the start, the start of a new beginning. She looks sick and slouched 
over, as if life should have been done with her, but God is making everything 
hold on. She’s weak, and different. She is a brand new person and has changed 
every life in proximity, including her own. Now we all realize what we have: 
life, love, family, and God. No longer will we take anything for granted, and 
maybe that’s just what cancer does to a family.
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Brandon Strothers

the deCIsIon

I wake up in the middle of the night with sweat dripping from me. “Man, 
what am I going to do?” It’s 1:30 in the morning. At the break of day, I wake 
up kinda hungry and decide to fix a bowl of Captain Crunch. It tastes so good, 
like candy to me, so I just sit and enjoy my breakfast. Unaware, I slip into deep 
thought. I look down and notice the entire bowl of cereal is gone.  I didn’t 
even realize I was eating it. Guess I’m kind of like a zombie, not realizing 
what I’m doing. I get up and take a deep breath.

“Which one should I pick?” I hate every moment that sags by, knowing 
I’m faced with a life-altering decision. “Which school will I choose? I need to 
clear my head.” I go play some games and watch MADE on MTV. I think, If I 
pick this one my life will be happy, and if I pick the other one, who knows.

Picking a school is not an easy choice to make. It’s high school, where 
I’ll spend the next four years of my life. It is on my mind for about two more 
hours, and then finally I come to a decision. 

“Mom, I think I want to go to Durham School of the Arts because it will 
better prepare me for the future. I think I can still hang out with my old friends 
and stuff. I’ll still be able to spend time with them and hang out at the mall.”  

Three weeks later, I’m at DSA, and I see that it’s not so bad after all. 
Everywhere you go on campus, the kids are nice and want to meet you. My 
teachers are cool, but they do give out a lot of homework.

“So that’s why I picked DSA, and to this day I don’t think I picked the 
wrong school.”

“Wow, for real?” 
“Yeah, Jake. That’s one crazy life, but I still wish you would have come to 

my school. I’ll see you when I see you, so bye.”

I think I went a little too fast. You hardly know anything about me. I’m 
going to start with my name. My friends call me Brandon. I like that name 
a lot because it’s easy to say and it’s a very common name. It makes me feel 
great not to have a name like Bubo or Broomhead. But I have other names, like 
the name my mom calls me. I hate that name so much. Banban is my mom’s 
baby name for me. It’s so embarrassing. Like when family is over she will say 
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it, and I’m shy about it. One of my other names is my last name, Strothers. I 
like that one because it’s hard to say when you hear it the first time. Lots of 
people get it wrong. But one of my favorite names is Meat-eater. I got that 
name because I, for a short time in my life, would only eat meat. It was be-
cause when I was seven I wanted to be a T-Rex. But I think my favorite nick-
name would have to be Blue-mouth. My aunt and uncle gave me that name 
when I was four because every time they saw me my mouth was blue from 
eating the blue candy they got me. But out of all those names, I would still like 
to be called Brandon or Strothers.

Let’s get back on topic. Now I’m at DSA in the ninth grade, and I’ve met 
so many people. Everyone is nice to everyone around them. For instance, if 
someone drops their books, people will stop and help them. At my old school, 
they would have kept walking.

If there’s one thing you need to know about me, it’s that I love fun, and 
for this reason DSA is the perfect school for me. Fun, I think, is the best part of 
life. Kids, the elderly, or even the gloomy can have fun. It even helps people 
learn. If you loathe something, you will pay no attention to it, but if it’s fun, 
you will give it all your time. I think we should give some props to the person 
who helped me pick this fun school, and that person is my mom.

My mom always has my back. If I ever need help with anything at all, I 
can just ask her. I am grateful because I almost went to Jordan or Riverside. 
I would have gone there because most of the people I knew went there. But 
then my mom said, “Think about it some more.” I was absolutely sure where 
I was going, but as you see, I’m here. That’s just one thing, and if I told you 
everything she’s done for me, it would be my life story. So I’ll just tell you one 
more meager thing she did when I first signed up for DSA and unfortunately 
didn’t make it.

When we were in the car one hot, spring day after I got out of school, she 
told me this upsetting news. I remember the blue BMW Z4 that was driving by 
when she said it. But a few days later she tried one more time, and then about 
a month later, I found out I was going to end up at DSA. Thanks, Mom.

When it was about three days before school even started, I spent hours 
nervous but excited at the same time. It was the kind of feeling you get when 
you’re about to get on a roller coaster. At night I couldn’t sleep at all. I said to 
myself, This is funny; I thought I wouldn’t have any more restless nights. I looked 
up, and all I saw was a black void of nothing around me. I couldn’t even see 
my own hand in front of my face. 

It was the day before school started and I was picking out what to wear 
for the first day. It took me an hour. I was trying on all my new things that 
I got for school: blue, red, lime, orange, and even black outfits that I had. So 
finally I picked one. It was almost two o’clock.

I went outside and played football till it was about three. Then my mom 
called me in to eat lunch. At the table, I was telling my big brother about DSA. 
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He said, “Man, heard that school was lame and no one goes there.” But I 
didn’t care what he said. I just went on about my day.

Later, I got on Facebook. I talked to my friend Tim, and he was like, That 
school is good if you want to be smart.

I said, Yeah, I already knew that. 
But he also told me the school is very hard and you really need to stay on 

your work, or you won’t pass. They don’t let people turn in late work; my big 
sister told me that, because she went to DSA, too. We all kinda go where the 
older ones went. Yet, what helps me survive at DSA is the environment. When 
I need help, there are always people willing to lend me a hand.
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Cameryn murchison

belIeve It or not, 
I told you so

Chapter 1: Cousin Chaos

The sound of engines running, laughter, and the rustling of bags filled my 
ears to the point of explosion. Two rusted charter buses sat in the parking lot 
where our family was gathering, and everywhere I looked people were walk-
ing back and forth checking that everyone and everything was accounted for. 
When I got onto the bus, it felt like I was a monkey in a room full of chimpan-
zees, baboons, and even lemurs. My younger cousins were bouncing, yelling, 
and screaming like they were going to Hollywood. Believe it or not, I knew I 
wasn’t the only one who felt the way I did. My older cousins had to deal with 
the noisy chaos too, even if they were wearing headphones.

Chapter 2: Just Great

On the bus, I prepared myself for the trip of a lifetime to a place where no 
kid in the Speight family had gone before: The Old Line State. It was foolish 
to have brought Lyonel, my stuffed koala bear, with me; I had underestimated 
my cousins and their sneaky ways. The bus was crowded with talking rela-
tives, so I was not paying Lyonel as much attention as I should have. What 
happened next would soon make me regret that decision. 

“Can I see your bear?” my younger cousin Shaylin asked. I wanted to re-
fuse, but something told me that it would lead to an unwanted confrontation.

“Sure, just promise to bring him back.” I knew it would be at least two 
hours before I would see my beloved koala again. Now why in the world did I do 
that? The bus jerked forward, the sound of engines starting filled the air, and 
we were off on yet another family adventure.

When we reached the highway, someone put in Alvin and the Chipmunks, 
a movie I had already seen three times and which was starting to drive me 
crazy. I disapproved of the choice, mostly because not everyone on a crowded 
old bus wants to watch chipmunks sing over and over. It was the thought of 
an even worse movie choice being put in that made me keep my mouth shut.
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Chapter 3: I’m Lovin’ It: McDonald’s to the Rescue
  
Nearly four hours had passed, and I had not seen Lyonel or Shaylin since 

the parking lot. I was hungry and literally about to hit one of those “got to 
find food moments” you get when hunger starts to get the better of you. By 
that time we had already passed Richmond, and I think many underestimated 
how long it would take before hunger set in. Finally, the bus pulled out onto 
an exit and into a Cracker Barrel parking lot.

“Thank the Lord, people were about begin to eat each other if we didn’t 
stop somewhere,” my Aunt Quent said.

At first I thought we were eating here, but Aunt Quent came back saying 
it was a forty-five minute wait. Now if you were me, you’d know what crazy 
things could happen in forty-five minutes with a busload of hungry people. I 
guess that was why most of us voted to get McDonald’s next door. I ordered 
a McGriddle and an orange juice, the perfect breakfast food on the go when 
you’re with family. I raised my carton of orange juice. 

“A toast to the Speight Family for the adventure ahead!” Aunts, uncles, 
and cousins all joined in the fun that spread throughout the bus.

 Chapter 4: Pop-Tarts and Cousins

 While I was enjoying the sights passing by, I couldn’t help but eavesdrop 
on the conversations surrounding me. My aunt Gzelle was one of the loudest 
people on the bus, and I could hear her conversation even when she was at the 
back. Up front, my cousins were being quizzed on how to spell Mississippi, a 
fairly easy word for me to spell since I had to memorize all fifty states in fifth 
grade for a concert. I still make sure to remember all fifty, because you never 
know when you’ll need to spell the name of a state. 

I leaned back into my chair and got into my relaxed position. The sounds 
of endless conversation, cars passing by, and the wrinkling of McDonald bags 
echoed all around me, but I had already shut myself away in my own world. 
My imagination was the only place that was one hundred percent created 
by me and for me, and it would always stay that way. I daydreamed I was a 
castaway on an uncharted island in an endless sea. It stayed that way until an 
unexpected guest arrived.  

“Hey, cousin!” My cousin Nyla appeared in the seat beside me, nearly 
scaring the pop-tarts out of me. “So, what’s up?” she asked.

“Don’t you warn people before you nearly scare them out of their wits?”
“No, that’s the fun of it. You sneak up on them just when they get comfortable.” 
I stared at her for a long time, thinking she must watch a lot of spy movies 

to be able to scare the fruit loops out of someone and not show any concern 
whatsoever. We soon grew bored with nothing to talk about, so we said bye, 
and she went back to her seat at the back of the bus. 
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Chapter 5: Annapolis, MD

I had dozed off only five minutes after Nyla left. Then I felt a tap on my 
shoulder. It was my mom saying we had reached our destination: Annapolis, 
Maryland. I looked around; people were sleeping so hard they looked as if 
they were in hibernation. A blast of cold air from the vent above forced me to 
get up and stretch. Annapolis looked similar to Wilmington, and everywhere 
you looked people had boats in their backyards. The hotel we were staying at 
was a Hilton Garden Inn, and I noticed for the first time just how different it 
was from the regular hotels you see back home in Durham.

As we pulled into the parking lot, my cousins couldn’t contain them-
selves and started moving around the bus as if it were an RV. It took me a 
while before I was able to get all of my things, including Lyonel and Honey, 
my favorite teddy bear. Walking up to the massive hotel was like walking up 
to a tropical resort if you were an ant. Inside, there were couches everywhere 
and even a breakfast area where, in the mornings, they had every kind of 
breakfast food you could dream of. I was eager to find our hotel room so that 
I could see the beautiful Maryland sunset, but we ended up waiting a while 
before someone eventually gave us our keys.

That night, I explored the hotel room and all of its cool gadgets. There 
was a mini fridge and an awesome bathroom. I didn’t pay attention to the 
television because it wasn’t the flat screen I had expected. I soon snuggled 
into bed with Honey and Lyonel by my side, hoping that tomorrow would be 
the start of a family reunion I would never forget.

Chapter 6: Orioles and Baltimore

The next morning, we all ate a huge breakfast down in the lobby and 
enjoyed endless refills of pancakes, eggs, bacon, and Kellogg’s cereal. My 
stomach was so full from eating four different kinds of cereal, two pieces of 
bacon, and one huge pancake that I had no choice but to wash it all down 
with orange juice with pulp––yuck. We loaded up on the bus and explored 
Maryland’s best. It was about thirty minutes before we reached Baltimore, 
home of the Orioles. Atlanta, Georgia, was the biggest city I had ever been to, 
so Baltimore seemed like a miniature New York. There were taxis, buses, and 
pedestrians everywhere. There was so much activity that you felt as if time 
had sped up. 

We arrived at the Baltimore Aquarium with the famous Baltimore Harbor 
by its side. The aquarium was massive and had species of fish I had never 
seen in real life until now. They had tiger sharks, great white sharks, and cute 
little hermit crabs. There were fish that would scare you so bad you would 
have nightmares about them in broad daylight. 

We got hungry, so we went to the third floor café where we chowed down 
on cookies, popcorn, and nachos while enjoying the fantastic view of the har-
bor below. Even though our glorious adventure would end the next day, we 
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all knew that it was family events like these that brought us all together. My 
family is like a chain of magnets and our love is like the gravity on earth.

Chapter 7: Home Is Where the Heart Is

The day we left, Maryland hid its face over the horizon. Time went by 
and we soon arrived back at home in good old Durham, North Carolina. Al-
though Durham wasn’t a big famous city like Baltimore or Atlanta, it is still 
home. The sounds of engines running, laughter, and the rustling of bags soon 
faded in the distance as we drove away. I welcomed myself to my number one 
place to be, North Carolina. And, believe it or not, I told you so.
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James Cobra Viper

the younG 
marIne

I ran and ran my unit. My DI had given me command of the Young Ma-
rine unit as soon as I could sing cadence. I ran and ran them until they were 
exhausted. I had wanted to be a Marine ever since I saw them in a parade.

I was settling for the Young Marines for now. The Young Marines have 
the same values and beliefs as the Marine Corps. They believe in honor, re-
spect, discipline, team work, leadership, motivation, and dedication. The mo-
ment I saw the Young Marines, I knew I had to join.

 
“Hey, Mom?” I said.
“Yes?” she said.
“I’ve been sneaking to the Young Marines.” She looked at me for a mo-

ment. Then she started yelling.
“What? I said you couldn’t join!”
“But it’s so much fun.”
“No, I said you couldn’t join, so you can’t. End of discussion.”
“You can’t end the discussion!” I yelled at her.
“I end any discussion I want to. I own this house, not you.”
“I hate you!” I yelled as I ran to my room and slammed the door.
“I shouldn’t have ever taken you to that parade!” she yelled back.
As I sat on my bed crying, I remembered that parade a year ago. 

My mother was trying to get me and my brother into the Christmas 
spirit. She had gone all out this year; everything in our house looked so 
Christmassy. We had stockings, a huge tree, a Saint Nick on top of the house, 
and a baby Jesus on the front lawn. My brother and I didn’t know why our 
mother went through so much just to celebrate Christmas. We later found 
out it was because we were moving, and she wanted our last Christmas in 
Atlanta to be special. I would have settled for another year in Atlanta rather 
than a big Christmas.

 My mother woke us up at five in the morning on Christmas Eve. “Get 
up,” she said. My brother and I had stayed up till three the night before play-
ing my Xbox. 
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“Go away!” I said, barely over a whisper. I looked over at my alarm clock. 
“It’s five in the morning! What the freak?” I exclaimed. She smiled at me. My 
mother always liked to wake me and my brother up early after we had stayed 
up late. It had become like a tradition to us. It took me an hour to get out of 
bed. I took a shower and threw some clothes on. 

That day, Atlanta was going to have a huge Christmas parade. My mom 
said she wanted to go. We hopped into the car and drove downtown. We 
parked our car in a place where we would see everything that came by. The 
parade started a couple minutes later. 

First came a huge Arthur balloon. 
Then came the Boy Scouts. 
“Wanna join the Boy Scouts?” my mom said with a grin on her face. She 

knew I was hoping to try something new. 
Then came the Young Marines.
They all marched at the same time. They all carried black rifles. They 

wore camouflage uniforms and black gloves. Their boots were so shiny you 
could see your face in them. They commanded your attention. 

“Halt!” the drill sergeant yelled. They all stopped at the same time, per-
fectly aligned.

“Prepare arms!” the drill sergeant screamed. All the rifles came to their 
shoulders at the same time.

“Fire!” the drill sergeant yelled. All the Young Marines brought their 
rifles up to their shoulder and fired. At the same time, the drill sergeant also 
brought up his gun and fired with them.

“Disarm!” the drill sergeant yelled. All the Young Marines dropped the 
guns to their sides and pulled a lever back that shot out the shells of the spent 
bullets. They then brought the rifles back to their shoulders.

“Forward march!” the drill sergeant yelled. They all stepped out with 
their left foot and marched down the road. 

I looked at my mom and said, “I have to join!” My mother looked at me, 
then looked at the empty shells.

“No. Absolutely not!”
“Why not?”
“I will not have my son shooting a loaded gun!”
“Please, Mom. Just let me join!”
“No!” she screamed, and I bolted to the car. She never let me do what 

I wanted. As I was running to the car, I slammed into a Young Marine. He 
seemed huge to me. He carried himself as if he were the king of the world. He 
stared at me for a while and then said, “Join us.” 

I looked at him. “I will!”

“Hey, Mom, can I go to football practice?” I had figured I could tell my 
mom I was trying out for the football team, but instead catch a bus to the 
Young Marines. If I caught the bus at the right time, I would get there just 
when they started. Maybe I could even convince them my mother was okay 
with me going. How long that would last, I did not know.
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“Sure,” she said. “Do you need a ride back?”
“No, I’m good. I’ll catch a ride back with someone on the team!” I yelled 

as I walked out of the house. I walked down the block and caught the num-
ber seven down to the bus terminal. Then I caught the number eight to the 
base where they participate in the Young Marines. When I arrived, I met a 
guy named Johnny Puller; apparently, he was a descendant of the legendary 
Trusty Puller. He too seemed like king of the world––all his motions were flu-
ent and controlled. 

He looked me in the eye and said, “Why are you here?”
“I’m here to join the Young Marines,” I said. 
He looked at me and said, “Where are your parents?” He seemed to know 

that they had not given me permission to come.
“Umm . . . ” 
Before I could finish he cut me off. “Don’t lie to me, young man.” He looked 

me dead in the eye. I don’t know what it was, but I had to tell him the truth.
“My mom told me I couldn’t come to the Young Marines,” I said. He 

stared at me for what seemed like ages. He was unreadable. 
“Welcome to the Young Marines, son.” 
I couldn’t believe it. “But why, sir?” I asked. 
He looked at me. “I did the same thing when I joined the Corps.”

The time seems to have passed so quickly since that first day in the Young 
Marines. I have learned so much from them. Since then, I have been through 
a lot: telling my mom about sneaking around to the Young Marines, moving 
to Durham, and having to start all over again. When we moved, everything I 
had earned in the Young Marines was lost. Apparently, the first Sergeant rank 
I earned in Atlanta did not count in Durham for some reason. Regardless, the 
most important thing I have learned is to give everyone a chance. No matter 
what their situations or their differences, you should give everyone a chance. 

I thank my CO for giving me a chance. 

Semper Fi!
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I. T. Brown

Journey to 
south afrICa: 

GaInInG somethInG from nothInG

News at Dinner

I remember a dinner that we had outside our house, sitting under the can-
opy of trees that made up our back yard. I poked about at my salad. There was 
nothing really interesting about the salad––just a salad with chicken on it, but 
I was satisfied. As I was staring at my salad, a strange conversation started in 
the background between my mom and dad. “Honey, I think that we should be 
doing something to help,” said my mom with a perplexed look on her face.

 “What do you mean help? Help what?” said my dad.
 “I don’t know, I just feel like I am being called to help with some sort of 

thing that helps children in Africa or somewhere. Maybe we could give a little 
money or something.”

Realizing the conversation that had started, I commented, “That’s a 
little random.”

“Well, I still think we need to pray about it,” said my mom. My mind was 
only halfway engrossed in this conversation. I had no second thoughts about 
what was said, but evidently my dad did because he did start to pray about it 
in the mornings. But to me, this was just another random dinner conversation 
that would never come to mean anything. My dad thought that it would be 
impossible to make a difference himself in changing the lives of kids on the 
other side of the world. 

One day as he was sitting at his desk doing his usual work on the com-
puter, his phone rang. The caller I.D. flashed on the screen. He knew who it 
was. “Hello, this is Keith,” he answered.

Later that night as we were eating dinner, he said that something impor-
tant happened at work that day. Everybody got quiet. At first I thought that it 
would be another random, insignificant event that didn’t affect me. I sat there 
staring at him, waiting to hear what he would say. We watched, it seemed as 
if in slow motion, the words begin to flow from his mouth.   

“A good friend, Beth, called me today. She wanted to talk about an orga-
nization in South Africa that she helps run. She is trying to start a school for 
children whose parents have died of AIDS,” said my dad.
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“What’s the rest of the story?” my brother asked.
“Well, you know how mom had asked me to pray for how we could help 

kids around the world that needed help?”
“Yeah, I remember,” I said.
“I think the Lord answered my prayers. As you know, Beth is terminally 

ill with cancer and she is not expected to live much longer, so she turned over 
her position to me and wants me to continue her work in South Africa to get 
that school started. That is exactly what I am going to do.” We were all per-
plexed at what he’d already said, but what he said next made my head spin.

“We will be starting the school in South Africa and when we do finally 
get it started after a lot of hard work and fundraising, we will take a trip there 
in January or February.” That would be in the middle of school, I thought to my-
self. This still felt a little random to me, but I was surprised by what had come 
out of that conversation at dinner.

Flight to Johannesburg

You’ve got to be kidding. It’s already time to get up, I thought to myself as I 
rolled over in bed, still exhausted from packing. The sound of my alarm clock 
rang throughout my room with more intensity, it seemed, than a fire alarm in 
the middle of math class. It was the day, a day that I was both looking forward 
to and nervous about. All of our things were already loaded into the car and 
ready to go.

I stepped outside the house with my backpack on my shoulder and 
glanced up at the tree line where the sun was barely stretching its rays around 
the limbs of the harsh winter branches. It was a cold morning, so cold I had 
to get my heavy jacket from my closet and wrap myself in it to stay warm. I 
dragged my body to the car, pulled myself inside, and prepared for what was 
ahead. We were on our way to the Raleigh airport, where we would take a 
flight to Atlanta, Georgia. We would then take a sixteen hour direct flight to 
Johannesburg, South Africa.

We were on the plane headed to Atlanta when I began to get worried, 
worried because I was bored and it was only thirty minutes through the first 
flight. If I am getting bored on this flight, how on earth will I make it on the next? I 
thought to myself. I pulled out my iPod and glanced at the screen for the time. 
It was going to be a long day.

The flight to Johannesburg was the one that I was anxious about. It was 
hard to imagine being in a plane for so long. My seven-year-old brother, Seth, 
was continuously asking, “So Dad, how long did you say that the flight is?” 

“It’s sixteen and a half hours, buddy. It’s a long time. We will get there 
tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow morning!” said Seth. He acted completely surprised every 
time we told him. I don’t think he had really grasped the idea that you could 
be on a plane that long without stopping. After waiting for about five hours 
in the Atlanta airport, which looked a lot like a mall if you ask me, we went to 
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the gate where we would be boarding in about ten minutes or so. As I walked 
outside through the boarding tunnel, I could feel the cold air of the late after-
noon all around us.

The plane was divided into three sections: first class, business, and econ-
omy. It was roomy inside the plane. It had dark, greenish gray floors and dark 
blue seats. One of the first things that I noticed was that TVs were on the back 
of each seat. In the center of the plane were our three seats. I sat in the middle 
and my dad sat to the right of me. As I sat down, I picked up the scratchy, 
papery blanket and the plastic-smelling pillow and put them above in the 
luggage compartment. I stared around the seemingly spacious interior of the 
737 and thought to myself, This is the environment I will be living in for the next 
sixteen and a half hours of my life.

The pilot came over the loud speaker and said, “Rise and shine, it is a 
beautiful day. We are now over the coast of Africa and will be landing in two 
hours at the Johannesburg airport. The flight attendants will be around short-
ly to refresh you with lunch.”

“Wait, did he say lunch? We just got up,” I said.
“Yeah, I think he did,” said my dad.
“It’s because of the time change,” said my mom from the row behind us. 

The plane was still mostly asleep. One by one, windows opened, letting the 
harsh outside light seep into the dark, cool cabin. Soon, everybody was awake 
and music started playing. The flight was back in session. 

After we were served lunch, the pilot came over the speakers and said, 
“We will be landing in about one hour. Once again, thanks for flying to Jo-
hannesburg with Delta Airlines.” I laughed under my breath. He had prob-
ably said that same phrase, ‘Thanks for flying with Delta Airlines,’ at least ten 
times over the last fifteen hours. 

As we landed, I looked out my window to see the huge city of Johannes-
burg. This is one of the biggest cities in South Africa or maybe even the whole conti-
nent, I thought to myself. It was a crazy airport in a crazy town. If it had not 
been for the man who picked us up, we definitely would have gotten lost.

The man who picked us up was Dr. Flip Buys. I call him Dr. Flip. He 
was a strong, tall man with gray hair and glasses. This day he was wearing a 
striped shirt and khakis with a brown belt. He was Afrikaans, one of the many 
people in South Africa. His voice was low and he spoke with a heavy accent. 
“Do you want a soda pop?” he asked me as he dug around in his wallet for 
sixty rand.

“Sure,” I said. “That would be great.” So he put the strange foreign money 
in the machine and pressed the Coke button. Yesterday morning I had gotten 
a Coke from the machine outside of the Raleigh airport. I stood and opened 
the bottle and took a sip. A familiar taste far from home, yet different. This 
was a new continent.
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Visiting a Day Center

I stepped out of the car and looking down the row of shacks something 
caught my eye; it was a small boy wearing a torn shirt and stained green 
pants. His hands were dusty from playing with an old soccer ball faded from 
the rays of the sun. He was bouncing it as he looked towards the large fence. 
His eyes were bright, but his expression was dark. If you looked closer at 
those eyes, behind them was sadness. This boy was one of the many on the 
outside of the fence.

The fence surrounded a day center, a shelter and refuge for many chil-
dren that live unstable lives. This is a home away from home, a family they 
can depend on. The mission of the center is to help vulnerable kids have a safe 
place to go after school. Some of these kids may have no parents or they might 
be living with their grandparents or just an older brother or sister. While the 
kids are at this safe haven they play, eat, sleep, and bond with each other and 
the volunteers. The kids are given meals at the center because this may be the 
only place they have to eat. 

As I stood there dazed from the sight I had seen, I focused my attention 
back to the large chainlink fence. I was staring at the locked gate, thinking 
about this image. Inside the gate were children playing, having fun, and being 
fed a meal, I thought as I stood there and looked at the lock. This strange piece 
of metal kept some children in and others out.

Flight to Cape Town

The inside of the plane was dark and cool. It was quiet; the conversa-
tion level was a little above a whisper. We were approaching the Cape Town 
airport. Cape Town was alive with green growth, flourishing in the summer 
weather. At home when I had left to come on this trip, it was a cold winter 
morning, the temperature somewhere in the thirties. Here it was a pleasant 
eighty-five. We were halfway around the world, changing the seasons com-
pletely. As I looked out of the window, high mountains reached towards the 
plane. Green vineyards flourishing with grapes filled the valley. The beauti-
ful city of Cape Town was now beside us as we soared over the ocean, deep 
and dark, a shade of emerald-sapphire blue. As we descended, colors became 
intense, more distinctive and more defined. What felt like seconds later, the 
wheels of the plane touched down on the smooth pavement of the airport 
runway. We had flown from the Johannesburg airport to Cape Town. After we 
rented the car, we went around the city to explore. As we drove, the GPS that 
came with the car gave us directions in Afrikaans.

As we drove down the winding roads near the ocean, we had our win-
dows down. We were now in a very wealthy section of Cape Town. There were 
huge, white, modern buildings clinging to the cliffs of the cape like climbers 
hanging from a ledge. The buildings had four main levels, forming a stair-like 
pattern down to the water. There were many buildings such as these open in 
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this part of the cape. These were some of the biggest buildings that I had ever 
seen in my life. The glass on the side of one of the buildings glistened from the 
light reflecting from the third story pool.

We kept on driving. The road was cut into the mountain like a trail made 
by ants around an anthill, winding down, around, and through the cliffs. As we 
drove, we came to the beach where there were surfers and many native people 
selling things such as wire structures made with beads and colorful materials.

Continuing our journey down the road parallel to the beach, the houses 
faded and turned into fresh countryside undisturbed by man except for the 
road running above the beach that we were now traveling on. 

I yawned. I was still suffering from jet lag. I started to doze off when I 
caught sight of something outside of my window. As I looked, acres of land 
passed by, filled with what looked like scraps of metal and old plywood. 
These materials were sculpted to form shacks built so closely to each other, 
the roofs appeared to be one plane in themselves. There was barely enough 
room to squeeze through the space from one shack to another. They continued 
for as far as my eyes could make out shape and color; all that could be seen 
was the brownish, rusty orange of the discarded sheet metal serving as walls 
and roofs. The extreme change from rich to poor was overwhelming.

The Day at the Beach

Instead of surfing, I was back in the van fantasizing about the perfect 
wave free of great whites. Unfortunately, there had been a shark sighting, 
keeping the surfers out of the waters. While I listened to the waves crash, the 
whistle blew and the alarm sounded; the shark watchers had seen another––
this time a sixteen-footer. This was Mouzenburg Beach, one of the best places 
for longboarding in the world. But where the surfers like to be, the sharks do 
also. On some days, most in fact, there was a sighting of a great white, but 
today there were two. 

Of course, like most responsible parents, my parents said that I couldn’t 
go in the water anymore that day. This sucks. What am I going to do now? What 
else could go wrong? I thought to myself. I was bummed: this was the only day 
that was set aside for surfing.

On the way back to the van, the sun beat down upon my brow. Drenched 
with sweat and sunscreen, I could smell the ocean and what smelled like fresh 
fish being grilled. The van was parked in a lot by the beach in front of a couple 
of local surf shops. When we were walking we were stopped by what they call 
a parking guard. This sounds like a perfectly legitimate job, but in all actual-
ity it is more of a job that is made up as a substitution for begging. The job of 
a parking guard is to watch a person’s car and keep it free from harm. When 
the owner returns and the car is safe, the parking guard will accept some form 
of payment like a five rand piece, the equivalent of seventy-five cents. In gen-
eral, kids will do this job, but it is quite often done by adults.

He was in his mid-forties, but his face aged at a different pace than the 
rest of him. His smile was bright and could not be contained, yet when it 
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showed, spaces of darkness could be seen. He was self-conscious about his 
smile for the parts it was missing. His short, dark hair was oily from working 
under the sun and not bathing. His black skin was darker on the parts kissed 
by the rays. The wrinkles in between his eyes made him look anxious, but 
for what, they did not tell. His shoes were black, one with gray laces and the 
other with white, one tied and the other not. Both of his socks were clean and 
stretched to the middle of his shins. His shirt was old yet clean, like a freshly-
bathed ten-year-old dog. His ears were large and his nose was prominent. His 
name was Jo Jo.

 As we walked to the car he talked to us and tried to become friends with 
us. This was new because in most cases parking guards were different––just 
looking for how they could get that spare change. He said in the best English 
his mouth was capable of saying, “How’s yo trip? I have watched car for you 
and give yo wheels a shine.” This was what I could make out; the rest was a 
slur of English and Afrikaans. As he walked to the car, he wanted to know our 
names and how long we would be in South Africa. Like a true gentleman, he 
opened the van door for my mom, then for me and my brother. Then he said 
in a quite excited voice, “It was nice to see you and to meet you.” Then he 
proceeded to walk back towards the beach. 

As he was doing so, my dad whistled and said, “Jo Jo, wait. I think you’re 
forgetting something.” He motioned him over to the window. As Jo Jo came 
around, his smile got bigger and bigger, but every time it got to the point 
where you thought that it was impossible to smile any more, he would close 
his mouth in embarrassment. He came to the side of the window and placed 
both hands on the side of the car. His fingers were dark, old and withered. 
They looked as though they themselves had endured all the hardships and 
stress of an average life. 

“First of all Jo Jo, I think that I owe you something. It is my understand-
ing that you watched our car and shined the wheels also. Is that correct?” 

“Um, well, yes, boss this is.”
“Well then, here you go. I think you have earned this.” My dad dropped 

a ten rand piece into Jo Jo’s hand.
As he received the coin he smiled and thanked my dad with such enthu-

siasm. Jo Jo said again and again, “God bless you, boss. God bless you. Have 
a good and blessed trip.”

Just then, as Jo Jo turned to walk away my dad said, “Wait, Jo Jo. I have 
one more question. Do you know Jesus?” 

“Why––why yes, boss, I do know Jesus. He is the Lord,” said Jo Jo in an 
excited tone. And then, with the most heartfelt words that I have ever seen 
expressed by body language and mood, he spoke. 

Our ears tried to understand him but his words were unclear because they 
were a mix of languages––Afrikaans, English, and some of his own native lan-
guage. Jo Jo’s face lit up and his joy was uncontainable. He could hardly hold 
back the tears welling up behind his eyes like the great waves behind us.

Here was a man, working as a parking guard, hardly making it in life, 
telling the gospel to us with such enthusiasm that you could see the holy spirit 
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working through him. He stood there with hope in his heart, clenching the 
small part of the window that was showing. Leaning forward and in a much 
softer and calmer voice, yet just as joyfully, he said, “Do not lose your faith, 
boss. When you are strong, do not forget your God.” Then after a short pause 
and in a quieter, more serious voice, he continued. “When I am weak as I am 
now, I call on Jesus, and he comforts me, and I know him well. When I am 
strong, I remember not to call on Jesus but just on myself and I do not know 
him then.” As Jo Jo said this, he laid his hand on my dad’s arm, squeezed it, 
and stared him firmly in the eye. “Boss, do not ever forget to call on Jesus no 
matter how strong you might be.” 

At this point, my dad almost to the point of tears himself, said, “I won’t, 
Jo Jo. I won’t.” 

As we pulled away, I stared into the eyes of a man who had nothing on 
this earth. Yet this man, Jo Jo, was happier and seemed more content than 
many of the wealthier, more privileged people that I had met. I myself that 
very day was not content just because I was not able to go surfing. As we were 
driving off, I looked at a man smiling with an old shirt and mismatching shoe 
laces. This man, when he was asked the question “Jo Jo, do you know Jesus?” 
replied with an answer that changed my view on life and this world. When we 
talked to Jo Jo, I knew that Jo Jo didn’t just know about Christ, he knew Him.

Visiting the Nakekela Care Center

The ride was jarring as our Jeep Wrangler crawled over the dusty path 
filled with ruts and potholes that passed for a road. There were rusty, dilapi-
dated shacks on our left and right. Suddenly, the Jeep swerved to the left, 
avoiding a small, black and white milk goat. My nerves were wrought. 

We were on our way to a hospice that housed and took care of people dy-
ing of AIDS. My mind wandered down every path as the uncertainty of what I 
would see overwhelmed my thoughts. The Jeep came to a halt. I read the sign 
silently: Nakekela Care Center.

For me, this was being brave, stepping outside of my boundaries, and 
doing something that I wasn’t comfortable with. As I walked through the 
door, it creaked. We stepped inside. The lobby was well decorated with a 
blue couch and white cushions. It was a sunny and inviting environment. 
The air smelled like a mix between a cafeteria and a hospital. A strange mix. 
An Afrikaans woman with big, blue eyes and curly, dark hair wearing a blue 
dress greeted us. 

This is all so strange, I thought to myself. She was one of the nurses. She 
talked to us for a brief amount of time about the patients that were staying 
in the hospice center and how they were very fortunate because there was a 
large waiting list.

 In this section of South Africa, AIDS is at a pandemic level. Almost fifty 
percent of adults are infected with AIDS and many of them die because they 
don’t get treatment in time. This means that everybody around the hospice 
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center wants to be there to get better or have a comfortable place to pass away. 
Only thirty percent of the patients that come ever leave. 

Close to the lobby, there was a woman who had the top of her head 
wrapped in cloth. She was lying on a straw mat on the edge of the hallway. 
Her face was tucked into the crease of her elbow. Her legs resembled those of 
a skeleton. She looked as if she were eighty-five pounds. Her pants and shirt 
were striped and colorful. Her clothes that once fit on her now draped her 
body like loose robes. 

As we went around the corner, the nurse told us that this was a termi-
nally ill patient who was not expected to make it much longer. “She refuses 
a bed and says that she will stay in the hall and wait,” said the nurse. This 
woman, who was dying of AIDS, was waiting to go home. 

It was almost time for us to go home. This trip had shown me so many 
different things about the world and the people that live in it. It taught me 
about culture, about true happiness, and most of all about myself and the 
privileged live that I am blessed to live. My life was changed and it is my hope 
that, through me, many others can be changed also.
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emma Grace

sonata Con 
fuoCo

Overture

My mother’s eyes flickered across the pages, the warm, yellow light re-
flecting on her face. Her fingers flew across the piano’s keyboard like birds, 
lingering only when she forgot a note. Her eyebrows lifted when she paused, 
gently rising onto a brow faintly lined with care. Her mouth turned up into 
a little smile when she saw me listening to the music. She beckoned me over 
with the same fingers that only moments ago had been dancing. Gaily, I 
skipped to her side, wonder shining in my young eyes. I glanced at the pages 
she had been reading from and stopped short. There was a forest of strange, 
encrypted symbols covering the page. My mother, seeing my astonished face, 
erased my doubts with a kind smile. She gently numbered my fingers, one, 
two, three, four, five. Eagerly I thrust my hands upon the keyboard, chubby 
childhood fingers resting on the white keys, slipping easily between the black. 
Quietly my mother chanted numbers, three, two, one, two, three, three, three. 
Two, two, two. Three, three, three. Three, two, one, two, three, three, three, two, two, 
three, two, one. Magic. The simple tune of “Mary Had a Little Lamb” slowly 
unfurled. I gazed up at my mother with wonder and grinned.

Without warning, the air grew cold. My mother and I glanced up to see my 
sister, sheet music in hand and a scowl on her face. I jumped up as my sister sat 
down on the little black piano bench. Perfectly, but without feeling, she began to 
play. I stood, shocked. The sound that only moments ago had been warm and 
cheerful, was bleak and cold. I watched with childish thoughts running through 
my head. Maybe the piano reacts like a person, only warm to those who feel the same, 
for those who play not for recognition, but for joy. It was clear to me that my sister felt 
very differently about about piano than my mother did. It showed in her eyes, 
cold stone. It showed in her hands, not dancing but marching like convicts to the 
firing wall. It showed in her mouth, a grimace of concentration and frustration. 
My sister’s lack of passion was in itself a passion. A passion that contained older 
resentments, yet unknown to me. A cold, frightening passion. The chilling sound, 
when repeated as often as it was, slowly crept into the household, banishing all 
memory of sweeter, more carefree moments of fingers dancing to simpler tunes.

Grace
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Acceso

The cheerful chirping of the birds on the early summer morning seemed 
to complement the sweet golden sunshine. My mother looked up at me with 
a grin, a grin of delight.

“Good morning Emm!” she beamed. Suddenly my sleepy mind grew 
wary. Something felt wrong. It was like looking at a coral reef: it all seems 
perfect, until you see the sharks. My head was still too fuzzed with sleep to 
discern it.

“Morning, Mum,” I cautiously replied. I could just envision my mom’s 
next phrase. It probably included ‘dusting’ and ‘whole house.’

“Oh, I just had the greatest idea! Wouldn’t you love to take piano lessons 
like your sister used to?” Instantly relieved that cleaning was not on the agen-
da, I had to wait a moment for her words to sink into my still sleep-clouded 
mind. I finally realized what she had said and was horrified. My sister hadn’t 
taken lessons for years . . .

I was sitting next to an enormous cat, quite aptly named Cushion. At the 
moment, Cushion had condescended to sit next to me on an old, green velvet 
settee as I watched my sister play. I looked around at the old house and the 
very elderly lady sitting next to my sister at a very old baby grand. The frus-
trated and annoyed voice of the old lady grated on my ears. My sister hadn’t 
practiced again. Why doesn’t Mum understand? Kaitlin hates piano. She resents 
being forced to do something she has no passion for, something she hates.

I jolted back into the present with the discordant sound of misplaced fin-
gers still running through my mind. I looked at my mum, hoping she was 
joking. Her eager face renewed my fears. I was to be trapped, trapped like my 
sister in an ancient house with an ancient old lady, chained to a piano. Maybe 
somehow I could persuade her, tell her I didn’t want her dusty music books, 
filled with expectations that still seemed to haunt and torment the air around 
them, rubbing off on all those who touched their pages.

“I’m just too busy with gymnastics and, uh . . . ” My mother motioned me 
to continue with a teasing grin that sensed victory. I struggled to think of another 
way out without hurting her. I love you Mum, but I learned from Kaitlin’s mistake. 

 I realized that it wasn’t exactly piano that my sister had hated. It was the 
idea that, while we may have felt in control, we did not live in a democracy. 
We had so little power, we didn’t even realize we lacked it. I had to try to take 
control and responsibility for what was in my future. But delicately. No mat-
ter how betrayed I felt, I knew my mum tried her best for me. I just needed 
to redirect her.

“But Mum, once school starts I won’t have any time to practice. You 
wouldn’t want another Kaitlin-like experience, would you?” Desperately I 
hoped to remind her of past failures.

“Don’t worry; you’ll be taking piano classes during the school year, too! 
You should have plenty of time to practice!” At that point I knew all hope 
was lost. The hope I had begun to build blew away like a tattered blanket. 
For that was all it was. A tattered blanket that I had feebly stitched togeth-
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er in my mind. I knew what was necessary. What my sister had probably 
deemed necessary all those years ago. I must fight. I must hate piano with all 
my strength and grow strong from that hate so that hopefully one day things 
might change. I saw a glimmer of hope and revenge. With determination I 
raised that candle, looking boldly into my future as I was forced upon a dark 
path to uncertain ends.

 

Cambiare

The interior of the building was so new it looked like it had just come 
out of a plastic case. A cacophony of sounds combined like a flock of birds 
beset by a cat. There were traces of salsa, classical, and musical theatre music 
mingling together, with the occasional percussive thud or punch. It was called 
Infuzion, supposedly for the mix of dance, music, and martial arts classes of-
fered, and it was here my mother decreed that I would learn piano.

I walked in to be greeted by a lady who introduced herself as Kimberly, 
my instructor. A quick and nervous glance in her direction revealed kind and 
patient eyes, accented by slightly mussed blond hair. So very different from 
my sister’s instructor, whose hair was white with experience, and whose eyes 
had lost all patience, if they ever had any to lose. Kimberly walked me to the 
music section of the building, a long hall of small rooms with two or three 
chairs and a room for an instrument, in my case a piano. As we walked to 
our designated room, Kimberly interrogated me on any and all of my piano-
related experiences. Before answering I carefully created a list in my head, 
unsurprised when it came to a pretty short list:

1.  Mother used to play piano.
2.  Sister used to play piano.
Dimly, I became aware of a memory, a memory almost caught, swift and 

fleeting as a shadow, but it slipped away without recognition.
“At least you’ll have somebody to help you practice at home,” Kimberly 

mused. Startled out of my thoughts, I gaped like a country bumpkin. Practice? 
I dismissed the thought as the hopeful ramblings of an idealist. I planned to 
practice like my sister had practiced: I wouldn’t practice. 

Lontano

With that thought in mind, the few precious months before school passed 
like leaves in the wind. They flew, disappearing while I had my back turned. 
As it turns out, and to my chagrin, I did practice, if only to satisfy the barest 
minimum Kimberly expected of me. All of my past claims and plans for pro-
test melted away in the summer heat. My mother seemed quite satisfied with 
my progress, slow as it was; at least I now only spoke out against piano once 
a week, compared to every day in the beginning. It was because I saw my 
fingers dance. Slowly at first, like young children learning to walk, but with a 
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certain hard-earned grace that combatted the inelegance. Still, I found no joy. 
Still, all wonder was sapped by the darker corners of my heart, crying out to 
me to remember my pledge, my oath. So, instead, I grew indifferent.

My indifference scared me whenever I thought about it. I saw my prog-
ress as a downward slope of passion; only the deepest recesses of my heart 
still burned with fire––the fire of betrayal, of hurt. But it was exhausting to 
fight. Every so often, I would find myself dreaming of what it would be like 
to play on a big stage, thousands watching, as I slowly poured my heart out. 
I never found out what happened in those dreams, the sane part of my mind 
rebelling against them with all my residual strength before they ended. That 
residual strength was being sapped by a lady whose kind smile and patient 
words slowly wore away at my resistance, corroded my hate like fire in the 
rain, dying out unless it is given shelter and fuel.

     

A Tempo

Sunlight shined in, matching the shade of the walls perfectly. The sun-
ny cheerfulness clashed with my mood, bored and annoyed. Piano classes 
at school seemed to inspire that in me. So, instead of diligently practicing 
I would retreat into my mind, and fantasize about a time when my fingers 
didn’t ache, while I listened to the pounding of keys on pounded keyboards. 
Fortunately it was only once a day, but it seemed to stretch to twice the length 
of a period on Fridays. It stretched on like the horizon, never appearing to 
end. The ticking of the clock seemed to slow just to torment me as I reluctantly 
forced my fingers to trudge up and down the keys like hardened, seasoned 
warriors returning to battle. And a battle it was. It became harder and harder 
to find any of the previous wonder, even muted as it had been by negative 
emotion, as the days wore on. What I had slowly been building a tolerance to 
returned to being a tedious, mind-numbing exercise that left me with hands 
that ached and a heart that yearned for the end of the semester. 

Piano once again was my jailer. Every day was the same. The same plastic 
bench with the same cracked seat, the same (yet slowly evolving) books filled 
with music nobody had ever heard of, and the same teacher who appeared 
at your shoulder whenever you didn’t need him, and disappeared when you 
did. Yet, somehow all the sameness changed me. I credited it as a natural 
adaptation necessary to my survival. My fingers grew heartier, my attention 
span longer. I began to improve faster than my previous turtle pace. I began 
to notice my indifference evolving. Into what, I had no idea.

 It certainly still wasn’t love or joy, but I learned to tolerate the little fanta-
sies I entertained, if only because they passed the time. Fantasies about rolling 
keys in black and white, lights as blinding as small suns, and thousands of 
faces watching, waiting, holding their breath for me. Holding their breath so 
as to not miss a moment of music. But I knew these were only silly little fan-
tasies. After all, I don’t even enjoy playing piano, right? Yet, whenever I thought 
that to myself, I saw an image. A picture a little fuzzy around the edges, time 
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having worn it away, of two hands, one large, one small. Together they play a 
merry little tune, a tune I can’t seem to remember.

Bravura

“Hey! Emma!” my friend Jada called out to me as she ran to catch up, 
blond ponytail streaming out behind her like a banner. “You play piano, right 
Emma?” she asked, just to tease. She already knew the answer.

“Only when forced to by shame or parents. Or both,” I joked, thinking 
back to the day I decided to hate piano to try and create my own say in my 
future. Quickly I banished the thought from my mind, trying to avoid un-
pleasant memories that opened old, festering wounds.

“Well, our conversation about that movie a few days ago, that cute little 
animated movie, Howl’s Moving Castle, reminded me that I had the music to 
the theme!” Jada grinned, looking quite pleased with herself. I stretched my 
mind back to last week, barely making it. We had been debating whether the 
main theme was a single song with different movements throughout the mov-
ie, or completely different songs.

“Can I see it?” I asked with skepticism, not quite believing she had man-
aged to acquire so uncommon a piece.

“I thought you might ask that, so here’s your copy,” she barely managed 
to say as she struggled to remove what appeared to be the longest essay ever 
written from her stuffed bag. I looked at the sheets she handed me and in-
wardly groaned. This was no essay. There before me, in my hands was the 
longest single piece of music I had ever seen. Seven pages, with the notes so 
condensed you could hardly see them. I felt the challenge Jada had thrown at 
me. She knew I hated piano, and she knew I loved this music. Apparently she 
wanted to know which emotion was stronger.

Finale

Black and shiny, it screamed elegance, seeming to hold the music in my 
hand in thrall. The sheets struggled towards it, towing me along. Gently, I 
raised the lid, exposing keys in black and white. I stared at my piano for a mo-
ment longer, thinking Just do it. Like Nike. Chuckling at my own joke I forced 
my fingers to rest on the keys. Bracing myself, I began to play.

Slowly I began to recognize the song. Sweet, bittersweet sound filled the 
air, so thick I could hardly breathe. Dizzily, I watched my fingers play, un-
attached and yet emotional. The accidentals became wildflowers, surprising 
beauty popping up in unexpected places. The harmony drifted above me so 
that I had to rise to meet it. The melody rang within my soul. Its emotions 
pulled and tugged me so that I thought I might shatter; I managed to hold 
myself together only so that I might hear the next note. Faster and faster I 
played, desperate to know what this was, this feeling that seemed to fill the 
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darkest parts of my heart with blinding light, cleansing wounds I didn’t even 
know existed. It was joy, finally joy that had been buried all those years ago, 
wonder, the wonder of a young child. It was terror, knowing that through this 
single piece of music I was changed, more quickly and thoroughly than any 
other change. It was understanding. This, this is what my mother had wanted 
for me, and for my sister. This knowledge that I would always have some-
thing to comfort me, something to find solace in. My sister hadn’t been able 
to find it; she hadn’t had the opportunity to look past the surface of what she 
had deemed an injustice, to see what had driven it. Through luck, chance, or 
fate I had. With a burst of clarity I realized this, this was the true beginning.

Grace
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Sindy Lopez

no hay vuelta 
Átras

“¿Y tus papeles?”* an American border patrol officer asked my mom. She 
started looking for them hurriedly, even though she did not have any.

“Please park over there,” said the officer. I had the taste of America on 
my tongue, and yet I did not know the flavor. Was it sweet, or sour and rot-
ten? We got out of the car, and she led us to a building with no color, just plain 
white. As we entered, the cold air made us freeze; we were used to the heat 
of the open sun. 

We had traveled a long way from Palo Dulce, Veracruz, to the US-Mexico 
border. We had said our good-byes to our cousins, aunts, uncles, and grand-
parents. We gave them some of our belongings that would be of use to them. 
I was happy to leave such a laborious and suffering lifestyle, yet I myself 
and my family, we did not suffer as much as others. We would go see places 
during the day, but the nights were still absolute hell. I could feel the flames 
under the covers, and the heat was like demons pulling me down into a the 
lake of despising sweat.

We had said our good-byes. I had shoved it in peoples’ faces with my 
looks that I was going and hopefully never coming back. My siblings and I 
skipped to the car, talking of how it would be over there since we were leav-
ing. We were hoping that it wasn’t going to be like Mexico. I looked back and 
saw my parents drag themselves to the car, but I was too happy to feel sorry 
for their sorrows. 

As we got on the road and my dad calmed everybody down, I looked out 
the window and wondered if my country was going to be like this one. Would 
the streets and highway roads there be well paved? Would the road signs be 
standing straight up? Would people respect the speed limits, and would they 
resist bribing police officers to get away with their crimes? I doubted whether 
that day would ever come. Yes, sad, I know, but I was glad that I was getting 
away from it all, that I wasn’t from it; I only had roots in it.

Lopez

No Hay Vueta Átras: No Turning Back
* And your papers?
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As the day went on, we had crossed through many cities, but I only saw 
hill after hill and some valleys. It was frustrating until we got to Matamoros, 
near the border. My dad had been driving for a good long time, and I didn’t 
even know we were so close to home. I was excited. 

My dad had found a good hotel to stay at. He told us to get out of the car 
and follow him, so as children we did as we were told. The hotel wasn’t bad. 
It wasn’t a five-star hotel, either, but it was respectable. They gave my dad a 
room, and we entered this court where he led us to the left. We stood in front 
of a red door. He opened it, and the smell of freshness came to me. I slammed 
my bags against the wall and collapsed on the edge on the bed. I turned on 
the TV and popped up the Disney channel. All my brothers and sisters and 
I, we were amazed. The last time we’d seen a TV was eight months ago. We 
all sat in front of it in a daze until my dad told us to go to sleep. So one of my 
brothers went to turn it off while I climbed into bed and thought about the 
wonders of tomorrow.

We all woke up pretty late and spent most of the day in the hotel. We only 
went out to eat. I was just waiting for my parents to decide to leave; I didn’t 
want to be there anymore. I was anxious to see how my country was doing. It 
was the evening, and my dad was talking to my mom. I could just hear them 
in the background.

“Do you want to go back already?” said my dad. I turned to look at 
them.

“Si los niños ya se quieren ir,”* said my mom as we all looked at her with 
desperate eyes. My dad looked at us.

“Y ustedes ya se quieren ir?” asked my dad with hope in his voice, maybe 
the hope of us wanting to stay in Mexico.

“Si,” we all answered. We wanted to leave. The last thing we wanted to 
do was go back to a house among the greedy. 

“Pues orale al caro,” my dad said with some regrets. We all grabbed our 
bags that were so neatly piled in the corner, turned off the TV, and walked out 
the red door to the car.

Lopez

* “If the children want to go.”
“And you want to go?”
“Yes.”
“Then let’s go to the car.”
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Ben Pope

throuGh the eyes 
of a ChIld

A Day at the Fair

“Ben, it’s time to get up.” Just like every other morning. “Ben! Get out of 
bed!” Mom yelled. My devious plan to hide under my covers hadn’t worked. 
It never did. I slowly climbed down the ladder on my bunk bed and was greet-
ed by a gust of frigid air. I wanted to curl back up in my warm bed and never 
leave. “Ben, I’ve got to get to work. Dad will take you to school, okay?”

“Okay, Mom,” I mumbled.
“I love you. Have a good day.”
“I love you, too, Mom.”
“Bye!”
“Bye, Mom,” I heard a yawn come up behind me. “Hey, Dad.”
“Good morning. Go get ready for school.” I disappeared for a minute to get 

my things ready for school. I walked into the kitchen and grabbed my lunch box.
“Okay Dad, I’m ready,” I exclaimed.
“Go ahead and get in the car. I’ll be right out.”
“Okay,” I answered. I went into the garage. His white Jeep was sitting 

there next to the empty space that Mom’s car had just occupied. I got into the 
back seat and buckled myself in. I sat there for about two minutes, and then 
finally Dad came out of the kitchen door, closing it behind him. He got into 
the front seat and started the car.

“You all ready for school?” he asked.
“Yep!”
“Okay, then don’t say that we need to go back for something when we’re 

halfway down the road.”
“Okay.” 
 I stared out the window at the passing cars and buildings. So many people 

going so many places, I thought. Suddenly, I caught a sight of a Ferris wheel.
“Looks like the fair is back,” Dad said with a warm smile on his face.
“Ooh, can we go soon?” I asked eagerly.
“I was planning on taking you out of school at 2:30 to go.” He paused, 

“How does that sound?”
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A huge grin lit up my face. 
“Yay, I can’t wait!” I spent the remainder of the car ride fantasizing about 

2:30. My dad would walk into my classroom and give me a huge hug. Then 
we would go to the fair, where I could sit on his shoulders and eat cotton 
candy. I would feel so tall looking down upon the sea of heads. I would at-
tempt to navigate the fun-house and then ride the Ferris wheel.

We arrived at school. “Bye, Dad! I can’t wait till 2:30!” I said cheerfully. 
He chuckled at my enthusiasm. 

“Okay, Ben. Have a good day.” I walked to my classroom. I shoved my 
lunch box into my cubby and then caught up with Gabe. Gabe was and is to 
this day my best friend. 

“Guess where I get to go today?!”
“I don’t know, where?”
“My dad is picking me up today at 2:30 to take me to the fair!” I said proudly.
“Aw, no fair,” he said. We laughed. I spent the rest of the day bragging to 

the other kids whose replies were very similar.
The day was so filled with thoughts of cotton candy and my dad’s shoul-

ders that I did not hear the teacher speak. The clock was conducting a con-
spiracy to move as slowly as possible and even go backwards. After a few 
hours of watching the clock, 2:30 came around.

This is it! I said to myself. Excitement gripped my body. 2:26, 2:27 2:28. At 2:30 
he would triumphantly walk into my classroom and I would run into his arms. 
2:29, I started counting down in my head.  Five, four, three, two, one, 2:30! 

There was no Dad. 
Something must be wrong. I thought. Maybe the clock is off, or he is late. 
I restarted the countdown. Five, four, three, two, one, 2:32. Still no Dad. 

My heart sank a little. Three, two, one. 2:32, 2:33, 2:35. Where is he?! I started 
panicking. I’m sure he is just late, I reassured myself. I watched the space he 
would soon occupy with anticipation. 2:40, 2:45, 2:50, 3:00. I was on the verge 
of tears. Where is he?! The thoughts of cotton candy and roller coasters were 
slowly being wrenched from my small, shaking grasp. A tear escaped from 
my eye. I quickly wiped it off for fear someone would see.  My throat felt 
swollen to the size of an apple. He never came.

Three forty-five rolled around and we were led in a single file line to the 
pickup area. My empty heart had been replaced by rage and confusion. I watched 
as other kids’ dads came and picked them up, hugging them and smiling.

Eventually, I saw the white Jeep pull up. My dad stepped out. “How was 
your day?” he asked. I ignored him. I got into the Jeep and threw my lunch 
box on the floor. “What’s wrong?” he asked innocently.

“You never came,” I muttered.
“What do you mean? I’m right here.”
“No! You never came at 2:30 like you said you would!” I said, trying to 

keep calm.
“What? I never said I would come at 2:30. Why would you think that?” 

he asked.
“You said you would. You were going to pick me up and take me to the fair!”
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He scoffed. “Ben, I assure you, I never said anything like that.”
“Yes, you did!” I yelled.
“No, I didn’t, Ben. Now say no more about it!” he yelled back.
 A tear fell off my cheek and onto the floor of his Jeep.

Arguments and Effects

They were fighting again. They always fought. I didn’t even know what 
they fought about. Part of that was because I was too young to understand. 
The other part of that was I didn’t want to listen. I ran up to my room and 
shut the door. Their shouts still crept through the floorboards. My baby 
brother Andrew was sleeping. I wondered if he could hear the shouting, 
too. I pulled out my giant tub of Legos and dumped them on the floor.  I 
loved Legos. 

With them, I could build my own world where no one shouted. There 
would be pirates and superheroes and treasure. I built towers and castles; I 
held wars and adventured to far-away lands. The shouting stopped. 

A door slammed and a car pulled out of the driveway. Its lights lit up 
my room as it drove down the road. I cracked my door just a bit and peered 
through. All was quiet. I slowly made my way down the stairs, being careful 
not to step on the spots that creaked. 

I saw Mom sitting at the kitchen table with her head in her hands. She 
was staring into nothing. Creeak. I stepped in the wrong spot. Mom looked at 
me and smiled. 

“Hey sweetie,” she said softly. “I’m sorry you had to hear that.” 
“Why do you and Daddy fight?” I asked.
Mom wiped a tear from her cheek. “Your Dad and I just don’t agree on a 

lot of things. I want you to know that in no way is it your fault or your Dad’s. 
And I still love you very much.”

“Where did Daddy go?”
“He just went out to get some fresh air.”
“When will he be back?” I  asked. 
“I don’t know. I’m sure he’ll be back soon.” She gave me a hug. “I love 

you very much,” she said. She was squeezing me too tightly.
“Ugh, Mom, too tight!” I wheezed.
She laughed. “Sorry. Okay, it’s late. Go get ready for bed. I’ll come up in a bit.”
“Okay,” I sighed. “I hope Dad comes home soon.”
“Me, too.”

A Time of Separation

When I was about four, my parents got divorced. I wasn’t old enough to 
understand what divorce meant exactly. I remember that they took me into 
the living room. We sat on the couch that was the color of dried moss. They 
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both sat on either side of me and told me they were splitting apart. They told 
me that they loved me very much, and that in no way was it my fault. 

I don’t think I really quite understood what that meant at the time. My dad 
moved out and life moved on. About two years later, I started to miss him.

I walked into the bare kitchen. Mom was quietly making dinner. An emp-
ty feeling occupied the room. “Where’s Andrew?” I asked. 

“He’s over there,” Mom replied, motioning to the living room. I looked 
around the door frame and saw him sitting on the carpet holding a plastic 
plane. I looked at Mom. Her attention was redirected to dinner. 

“When will Dad come home?” I  asked. Mom stopped.  
“Oh, sweetheart,” Mom replied. She looked at the floor and then back 

into my eyes. “Your dad is not coming home.”
“Why not? I miss him,” I said.
“Ben, your father and I are divorced,” Mom said sweetly. “He isn’t com-

ing home.”
“I miss him. Can you get un-divorced?” I asked her. Mom looked at me 

sympathetically. 
“Your father and I still love each other very much. Living in the same house 

was just not working out. I want you to know that it was not your fault.” 
“I know.”
“Okay, good. I love you very much.”
“I love you, too.”

Court Is Never a Good Thing

When I was about twelve, Dad decided to file for full custody. Of course, 
Mom wouldn’t have that and neither would we. He had worked hard on this 
land that he bought, making everything out of scratch. He wanted us to live 
there. Andrew and I never had the guts to tell him we didn’t want to live with 
him. In this time, I became more and more aware of the private battle between 
my mom and dad. This was a rather hard time for me. I would stay up late 
talking to my mom about it. 

Dad also tried to campaign for himself during this time. For example, 
he sent a letter to Andrew saying that Andrew should quit school and go be 
home schooled by him. He also made a note of telling Andrew that he, and I 
quote, “didn’t like his fucking teachers anyway.” This greatly upset Andrew 
who did like his teachers very much. After that, Andrew began to make some 
of the same realizations I had. 

One time, Dad came to pick us up, but Mom and I weren’t at the house, 
yet. We were coming back from an errand. When we drove up, we saw Dad 
washing his car (which was covered in mud from his land) on our driveway. 
We got out and Mom was furious. The event ended up involving the cops and 
then later a restraining order. Now we had to be picked up at a McDonald’s 
or some other non-home like place. Andrew and I were in ruins and the whole 
ordeal was taking a serious toll on our family.
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My Dad

It was his weekend. My brother outright rejected it. I hoped he had 
changed. Maybe he would change. We had been going to his land for a while 
now. It was previously a lush and vegetative landscape filled with wild ber-
ries and brambles. Now it was caked with red clay and covered in stripped 
trees. I didn’t want to leave the security of our home. I was afraid Dad would 
do something hurtful or try to persuade us to bend to his favor in court. 

I looked out the window. I saw a father and his two small daughters play-
ing in their front yard. A thorn of sadness wedged itself in my side. I wished 
he were my father. Those small girls didn’t know how lucky they were to have 
a loving father. He probably didn’t use his children to get back at his ex-wife 
or threaten to do hurtful things. He probably meant what he said and didn’t 
try to manipulate his children. I would do anything for a father like him. 

“Guys, it’s time to go. Make sure you have everything you’ll need,” Mom 
said. We got in her car and were off. The car ride took about an hour, but it 
seemed like five minutes. I was lost in thought the whole way over. We ar-
rived at his land. Dad was sitting back in a lawn chair smoking a cigar. He 
hadn’t shaved for some time now and was harbouring all sorts of sediments  
in his beard. Trash and other debris littered the ground around him. When we 
came within talking distance, he threw his cigar butt on the ground, making 
sure to step on it on his way over. We hugged Mom goodbye and walked over 
to Dad. She looked at Dad and nodded. He just stared back with hate spew-
ing from his heart. No words were exchanged. Finally, Mom broke the silence. 
“Call me if you need me. I love you guys. Bye.”

“Okay, Mom, bye!” Andrew and I said in unison. Mom made her way 
back into her car and pulled out of the driveway. She only stopped briefly to 
give us one last sympathetic look. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Dad 
subtly flipping her off so only she could see. A wave of anger washed over my 
body, submerging me in a sea of feelings. 

“You guys ready?” Dad asked.
“For what?” Andrew asked almost immediately.
“We have to stay in a hotel because apparently my land is not good 

enough,” he said with sarcasm in his voice. I sighed. So the fun begins, I thought 
to myself. We started the short walk to his car. 

“Anything new?” I asked, trying to change the mood.
“Well, we put in another fence,” Dad replied. This is good, he isn’t talking 

about my mom or court for a change, I thought.
“Why do you ask?” he asked.
“I don’t know. Trying to spark conversation, I suppose?”
“That’s good. You seem happy. Does that mean your mother is happy?” 

he said, packing sarcasm into his voice.
“What does this have to do with my mom?” I asked.
“I don’t know. Just trying to spark conversation,” he mocked, trying to be cute.
I just looked at him, like he was sent from the deepest pit of hell just to 

make my life miserable. 
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We finally got to his Toyota Hybrid. I hated his Hybrid. The bumper fell 
off long ago and all sorts of dents––no, craters––were pounded into the frame. 
The interior was not any better as an entomologist would never have to leave 
the car, for he could find every known and unknown insect specimen living 
inside. I had forgotten to bring the towel to lay over the seat. I would just have 
to deal with a layer of dirt that would undoubtedly manage to weave itself 
into the fabric of my clothes.

“This car is dirty! You need to clean it!” Andrew exclaimed. 
“Would you like to clean it?” Dad asked. Andrew said no more about it 

after that. 
I put in my ear buds and turned on my music as high as I could. I enjoyed 

the rock music blasting into my ears. It was an excuse not to talk to Dad. We 
drove out of his land and onto a road. This road fascinated me. It was like 
any other gravel road except for one thing: Dad had managed to paint it the 
color of his land with his tires. I wondered how the neighbors didn’t mind. I 
fixed my forehead to the window. I watched houses pass by. We were not in 
a rich part of town. Trailer parks populated the majority of the roadside. Ev-
erywhere I saw poverty. Was the whole world screwed up? Are people really 
happy living the way they live? I couldn’t imagine it.

“Do you want anything to eat?” Dad asked. 
“No, I’m not hungry. I ate before we left,” I said.
“What about you?” Dad asked Andrew, who surprisingly hadn’t spoken 

in a long time. “Andrew?” No reply. He was asleep in the back seat, his head 
resting on the window. He was so peaceful for his usual annoying self. 

“Did he stay up late last night?” Dad asked. 
“I have no idea,” I replied.
My playlist ended, and I didn’t bother changing it. We rode the rest of 

the way in silence. 
After about an hour we arrived at the hotel. It was a rather nice hotel, a 

Hampton. It had a red carpet reading welcome and a small pool in the back. I 
stepped inside and wondered how Dad could afford this every week. 

“Hello, how may I help you?” the receptionist asked as we walked in 
the room. 

“Uh, yeah, we have a room and I was just wondering if I could drop my 
kids off?”

“Where are you going?” I asked. 
“I have some business I need to take care of,” Dad replied. I couldn’t 

believe it. He dragged us all the way out here and then he was leaving us to 
take care of some business?

“Is he sixteen?” the receptionist asked, motioning to me. Dad was about 
to say yes, then I interjected. 

“No, I’m thirteen,” I said, glaring at Dad. 
“Then, uh, we can’t just let them stay up in the room unsupervised,” 

she said.
“Well, can I send them up now and then go get some luggage to bring up?”
“I think that would be okay,” she said. Dad redirected his attention to us.
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“Okay, go on up. I’ll be up soon,” he told us. I grabbed my bag full of 
clothes and told Andrew to get his. We went to the elevator and pressed the 
up arrow. I looked back at Dad while I waited for the elevator. I just caught his 
right foot disappearing behind the entrance. I looked back at Andrew. 

“What floor are we on again?” I asked him. 
“I don’t know,” he said in his high-pitched voice. 
“Wasn’t it something like E 110?” I asked.
“I think so. Let’s try it,” he said. The elevator opened and we stepped in. 

As soon as the door closed, Andrew looked at me. “Ben?” he asked.
“Yes?”
“I don’t like it here. I want to go home,” he said.
“Oh, you’ll be fine. I’m not going anywhere,” I said, trying to hide my 

own distaste for the situation.
“Ben, I don’t like Dad anymore.”
“Why not?”
“He is mean, and his land sucks, and I don’t like staying at hotels, and he 

is always angry. I’m scared of him.”
“Oh, Andrew.” I hugged him. “I feel very similar,” I said reassuringly. 
“Really?” he asked. 
“Really,” I responded.
Dad didn’t come back for about an hour. When he did, he brought us 

pizza and then was ready to go to bed. We turned on the T.V. and watched 
Resident Evil for a while. Then eventually I dozed off to sleep.

 

Afterword

A few months later, Mom won the court battle. She had full control of our 
custody, medical situations, education, and things like that. Dad was allowed 
to see us every other weekend. He didn’t want to visit us for the longest time. 
I asked Mom why, and she thought it was a way that he thought he could 
get back at her. It wasn’t until just last week that he decided to see us again. 
We went to Spartacus, the Greek restaurant, and had a nice dinner. The food 
was great and, well, Dad was great. Maybe he has changed. I hope he has 
changed. In the end, I know it is just a phase he goes through where he tries 
to make himself seem innocent. It hurts having a father who is constantly 
trying to manipulate you. It hurts even more to watch him try to manipulate 
my little brother. Hopefully, one day he will change. Maybe one day I can ask 
him why he did all these things. I probably already know his answer. He will 
try to deny it.
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maria Yancey

sCars

“Maria, you’re going to move in with your grandmother.” As my mom 
told me this, I grew confused. 

“Why?” 
“Because you and your brother are not being treated with care here.” At 

the time, I didn’t know what that meant. So we got in the car and my mom 
took me to my grandmother’s house without saying a word. I watched her as 
she drove. I knew my mom was very disappointed. I mean, I couldn’t even 
imagine how she felt. Losing your kids from not treating them with care; it 
had to be a very embarrassing moment for her around her friends and loved 
ones. Even I was embarrassed. I just wasn’t used to saying, “My mom does 
this or that.” Other people said it, but it was not normal for me. When I first 
thought about it, I realized I was never even around my grandma when I was 
little. I didn’t remember seeing her at all or even speaking with her.

Moving in with my grandmother was strange, like an animal meeting its 
prey. When I walked into her apartment, there was a painting on the wall of 
women decorated with flowers. A television sat on an entertainment center. 
A brown furniture set filled the room, a brown carpet on the floor. It smelled 
like air freshener.

It felt strange, like I was walking into a room full of strangers staring at 
me. But how could this be when it was just my family?

My grandmother came over to me and said, “Hey, Maria. Do you want 
this coloring book?” Just sitting down, I said nothing in response.

“Hey Maria,” my brother and cousin said. I didn’t say anything to them, 
either. I always wondered how my brother felt about the move. My brother 
and cousin were coloring with wide smiles on their faces, and my grandmoth-
er was standing by the couch staring at me. After I sat on the floor, I thought, 
I just need to loosen up. This was probably where I would be for the rest of my 
life. 

“Now Maria, I know moving away from your mom is hard, but you will 
still get to see her,” my grandmother said.

“Okay,” I replied. 
It was seven o’clock; I smelled the aroma from the spaghetti my grandma 
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was cooking. “Come and eat, Maria.”
“Coming, Grandma.” My soft, cold feet felt the hardwood kitchen floor. 

I pulled the chair back with a big grasp like a woman gently pulling her child 
from bed. I sat down as my grandmother put my plate in front of me. I saw 
the steam come from the hot plate of spaghetti. I slowly stuck my face in the 
steam and I felt warm and cold for the first time. 

Soon, I realized that living with my grandma wasn’t so bad after all. I just 
had to behave myself and treat my grandma with respect. But I also knew I 
still had issues deep inside me that needed to be solved.

That’s when my grandma put my brother and me in therapy. 
As we walked in the place, I saw blue chairs lined up against a wall of 

posters showing men abusing women or parents abusing children. There was 
a table with puzzles and books. Then, this white lady who had caramel hair 
and glossy skin came out in a brown suit and glasses and approached us. 

“Hi, my name is Kathy Likens. Nice to meet you.”
“Nice to meet you, too.”
“Come on in and have a seat, Maria.” I sat with no hesitation on the 

brown sofa. Kathy was sitting across from me with a pen and notepad, legs 
crossed at a ninety degree angle. I looked around the room. The walls where 
white, decorated with oddly shaped paintings. One of the paintings had a 
round shape with paint splattered all over it. It looked like someone had got-
ten very angry and just went crazy over the paintings. Scattered across the 
wall was a reflection of the sun beams from the window. “How are you doing 
today, Maria?”

“Fine.”
“Tell me about yourself.”
“My name is Maria Yancey. I am six years old, I live with my grandma, 

and I have a younger brother who is four years old.”
“That’s a lot for a young girl like you. So why don’t you stay with your 

mom anymore?”
“My brother and I were taken away from her because she wasn’t treating 

us with care.”
“And how do you feel about that? Do you miss her?” 
Pause. When I heard that question come out of Kathy’s mouth, I knew 

that from this point on, I would have someone that would listen to me and 
understand where I was coming from. 

That was when all my scars became real.
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Brittnei e. Wade

popularIty shIft

My Name

My last name, Wade, means popularity. I do not know if I appreciate the 
meaning of my last name. To me, it is like coming home to dinner craving salm-
on, but instead getting spaghetti. Both of them are great, but you were looking 
forward to something else, and that is what I feel like. Let me explain why.

From elementary school to middle school, I was popular. Being popular 
is what I’m used to and that’s what the salmon is: what I am expecting. But 
now I am in high school. I don’t know anyone here at my new school. I only 
have about eighteen friends, and making friends is a slow process now. That 
is the spaghetti: what I did not expect, but will accept for now. I think that 
over time, my feelings will change, the more friends I make.

If I could change my name, I would probably change my first name. I 
would choose from first names like Roman, Alexandria, Britain, or Faith. On 
the other hand, there are always the cooler names like Zelda, Montana-Marie, 
Alex, Seven, Salt, Jayd, Esmeralda, or Rain.

Brittnei is a common name, never mind the spelling. I want a rare name, 
something people would want to say a few times because they like it so much, 
or something people would want to look up the meaning of, or something 
that describes who I am to a tee. I never asked her, but I wonder why my 
mother decided on Brittnei Elizabeth Wade. I wonder what my dad would 
have picked if he were there or had the choice.

Changes and Feelings
 
I have learned to hide behind my thoughts and to never let them come 

through. I have come to throw my words without thinking. I’ve learned to adapt 
to the trend of the girls around me. At the same time, I’ve learned to stand out. 
I’ve learned to change for what is best for me, not for what is best for others. 

The newest change for me was high school when I started attending Dur-
ham School of the Arts. It is a secondary school, which is really a change from 
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what I thought it would be. It didn’t feel like a high school. I still see middle 
school kids all over the place. They’re in my class, they ride my bus, they have 
the same lunch as me, and, worst of all, I get mistaken for an eighth grader or 
a seventh grader all the time.

I remember walking outside on a Monday of the first week of school. 
“Hey, what grade are you in?” one of the assistant principals asked. 

“Only people in high school are allowed to sit outside during lunch; people in 
middle school stay inside.”

“Ma’am, I am in ninth grade. I am allowed to sit outside,” I replied.
“Oh, I’m sorry, you just look like you’re in seventh grade, or maybe eighth.”
 As I sat outside eating my cheese pizza, staring at the track and the beau-

tiful pink flowers blooming from the tree on my right, I couldn’t help but 
wonder what made me look so young.

A week later, my friends and I were waiting outside for our bus. A new 
friend Cameron, who I met earlier in the day, came up.

“Hey, Lucy. Hey, Brittnei,” he said. “Brittnei, what grade are you in? You 
look like you’re in about eighth grade. Am I right?” he asked.

“No, you’re wrong,” I said matter-of-factly.
“Stop lying,” he sputtered, choking back a laugh.
“I’m not lying. Ask Lucy.”
“It’s true. She’s not lying,” she said, looking past us towards the bus.
We walked toward our bus, leaving a dazed Cameron standing there 

with his mouth agape.
Looking young and being at a secondary school adds to a different prob-

lem. It seems as though with every year that I age, I open myself up to other 
people less. I like keeping to myself when I have to, but I don’t want to keep 
to myself anymore. I want to explore, which I can’t because I barely know 
anyone, which in return makes starting a conversation even harder. 

In middle school, I knew everyone, and I was always sort of a leader. 
Even though I didn’t have the privileges many teenagers had, I still learned 
to adapt and make the most out of what I could, which inspired others. For 
example, I got a new phone––the Droid from Verizon––and even though it is 
mine, I still have scheduled phone time. I’m allowed to talk on the phone, but 
I cannot talk to boys on the phone. My friends always ask me how I keep up 
a healthy relationship with guys if I cannot talk to them on a regular basis. 
It’s simple: I talk to them during school or whenever I can, and the ones that 
understand are fine with it. On top of that, this helps our relationship that we 
don’t have to talk just to have conversations. 

    
  

Aajah M. 

I can see Aajah in my mind. She has a small face which has a dark cocoa 
brown complexion, smooth as silk. On her face, just like on the main parts of 
her body, are places where the shades of her skin are lighter than others. She 
has the same exact eyebrows as her mother––an odd shape, but they fit her 
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face. Once, instead of going to her regular hairstylist, she decided to go to a 
different one, just to try things out. Aajah walked in with short hair, hair that 
kissed the end of her jaw, and came back out with even shorter hair and a red 
face; she had asked for a trim, and ended up with a haircut. Now, she always 
wears a bang to cover up her forehead and her hair out to cover up her ears. 
Her eyes are almond-shaped, with short eyelashes. From the side, her nose 
sticks out a little, in kind of a triangular position. Aajah also has tiny but full, 
heart-shaped lips that go along with the rest of the features on her small face. 
The thing that sticks out most about her, to me, besides her skin, is her shoul-
ders. They are broad and somewhat boyish, and a balance to her girly features. 
She has a loud voice that carries, the type of voice that you can hear from two 
rooms away, but it has a soft pitch so that it is never annoying or too loud.

My best friend Aajah was the greatest friend I had. We met three years 
ago in sixth grade and had been friends ever since. We lived five houses down 
from each other, so it only took about six minutes to walk to each other’s house. 
We went to the same school, shared the same friends, the same thoughts, and 
we did everything together. I even know where everything is in her house, all 
three stories of it, without asking, without thinking. She wouldn’t even wait 
for us to open the door if she was invited to come over; she just came inside. 

Nowadays, when I see her, it’s different. I feel a sort of distance from her. 
We go to different schools. Aajah goes to Southern School of Engineering, and 
I go to DSA. When she describes her friends, I only know who she is talking 
about because I used to go to elementary school with most of the people who 
attend SOE. When she describes the person she has a crush on, I only know 
him because he is my cousin, and I used to go to elementary school with him 
also. But we cannot sign up for the same activities because of the fact that we 
go to two different schools. 

I am still a best friend, or so I believe, but I am not the best friend that 
I was; I am no longer first on her list of best friends. Aajah used to be really 
close to me, but when I would see her over the weekend, I felt like we barely 
knew each other. It felt like we hadn’t known each other for those three years. 
Back when we were both in the same middle school and we were counting 
down the days until high school, I never thought that I would feel the distance 
I do now when I am with her. I still love her. She is still my best friend, but she 
has moved on to other friends. Maybe it is time that I do the same. 

      
My Dad, the Grass, and Crown Molding

What is the significance of grass to you? If you are like me, the only thing 
you know about grass is that it can grow, and it is used to walk on. To my dad, 
it is much more than that. Grass is very important to my dad, and he always 
keeps up with it by using Scott’s Lawn Protection, mowing it, and watering 
it. If you ever wonder what to buy my dad for a gift, get him a Lowe’s card. 
I dare you to park your car on our grass; you will see my dad come running 
towards you, yelling at you to get off the grass as quick as you can. 
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There’s a golf course behind our house, and even though two years ago 
we bought trees to mark our property line, people still come into our back-
yard and walk all over the grass. Being a golfer and walking onto our grass 
is one of the worst things that you can do, because you will end up getting 
fussed out by my dad, barked at by the dog, and if we do find the golf ball, 
we’ll throw it onto the course. 

Not only does my dad constantly trim the lawn, sometimes he grows and 
plants flowers around the house. He does excellent trim and crown molding 
work on the house, which is something he is known for around the neighbor-
hood. He could do other people’s houses and earn three hundred dollars or 
more for his work. But he says that it takes a lot of time to do, and since he 
is in school studying to be a nurse, he does not have the time for it. My dad 
watches many DIY and how-to shows on television, which I am guessing is 
where he gets the knowledge for both the lawn and the crown molding.

My Cousins  

“Do you remember when we first met?” I asked Jeshua. 
“Yeah, like I was so quiet and so shy! I thought you were going to be 

mean!” he laughed. 
“Why does everyone say that?” I screeched. 
“It’s not that you look mean, you just . . . err . . . seemed mean?” he reasoned. 
“Nice comeback!” I laughed.
I could not believe it was just last summer when we met. It felt like forever.
“I promise you! You don’t remember me being all quiet and shy? I didn’t 

say a word the whole first hour we were down there,” Jeshua changed the 
topic back to when we first met.

“Nah, I don’t remember that,” I answered.
I met my cousins last summer. His family came up to North Carolina 

from Georgia to view the Duke and UNC college campuses, and view houses 
for when Jeshua graduates from high school, and comes to North Carolina 
for college.

Last summer on the first day they came, we all decided on Applebee’s for 
dinner, and Jeshua asked for a Dr. Pepper with cherries inside. His little sister, 
Courtney asked for the same thing, along with his mother, Tiffany, and his fa-
ther, David Kidd. The reason I remember this moment out of all others on that 
first day was because I had never heard anyone ask for cherries inside their 
Dr. Pepper. I’ve only heard of people asking for cherry flavored Dr. Pepper. For 
the next week, we did everything together. The day they were leaving, I felt 
as though I was losing my best friend even though I had only known him for 
a week. 

If I remember correctly, the week after they returned Georgia, we left to 
visit them and the rest of our family in Georgia. There, I met my other favorite 
cousin, Jayquan. The first summer I spent down in Georgia, I didn’t like Jay-
quan too much. I don’t remember the reasons for it; I just remember not liking 
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him. Maybe I can’t remember why I disliked him so much because when I 
saw him this summer, in August, we bonded so well. It was as if we were best 
friends all along. I also saw my friend Maurice Wade; I was actually looking 
forward to seeing him because my cousin Jeshua texted me and told me Mau-
rice had cut off his dreads. I also met Wayne when I was down there, who is 
also our cousin. I miss all of my cousins, and I hope to see them again.

My House
     
We moved into our current house in 2004. I remember living in a smaller 

house before this one was built. I did not want to move because I did not 
know how the new house would look since it had not been built yet, and I 
was fine with the house I already had. But I only really remember the garage. 
In our garage we kept all the best toys, and we kept a brick playhouse that I 
always seemed to wander off to. Our neighbors were Japanese and taught us 
(us being my brother, sister, and myself) all the Japanese we could learn. My 
brother, sister, and I would ride our bike around the cul-de-sac, sometimes 
accompanied by our friends. We would stop and watch random people play 
tennis, or we would go by the clubhouse and get bottled waters, ice cream, 
crackers, and gummies. 

The first time we went to go see our current house, it was not even ready 
yet. All we could see were bricks and land. I looked out the opposite side of the 
car to the other houses. None of the houses were even close to being finished. 
I guessed it was a new neighborhood. I saw a cat run around a neighbor’s 
house––or, rather, their bricks. Even though this was six years ago, I remem-
ber this cat clearly. The cat was fat with smoky gray fur and black stripes that 
ran along his body. He had green eyes, the color of fresh grass in the meadow, 
worn black claws, and a long gray and black tail that swung as smoothly as 
a pendulum in a grandfather clock. It was a dark day, which kind of set the 
mood for the neighborhood. We turned the car around to leave.

Now in 2010, I look back at how much my current house has changed. 
Last year, we did not have the crown molding. We did not have the inside 
painted a calming dark orange color, or my room purple and white. My broth-
er did not have his room painted sky blue, my mother did not have her room 
a beautiful yellow color. The outside garage being red now goes better with 
the bricks; the side of the house is a nice green color, and the coffee-colored 
kitchen and living room were just completed. 

Here we can all live together. My mother, Deitra Wade, works as a regis-
tered nurse. Many people say that I look just like her. My dad, Kwami Imani, 
is a full-time student studying to become a nurse; he graduates in December. 
My sister, Asaata Imani, just turned eleven, and she is known for her long 
hair. My brother, Ameer Imani, is eight; he is in third grade, but reads on an 
eighth grade reading level, just like I did in third grade. I also have a black 
Labrador retriever, named B.B. (short for Black Beauty). If Ameer, Asaata, and 
I had to agree on something we most enjoyed about the house, it would be 
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the playroom, which was intended to be a media room. In the playroom, we 
have two televisions, a stage, three microphones, a xylophone, a viola, a full 
drum set, three single drums, two pianos, two guitars (electric and acoustic), 
and bunches of toys. Every time a kid goes in there, they never want to leave. 
Our house is definitely the place to be, and I am very fortunate to be living in 
it with a family that will stand by me through these many shifts.
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m. Brooks

my mother’s 
boyfrIend

His name was Carl Murphy. His smile was wide on his round face, teeth 
perfectly straight behind pinkish-brown lips. But that wasn’t the smile of my 
dad. My dad didn’t have perfect teeth, and his smile was warmer, more famil-
iar. There was a slight bit of stubble on Carl’s face and above his lips. Not so 
much to suggest he was unhygienic, but just the tiniest bit that would be gone 
by the next day. His sharp, angular nose fit his face nicely, but you could see 
that even if he was smiling, his nose would go on with the serious act. There 
were no freckles on his pale skin, nothing to suggest he had spent a lot of time 
outdoors. Unlike my father, he was more of an indoor middle class civilian 
than an outdoor one. 

His eyes were brown, and you could feel they had seen many things, but 
all that showed through now was happiness. Happiness to be with us, to be 
with my mom. Love. His face also held a pair of round glasses. Harry Potter 
glasses, you might say, but not quite. He had black eyebrows halfway hid-
den behind the glasses, slightly bushy. His forehead was pale like the rest of 
his face, average sized, with a thick amount of short black hair streaked with 
silver. His face was warm, welcoming, nice. A face I would learn to know as 
Carl Murphy, my mother’s boyfriend.

When I met him, I liked him. He was nice, funny in his own way, and 
I soon found out that he had two kids, just one and three years older than 
myself. My mother and I had pulled up to her friend’s house for her weekly 
Wednesday meditation group. It was a warm night, early September, so I was 
wearing shorts and a t-shirt along with my tennis shoes. Leaves crunched 
under my bouncing feet, and I was hand in hand with my mom, swinging our 
arms back and fourth, back and forth. Walking up the stone path to the door, 
we knocked, and we were greeted with hugs from Sarah Jones, my mom’s 
friend and host for the evening. I peered past her into the next room, looking 
for her daughter, Laura. Other attendees of the evening were gathering. The 
faces I recognized were about even with the ones I didn’t. I didn’t see Laura. 
I walked through the room into the kitchen, looking around at the people 
whose faces I hadn’t seen before. They were all middle-aged, six in total, two 
men and four women. One of the guys already looked really into the medita-
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tion, sitting cross legged on his cushion, chatting with one of the regulars. I 
wandered off to find Laura, but not before seeing my mom walk over to the 
new guy, introduce herself, and see him flash her a smile. I saw this a fair 
amount; my mom was pretty, only thirty-six, so I was used to this. I left the 
room, eager to find my friend instead of talking to boring adults.

 
About two months later, I met the man again, except this time we weren’t 

at Sarah’s house. My mother had informed me that she was going out that 
night and a babysitter would be coming over. I watched as my mom put on 
beautiful earrings she wore only on special occasions. She leaned over the sink 
and, with the skill of a beautician, applied minimal mascara, eyeliner, and eye-
shadow. A flowing red shirt was pulled over her jeans and she slipped her feet 
into matching red shoes. I sat on her bed, swinging my legs back and forth. 

“Mom, where are you going?” The question had practically been burst-
ing out of me all night, my mind whirling with that one question. She 
paused, fastening a necklace around her neck, eyebrows furrowed together 
as she thought.

“I’m going to dinner.” 
“Why can’t I come?”
“Well, sweetie, it’s kind of a dinner just for me and one of my friends.” I 

bit my lip and my eyebrows furrowed together.     
“Who?” I asked. 
“You don’t really know him, I don’t think.” 
“Oh.” The babysitter had arrived, and as they talked, I thought. I won-

dered about who she would be going to dinner with––I knew most of her 
friends, males and females, from work or frisbee. As I wondered, a knock 
sounded at the door. Before my mom could stand up, I raced to the door and 
pulled it open, my curiosity overcoming me. Before me stood the man from 
meditation. He smiled down at me.

“Hello. You’re M., aren’t you? Your mom told me about you,” he smiled 
as he talked, his little beard, more of a soul patch really, moving with each 
word. I knew this guy. Not him in particular, but these guys. He was a boy-
friend. From what I knew, my mom didn’t go out with guys I didn’t know, 
and just the way he acted, it was easy to see. The way he stood, the way he 
talked, the way he acted. Then my mom was behind me, greeting the man with 
a warm smile.  

“M., you remember Carl, don’t you?” I nodded as I watched them. 
“Okay, well, have fun tonight honey! Listen to Ava tonight, okay?” I nod-

ded again and she hugged me, then walked out to his car, where he held open 
the door for her and then got in, driving away into the cold night. 

Carl became more and more of a figure in my life, coming over to dinner, 
taking my mom out to dinner, coming over to go on walks, so that I saw him 
at least once a week and sometimes weekends. I established the fact the he 
was not just a friend, but a boyfriend. I met his kids, spent the day at his house 
when my mom had work, and became closer to him. He became trusted. He 
became more than just my mother’s boyfriend.  
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*
We were at the beach, just at the edge of Wilmington and Wrightsville. 

Already having spent the day on the hot summer sand, we looked like a big, 
happy family. Yes, there were five of us, and yes, we were happy. But what 
we weren’t was a family. Carl and my mom had been together a year. He had 
two kids, Blair and Michael, ages eleven and nine. This was the first overnight 
vacation we had all taken together. 

Here we all were, at the Dockside Cafe with an upstairs table by the 
porch. Our table overlooked the Intracoastal Waterway; emerald green reeds 
waved in the wind, the salty water rippled, and boats chugged past. So here 
I was, sitting between my mom and Blair. Our waitress, a chirpy teenage girl, 
bounced over and introduced herself.

“Hey y’all, I’m Megan, and I’ll be your server today. Can I get y’all any-
thing to drink?” Pen poised, she stared at us in that way only overly happy 
waitresses did.

“Can I have a soda?” Michael begged Carl, eyes wide and eager. Carl 
raised an eyebrow, staring down at the menu. “Please, please, please, please 
can I have a soda?” 

“Oh, let them get sodas. We’re on vacation,” my mom chipped in. Our 
group chatted about what we had done, what we would do, and what we 
would get to eat. I stared out the window, admiring the water below and watch-
ing a boat leaving the docks when Carl’s words interrupted my thoughts.

“Oh, shoot. I left my wallet in the car. I should probably run and get that. 
I’ll be right back.” He pushed the chair back, stood, and walked down the 
stairs. I swear, I saw him get his wallet from the car . . . Maybe he grabbed it then put 
it down? Huh . . . Carl came back from the car, we talked more, and ordered 
our food. 

Michael was humming, and as I tried to figure out the song he was hum-
ming, he sang it out. “We are fam-i-ly, we are––wait. No, we aren’t family!” 
That was when Carl smiled, bent down on the hard wooden porch, and got 
on one knee.

“Stacey, will you marry me?” he said, smiling. My mom gasped, hands 
over her mouth. Confusion flashed through my brain. I knew Carl was 
proposing, but this was happening too fast. Carl was going to be my step-
dad? We were going to move in with them? I was going to have a stepdad? Was 
I happy, yes. I was going to have Blair and Michael as my stepsister and 
stepbrother, but, still, it was a whole new life. A whole new experience for 
me, eight years old, living with my mom half the week and my dad the 
other, having my mom all to myself, and now when I was with her I’d also 
be with three others. 

Still, I was happy.
A new, sparkly silver ring with a blue gem sat on my mother’s left ring 

finger, and she seemed to shine even more than the stone. We had all shone, 
and we spent the rest of the weekend looking even more like a big, happy 
family than before.

*
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The cool, calming, fresh fall breeze spun autumn leaves of all shades of 
yellow, orange, red, and brown through the air and across the property of 
Sarah Jones. Under the breeze, people scurried over the leaves, moving ob-
jects and preparing for a wedding. The wedding of my mother and her fiancé, 
Carl Murphy. It was the day before the big event, and everything had to be in 
the perfect position. 

I roamed the grounds, wandering from the house to back outside, step-
ping out of the ways of prep-teams as they made their way quickly and ef-
ficiently around the lawn. Landscapers were putting potted plants around the 
yard, perfectly arranging every leaf, flower, and sprout. Weeds were pulled 
out of plant beds and fallen leaves were raked out of the yard. 

I soon found myself with a rake walking to the top of the long driveway, 
looking down on the yard. Making myself helpful, I’d volunteered to rake. 
Sent to the driveway with a rake almost as tall as my eight-year-old self, I was 
to rake all of the crunchy fallen leaves off the long driveway. I raked, raked, 
raked, raked, raked, switched to a broom and swept, swept, swept, swept 
until I reached the end of the driveway. I smiled proudly and turned around 
to look back up the driveway. My smile dropped. New leaves had fallen to the 
ground, and the driveway wasn’t clear of leaves. I went through the process 
twice more before I realized I would never finish. 

Sighing, I placed the broom back where I had gotten it and ended my 
unachievable task. Wandering back to the lawn, I watched the preparations as 
the sun slowly made its way across the sky and dusk began to creep in. 

My mother, who had been hidden away all day in her own preparations, 
appeared by my side with a happy smile. 

“Come on, M. We have a big day tomorrow.” We made our way back to 
the car, closing the doors and putting on the heat to beat out the chilly Sep-
tember air. When we reached home, we crawled into our beds, snuggled up, 
and thought of the day to come.

Finally, the wedding day had arrived. We hurried to the wedding site for 
brunch, making sure we had our clothes for later in bags which we brought 
up to the spare bedroom. The time seemed to tick by as I waited, and waited, 
and waited. Blair and Michael showed up, and we did a quick rehearsal of 
what we were to do. By this time, the friendly, calming breeze from the day 
before had turned quick and cold, swishing through the trees loudly, knock-
ing even more leaves down to the driveway I had failed to finish clearing the 
day before.

Time seemed to speed up. Looming in our faces was the wedding. Less 
than an hour away, guests had begun to walk up the leaf-covered driveway. 
I was ushered upstairs where I changed into a skirt and blouse, along with 
little tan sandals. It was a far fetch from what I normally wore; t-shirts, shorts, 
and sneakers were my everyday attire. Once changed, I peered out the win-
dow and looked over everyone arriving. Women were in elegant dresses of all 
shades and styles, the men in suits and ties and button-down shirts.

I hurried my way to the guests and greeted what seemed like hundreds 
of my mom’s friends, all greeting me with, “I remember when you were just 
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this big!” I smiled and nodded and talked to the adults until I was informed I 
needed to make my way to my seat. 

Music began to play as Carl stood by the altar, and I watched as person after 
person made their way down the aisle, finally revealing my mom, dressed in a 
gown that stretched just past her knees. It wasn’t the traditional white, but a shim-
mery coppery brown. The wedding ceremony began. Everyone listened intently, 
trying to hear over the loud wind as the ceremony progressed. The rings were 
called for and Blair, Michael, and I got up and proudly walked to the altar. I took 
each step as carefully as I could, making sure not to stumble. Once we reached 
the altar, I gave the ring to Carl and stepped to the side with my stepsiblings. The 
ceremony ended soon after that with a kiss and clapping, progressing to pictures 
and the party. Happiness shone like the sun on everyone’s face, and I could al-
most hear the thoughts of my family members. We were officially a family. 

But instead of talking with my family, I would go back to my room and 
fantasize about it being just me and my mom again. I would go back to my 
hiding spot––a new one that I still hadn’t officially labeled as mine––and 
grumble about adjusting while I listened to my new family’s voices. This hap-
pened many times a day, and it went on and on. 

I joined them often, talking, laughing, playing family games. I loved my 
new older stepsister. She was three years older than me, and that was pretty 
fantastic for a girl that had never had any siblings at all. My new stepbrother 
was a different issue. We got along fine most of time, but the other part . . . we 
argued about every little thing, from which order we would bowl in to what 
we would have for dinner. 

It was a bit of an issue. Actually, it had been an issue. When my mom 
and my stepdad got legally married months before the big wedding, we, as 
a new family, had gone to Kings Dominion. When we pulled up to the park-
ing lot in the shiny, black Volvo, we saw towering roller coasters and mind-
blowing drops. Excitement and fear coursed through my veins like the sugar 
rush I had gotten last Halloween after downing candy bars and loads of Jolly 
Ranchers. I’d never been on a roller coaster before. We exited our car, walked 
through the gates, paid our tickets, and went into the park.

The first roller coaster that towered above our heads was the Volcano. 
Standing what seemed like a million feet in the air, it shot fire out the top as 
the hanging carts zoomed past. Butterflies fluttered anxiously in my stomach 
and the freaked-out rush came back as Michael pointed to the death trap.

“That’s the one I want to go on,” he announced. Carl and Blair agreed 
quickly and, after a moment’s thought, so did my mom. 

“Okay, so it’s settled. We’ll start with the Volcano,” Carl announced. Mi-
chael cheered and Blair beamed. My family started to move toward what I 
believed would be my first and last roller coaster ride ever. I was frozen on the 
sidewalk, paralyzed at the thought of having to go with them.

“I - I don’t want to ride that!” I burst out. Four heads turned toward me. 
I almost regretted saying anything, because the look on Michael’s face went 
from confusion to a glower in a split second. 
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“Wimp.” 
“Am not!”
“Yes, you are. If you weren’t then you would ride the Volcano with us!”
“If it were your first roller coaster, you wouldn’t ride it either!”
“Yes, I would!”
“Hey!” Carl spoke above our agitated tones. “How about we all ride the 

Volcano, and M., you can sit to the side if you want. Then you can choose a 
ride for us to go on.” 

And so it went. As my family rode what I had renamed the Deathtrap, 
I sat on the side by our bags and waited. As they exited the ride, Michael 
mouthed the word ‘wimp’ to me. I glowered at him as I decided which ride to 
choose next. The day went on, and I rode roller coasters across the park. 

It was a first look into what I would deal with for the rest of my young life. 

I’m not going to say the next year was easy. I had to adjust to living in a 
whole new house, with a whole new family, with whole new responsibilities. 
I had chores every day that I had never had before, a new room I had never 
slept in before, and the hardest, I had a mom that I had never shared before. 
Now, she had two more kids to say goodnight to, and a husband to curl up 
in bed next to. 

The hardest thing to adjust to was my stepdad. Yes, I liked him well 
enough, but sometimes we didn’t get along. We got in arguments almost ev-
ery other day about little things, like leaving things out and chores. It has died 
out a bit over the last few years, though. 

Now, I find myself mostly used to the everyday life at my mom’s house. I 
do my chores––most of the time––but some days, I can still find myself wish-
ing it was just my mom and me again.
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Tori K.

sIlenCe ruIns all

Ring, ring, ring! I slammed my hand on the snooze button, and pulled 
the covers over my head. Ten minutes later, I heard it again. “Ugh, shut up,” 
I groaned at my alarm clock as if it could understand me. Fed up, I yanked 
the alarm from the socket. Within seconds, I fell back into blissful sleep with 
nothing left to disturb me. 

As soon as I started to drift into a deep sleep, in came my mom. “Tori 
wake up, you’re gonna miss the school bus! Gosh, can’t you ever wake up? 
What’s wrong with you?” she screamed as she shook me like a rattle. Unwill-
ingly, I stood up from my bed with my eyes half-closed, feeling as if I’d just 
woken up with a hangover. I stumbled to the bathroom, looked in the mirror 
as I always did, then took off my clothes and stepped in the shower. The hot 
water poured over my body. As good as the shower felt, I knew I had to get 
out and get dressed for school.

Silently, I entered the house. The smile from the previous eight hours 
suddenly disappeared from my face. As I walked into the brightly lit 
living room, I could feel the warmth of the heater on my skin. The feel 
of my house was calm and peaceful, which was uncommon. I slowly 
walked to the couch, rubbed my fingers on the woven sofa, then plopped 
myself on the soft cushions. I reached for the remote and turned on the 
flat screen to watch a mindless, so-called reality TV romance and enjoy 
the unexpected peace.

Suddenly, I heard the clanking noise of the door being unlocked . . . and 
in came my mom. I knew the rare peace I thought I would be enjoying was 
over. As my mom walked through the hallway towards me, I closed my eyes 
and prayed silently that she wouldn’t speak to me.

I opened my eyes, only to find her standing in front of me, her face as cold 
as death. I hated looking at her, with those dark brown, downward-shaped 
eyes that always showed sorrow, her small ears that never wanted to listen, 
and a forehead so small that it reminded me of how close-minded she was, 
always believing she was right. Looking at her made me so angry I felt it bet-
ter that I turn my attention back to the television.
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“Ahem,” my mom coughed, still staring at me, waiting to see if I would 
say those words, but I kept my eyes on the TV, pretending I didn’t know what 
she wanted. But I knew. Oh yes, I knew. As I continued to gaze at the TV, all I 
could think about was how badly I wanted her to leave and how her presence 
made me furious. 

I don’t even fully understand how I can possess so much anger towards 
my mother. I think it’s because I’ve held so much anger inside that seeing her 
or communicating with her brings back unwanted memories.

“Tori!” my mom shouted, interrupting my thoughts. “Can’t you greet? 
Gosh, you have no respect,” she scoffed. With those few words, I was like 
a bomb ready to explode. I wanted to shout, I wanted to scream, but most 
of all, I wanted for her to know how angry I was. What makes her, or anyone 
else for that matter, think they are entitled to my respect without earning it? But I 
said nothing as usual. I just calmly stood up with an expressionless face and 
walked by her, up the stairs towards my room, the one place I felt I could be 
isolated from her.

“I hate you!” I screamed as I slammed the Nissan car door.
“Do you think I give a damn?” she screamed back at me with hell’s 

fury in her voice. Whatever. I was over her, the situation, and most of all, 
our relationship.

All this drama was the norm for my mom and me, but within a few yelled 
sentences, something exhilarating had happened. 

I walked upstairs to my bland, white room where the only hint of color 
was in my bed sheets and pillows, a dark red.

I sighed with relief. I’d finally said it. After all these years of silence, bear-
ing the pain as it gnawed away at my soul so that I could never tell her how I 
felt. I had finally done it. With just those three words and few seconds, every-
thing I wanted to say over the course of fourteen years had been said. Finally, 
she knew how I truly felt. I only hoped that my mom’s tough façade was just 
that, and that my words had hurt her the way hers had hurt me for so long.

 
“Ha, ha, ha,”  my mom blurted out. “These girls are so desperate.”
“Yeah. They’ll risk their lives for one guy, and he’s not even cute.”
“Wow, that girl’s crying ’cause she got eliminated.”
“I would be smiling if that was me, and praising God I don’t have to kiss 

those crusty lips ever again.”
“I wonder if Flavor Flav thinks that those girls are really there for him.”
“Shhh! The show is back on.” 
I remembered the time when my mom and I both laid on her red velvet-

draped bed that was so high up it seemed like a small mountain. We were 
watching one of those ridiculous reality shows, laughing at the stupid things 
the girls did for so-called love.

After our heated conversation, I realized that telling my mom off had giv-
en a temporary fix for my anger towards her. And after some time, I noticed 
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my mom was changing, learning to listen to me more. Since she was ready to 
listen, I was ready to talk, not yell like I did before. Instead I would calmly tell 
her how I felt. Besides, since I had learned to speak, the anger wasn’t building 
up in me like it used to. Finally, we had the peace and tranquility of a river, 
which is all really wanted. 

As we grew closer, I noticed I started to see my mom in a different way: 
her eyes, which once reminded me of evil incarnate, were starting to soften 
like clouds floating in the sky. It had gotten to the point that now when our 
eyes met, I couldn’t help but smile because all I saw were those puffs, floating 
in the sky. The unexpected hints of affection from my mom were slowly start-
ing to erase the crazy notions I had in my head, like that she was an evil tor-
turer put on earth only to anger me. In fact, I had started to see her as a puppy 
that was just cranky and snippy at times, but in the end, full of love.

Our relationship is not all jokes and reality TV. There are still arguments, 
but the differences between our arguments now and before are how they end 
up. We’ll just have to see how long it’ll last.
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Isabella Barbie

the performanCe

I get off the school bus with a whole crowd of students rushing to get 
to the cafeteria. I take my time walking up the stairs to get breakfast because 
there are a whole bunch of students in my way. The breakfast line takes for-
ever because I’m still behind everyone else. When I finally do get my food, I 
go to sit with my friends. Then, I walk to class.

As I walk into this chaotic hallway of my school, full of students talking, 
getting things from their lockers, taking pictures, and talking even more as if 
they are on The Tyra Banks Show, I am thankful for the privacy of my mind and 
the freedom it gives me. I can think about the people I surround myself with, 
how they act, and why.

For instance, I have always wondered why people do the things they do. 
Is it to show off? Or do they act like that because they think they are better 
than everyone else? What is it that makes everyone these days want to change 
who they are and be someone or something else that they are not? I have 
heard the saying “The more you grow, the more you change,” but that doesn’t 
mean “The more you grow, the faker you get.” 

 
The Beginning

The people I have been with since sixth grade have changed. Then again, 
I have, too. When I was in the sixth grade, I was shy and very quiet even 
though at home I was always loud and hyper since I felt comfortable around 
my family. I didn’t like Durham School of the Arts that much because all my 
elementary school friends had decided to go to Brogden. I would have gone to 
Brogden, but I heard that DSA had a really good singing program. Only three 
people from my elementary school came to DSA. 

I did not like the students that were at this school. Some were nice, but 
most were just mean. All the kids in my sixth grade class knew each other 
from elementary school. I spent time with this girl named Brandi from my 
elementary school. I didn’t really know her, but she talked to me and was 
nice, so I talked to her. Most of the people around me in sixth grade were 
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themselves and weren’t trying to be anyone. Seventh and eighth grade was 
when the phoniness and fakeness started. 

I myself changed, too. I went from being quiet to being loud, from hav-
ing one friend to having many friends, and from hating DSA to loving it. 
I changed because I had grown more comfortable. But I never understood 
why they changed. Was it because they wanted more attention? More friends? 
Wanted boyfriends or girlfriends? Or something else? I wish I could under-
stand them, but I don’t.  

 

The Fake Ones

I was at my locker, when out of nowhere Nia came behind me and said, 
“Hey, Isabella.”

I turned around. “Hey, Nia.”
She asked me, “Are you ready to go to lunch?”
“Yeah.” As we walked, all I could think about was how Nia had changed 

so much from seventh to eighth grade. In seventh grade, she was a little fat, 
her face was big, her outfits were out of style; some people called her ugly, 
and she didn’t have that many friends. Around the end of seventh grade, she 
started this habit of not eating lunch. She would eat a fruit from her lunch tray, 
and give away the pizza, the fries, and the yogurt. I’d ask her “Why don’t you 
eat your lunch?”

She’d say, “I’m not hungry.”
“Oh, okay . . .” 
I never really believed her.
In eighth grade, she changed completely. She was skinny, her face was 

not that big, and her outfits were in style. She started acting like a prep, start-
ed dressing like one, and she was friends with the preps. I think she has ac-
complished her goal of getting attention because she has a whole lot of friends 
now, and I guess this is who she wants the world to see. 

From my perspective, she is fake as this new person she has become. For 
example, when she is asked where she is from she says she does not know. 
She does know. She just doesn’t want to tell anyone that she’s from Mexico. 
I remember in one class, the teacher asked all of us where we were from. Ev-
eryone answered except Nia.

As we were eating our food she said, “Oh, there’s Elizabeth and Sidney.” 
I turned around and saw Elizabeth, Sidney, and some friends of my friends 
coming over, so I walked up to my friends and we went outside. But Nia left 
with Elizabeth and Sidney. 

I hate Elizabeth because in seventh grade she and I were best friends. 
Then she started changing. She is a girl with skin like a vampire’s. Her face is 
an oval, her hair is dark brown and shoulder-length, and her nose is pointy.

In seventh grade she acted like a black girl and would say, “I’m a black 
girl stuck in a white girl’s body,” like that gave her an excuse for her actions. 
She did act like a black girl big time; like sometimes I wouldn’t feel like match-
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ing my outfit and she would say, “Girl, you are a hot mess.”
I would say, “I don’t care, I love the way I dress,” and she would hush. If 

she was not matching one day my friend Bree and I would say, “Girl, you are 
not matching today,” and then we would bust out laughing.

She would say, “I know, I wasn’t ready for today.” 
She would always change her mood from happy to sad, from sad to mad, 

from mad to angry, and from angry to jealous. Her excuse for that was that she 
was bipolar. Being bipolar is not a joke, it’s very serious, but she took it as a joke. 
She isn’t even bipolar, since all she wanted was attention; every time someone 
got mad at her, her excuse was, “It’s cause I’m bipolar.” She’s such a liar.

She would wear all this crazy makeup to look like a slut and she did look 
like one. In addition to that, she would go around hugging boys and getting 
all over them. She would tell me and other people that she was going to make 
out with her boyfriend after school. I wonder if she really had a boyfriend or 
if that was just a make-believe story to look cool, because the boy she was talk-
ing about didn’t go to our school. She would also talk behind people’s backs. 

There was this girl in one of our classes and they hated each other. Eliza-
beth would also talk junk about her. Then one day the girl was talking to Nia, 
and since Elizabeth and Nia are like fake best friends, Elizabeth said to the 
girl, “I like your earrings!”

The girl said, “Thank you.”
Later, I asked Elizabeth about the girl she supposedly hated. “Are you 

guys friends?”
She said, “I don’t know.” 
From then on she started talking to the girl, but she would still talk be-

hind her back. I never understood Elizabeth. Then she started acting like a 
prep, too. She would carry her bag dangling on her arm (she never used to 
do that), wear preppy boots, wear ribbons in her hair, talk like a prep, and 
say things that the preps would say like, “I’m totally going to get me one of 
those hot pink ribbons.” During seventh and eighth grade she hated those 
boots that the preps would wear called Uggs, but in the middle of the year she 
bought a pair. I was like, “I thought you hated those boots” 

When I got caught up in all the fakeness, luckily I came back to reality. 
There was a point in eighth grade when I decided that I did not want to be 
part of it. It was a turning point in my eighth grade life, a decision that I had 
to make.

I changed in seventh grade since I spent so much time with Elizabeth. I 
would compliment people on the things they had on, but I never really meant 
the compliment; it was all a lie. I just wanted to be the person’s friend, but the 
thing I complimented them on I never really liked. I was acting as if that was 
my job, to just compliment people on the things they had on, even though I 
never really liked those things. I was making people like me by doing that. 
Now that I think about it, I feel really bad.

I would also listen to people go on and on about a subject that I wasn’t 
even interested in, and I wouldn’t let them know it. When I was in a friend-
ship with Elizabeth, I didn’t like it because all she would do is talk and talk, 
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and I would just sit there like an idiot, just listening to her even if I wasn’t 
interested. Sometimes, when I was tired of listening to her, I would blurt out 
a secret. When my secret got around school, I asked her how they knew, and 
she would say, “I only told my friend, and by the way, everyone knows who 
you like.”

I would say in a pissed off voice, “Yeah, only I told you not to tell anyone, 
and by the way, everyone knows now because of you.” Then, I would stomp 
away because if I were near her at the time, I would have lost it and punched 
her in the face.

         

Ninth Grade

Middle school has taught me so much about knowing who my real 
friends are. I’m still learning about who is fake and who is not, but at least I’m 
learning from my mistakes. What I know for sure is I am going to be real with 
everyone and not pretend. I am going to keep my real friends who haven’t 
grown fake. We believe that trying to be popular, trying to get attention, and 
changing who you are for other people is lame. I just wish that the whole 
world could understand that loving who you are is the best thing ever.
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Christian Scales

the traIl to 
stardom

The Life-Changing Secret

“I’m going to be in a play!” I yelled to my dad as I arrived home from 
theatre class that day.

Minutes earlier, I had just been at Walltown Children’s Theatre, wrap-
ping up another day of theatre class, when my mom told me that Mrs. Cyn-
thia wanted me to be one of the main characters in a play she was directing.

My dad’s face remained expressionless. My father really had a certain 
subtlety about his personality. At the time, I was so full of jubilation that I 
didn’t even care my dad had barely reacted to what I said. All that mattered 
to me at that moment was that I was going to be in my first play ever.

The next person I wanted to tell about my new found success was my 
older brother, who at the time was a sixth grader. Now that definitely doesn’t 
seem like a big deal, but when you’re a second grader, everyone seems old. So 
if my older brother acknowledged what I was doing as cool, I would feel like 
I was making a good decision. 

I ran up the stairs and found my brother in his room listening to music. My 
brother’s was a stereotypical teenage room. There were posters hanging on the 
walls showing famous rap and R&B artists. The room was painted burgundy 
and tan, and thick blue carpet covered the floor, but you barely ever saw it due 
to all the clothes scattered around. His desk and dresser were in the far left 
corner. Closer to the door was his bed, which his night stand rested next to. 
His night stand was full of old papers, his iHome, books, and countless other 
things that he rarely used. His room was extremely large for one person. Actu-
ally, it was the biggest bedroom in the house (even bigger then my parents’). He 
called his room his sanctuary. I, on the other hand, had other names for it, like 
the Room of Doom, Torture Facility, and my favorite name, the Lion’s Den.

“What do you want?” questioned my brother as he slowly began balling 
up his fist. “This better be important,” he warned.

“Important?” I laughed, “This is more than important––this is life-changing.” 
“Well, what is it?” he whispered excitedly as he leaned forward and took 

out his headphones.
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“You can’t say I didn’t tell you so, but between you and me . . . I’m going 
to be famous,” I said.

“You are?” he whispered back in amazement.
“Yep, you better start asking for my autograph now, because I’m going to 

be in a play!” I exclaimed.
“A play! You wasted two minutes of my life just to tell me you’re gon-

na be in a play?” he yelled. “Well I see where peoples’ priorities are at in 
this house!”                

My Destiny Awaits

The car pulled up to the curb of the Walltown Children’s Theatre. The 
building rose above me as I walked up the sturdy brick steps and entered 
the small waiting room for my first rehearsal. While waiting for its 6:30 call 
time, I decided to do some exploring. Now, I had taken classes at Walltown 
before, so I knew the main setup of the building, but I wanted to take a 
fresh new tour as a cast member. I felt like I wanted to see the place from my 
new perspective. 

I stood up and walked down the hall to the right of the waiting room 
with an air of pride in myself. My footsteps echoed loudly against the empty 
hallway as nervousness began to sink in. Once I reached the last door at the 
end of the hallway, I took a moment to pause and then burst into the room. 
The silence shocked me. It was so quiet, in fact, that I could almost hear the 
soft thud of dust hitting the mahogany wood floor.

It was just a simple rehearsal room with mirrored walls, and I had been 
in the room plenty of times, but then, suddenly, I realized why the room felt 
so personal to me. Now it was my rehearsal room, the room in which I would 
prepare for the first play of my theatrical career. As I turned around, I felt a 
pulse of excitement crawl into my body, and I stared with awe at a dark stage 
and its golden spotlight.

Meeting Blue McArthur

The room buzzed with people getting ready for rehearsal. We had 
three weeks of rehearsal left and some people were starting to feel the pres-
sure. It’s amazing how oblivious I had been at the time to the task that lay 
on my shoulders.

Earlier in the rehearsing process, I had received a copy of the script to 
memorize my lines. Upon reading the script, I learned my character’s name 
was Blue McArthur and that he was the leading male role. Luckily for me, 
I didn’t have all the responsibility because in the play there were two ver-
sions of Blue, a younger and older version. I, of course, would be playing the 
younger version until the end of act one, when my character would return as 
the older version, a high schooler, for the rest of the play.
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Every time I walked into that rehearsal room, I would suddenly become 
Blue McArthur. The problem was that sometimes I would continue being Blue 
after rehearsal had ended. At school, my teachers would get concerned and 
email my parents extensive letters saying, “Your child has recently been act-
ing different than usual. Is there anything at home that may be causing this?” 
My parents would quickly and embarrassingly email my teachers back ex-
plaining that I was in a play and promised to have a long talk with me. 

Overall, it was important for the believability of the character that I talk-
ed like him, walked like him, ate like him, danced like him, and really just 
became the character. Now, being a second grader, this wasn’t too hard for me 
because I played imaginary games all the time. I had been everything from 
a pirate lost at sea to an astronaut fighting off aliens. So as people passed me 
with worried looks on their faces because they weren’t off book yet, I would 
happily skip through the room reciting my lines. At the time it was so easy 
for me to memorize my lines being the avid reader that I was. Lots of reading 
helps if you’re interested in the theatre arts.

“Quiet on set!” yelled the stage manager, which snapped me out of prac-
ticing my lines. It was time for another day of rehearsal.

Weeks went by and opening night got closer and closer. The stress began 
to mount. I felt like a crock pot ready to explode. 

“Aah!” I screamed. I woke up to find myself laying face down in my plate 
of mashed potatoes at the dinner table. 

“Honey, are you okay? You fell asleep right in the middle of our conver-
sation,” asked my mom.

“Yeah, I - I’m fine,” I stammered, but the dark circles under my eyes told 
a different story. I was physically exhausted. My mind was erratic; I was hav-
ing a hard time just staying awake. Rehearsals were starting to take a toll on 
me. I was beginning to worry if I would be ready in time for the show. 

Tornadoes Backstage

People were checking prop positions, fixing costumes, going over lines, 
having nervous breakdowns, practicing scenes, and getting in the zone. Add-
ed on to all of that was the background noise of constant chatter. You would 
have to be a crazy person to be able to deal with all of this. Luckily for me, 
I actually enjoyed the insanity. I would feed off of the energy and redirect it 
toward the show.

“Shh,” whispered a techie backstage. “The show’s about to start.” The 
lights suddenly hit the stage, my cue to enter. I saw the burgundy curtain rise 
in front of me and heard the opening applause of the crowd. Right before the 
scene started, I closed my eyes and my mind went blank. I opened them, and 
I was Blue. 

The transformation happened so quickly that it was hard to notice it at 
first, but once I said my first line everything felt so natural. Great actors have 
said, “When you’re acting, don’t act, just be.” I never understood what that 
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meant until that night. I didn’t have to try to be my character anymore; I was 
my character. 

Posters and Passed Dates

Thoughts of stardom lingered in my mind. Posters for The Sweet Shop 
still lay against the walls, advertising performance dates that had long since 
passed. While I was happy to have completed my first run, I was sad that the 
velvet curtain of stardom had fallen.

At the time I didn’t know if I would ever light up the stage again. After all 
the hard work I had put into The Sweet Shop, it would be shameful to just give 
up acting. I would rise to the stage again, but it wouldn’t be for another year. 

I was still thankful for theater whether I continued acting or not, because 
it gave me a way to use my ADHD as a positive thing instead of a negative. 
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mallina Barscova

pIG taIls

The Start of It All

“You happy to visit your uncle?” my mother asked as she put on her 
earrings and heels. I looked up and nodded. It was a type of assisted liv-
ing place, not just for people with decrepit bodies, but for mental illnesses 
as well.

The house was old and shabby. I’d been there numerous times, but I 
didn’t remember the place that much. All I remember was that it had wheel-
chair accessibility, and that it was a one-story building.

As my mother and I walked from our house to the car, she clanged along 
in her loud, black heels. As she walked, her long, brown hair bounced on her 
shoulders, her black purse jingling with coins. Her skin was a medium dark 
brown, but it was smooth and rich, like freshly mixed paint. Her eyebrows 
were thin and arched, and her ears were small, decorated with a pair of dan-
gly dolphin earrings.

My mother took her keys out of her purse and pressed the button to un-
lock the car door just as my hand reached the latch. I jumped into my seat 
and buckled myself in. The car trip went by quickly; soon, we were in the 
driveway at the house.

 There was a dark, disturbing feel to the house. The air around it smelled 
of wood and woodland creatures. That building was, and still is, the least 
favorite building in my memory.

A Walk down Memory Lane

We were in the backyard, and I was rising higher and higher as the eve-
ning sun sank lower and lower behind the fence. The wind swam through 
my braided pigtails, while they dangled along at my ears, creating a slight 
pounding noise inside my head. As I sailed higher, a giddy feeling erupted in 
my stomach, and I giggled like you’d expect any little girl to do on a day spent 
playing with her uncle.
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“Higher, please.” My uncle didn’t respond verbally, but pushed me high-
er. We played outside until the afternoon sun started to sink behind the shed.

“Did you two have fun?” This question was directed towards my uncle 
who, again, still didn’t speak. I sat there at the kitchen table kicking my legs 
back and forth as I answered my mom’s question.

 “Mhmm, I went high; I could see the top of the shed! I saw bird poop on 
the roof, too!” My mother stared at me for a moment with wide eyes and then 
burst into roaring laughter. As my mother reached behind her for the back 
of the chair and lowered herself into the seat, I frowned at her and shouted, 
“What? What’s so funny?” 

At this my uncle grinned and said, “Your mother just can’t help but laugh 
at the most common words.”

 I turned my gaze first to my mother, then to my uncle and said, “It can’t 
be that funny.”

 My mother then quieted her laughter. “No. It’s just when you said poop, 
it reminded me of your uncle.”

I sat on my bed, laughing at my childish memory. It was a time when 
we didn’t have to worry; it was a time when everyone was happy. For a 
while, I sat there staring at the wall across from me until I was called from 
my room. 

“Li, put on your black dress pants. It’s time to go.” I changed into my 
pants and black heels. 

“Lina, are you okay?” I turned my head around to nod at my mother. 
“You know he’d be happy that you decided to see him off today. He loved 
you.” Again, I nodded my head just to show my mother I was actually listen-
ing. “Now Li, be happy he’s going to a better place.” I didn’t respond in any 
way to this, but instead I just thought.

“Yay! That was fun.” My uncle smiled and swung me higher through the 
air. I was having fun. My uncle had come to visit again; we had him for the 
whole day until my mother had to take him back. “Higher.” I wanted him 
to spin me higher until I screamed and he let me down. I walked around in 
circles for a while till I fell.

I continued to stare out the window, thinking––thinking about all the fun 
times I’d never have again.

     

Nothing Lasts Forever

We would play for maybe only ten or fifteen minutes, but they were the 
most enjoyable minutes in my day. It was our routine.

When I was able to walk under tables and fit in baskets, I had an uncle 
who loved children because he was just a big child himself. He was crazy, fun, 
and happy. We would be pleased to play ourselves tired, and my mother got 
the best reward out of this. My uncle’s duty was to tire me out before dinner. 

That happened before I turned all my spare time to books. Reading seems 
to be the one thing I do best now, even understanding the passages to a point 
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where I feel myself being pulled into the story emotionally. I’m occupied now 
that the fun has died away. 

I loved him, and I cherished every moment of spinning through the air 
with him, but now he’s gone and things have changed. I’m not a child, and 
he isn’t there anymore. His ashes are making their way around the world, 
marking the air, land, and waters they have reached. When you’re a child, all 
you understand is that all of your favorite people have gone away forever, but 
when you’re an understanding, aging teen, you realize it goes deeper than 
that. I have changed to realize I’m not a little girl anymore and I can’t go back 
to spinning through the air, so I distract myself with the world of imagery, fic-
tion, and creativity. I turn to objects that take over my entire mind and I focus 
on what isn’t really there.

Getting Real 

Things were different this time. He’d been bad. They put him away for a 
while, for a very long while. I wasn’t sure of all the details, but I knew enough 
to be ashamed. According to my mother, he’d always been mischievous as he 
grew up. He stole a bike once, even faked a bomb threat; those weren’t as bad 
as now.

I wasn’t sure what he stole this time. I don’t remember, and I don’t want 
to. They locked him up, and he stayed there till God took him home. I didn’t 
want to see him, but my mother made me, saying, “It’d mean so much to him. 
He just wants to see you and your sister.” 

The building was towering and a dull gray color; I felt depressed and 
scared just glancing at it. The inside smelled of mold and mildew. I could 
sense that someone had either died there or spent so much time there they had 
left their mark. Just visiting made me feel like I’d done something wrong.

After the security guards searched us, we walked through to the waiting 
area. Of course I sat there and laughed with my sister, but that was only to 
try and hide my disgust. The walls appeared dirty, and the room smelled of 
stale sweat. Sitting there awkwardly and uncomfortably, thoughts of shame 
and fear circled in my head. We were ushered into a cold metal elevator as 
other people were crammed inside, coming to see loved ones as well. As the 
elevator ascended, I began to feel nauseous. The sensation of moving upward 
brought with it the feeling of uneasiness that reflected in my face.

When the elevator stopped, signaling that we were at our destination, 
we filed down a long hallway into a room with a giant Plexiglas window. The 
prisoners sat on the other side.

I forced a smile on my face so I could seem excited, but I was actually ter-
rified. My mother cried. After I’d told my uncle I loved him and missed him 
through the glass, I tugged on my mom’s arm and told her I was ready to go. 
We weren’t allowed to leave yet because we had to wait for the other visitors 
to be ready to go as well. I started crying.

That was the last time I ever saw my uncle.
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 What Hurts the Most

It’s hard to pretend that everything is golden. It’s difficult to find a place 
in your mind that is as calm as a sitting pool. When it’s cluttered with unhap-
py thoughts, you break down and become something that isn’t you, that can’t 
be you. You are then a foreign creature; you’re different and strange. That’s 
how I felt when my mother grew depressed about my uncle’s illness.

He didn’t have the ability to be his old self anymore. He was weak. I 
didn’t visit because of that. Well, that was my excuse. Momma became de-
pressed; she cried like a baby every night until he died. 

Her heart was relieved, for it didn’t have to beat to such a depressing 
rhythm. Now that it was over, she was calm again and sane. However, she 
never did completely return to her old self. Never was she as nice and patient 
as she was before her brother was claimed by heaven. For a while, she just sat 
alone in her room and cried. The waterworks were in full force, but this was 
her grieving moment. 

We gave her space and time so she could heal, but I don’t think you can 
mask the pain of losing somebody close to your heart just by crying. It’s not 
possible. You may be able to dull the hurt just a little, but it’s always there. Just 
like guilt, it follows you. But my mother wasn’t guilty, or at least she shouldn’t 
have felt guilty. I’m not exactly sure what this time was like for her because he 
was buried in her heart.

Emotions on High

I may ramble through my words; I may say things that seem insignifi-
cant, but they do mean something. It’s like a wall. Everyone has one. If you 
don’t, you can’t be human. We block things out. We block out the good things 
and the bad things, like the moment you got your first kiss or the instant you 
watched your cat get run over. I’m good at this, very good.

I blocked everything out. All the things that were important or signifi-
cant, I put a magical red line through them and sent them to the very back of 
my mind. Why shouldn’t I? 

So I tried to block it out. I took my giant gummy eraser and scrubbed and 
rubbed, but nothing happened. It felt as if these thoughts were written in ink 
and they would never fade. It sat there for days and embedded itself deep into 
my thoughts. I was good at blocking everything out. I was excellent at block-
ing him out. I just ignore it. I ignore everything.

I Feel It All 
 
I was lucky, so lucky I didn’t have to view the body. Nobody viewed the 

body. They had turned him to ashes and scattered him everywhere or had 
kept him in an urn. I’m not sure; the thought just creeps me out.
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I got out of going to camp that day. I knew I would, but not because I 
was sad; I wasn’t even aware I was sad. At camp that day, I was supposed to 
be in biology cutting open a pig and then going swimming in the afternoon. 
I’d used the death of my uncle as an excuse to get out of my least favorite 
camp activities.

I was a user and a liar. I lied about being sad, not only to my friends and 
family, but to myself. I was completely aware of the fact that he was dead and 
gone, but I didn’t let it show on my face or in my speech that I was mourning. 
In fact, I didn’t even mourn. I walked around with pep in my step, a smile on 
my face, and a giggle on my lips. I’m told that’s how I hide pain.

That day, I wore my black dress pants and a white dress shirt. I hated 
funerals; I hated dead people. That’s what I refer to them as––dead people. 
What else should they be? Their hearts have stopped beating and their minds 
have stopped controlling. They’re nothing more than mulch. It seems cruel I’d 
feel this way, but I don’t regard their spirit in that same manner.

He was happy in the beginning when he wasn’t that bad. He was special 
needs, nothing severe; he knew right from wrong and was very smart. Then 
he hurt my mother and grandfather. It killed them to know that he would be 
gone, but I think it made them happy to know he was going to a better place.

We all filed into the little church that was originally a store front. We 
made our way to the front aisles and sat. When the service started, I looked 
down, blocking out every word the pastor shouted. I was growing bored and 
tired until they started singing. I ignored the words and the tune, but I heard 
the wailing that was supposed to be a beautiful and lyrical voice. As the music 
trailed on, I sat and stared. 

I thought about the man who I’d played with when I was younger, how 
he was gone. I thought of how hard his life had been, what with his illnesses 
and the painful experiences he’d been through. I thought about his practical 
abandonment and the death of his parents. 

As I thought, I cried silently in my chair. No one saw me, and no one 
heard me. I thought of how he’d finally get to see his mother again, the grand-
mother I’d never met. And I was happy. I didn’t want to say goodbye because 
I knew I’d see him again. So I cried because he finally found peace. He’d be 
happy now, much happier than he’d been with us.
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Ali C. Wells

the fruIt of my 
labors

I. You Believe in What?!

When we’re little, a lot of us are placed into the religion of our parents. 
You don’t have a choice. And usually, you don’t care because [Insert Religion 
Here] is all you know. So, what if your parents don’t have a religion? This, 
my friend, is called atheism. Dictionary definition of atheism: a lack of belief 
in the existence of god(s). That’s it. A short definition for a short word that 
causes a whole lot of trouble.

When I was little I thought I was Jewish because I was the only kid who 
could eat matzo bare, no butter. And it made sense every year; everyone on my 
dad’s side of the family would go to my grandparents’ teeny-tiny apartment 
for some lamb, wine, spices, and a good time. Then, in fourth grade when I fi-
nally understood the meaning of A Charlie Brown Christmas, I realized in the soft 
light of the television and four menorahs that Christmas and Hanukkah aren’t 
part of the same religion. When I questioned my parents about this epiphany, 
they agreed with my statement about the different religions, and confused the 
nine-year-old me even more by saying, “We’re not Jewish or Christian. We’re 
atheists, but you can believe in whatever you want, sweetie.”

For a long time after that moment, I would go back and forth in my mind 
about whether I was Jewish, Christian, or atheist. I was never sure when the 
constant merry-go-round of doubt would cease.

I’ve always been surrounded by faith, but I’ve never actually found this 
fickle beast. Yes, I just called faith a beast. It’s fickle, harsh, and very confus-
ing. It’s also the beast that created youth groups. 

In the beginning of September, when summer was still hanging on, I was 
walking with a friend at the end of school, to the band room for him and the 
Academy building for me. When he mentioned his youth group, I questioned 
him about what they really do, because I had never been a part of one.

“All we really do is hang out, play games, and sometimes talk about God.”
“Really? That’s it? Sounds . . . interesting,” I thought for a moment, “. . . 

and fun.”
“Yeah, you could join us sometime if you want.”
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“Uh, sure . . . thanks,” I murmured. The hot sun beat down on me, as if 
it expected a better answer to his offer. I felt awful because I was really lying. 
I could never join his youth group, no matter the circumstances. Because I’d 
always know, deep down, that with all the stimulating discussions, Monty Py-
thon movie nights, and group bonding, I could make great friends and have a 
blast, but, when the conversation turned to how much people think about Jesus, 
I would either say that Jesus was, in fact, a Jew, or be silent and uncomfortable.

Faith will always vaguely annoy me in some ways because it’s something 
I can never have. A forbidden fruit of sorts, in the sense that realism, my own 
god, forbids me from ever having it. I won’t be stupid like man is in Genesis 
and eat the fruit, because I know that I’d never be able to swallow it.

II. Don’t You Want to Join?

It’s a hot day and the sun is shining down on the movers carrying heavy 
boxes into a small white house with a wraparound porch. The lawn was once 
green but is now a small patch of light brown foliage. My new neighbors are 
inspecting the old brass knocker while I inspect them. 

It was my lucky day, because these were not just new people, they were 
new girls. Three girls, all with sandy blonde hair and freckles. The oldest was 
much too boring to play with. The middle preferred my older sister. But the 
youngest, now there was a new friend. Her name was Leah. She was ten and I 
was eight, but age didn’t matter in the least.

They moved in near the beginning of summer, and we spent many glori-
ous days racing up and down our quiet street on bikes, playing in our grassy 
backyards, and telling silly stories. The days passed blissfully, and every Sun-
day they would go to church, while every Sunday I would stay home.

Once school started, I didn’t see Leah as much because her mom home 
schooled all three girls. Even with that obstacle, we managed to find time to 
play. But in mid-October everything changed from being golden and sunny 
to being cold and damp. She asked me a pivotal question as we parked our 
bikes on the curb. 

“Why don’t you go to church?”
At the time I wasn’t really sure what religion was. All I knew was that 

it confused me, so I chose not to think about it. “I dunno,” I replied, unsure 
where this conversation was going.

“But you know about God, right?” The look on her face was of intense 
and determined curiosity. Again, I wasn’t sure, so I simply shrugged. I knew 
that a lot of people believed in a man named God, but that was pretty much it. 
“Well,” she took a breath and began to tell of God’s wonders and kindness. 

She used sweeping gestures and a sing-song voice to describe his glory. 
This God guy sounded pretty cool. Her total belief in what she was saying 
gave the words a certain truth, as well. She went on to say, “Are you a Chris-
tian?” This caught me by complete surprise, but in retrospect I should have 
seen it coming. Again, I shrugged, because there was nothing I could think of 
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to say. A silence swept over us as the sun disappeared behind the trees. Then 
Leah piped up and said, “I think there’s a prayer you can say to convert! Do 
you wanna say it?”

Again, I was caught by surprise. “Um, I’ll have to ask my mom.” I fidg-
eted and began to wonder how I could extract myself from this situation.

“Well, I have to go anyway. See you tomorrow, Ali.” She rode off on 
her bike while I slowly wheeled mine over to and up my driveway, deep in 
thought. Do I want to say that prayer? Why am I so surprised by her offer? 

I decided to ask my parents, because when you’re eight, they seem to 
know every answer to even the hardest questions.

That night after dinner I told my Mom and Dad everything Leah told 
me. About how she said we’re God’s children and that Jesus was a savior, 
and even about the lesser known details of heaven and hell. My parents were 
quiet for a while. Then they went on to explain that Daddy was brought up 
Jewish and Mommy was brought up Lutheran. So, our family mixes the tradi-
tions of both, but we’re really atheists and I can believe in anything I want. 
This new-found information was quite confusing. So, in my young denial I 
went with this answer when Leah asked me about the prayer the next day: 
“I’m half and half, so don’t worry.” 

This seemed to suffice, but our friendship was never the same. She would 
bring it up again and again. I would simply repeat my initial answer and 
change the subject.

Looking back, her intolerance doesn’t anger me. It just makes me sad. I don’t 
blame Leah for her words; it was what she thought she was supposed to do.

 

III. Just Leave Me Alone!

Instead of crying, I would go back home. I would go back to the kitchen 
and listen to my parents’ two cents on the issue. Every day for a week, just to 
make sure I understood their message. At first I was angry. This was not the 
first time it had happened. And it wouldn’t be the last, I was sure of that. Then 
I just stopped caring. This was obviously the way I was going to be treated, so 
I might as well get used to it. I was in sixth grade and I knew I shouldn’t let 
one experience shape my outlook of the world for the rest of my life.

 Someone, during the last few minutes of gym class, had said to me, “Hey 
Ali! Why don’t you come down to my church and let my preacher baptize 
you!” This probably seems like no big deal. Well, for your information, it is.

I stood there, stunned. My voice had left me for better places. The rest of 
the day I was a zombie of sorts, barely getting through my Chorus and 3-D 
Media classes before boarding the bus to go home.

That’s when I got angry. When I was home and safe from prying eyes and 
rapt ears. Where I could speak my mind and not be judged. Where I could be 
alone and surrounded by people at the same time.

Many people I’ve told this story ask me, “Why would you get angry? That 
kid was just being stupid.” Well, I obviously know that this kid was being stu-

Wells



1�8

other people + me

pid, I’m not an idiot. But, has anyone ever totally disregarded your beliefs for 
their own? Thinking that their belief is right and therefore yours is wrong? 

This person never apologized to me because they never thought they 
were doing anything wrong. I’ve never asked for an apology because I don’t 
want to start any religious discussions in the hallway.

I learned that day that conversion was the norm and I should learn to 
expect it. Sadly, only a few years later, I was used to religious pressure.

IV. Do I Want That?

It was unspeakably loud in the Navigators’ hallway, but I managed to 
hear my friend call out to me. “I just had my Bar Mitzvah!”

“Mazel Tov,” I replied, more focused on finding my textbook.                                         
“When are you having yours?” 
His smiling face sobered.
“I dunno . . .” I started.
“Well, okay, bye!” He ran off to join his closer friends. I was left alone at my 

locker. I watched after the gaggle of boys. I stood there, at my rusty old locker, 
surrounded by people in the hall wondering, Will I even have a Bat Mitzvah?

Too soon after, another friend started speaking of her plans. “. . . and you 
can come if you want, Ali.”

“What? Oh, well, maybe . . . I’ll have to ask my mom first.” I looked into my 
locker, pretending I was looking for something to hide my discontented face. 
Another one? Are people going to expect me to have a Bat Mitzvah soon as well?

The warning bell snatched us from our thoughts. “Yeah, well, see you later!”
“See ya!” We both hurried to our third period classes, and our conversa-

tion was cut short. As I walked to Social Studies, I pondered Jewish coming-
of-age ceremonies.

When I returned home that evening, I asked my dad if he had ever had a 
Bar Mitzvah. “No, my family wasn’t very strict. Why do you ask?”

“Well, Dad, I was thinking that maybe I should have a Bat Mitzvah. You 
know, for traditional stuff.”

“Do you really want one?” He leaned back in his seat and sighed. His 
face showed intense thought. I’m sure my face showed a typical teenager’s 
scowl. Do I want a Bat Mitzvah? Or am I just jealous of the others? 

I think my Dad knew I was undecided and left me with this: “Well, if you 
still want one closer to your birthday, we could discuss it. Until then, think 
about it some more, okay?”

“Okay,” I muttered as I left to do my homework. I never got back to him. 
I’m not even sure why I brought it up. I mean, a Bat Mitzvah sounds like a 
very interesting spiritual experience, but it would be weird if I had one. With 
an image of the Torah fresh in my mind, I came to the conclusion that I don’t 
need a scroll to tell me who or what I am.
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V. Letting Go of Futile Causes

Her hair was the color of new snow. Her skin felt like butterfly wings. 
Such fragile things for a strong woman. Her eyes were the dark blue of the 
sky just after the most brilliant of sunsets. Her ears were never pierced, like a 
young child’s. And her lips were always a faint coral pink. A pink that made 
you think of young maids in the prime of their youth. Her lips always held the 
trace of something. A smile? A frown? You would never know until she spoke. 
Near the end it was usually a frown from a mile away, but sometimes we were 
graced with a smile that could make you cry.

We’re on Cape Cod. My second home. My mother’s and uncle’s and sister’s 
and father’s and, most importantly, my Nana’s second home as well. It’s early 
as we walk to the beach on an old bike path. The sky is a mix of pale shades of 
lavender and baby blue. The tall sea pines sway in the morning light.

Once our party reaches the warm sand, the icy ocean, and the stronger 
wind, I am free. This is the right place. We wander with vague purpose to the 
place where the ocean cuts through the beach to form a salt marsh. This is our 
favorite spot. My uncle begins to read the twenty-third psalm.

“The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want.
He maketh me to lie down in green pastures:
He leadeth me beside the still waters.
He restoreth my soul:
He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,
I will fear no evil: For thou art with me;
Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me.
Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies;
Thou annointest my head with oil; My cup runneth over.

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life,
and I will dwell in the House of the Lord forever.”

It was her favorite. My mom opens a small, brown box filled with pow-
der the color of new snow. We let the wind take my nana into the ocean to final 
rest in her beloved waters.

While walking back, the words of the psalm haunt me. Does she really 
dwell in the house of her lord? Was her shepherd really there? Did Nana ever resent 
my lack of belief in the Christian god? Is that what kept her strong during decline and 
immense pain? I have no answers to these impossible questions.

Then, the softest of breezes ruffles my hair. The salt of the ocean fills my nose 
and I reach an answer. It doesn’t matter if her shepherd is there or not. It just matters that 
she believed he would be there. Yes, her faith did keep her strong, but so did her family.

With these thoughts fresh in my mind, I cry tears of sorrow for losing 
someone so peaceful and so loving. I see her face, gentle and wrinkled, smil-
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ing at me, wiping away my tears. Her hands so soft, her eyes so compassion-
ate. Her mouth forming the words on my mind: “Just smile.”

VI. Does Any of This Really Matter?

It was a warm Sunday morning, the kind of morning when you felt the 
whole world was your oyster and all you had to do was crack it. I think I 
felt this way only because I had finished my homework the day before, so I 
wouldn’t be scrambled like eggs in a frying pan. The sun was gently shining 
through the windows and the newspaper on our table was sprawled out like 
my sleeping dog.

My father was reading the editorials and letters, his face growing darker 
and darker. “What’s wrong, Dad?”

“This letter to the editor. It’s just so typical of people.”
“Typical of what?” The mix of concern and sarcasm on my face got him 

to set down his coffee and look at me.
“You fully understand that we’re atheists, right?”
“I sure hope so! I wouldn’t be very happy if we were something else alto-

gether.” My joking tone had no effect on him. He looked too serious for a man 
wearing a shirt with Frank Zappa smiling behind his trademark mustache.

“Well, Ali, many people out there don’t like atheists. We’re like a weed 
in their vegetable garden, an eyesore. We represent everything they’re not. 
We’re different.” I nodded. I already knew all of this, but I had a feeling that 
if I spoke, the words would be lost to him. “They tolerate us. Just barely, but 
sometimes they don’t tolerate us.” He pointed to the paper. “They insult us to 
make their polite behavior easier to bear.”

 “Insult us, Dad? Aren’t you being a little dramatic?” I think my problem 
here was that I still try to see the good in everyone, including the self-serving 
pigs in our society.

 “No, I’m not being dramatic. Take this letter here. It’s a response to a joke 
a columnist made in good fun with no offense in mind. The columnist even 
said in the article that there was no malicious intent. This person is taking far 
too much offense to the columnist’s joke and has chosen to ignore the fact that 
the columnist explained his behavior. So look here,” he pointed to the paper.  
“This person not only goes on for much too long, they take a shot at atheism, 
as if to say that insulting Christianity is horrible but taking a cheap shot at 
atheism is fine.”

“What?! That’s crap!”
“I know. That’s exactly what I was just thinking.”
I went back to my comics with unfocused eyes.
I don’t have a god and you might have many. I’ve never had a commu-

nion and you may want to be a preacher. When I think back to the soft meno-
rah light, and my first epiphany, I know my question is still the same: Does 
any of this really matter?
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Sharmaine Lemon

In the arms 
of a stranGer

There was a knock on my door. I looked up from my homework. “Come 
in,” I said as I looked down at my paper once again. My mom poked her 
head around the door as if she were hiding something. She sat on the edge of 
my pink bedspread, holding her pink and purple polka dotted pajama pants 
tightly in her right hand. I could tell something was bothering her. I remem-
bered earlier that I didn’t do my chores. Was she upset about that?

“What do you think of me dating again?”
“It’s okay. I guess.” I spoke this but meant the total opposite. I think she 

could tell. 
“Sharmaine.” She looked at me and waited for me to respond. “Shar-

maine,” she said again. I still said nothing. She grabbed my work and tossed 
it into my purple beanbag chair. “Listen to me. What do you think?” 

I looked up at her and stared dead into her eyes. “I was doing that.” I 
crossed my arms and sat back against the headboard of my bed. “I said it was 
okay. There’s not much I can say or do about it anyway.” I looked down at my 
hands and kept wishing this conversation had been about my chores. 

“Well, okay. You should be happy then. I think I have met someone. He 
seems perfect. I personally think you will like him.” I prayed that she was 
wrong. I didn’t want anything or anyone to stop me and my mom and my 
little sister from being a family. She stood up to leave the room, then turned 
around and said, “Do your chores.” She closed the door behind her. 

She didn’t understand anything. Me, I understood everything. I knew 
exactly where this was going: downhill. I knew for some reason that I would 
never accept this, and I definitely wouldn’t accept this man. 

                                                 
At around two the next afternoon, my mom came into my room and said, 

“Let’s go. Get up and help me. I have a visitor coming soon.” I knew that by 
“visitor” she meant her new friend. As soon as I met him, I disliked him. It 
wasn’t just because I didn’t want him around, but because he seemed like he 
was trying too hard. 

I was in the living room on the couch finishing homework when a knock 
came at the door. I already knew who it was and didn’t bother to answer the 
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door. My mom came running out of the kitchen in her white apron and flat 
sandals, yelling, “I got it!” 

She opened the door, acting as if she was surprised he had actually showed 
up. He hugged my mom after she closed the door. He had on a nice blue busi-
ness suit and square framed glasses, a black briefcase in his right hand and his 
car keys in the other. Everybody sat in silence for a minute or two. 

“Sharmaine, this is my friend Tosh. Tosh, this is my oldest daughter Shar-
maine,” my mother said, breaking the awkward silence.

He walked over to me with a reached out hand. I looked up from my 
work. I closed my book. I slowly stood up. I looked at the both of them, 
laughed, and walked to my room. I slammed the door behind me. I can’t be-
lieve he actually tried to become a friend of mine. He is sadly mistaken if he thinks we 
will ever talk.

“Are you ready yet?” my mom asked.
“No. Not really,” I replied as I looked around the now empty house.
“Well, get ready. Your grandfather will be here soon with the moving 

truck.” She grabbed her luggage and headed out the door toward the car. 
I looked out the window, watching my mother and little sister smiling and 
jumping around as if nothing was going on. It seemed as if leaving our house 
to live with strangers meant nothing. 

To me, it meant a lot. I felt as if we were giving up on ourselves. I turned 
away from the window. I couldn’t take the painful thoughts going through my 
head. I walked down the hallway towards my old room. The dark, empty hall 
seemed scarier and scarier to me every time I walked through it. I reached for 
the door knob. I hesitated to open it, afraid of what would happen if I did.

What am I doing to myself? I opened the huge, thick, creaky door. I looked 
around. It seemed as if no one had ever lived there before. Like no sign of a 
human life could be found. I hated this, I truly did. I walked to the closet. 
I imagined everything in its place, my shoes in a specific order, my clothes 
neatly hung up, and the old toys from the age of five on down. 

I turned to look out the window. Instead, I noticed a blue Sharpie sitting 
on the window sill. I walked towards it and picked it up. I thought of how the 
marker could have possibly gotten there. I began to think back. 

My sister and I were having a marker fight. We threw them at each other. 
She threw the blue one and hit the window. I remember she cried and said, 
“Oh no, I think I broke the marker.” 

“The marker? I think you should be worried about the window more 
than anything.” I laughed. 

I smiled as I remembered that moment. I sat down near the window. I 
wanted some way to be remembered in this house, so I wrote directly on the 
window sill, “I’ll never forget, SL.” I stood up, dropped the marker where I 
found it, and headed for the door.

Before I completely walked out, I looked around.  It seemed as if every-
thing was still in its place. A tear fell from my eye the way rain slowly slides 
down a window. I felt as if my entire world were crashing down right in 

Lemon



203

other people + me

front of me. I wiped away the tear. I turned and slowly closed the door on 
my memories.

As I looked back at the house that I had once called my safe haven, my 
home, my place to be free, we drove away in the orange U-Haul. I felt my 
heart sink to the bottom of the ocean. I wasn’t upset about leaving but about 
going to live with people that I hardly knew. Complete strangers. I tried to 
accept it, but I just couldn’t.  

I sat on my new bed. In my new room. I felt like a stranger in my own 
home. I wanted to cry. I couldn’t believe I felt this way. I had always loved the 
thought of moving. It used to seem like a new beginning for me, a new start. 
This time, it seemed like my worst nightmare had come to life. 

I blamed it on Tosh, even though it clearly wasn’t completely all his fault. 
He seemed so odd to me. He had long locks and huge brown eyes; he was 
tall and he always wore those thick glasses. But his aggression scared me the 
most. He always wanted things his way. I hated that. Since I couldn’t have my 
way, why should he have his?

I took my diary from my backpack and ripped out a clean sheet. I slipped 
the pen out of the ponytail that I wore and began to write. I wrote about my 
feelings, about my mother, all the way down to how I felt about the move. I 
kept writing line after line; it seemed as if my hand would fall off. I kept going 
until the voice of my mother shouting, “Sharmaine, dinner!” stopped me in 
my tracks. I placed the pen and paper down on my bed and left the room. I 
didn’t notice that Tosh had gone right into the room after I walked out. 

After dinner, I walked up to my room and looked at my bed. Something 
was missing. The paper. Someone had taken it. 

A shadow on my wall beside my dresser showed me exactly who it was. 
I knew from that moment on that something was about to happen.

He stood in the door, staring at me with his huge, dark brown eyes. His 
eyes seemed to say everything he wouldn’t dare speak. His small, round lips 
curved into a frown, as if he wanted to cry. His laugh lines seemed to disap-
pear. His nose wrinkled up in anger, pain, and sadness. His high cheek bones 
began to sink and disappear. He had found it, the writing that was for my 
eyes only. 

I knew what I had written had pierced his heart. I didn’t mean for it to get 
out, but it did. He came and sat beside me on my bed. I stood up and walked 
towards the open doorway. “Wait,” he sighed. I stood there, not even daring 
to make eye contact. 

“Why? There is nothing that can be said to fix this. We both know we will 
never get along. Why try?” I walked away, leaving him behind once again.

The day came for me to meet his children, Ayo and Toyin. Ayo was a 
young girl who was high spirited all the time. Toyin, also known as Tony, was 
quiet and mostly kept to himself. I had come in one day after school, and there 
they were, sitting on the couch. Tony was playing his Gameboy, and Ayo was 
reading a picture book. I was confused as to who they were and why they 
were in my house. 
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My mom came out of the kitchen carrying snacks. “Oh hey, Sharmaine,” 
she said, placing the food on the coffee table in the middle of the living room. 
“I didn’t hear the door open,” she continued. 

“Yeah,” I replied, still trying to find out who they were. 
“Sharmaine, meet Ayo and Toyin. These are Tosh’s kids.” She smiled. 
“Kids? Tosh has children?” I said. I couldn’t believe it. All this time and 

I hadn’t known about them, and then they just popped up out of the middle 
of nowhere.

Ayo looked up at me and smiled. I smirked at her and walked out of the 
living room. I sat in my room and thought to myself, Why are they here? Don’t 
they have a house? I already don’t get along with––

My thoughts came to a pause when Toyin came in. “You don’t like us, do 
you?” he asked. I looked up and thought, Is it that obvious? 

He looked at me as if he had heard.
“Of course I do. I mean, I just don’t know who you are, so it kind of 

shocked me to see you here.” After that one little sentence of mine, he began 
to open up. 

After living with one another for three years, my mom and Tosh took it to 
another level. We were going on a road trip.

I sat in the backseat, wishing I was anywhere but here. I tried listening 
to my iPod, but it only made things worse, because it soon ran out of battery. 
I tried to sleep, but my mom wanted to sing the whole ride there. You would 
think that every teenager would enjoy a trip to Charlotte. Not me. I’m not 
your normal teenager. I’m a lot more stubborn. 

We reached the mall after awhile, and I saw all these daughters holding 
onto their fathers. I wish I had mine to hold onto, but since he was murdered, 
nothing has ever been the same. I knew Tosh wanted to be there for me as a 
father, but I didn’t want him to take the place of my dad. I had to keep the wall 
up, to protect myself.

But as we walked around the mall, I began to warm up to Tosh, in spite of 
myself. It seemed as if we never had a problem. I think he noticed the change 
as well, but decided to go with it. We talked most of the time. He even bought 
me a few things. I was happy yet scared at what I was getting myself into.

I dragged myself into bed. I tried to close the door, but something stopped 
it. I turned. It was Tosh. “Thank you,” he said. 

“For what?” I said, half-asleep and half-confused. 
“For trying.” He smiled and left the doorway. 
I fell back against the bed and smiled.
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ellery Kenwick

my days as
the messenGer

Her light blue eyes were supported by high cheekbones and a fair complex-
ion. Short blonde hair framed an angular, slightly freckled face, and she was star-
ing at me like she was trying to decipher my every expression. But the truth was, 
not even I knew what I was so upset over. I went to an excellent school, ranked 
in the top one percent of the country. Her pale eyes narrowed in concern.

“Well, what school would you go to? Northern? Riverside?” She con-
templated, “I know that you wouldn’t be happy at either of those schools. It 
wouldn’t be like middle school.”

“How do you know that I wouldn’t be happy at Northern?!” I retorted, 
“You only think that because Max went there and didn’t like it. I’m a totally 
different person, Mom!”

“Classes there would be too easy, you would be on the block schedule, 
and you wouldn’t have as much freedom as you do at DSA,” she listed in a 
calm tone.

“Well I’m not sure about Northern, but I know for a fact that you can eat 
lunch outside at Riverside. How else do you fit two thousand students into 
three lunches?” I knew that I would never win this argument, and my mom 
would always find a way to postpone the debate. I also knew that I would 
probably never go to another high school. She would find a way to reason that 
DSA was better, but she never heard me when I said that I didn’t like it there.

 
I don’t remember my first day at DSA, which is weird because I always 

remember everything. There is basically a huge gap in my memory between 
when I got my letter and when I started not liking my school. 

The shadow of our large, gray house lay across me as I lounged on my 
back in the pine-straw. I was sent to take the trash out ages ago, and she still 
hadn’t looked out the window to check on me. I might as well just do it now. Not 
taking a garbage can to the end of the road isn’t worth getting yelled at later. 

The bright streetlight across the street had just begun to glow orange, il-
luminating the road. With our heavy rolling trash can in tow, I trudged up to 
the top of the driveway, my eyes surrounded by bruise-like bags and shadows 
from lack of sleep. 
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At the end of my journey to the top of the driveway, I placed the garbage 
bin on the side of the road and walked over to check the mail. Without antici-
pation or excitement, I opened the mailbox, took out its contents, and started 
back towards the house.

It was only when I reached the front porch that I realized not all the enve-
lopes were bills addressed to my parents. One thin letter with a blue bulldog 
on the top left corner was for me. My heart pounded in my chest as I gently 
eased the letter out of the envelope. I had decided that I was going even before 
I read the second line. I saw only one word: “Congratulations!”

Suddenly my fatigue was gone, and I was overcome by excitement. I 
raced into the kitchen to show my mom this wonderful news. I had been ac-
cepted into Durham School of the Arts, the school I had been trying to get into 
since fifth grade. I knew people there from elementary school and I would be 
able to make new friends. I would be fine.

My shoulder-length blonde hair whipped around my neck as I walked 
into the courtyard. School had been in for around a month, and I had a good 
group of friends, good grades, and a few good jokes. Life was pretty normal. I 
hadn’t been able to make it to the DSA versus Carrington guys’ soccer game, 
which I was kind of disappointed about, but that’s life. 

At lunch we were able to eat outside and play sports, a freedom never 
granted at Carrington. I was starting to think that DSA was the perfect school 
for me. 

“Hey Ellery, are you coming to sit with us?” called a friend from the bench.
“Yeah, I’m coming,” I replied and I walked over to sit down next to them. 

Apparently I entered in the middle of a conversation because she then turned 
back to the person sitting next to her and kept talking.

“Yeah, and there was this really cute guy on their team, he had a bunch of 
freckles and light brown hair . . . ” My heart skipped a beat and then started 
to throb; I knew exactly who they were talking about. Karter. He was one of 
my best friends in sixth and seventh grade, and I had a terrible, terrible crush 
on him.

 “You went to Carrington, right Ellery? Do you know him?” they asked 
in an excited voice.

“Yeah, um, I - He might have, uh, he might have been in my, uh, Algebra 
class. But I’m not, um, positive, it could have been someone, um, else,” I told 
them timidly.

“Oh, is he nice, smart, funny?” They were starting to lean in to listen to 
what I might say, so in my panicky state I said the only thing that I was sure 
would end the conversation.

“I’m pretty sure he’s gay,” I stated in a matter-of-fact tone. 
I watched their faces lower in disappointment, and I felt just a little bit 

guilty. That moment I was freed from the numbness of the new school year, 
and the pain of missing my old friends began to soak in. I was no longer a Car-
rington Cougar, I was a DSA Bulldog and was going to have to get used to it.

*
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Beep! Beep!
Jeez, it’s six o’clock. Why can’t Battle of the Books meetings be in the afternoon? I 

looked at my alarm clock. No point going back to sleep. I crawled out of bed and 
to the shower, not bothering to turn the light on in the bathroom. 

After I had finished getting ready, I tromped down the squeaky wooden 
stairs to get my breakfast, a cardboard-flavored granola bar. I then sat down 
and waited for my mom to finish getting her breakfast. I dreaded going to 
school. It was like a prison, except in prison you don’t get homework.  

Every day I had to put up with gym first thing in the morning, and then 
I would go to math where I would be bored out of my mind by algebra that I 
had already done. Science was never bad, but piano was always torture. And 
then after lunch there was strings, social studies, and language arts, where the 
minutes went by so slowly that it was almost unbearable.

My mom always said that I wasn’t letting myself like school, but what 
about school is there to like? Learning is fun, but only if you’re learning new 
things, and that is not what I was doing in school.

“Ellery, you almost ready to go?” my mom shouted from the kitchen, 
“We have to go in five minutes.”

“Yeah, I’m ready to go.”
“All right, I just need to blow-dry my hair, and then we’ll head out,” she called.
Battle of the Books was a lot different at DSA than at Carrington. At 

Carrington, we met every Wednesday from September to March to prepare, 
mostly doing practice battles. It was very casual, and everyone joked. I can 
remember the last day of Battle of the Books. It was a sort of post-season meet-
ing with cake.

“So, Ellery, I heard that you’re going to DSA,” Karter said. “Will you be doing 
BOB there? Because spies are always helpful.” I smiled and felt my face get red.

“You’re going where?” Mrs. McCall shouted in fake disbelief. “You’d bet-
ter find some way to sabotage their team.”

“You’re going to miss us so much,” my best friend Rachel stated. “You’ve 
gone to this school for two years and you’ve been in BOB the whole time . . .” 
She went on about other things that I would miss about Carrington Battle of 
the Books, like the free food, the jokes, the threat of thrown shoes. I stared 
down at my cake, only half eaten, most of the icing lying next to it on the 
plate. I started poking it with the end my spoon.

“Rachel, maybe you should stop, she looks pretty nervous,” Karter mentioned.
“Yeah, maybe you should stop,” I mumbled to her.
“Oh, sorry,” she said with her head down.
I thought of the good old days––reading books, eating pizza, getting ran-

dom writing utensils thrown at us––but DSA was different. We talked about 
the books for long periods of time and meetings were very organized.

“All right girlie, let’s go,” called Mom, and we drove down the driveway 
and off to school.

The path toward the soccer field was thoroughly worn, and the woods on 
the right were burdened with thrown away cinder blocks and chairs, tossed 
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after they had served their use. I always wondered who would come to a 
school soccer field to throw away their trash. Everyone else thought it was 
cool or funny. They joked about angry parents throwing fits, or the homeless 
people that resided in the huge concrete pipes. But I, too, would always throw 
away my problems when I came here. I would think about running or the 
highlighter orange jerseys that the players wore.

Dense woods surrounded the field on three sides. There were thorns 
there too, and one unlucky person would always have to get the ball after it 
had been kicked over the fence. Whenever it was my turn to retrieve our lost 
ball, I would think of the thorns and how unappreciated they were. But no 
matter how hard I tried, I could never think of a reason to like the plants, or 
even to appreciate them.

There were things about that field that I didn’t like, like the way it sloped 
down at the corners or the fact that it barely ever had grass on it, or the over-
grown jungle of prickly plants that resided just over the fence. But I learned to 
play around those things and grew to know every hole and every slope; it was 
kind of fun. It made me think twice as hard to avoid them when I was playing.

Now when I walk onto this field, all I think about are the many rough spots. 
But I’m not thinking about how to avoid them, how fun it was, or how they 
made playing on this field exciting. I’m thinking of how I’ve gotten used to play-
ing on a perfect field, one with no bumps. And I almost don’t think about how 
much I love this field and the people that play on it. But I did think, and I also 
thought of the significance of the thorns, the thorns that grow around my field.

As we walked onto the field, the ground squished slightly under our 
dust-clad cleats, and the air filled with the sounds of murmuring parents 
standing next to a fence that would jangle slightly against their weight. My 
heart began to pound, and a wide smile spread across my face as we walked 
across the field towards the small wooden bench that was still empty.

I sat quickly on the ground while my teammates filled the short bench. 
Pulling on the beat-up shin guards that my mom had brought me, I gazed at 
the torn-up field. This was the moment I had been waiting for all season: our 
game against Carrington. This game would decide who we would play in the 
semi-finals. 

“Ellery, hurry up! We have to start our warm-ups!” one of my team-
mates bellowed.

“Sorry, sorry,” I called. “I’ve got a bit on my mind. This game is kind of im-
portant!” That wasn’t the only thing on my mind; I had asked Rachel to see if 
any of my old friends could come to the game, and a few of them were already 
there talking to each other on the silver bleachers. I couldn’t tell what they 
were talking about, but it’s strange having friends from the school you’re play-
ing against come to see you play. It’s not like they’re going to cheer for you.

Why did I ask them to come? I thought as I walked towards the goal that 
faced the track. All  I’m going to do is make a fool of myself. I lined up my hips to 
take a shot, and, not thinking, kicked the ball over the top of the goal, over the 
fence, down the hill to the track, and straight to the feet of Karter Parsons.
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I ran down to the track, thoroughly embarrassed, to get the ball.
“Oh hey, Ellery. I didn’t know you were on the soccer team.”
“Uh, yeah, um, sure . . . Are you going to the uh, game?” I replied rather 

flustered. I gazed nervously down at my feet; if I looked into his amazing 
electric blue eyes I was sure to lose all powers of speech. I glanced back up 
the hill behind me to my teammates who were passing the ball, their heads 
arched to see where I was and who I was with. I could see their lips moving 
slowly and I got the feeling that they were talking about me and this mystery 
boy. “Well, she did go here last year.” “Does she know him?” “Did she go out with 
him?” “He’s kind of cute.”

“Yeah, but I have track practice first. I’ll see you there.” He passed me the 
ball and jogged off towards the rest of the runners, his light brown hair clinging 
gently to his neck.

I turned around and walked back to the top of the hill where my teammates 
peered towards me with their eyes wide. I smiled and continued my drills.

 
We didn’t do well at Battle of the Books, but it was more fun than I’d had 

in a while. With me in the middle, DSA and Carrington had a minor show-
down over whose team was coolest, with questions like, “How many Asians 
are on your team?” and “Who has cooler t-shirts?” I tried to back my team up, 
but in the end my team could see that I had given up and admitted telepathi-
cally that our team’s t-shirts were far inferior. 

I knew the inner workings of both teams, so I pretended that I was a 
super-secret double agent and snuck around to get scores. I would sneak up 
behind the Carrington BOB members and talk to them while looking away; 
no one would think I was communicating with the enemy. But I knew my 
teammates didn’t mind. They liked having someone who could talk to the 
opposition, a kind of messenger between rivals.

When Carrington was left in the finals, I stood with my old friends, send-
ing their six team members waves of support, and I was there when they won 
too, one speck of DSA in a sea of orange. I wonder now what my team must 
have thought. 

          
When I think of switching schools now, I always seem to worry that if I 

do, I’ll feel the same way about DSA as I did about Carrington. Always wish-
ing I were somewhere I’m not. When I think back on my days at Carrington, I 
don’t remember it because it was a great school; I remember it because it was 
where I had good friends. I have friends at DSA, and I really am trying to like 
it, but the fact is that I just don’t know if it’s right.

Have you ever had a dream where you know that you’re supposed to be 
somewhere, but no matter how hard you try you can’t seem to find out where 
that place is, and then after a while it’s too late, you missed it? I can’t go back 
in time, so I have to learn to live with the choices that I’ve made, no matter 
how much it hurts. Will I always be upset about it? I don’t know. I’ll find out 
in time. 
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Gabriella

who says I 
have to leave?

Walking into my Gram’s room, I paused. Looking around, I saw my 
mother who seemed to be happy, smiling from ear to ear on the phone. “Let 
me call you back . . . I am going to tell her now. I will call you and tell you 
how it went.”

“Hey Mom, how was your day?” I asked, sitting down on the bed.
“You know how I told you about your uncle in North Carolina? Well, he 

said it was great down there. We are going to move there!” she said with a 
naive motherly excitement.

“What?” I exclaimed. 
“You’re not happy?”
“No!” I stormed out of the room before she could say another word.
How could she? We are going to leave our family and friends for a place that we 

have never been to and that we don’t even know about? I can’t believe this!
I went into my room, and just looking around made years of memories 

flood into my mind. 

“Grandma! Grandma! Come here! Look there, my walls are purple, and 
there are hand prints on them!” I said, running around my room.

“I know. Isn’t it beautiful?”
“Yes! My Barbies can go over here . . . right by my bed and my Dora lamp 

right here!”
“They sure can, babe. They sure can,” she said smiling.
I will always miss this place. Did I want to go? No. Did I have to go? Yes.

As I walk through the door of the kitchen, the blue and white walls say 
I’m home. I know I’m in the right place.

I remember coming down the stairs on Thanksgiving Day, looking at 
all my family surrounding the dining room table about to give thanks, feel-
ing the love weave around everyone. Looking down from the stairs above, 
I saw the table with all the food that my grandmother and aunts had spent 
all day cooking. The smell was a little piece of heaven that you just wanted 
to dive into.
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Walking to the living room, I feel the memories from the years all in-
tertwined into one big ball of love that surrounds me. In the living room, 
the memories of sleepovers with my cousins float by like clouds. All of us 
sit around the television, watching scary movies, either giggling or yelling, 
“Don’t go in the room!” at the people on screen. 

Then up the stairs to Gram’s room. As I walk in, I smell perfume: Imari, 
such a sweet and sophisticated smell. As a child in my pjs, I would watch my 
grandmother get ready for work in the morning. That particular morning, she 
was wearing white slacks with pink lines and a plain pink shirt and a blazer to 
match the slacks. She quickly sprayed her perfume, and then off she went.

Getting in the car was when everything went sour. That’s when I finally 
felt like, Oh my gosh! We are really leaving. I was sitting in the back seat with my 
brother and sister looking out the window of the car, at my grandma’s house. 
The cats were in the front windows of the house, and there was my grandma, 
standing on the steps yelling, “Good-bye! Be good!”

Then we pulled off, out to the highway. That’s when I started crying.

The first day of school in North Carolina at Lowes Grove was kind of 
weird. I couldn’t understand anyone. In the morning, I had to wake up at 5:30 
a.m. to catch a 6:30 school bus, which was different because in New York, you 
either walk to school or catch the city bus. 

Then, when I actually got there, they did things differently. I looked 
around at the white walls and the maroon and yellow floors and looked down 
at my schedule and said to myself, “Where are these classes?” I’m pretty sure 
I got lost at least five times that day. 

My first period class was math with a Ms. Taylor. When I walked in, ev-
eryone just stared at me like I was a painting on the wall at a museum. At first 
I couldn’t even speak, but then the words fell out of my mouth like water from 
a waterfall. “Hi, my name is Gabriella . . . and I’m pretty sure this is my class, 
but I’m not sure.” My teacher said it was, relieving my worries. 

No one said anything as I sat down. After the bell rang, though, everyone 
started talking to me, telling me their names, and by the end of the week, I 
knew almost everyone. 

In class that Friday, my friend Abby asked, “Can I get a prencil?” 
“A what?”
“A prencil”
Then my other friend, Lisa, explained: “She said a pencil.”
To this day I don’t think I would have understood Abby if Lisa wasn’t there.

Southerner, n: An inhabitant or native of the south, esp. of the southern 
states of North America; opposed to Northerners.

Coming down here, I wondered, What if people don’t like me? What if people 
think I’m weird? Well I do care. I . . . I want to fit in! Even though I have adapted 
to North Carolina, found friends, and begun to understand the local accent, 
New York will always be my home.
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Ignacío Juarez m.

my fIrst day
of sIxth Grade

My alarm sounded at seven a.m. I woke up excited because today was 
my first day of sixth grade. I put on my favorite blue jeans and my light brown 
dress shirt. I brushed my teeth and had a delicious breakfast. Only my mom 
was home at that time, but she was sleeping and Dad always woke up at four 
a.m. to go to work, so I didn’t see him in the mornings. I put my favorite clas-
sic black and white Converse on. I woke my mother up, and I told her, “Mom, 
I’m leaving. It’s my first day of school, wish me luck.” I gave her a goodbye 
kiss and left. 

I walked to the bus stop right outside the entrance of the apartments I 
lived in. I was the only one there, and for a moment I thought that the bus had 
already come because at school they told me to be outside at seven forty and 
I was ten minutes late. After twenty minutes of waiting, the bus finally came. 
There it is, my new bus to middle school, I thought.

“DSA?” the bus driver asked me. 
“Yes,” I said. Once I was on the bus, I sat by myself in the front seat. I 

didn’t know anyone  on the bus, so I kept the seat to myself. I was looking out 
the window, admiring the cars that passed by.

We finally arrived at my new school. I was nervous. I saw three guys 
with black skinny jeans and funny looking t-shirts. I saw some Hispanics with 
dress pants on, long belts and dress shirts, but they were all very big. They 
looked at people as if they were mad at them. I saw nerdy people seated by 
the entrance of the school. They all had glasses and weird hair as if they didn’t 
brush their hair. They must be talking about science. Ha, ha, ha, I thought. There 
were all kinds of people walking back and forth. Now I was one of them.
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Davenny Chan

footsteps

I.

Doughnuts and hot chocolate come across the palms of my shivering 
hands. I walk over the shiny dew on the white grounds of Boston Common. 
The ice statues stand at the center, replacing the waterfall that will be back 
during the spring. I watch the juveniles running across, playing hide and 
seek, slipping and falling on the glistening stage I used to play on, the stage 
where I used to hide in the little built-in storage hole and be the last one to 
be found. The aroma of fried dough would consume the air while the deep 
footsteps would creak as people walked over me, searching.

I make my way towards the swooshing sounds beating off the coast, hit-
ting the side docks. I walk farther down the long boardwalk and watch from 
afar, the connecting sidewalks overfilled with the echoing sounds of angry 
horns. I sit and watch as the light of the sun starts to blind my eyes as it heads 
west. The bright wonders reflect off the Boston Harbor, the flashing lights de-
picting the connecting bridges. I watch for hours as I sit still on the damp iron 
bench, observing the dramatic transition. Street lights start gleaming down 
on passers by. Open signs turn to closed doors. The angry horns grow silent. 
People dressed casually begin their informal nights, and red carpets address 
the entrances of night clubs.

The town lived. The tall skyscrapers brought excitement beneath the 
skin. The uptown style with its high stilettos and flat tops rushing across the 
street to the nearby sale gave it a fast pounding rhythm. The sound of rushing 
leaves scrambled all around town echoing with the screeches of burned tires 
against the tar, as a stomach rumbles from hunger. The town was alive, as if 
blood circulated through its veins providing air to breathe.

Boston was my town, and I loved it there. I had everyone and everything 
I ever wanted around me. I had the freedom to do whatever I felt like doing. 
Little adventures happened every day after school with my cousins Reth and 
Ruthie. We would drive around to see what places had the best ice cream. 
We would go to the Great Lakes and fish around the slimy, muddy areas, 
pretending to be hunters or survivors discovering new land. We would travel 
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to Grandfather Mountain in New Hampshire and go hiking or rock climbing, 
ending the day with a small picnic looking over the tranquil scenery. Every-
thing was perfect.

II.

I was at the Merrimack River eating ice cream from Mil’s with Reth and 
my brothers David and Dara when I got the news my dad was leaving for a 
while. We hoped it wouldn’t be a distraction. We continued to ride our bikes 
along the lake, to watch people walk by with smiles, and to see ducks swim 
around the calm waters. Everything seemed happy and normal; disappoint-
ment stayed within our human flesh. 

It was disorienting and unplanned. It was there but gone. What about 
all the walks with the angry horns collaborating with the sweet guitar songs? 
This place was my home, but mere scenery isn’t family or thought or feeling. 
It was the hardest decision.

Months turned to years, and my dad still wasn’t back. I cried myself to sleep 
every night, knowing I was here and my dad was somewhere else. My mom 
would comfort me, telling me everything was alright. I lay there in her arms, be-
lieving every word she said. I knew the grief I had was a deep depression, which 
I had been trying to avoid. But time kept moving, and the pain stood still.

I enjoyed such moments: walking at the park, watching the waves form 
by the passing boats at the harbor, visiting Dr. Lollipop’s. If only these memo-
ries could last longer. You would think having everyone you loved around 
you would be satisfying, but I still felt the emptiness, like a black hole waiting 
for me to fall in. 

III.

The separation between my father and the family became unbearable. I 
didn’t know what to do. I didn’t appreciate the cycle of grief. It was too much 
to take in and have complete control over. It was devastating to see my par-
ents in two different places.

Then and there, I thought it was a great idea. The family could reunite 
and become real again.

The room grew quiet. The stench of freshly brewed coffee mixed with the 
smell of sweet lavender filled the surrounding air. The Arabian green rectan-
gular table stood cold, along with its matching chairs. The song of instrumen-
tal strings played quietly in the background, while the screeching of chairs 
and cups being shoved around the area filled my ears. The many customers 
with their glossy, translucent cups stood about, filling the cafe. 

“As you know, Daddy lives in North Carolina and has been gone for 
awhile. I understand you like to visit him. How would you like to visit more 
often and stay longer?” my mother said with a cold stone look.
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“Yes! Yes! Yes! Daddy!” my brothers chanted with happiness, joy filling 
their faces. My sister grew quiet, losing herself in a train of thought.

“No,” she said moments later. “I don’t want to leave. I love it here! North 
Carolina is stupid and boring.” 

My mother shook her head and replied, “I love it here, too. I would like 
to stay, but right now it’s a tie. It affects you guys as well. If we do leave, we 
are going to leave this summer, so you can have time to say good-bye. I would 
like to know what you think about the situation.” Her deep brown, glistening 
eyes looked directly into mine. She repeated herself as I became lost in her 
words. I thought for seconds. All eyes were on me. I felt as though I was the 
only one there, left with the hardest decision. I felt the pressure. I thought 
about all the good and bad times. And the separation, along with all the tears 
and the crying that took place every night. And how sure I was of what I re-
ally wanted.

I wanted the happiness, the reunited family. I wanted to be able to see my 
father every day and let him read me stories in bed. I wanted to play catch 
with him while wind blew at my face, allowing strands of hair to brush along 
my cheeks. I wanted to catch fireflies as the day became night. My answer was 
focused on holding my family together and making everyone happy.

“North Carolina!” I shouted, sure of my answer. “It would be so much 
fun, and Daddy could come on our trips with us to the mountains. And we 
could live in a new place! It could be a new adventure for all of us!” I was 
filled with happy thoughts.

I looked at my sister, tears rushing down her cheeks. She sobbed and 
sobbed. I couldn’t help but think, Did I make the wrong decision? Then why does 
it feel so right? My brothers seemed happy about the situation. I looked to see 
my mother and sister balled up in their tears. Their hopes crushed, they had 
thought putting the big decision on me would give them the right answer. I 
knew it was too late to turn back.

IV.

I watched my classmates say their salutations and good-byes to teachers 
and playmates. Everyone was excited; the school year was finally over.  It 
seemed like I was the only one there standing still with disappointment and 
sadness next to the old oak tree that had provided company for my friends 
and me after school while we waited for our parents to pick us up. I stood 
there quietly, waving at everyone I knew, them not knowing it might be the 
last time they would ever see me say good-bye. I felt relieved that school was 
over; I was happy I didn’t have to do any more school work, but I felt attached 
to this place. It was overwhelming for me to say good-bye.

I spent the rest of my summer traveling around, spending all the time I 
had at the harbor or in the mountains. I wanted to spend my time enjoying 
the weather and being outdoors, admiring the beauty of the clear green lands, 
the grey rocky routes, and the deep black tunnels. I wanted to remember the 
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solitary fisherman who were always enthusiastic about the horrendous waves 
and the silver gills they would catch. The environment made me feel at ease. 

All my stuff was packed and ready to go. The movers were coming to-
morrow, so my mother was stressing on getting everything packed and down-
stairs. My mom was like a lion: she gave orders, took charge, acted the leader, 
and she had frizzy hair. Everyone from her side of the family helped pack the 
leftover things that remained. Seeing the rooms grow bigger turned everyone 
quiet. I look over to see Ruthie in the master bedroom packing all the pictures 
my mom kept in her closet. She sat on the floor looking through them, allow-
ing tears to collapse onto the pages. I joined her, looking at the pictures of my 
mother and her at the beach.

“Your mom was always there for me. She took me everywhere she went. 
She treated me like a princess.” She cried. “And growing up, I always wanted 
to be like your mother and give you guys everything you ever wanted. I’m 
just sad I won’t be able to do that very often anymore. You guys are going to 
be so far away.”

V.

I never thought saying goodbye would be this hard. Seeing the daily 
faces change into something else was unusual, like I was seeing those faces 
for the very first time. I never thought they would respond like this. I didn’t 
recognize them. Tears streamed down their faces as the movers came and took 
away the last boxes. We all stood around, quiet, taking short glances at each 
other for the last time. One by one, everyone began to cry. The atmosphere 
turned cold and dark. Seeing everyone every day and knowing tomorrow 
you won’t be able to see them anymore tore all of us apart.

I walked along the stairs, taking in each step for the last time. I exam-
ined every green footprint and red handprint left on the wall as I walked 
up the stairs. I remembered the day my mom decided to put her children’s 
feet and hand prints along the stairs to remind us how much we grow with 
every step we take. I observed them for the last time and saw the dramatic 
change. All my handprints grew neater and cleaner as I made it to the top of 
the staircase.

“You ready?” a whisper interrupted my observation. My mom stood be-
low the stairs. “It’s time to go,” she said quietly. Everything was packed and 
ready. The shutters seemed to mock me, the wind blowing against them as I 
walked down the porch steps. We all crowded outside in front of the stone 
and sky blue house. We stood around, holding tight to one another, saying 
our final good-byes. Ruthie’s cold tears hit my face like shards of glass. Every-
one helped pack the car with homemade essentials.

“I guess it’s really goodbye,” Ruthie said. “I never thought you guys 
would ever move away from all of us.” Now she was crying. We all stared as 
the doors shut. The car pulled away slowly. I kept my eyes straight ahead as 
they faded behind us.
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VI.

“Make a slight right turn in point three miles.” It had been repeating that 
for what seemed like hours. We were finally going to arrive at the place I would 
be calling home. I thought about all the things I would be missing, bringing back 
hope that maybe this decision was going to turn out better than expected.

“Welcome to Durham County.” The signs I encountered were of little 
comfort. My eyes felt heavy from the hours I had lain in the back seat crying. 
My shirt was still damp from the damaging tears rolling down my cheeks 
like bullets. It was hard to think that everything I once loved was going to be 
behind me. Walking around downtown, taking trips to the aquarium, feeding 
the passing ducks with slices of Annie White’s famous bread, waiting near the 
docks. All these great daily adventures at designated places were now out of 
reach. It was like my great escape from life was blinded by the shining lights 
of reality and I was running thousands of miles away to hide in the shadows 
of nowhere.

We drove on for what seemed like forever on the back roads of town. 
Open green land came into view, followed by pedestrians walking their dogs 
near the hollow trees surrounding the area. What kind of place is this? Hav-
ing lived in a crowded city, where the only green strip of land was found in 
Boston Common, it seemed the vegetation spread through this town like a 
plague. It was filled with open fields that swarmed with woods and forests. 
The many signs that replaced the tall, majestic buildings read “Private Prop-
erty,” though houses and building were out of sight. The BMWs and Jeeps 
turned into horses and cattle. The beeping horns of taxi drivers became the 
silent drive on the road to nowhere.

The car came to a sudden stop. Trembling, I tried to step out of the sliding 
car door. I couldn’t take in the idea that this new yellow and stone farmhouse, 
brighter than the morning sunrise, was going to be my home for the next era 
of my life.

VII.

“Good morning,” my mom greeted me as I walked into the kitchen. “Are 
you excited for your first day?” she asked as I poured my orange juice.

“No. I don’t want to go. I’m scared, I don’t know anybody here. And I’m 
afraid nobody’s going to like me. What if I have to sit alone at lunch? I don’t 
want to be a loner.” 

My mom laughed and told me I shouldn’t worry. How could I not wor-
ry? It was the first day of school in a new place. What else was I supposed to 
think? I couldn’t be happy if I didn’t know anyone around me. 

“We’ll see,” I responded.
I arrived at Forest View in my pink poncho. It was smaller than my old 

school, but at least it was clean. I sat in an old green chair, which seemed 
like something my grandma could own, while my mom signed some papers 
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at the front desk. I met the principal and took a tour of the school, heading 
towards my class. I felt a tension in my body as I entered through the door. 
They were all lining up for lunch. I hid behind my mom as the glaring eyes 
focused on me and my newfound teacher introduced herself to my mom. I 
tried to ignore the tension and the voice that told me to run. This is a bad idea. 
Just turn around and walk away slowly while they’re still distracted. I examined 
the room and noticed a green and orange salamander on the wall, next to the 
bright rainbow eagles aligned in the center of the room. I put my stuff down 
at my new desk after their conversation ended. I headed off to lunch with 
the rest of the class, following my mom. She said her quick good-byes and 
wished me luck.  

I managed to stay quiet through most of the lunch period until one of my 
classmates broke the silence and started talking to me. The nervous tension 
seemed to ease away as I spent more time talking to her. I learned her named 
was Fernanda and she understood how I felt. She was the last new girl that 
arrived from Brazil last week. We quickly formed a bond during recess, and 
soon grew close, doing everything together as the year went on. I made more 
friends, all of whom seemed to be fascinated by my life and the adventures I 
used to take.

VIII.

My life in North Carolina became bearable. I didn’t feel homesick as 
much as I used to. I didn’t cry every night. I didn’t need to look at old albums 
to remind myself how much I missed Massachusetts. I started to like living in 
North Carolina, even if the heat was unbearable and my adventures would be 
limited to my surroundings. 

I started to learn the ethics of living in this new town. I started to fit in. 
Even though I did miss being around my relatives and having the freedom to 
go to the harbor or travel around the area to the mountains, I learned to adapt 
to the new lifestyle and soon found it wasn’t so bad.

IX.

Yesterday’s announcement of their impending arrival filled the air with 
agitation. I felt nervous, wary of what they would think of me after all these 
years. Questions ran through my mind as we pulled up into my driveway. My 
sister ran out, screaming with excitement, as we saw an unknown burgundy 
Honda parked in front of the driveway.

“Ah!” she said with her cheesy smile. “I haven’t seen you guys in such a 
long time! You grew taller!” She was directing her attention towards Dominic. 

With no response in return, the silence was broken as my mother parked 
and yelled, “Oh my god! Barb! You finally made it!” They shared a moment 
of smiles and laughter. I stood observing the lost, long-time friendship reap-
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pearing in their eyes. I took a last glimpse and knew their visit was going to 
be forever.

For days after their arrival, the kids stayed inscrutable and mysterious, 
leaving many curious thoughts in my sister’s mind. The only talk between 
the two families was between my mother and Barbara. All the kids remained 
quiet, except my sister, who was antsy to discover the different personalities 
and reconnect the old bond we had developed when we were kids. But when 
she tried to converse with the two oldest sons, Dominic, who was the same 
age as her, and Ryan, who was eight days older than me, no response came 
from either of them. Soon Becky quit trying.

The first time the barriers between the cousins broke was after a night of 
bowling. The bond was created automatically after the discovery of competi-
tion between our families. Splitting bowling pins appeared on the flat screen 
above our heads, creating a new atmosphere of trust, followed by the memo-
ries of our childhood. And then their white, shiny teeth were revealed for the 
first time.

Throughout the time remaining, we caught up with each other’s recent 
activities, picking up where we had left off five years ago. Soon the presence 
of Ryan with his enthusiastic personality brought joy to my heart. His skin 
was clear and bright, open, as if to say what was on his mind. His eyes shined 
hazel, making him easy to talk to about anything. The words coming out from 
his lips shared the embarrassing moments while his cheeks turned rosy red. 
His hair glistened in its dark curliness, showing his adventurous, wild side. 
His presence filled me with joy, and I knew that Ryan would be the answer to 
my conflicted moment before their arrival. 
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megan Rees

massIve attaCk

I knew how to run my life. I looked so sweet. I was short, blonde, and 
had gorgeous eyes. What else could I hope for? All I needed was friends, and 
trust me, I knew how to make friends fast. I knew who to make friends with 
and who to leave behind. Harsh, I know, but that’s middle school. Everyone’s 
hormones are practically falling out of their ears. No one could control how 
they felt or what they said. One second you liked the hot jock, the next you fell 
for a druggie. People said they loved you but they didn’t really mean it. Like 
they say, “Actions speak louder than words.” I had that part down pat. 

Chapter 1: Solo

6:00. Asleep.
6:30. Still sleeping.
7:00. “Megan . . . Hun, get up.” 
“Hmph.”

“Goo-ood morning, Kestrels! Here are your morning announcements,” our 
principal, Mr. Dugan, announced over the loud speaker. 

You could tell everyone was excited to be at school with all their friends 
and to brag about their summers. The teachers were learning how to pro-
nounce students’ names, secretly hoping they’d have the best ones. People 
silently compared schedules to see if they had any classes together. 

I was at that moment in my second period class, Language Arts with 
Mr. Wong. I had a bunch of my friends in that class. Mr. Wong was a brand 
new teacher. He was only twenty-nine and seemed to have a positive attitude 
towards kids.

He let us choose our seats, which was very rare. I sat next to Myah, Am-
ani, and Amy. They, of course, were some of my best friends. As the day slow-
ly moved on, I realized I had friends in every class. I liked most of my teachers 
except for one: Mrs. Gamble. She was a very mean, little lady. I don’t think she 
liked me very much. 
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As far as first days of school go, mine was very simple, and by the end 
it seemed as if someone had hit the fast forward button on that day. The next 
day was the same. The teachers played “name game” and students pretended 
to enjoy it. Everyone was starting to make judgments about others. People 
talked about the most random things, like last night’s football game or new 
shoes. But those few conversations can set up a whole friendship. That’s how 
most of mine started. 

Chapter 2: Hot n Cold

I don’t know who came up with the idea of having kids all in the same 
place for an extended amount of time. I’m talking about school. Putting thir-
teen and fourteen year-olds in the same crowded place for seven or eight 
hours is not a good idea. We teenagers are a big tornado of emotions. We 
could almost pass as bipolar, especially girls. Guys just fight straight out. Or 
if they don’t like a dude, they just avoid him. But when a girl doesn’t like 
another girl, it becomes a rumor war. 

Unfortunately, I was the messenger in a rumor war. The messenger is the 
person that tells everyone the rumor, but they don’t start it; the hater starts it. 
But the messenger gets the most drama. Messengers have to keep the hater’s 
identity hidden. Drama is not a fun experience in any form, but some lessons 
do come out of it. You learn you can only trust yourself, so you build up walls 
around you that no one can penetrate. 

Seventh grade started out worse than I thought it would. Within the first 
day, I was sucked into boy drama. I told one of my friends that I thought one 
of the new guys was kind of cute. She decided that she would tell everyone, 
and I do mean everyone, that I liked him. People kept coming up to me and 
asking if it was true; I said it wasn’t, but they still didn’t believe me. By the 
end of the day, he was my boyfriend. We hardly flirted, and we never talked. 
We only went out for about three days. I was not proud of that relationship. 
After all that happened, my friend had the nerve to tell me it was all my fault. 
I was about to explode at her. Somehow, we managed to remain friends all 
through seventh grade, even though we had so many fights. 

I will never forget how miserable seventh grade was. It felt like the dark 
ages. Everyone was infected with hatred and jealousy. They walked through the 
hallways, smiling and pretending everything was perfect. Too bad it wasn’t. 

You can’t run from everything. I’ve tried; it makes matters worse.

Chapter 3: Love Game 

“Megan! Wake up!”
“I’m up!” 
I am not a morning person in any way, but that day I was semi-happy 

about waking up. It was the end of the year trip for the seventh grade. I had 
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been looking forward to this all year. So much had happened through that 
year, and I had tons of new amazing friends. I had to be at school at 7:30, way 
too early for me. I went downstairs, ate breakfast, and checked to make sure I 
had everything for the trip.

 Mocha Frappuccino, iPod, phone, jacket . . . Alright, I think I have everything. 
“Let’s go!” It’s amazing Mom doesn’t lose her voice yelling at me so much. 
I was so excited I was shaking, and my heart was beating so loud I could hear 

it. When we finally got to the school, I jumped out of the car as if there was an 
explosion and I was the hero of an action movie. I saw one of my friends, Anna.

She has mocha brown skin, and short but angular soft dark hair that cov-
ers half of her round face and one of her deep brown eyes. Her eyes are a dark, 
rich brown, and if you look long enough, you can see the jealousy and despair 
behind her smile. Her nose is large and round; it has a little shine. Her clothes 
don’t reflect her personalty; it’s almost as if they hide it. She sounds like one 
of those blonde, preppy girls in movies, the ones that say “Oh! Mi gosh!” or 
“Like, no way!” or “Oh! Mi gosh! For real, girl!” She never makes eye contact 
with anyone. Maybe she doesn’t want anyone to see into her.

Anna, of course, had her D&G sunglasses along with her five bags for the 
trip. We exchanged hellos and talked about how fun the trip would be. Soon 
Liza and Elyssa were there with us.

“Students! Hello-o! Look over here! I’m going to tell you what bus you’re 
on!” Mrs. Bruce exclaimed. For such a tiny lady, she had a very strong voice.

Anna and I were on the same bus, along with Liza and Amy.
“Ah! Mi gawd! This is gonna be so much fun!” Anna said with a slight laugh. 
The drive was so incredibly boring. We started out talking to everyone. 

Then we started to get bored, so we moved on to our iPods and cell phones. 
After our phones and iPods died, we began to fall asleep, one by one. 

About five hours later, we were driving along the beach. We all started 
screaming with excitement. We quickly got to the hotel. It was no five star 
hotel, just a basic inn. The teachers passed out our room keys and we headed 
up to our rooms. We had thirty minutes to get ready for dinner. “According to 
my sources, after we eat, we’re going to some play,” said Amy. I hope it’s a good 
play and not one of those outdoor ones.

We shortly went downstairs and waited for the rest of the class. Everyone 
was down within fifteen minutes. The teachers called role to make sure every-
one was present; then we lined up, loaded onto our buses, and drove to our 
next stop, which was a semi-decent restaurant. To me, it was the beach ver-
sion of Golden Corral. One thing you should know about me is that I strongly 
dislike seafood. I actually managed to find, amongst the fish, some rice and 
chicken. After dinner we marched to the bus once again and drove off. We ar-
rived at one of those very touristy places. You know those little villages in the 
mountains that supposedly still have Pilgrims and Indians? One of those. We 
sat in this large outdoor theater. Oh! Well what do you know . . . It’s an outdoor 
theater . . . Gee, I’m so excited. We filled in the rows. I wasn’t next to Anna or 
Amy. I was stuck in between Mary and Josh. Whoa! Josh . . . What is he doing 
sitting next to me?
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*
To many of you, this is no big deal. Just another dude. It would be to me, 

too, except Josh and I had gone out before. 
He had started texting me on a Thursday. At first I thought he was just 

trying to get info on my friend Anna. Then he texted, Who do u like? 
I told him, None yo beeswax :)	
He kept pushing, and I stayed strong until he said, Well I	happen to 

like this girl, she’s short, blonde, nice...
And then it hit me. OMG! u like me?!? 
yeah a lot 
y i not dat pretty
yes you are so are u up 2 being my gf	
I could not believe this happened, it was so unreal. That’s how this whole 

mess started. We only went out for a month, nothing big happened, and if any-
thing had, I wouldn’t tell you. My friend Anna was obsessed with him. So when 
this end of the year field trip came around, she flirted till she almost died.

I kept looking for Anna, but I didn’t see her. I knew she would get so 
mad, or even sad, if she saw me with him. We were friends, so I thought, No 
biggie, until he put his arm around me. In the moment I was happy. I finally 
got him back! I almost exploded with joy. He bought me popcorn and a Coke. I 
didn’t realize that my happiness would cause my best friend’s pain.

Now I realize that I caused so much pain for everyone else. By the end 
of the play, I was practically laying on him. It was fun. We were flirting, but I 
didn’t know that Anna was crying. She didn’t even look at me when we were 
in the hotel room. At the time, I didn’t know or care what was wrong with her. 
So I just shrugged it off. 

The next night we went bowling and I thought he was going to flirt with 
me, but he didn’t. He started to flirt with Cathy, who didn’t even like him. He 
created all this mess. He was a player. I should have realized that. By the end 
of the night, Anna, Liza, Cathy, Eylssa, and I were all crying because of him. 
Eylssa was just trying to help Josh, but he ignored her. He never apologized. 
He just moved on.

Cathy and I are still close friends, but I never talk to Eylssa, Liza, Amy, 
or Anna.

Chapter 4: Break the Ice

Eighth grade. So much had changed over the summer. I had lost a few 
friends, but the relationships with the friends I still had were much stronger. 
Except for one. Anna. 

We were so close in seventh grade, we told each other everything. Until 
the end of the year trip. That’s when our friendship finally started to fall apart. 
This year was going to be so different and awkward. Five out of six of my 
classes were with her, and I sat next to her in every one. I could tell she was 
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just as uncomfortable as me. It was like we had a thick piece of ice between us. 
I apologized to her many times, but she never forgave me. Every time I would 
pass her, she would look at me and roll her eyes. I was over everything that 
happened, and she just wanted to drag it out. 

It seemed we were having a silent war. The goal was to destroy the other 
girl, get the most guys, and have the most friends. She managed to turn every-
one against me without my knowing. I didn’t hate her; I felt bad for her. She 
had to resort to rumors to get over the drama. 

Every time we pass in the hallway now, I just look straight ahead and 
forget about her. I wish we were still friends. She was a nice person. 

As the year went on, we went our separate ways. I made three of the best 
friends I will ever have: Sophie, Cathy, and Allison. They are the only people 
I trust. We are so close now it’s like we are sisters. I never get into fights with 
them. We always seem to get along. It feels so good to have friends, close, 
trustworthy friends. 

I’m Megan, Megan Rees. I have three best friends in the entire world. I am 
short, blonde, and I have beautiful eyes. I have everything I could hope for. 
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Lo.Cali

famIly tree

The pictures were old and wrinkly, but they brought back memories. When 
I look at the pictures and close my eyes, I can see every cheese and every frown, 
and I can feel the love as my family huddles up to take the picture. Pictures that 
a few years ago I thought were worthless are now my escape plan from reality. 

Without my family, I would be a worn out little tree in the winter, all 
my leaves lost, alone and cold, nothing but snow on my branches, hiding the 
places that were once taken over by my precious leaves. Once you’ve lived 
with someone for fourteen years, seeing them every day and every morning, 
you just wish it were someone else that had left you. You’ve watched them 
grow but never actually looked at them twice. When you live with someone, 
you never really see the changes they go through. But once you’ve fled from 
them just for a month or two, they’re unfamiliar from head to toe.

1.

Today, I look at my brothers. They’ve grown up to be men, but they’re 
still the same little boys that used to fight each other over a popsicle. Being 
ten at the time––slender and shrimpy––taking on two big middle school boys 
was not my top priority. 

These two little immature boys got on my nerves more than I did theirs. 
They gave me all my childhood pleasure of annoying them till they got fed 
up. It was the job of a little sister, after all, and my brothers made it impossible 
for me to live up to my duties completely.

We were about to lose the most essential people of the family. My brothers 
made everything fun, but now they were going to be leaving for school. I was go-
ing to be the oldest in the house. I had a new motion of duties and responsibilities. 
These “responsibilities” were highly undesirable. Taking care of my little sister was 
like being in a war. “She’s a baby, what could she do?” my mother would say.

“Pssshh, what could she do?” I replied. This would be like going into 
World War III with high heels and a miniskirt, with no armor and no weapons. 
Just you, standing there, being attacked, but at least you’ll look cute, right? 
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School was about to start. Our house got less cluttered each day because 
my brothers were starting to pack their stuff and get on their way. For the first 
time, their bedroom floor saw daylight. If you knew my mom, you would 
know how happy she was when she saw that room. But she’d rather have a 
messy room with my brothers in it than a clean room without them.

My mom is a very strong woman. Her eyes are brown as Tootsie Rolls, 
but they also show the brutal things she’s been through, and the hardship, the 
things she has seen but never spoken of. Her hands are short and stubby, but 
show that she knows how to use them. They show she has worked hard. She 
is beautiful, thickset, hard-working, and dedicated to her family. Women like 
my mom deserve the best.

2.

My oldest brother, Quelle, was leaving for college the day school was about 
to start for me, so we decided to go shopping together. Finally, I had a chance 
to hang out with my brother, but he wasn’t the ideal shopping companion. If I 
picked out some shorts that were too short he would say, “Whoa! Hold up.”

“What?” I’d say.
“Those are too short for you,” he’d reply. We’d fight over how short my 

shorts should be for five minutes before I would give up and put the shorts 
back. I haven’t heard someone tell me my shorts were too short or I’m show-
ing too much for a while, so I actually savor that moment of protectiveness 
from my brother. 

I was kind of used to Quelle being away because it was his second year 
in college. But the first time he left was brutal for me. I cried like a lost puppy. 
He, on the other hand, looked as happy as my sister watching Dora the Ex-
plorer. He never shows his true feelings as a man.

The first time we dropped him off at UNC Charlotte, we went into his 
little dorm (which wouldn’t even fit all of Oprah Winfrey’s shoes). It was a 
room so narrow and small, I wanted to pick my brother up and take him away 
from this hell hole he was going to be sharing with another unlucky fellow. 
The room had two little dents in the wall that were supposed to be closets, 
two desks, and two miniature beds. My brother was going to be alone in this 
room for a week. His roommate wasn’t arriving until Monday. He called us 
every day to fill that hole in his heart.

3.

This year, Quelle was going to live a luxurious life compared to the one 
he had last year. This year he was going to be in an apartment with a couple 
of his friends. He had a car he just bought after working all summer for it. He 
drove himself to college this year, so I never really got a suitable good-bye, but 
I knew he was going to call every night.
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My other brother, Z we like to call him, was going to a boarding school in 
New Hampshire. Z is a soccer player. He breathes soccer––it’s his life. A per-
son so devoted to a sport will do everything and anything to make his dream 
come true, and my brother’s dream was to go to Duke to play soccer and one 
day become pro. But to do this he had to get his grades up, so he got accepted 
into a boarding school. 

The only unfavorable thing was leaving his girlfriend, Anna. Anna, I can 
clearly see, is love sick for my brother, which makes me sick. So in this situa-
tion, she was brain sick, unfortunately. Seeing my brother go away for just one 
week was problematic for her. They hugged and kissed for hours it seemed. 
The disgust was evident on my face.

When it was time for my brother to leave, I didn’t get to go because I had 
school. But Anna and my parents went. I don’t know if they did all that kiss-
ing stuff in front of my parents, but I’m glad I didn’t have to witness it. I didn’t 
get to say goodbye to him accordingly, but I heard his voice every day because 
Anna was on the phone with him whenever she came over.

4.

With age comes responsibility, and I’m getting used to it. My brothers gave 
up their time to take care of me. We sometimes sit down and look at the pictures 
we took and laugh, and cry tears of joy and sadness. Memories that are hard to 
erase, memories my brothers and I shared during our childhood are stuck in 
our minds. Just yesterday, my brothers and I were playing doctor and going to 
the pool to play Marco Polo. I can feel the breeze going through my hair before I 
drench myself with water. I remember playing Ding Dong Ditch in the fall. The 
dead leaves that fell from the trees made crunching noises that made it harder 
for us to avoid being caught. We soon grew weary of such childish games.

In the car, I always sat in the middle, and when my dad started driving, 
we pulled on the seat belts to go faster. Back then, we thought the seat belts 
had some kind of magical booster, but soon we found out they didn’t. But 
back then it wasn’t all cotton candy. My brothers got on my nerves, taunting 
and mocking me. One time, they started teasing me about how I didn’t know 
how to use my Easy-Bake Oven. I got so mad I threw the brownie I’d just 
made in their faces. Growing up with just brothers is hard. You have to be 
strong and take up boyish ways.

5.

Hopefully in three years, I will also be departing my home and loving 
family. I will also have a dream and work hard for it. I want to wow them. I 
want to flee from this cage that I am in, the cage of my brothers’ protectiveness 
and comfort. I want to help my parents and give back to them what they have 
given me, and even more. 

Cali
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I want my eyes to show struggle. I want them to show that I have not 
lived an easy life but I have still gotten far. I want my hands to show I’ve 
worked hard and my lips to tell of enduring life and never to speak of failure, 
only triumph through hardship and adversity. I want to be like my mother.

Cali
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Vanea

the ChaIns that 
unravelInG unbelIevable lIve

Maternity wards house mothers all around the United States, no matter 
what. There are always doctors, big rooms, mothers, fathers, and babies in the 
hospital, around just to see what’s going on.

Sometimes when I go there I get sick because I can’t stay where people 
are ill or injured. Most of the time when I see blood, I pass out or can’t breathe 
very well. My mom goes there a lot because she has problems with her health, 
but everything is okay now. It’s going good for her now.

It was December 31, 1994. I walked though the door looking for my family 
members and wondering if my sister was okay, if she was going to live. I finally 
saw my mother. She was crying, saying, “She died, she died . . . I don’t know 
what to do . . . What did I do so wrong that they would do this to my baby?” 

My heart was beating faster and faster. I just wanted someone to tell me 
what was going on. I needed some answers. I wondered if people were going 
to look at my mom as if she were the one who killed my sister.

Doctors yelled back and forth to each other, saying, “Go get the oxygen. 
She isn’t breathing.” My eyes got big. I couldn’t believe my ears. It seemed to 
me that nobody knew what the problem really was or why my sister wasn’t 
breathing. Doctors ran from place to place, but nobody was telling me what I 
needed to know about my sister.

Now she is fifteen years old and healthy. She goes to DSA, and I am so 
proud of her. I just hope that she will stay there and become the best person 
that I know she can be, for me and her family.

A person with a head full of big thoughts, who wonders about what’s going 
to happen next in life. Her skin is nice and brown, just like a layer of caramel on top 
of a strawberry. Her hair is long, and flows nicely down her back so it’s easy to pull 
when she goes crazy. She raises her eyes just to show the disappointment that she 
has towards the children. She looks for the worst things in life. She uses both her 
ears to hear what might be said about her. She uses her mouth to work the magic 
of her words. Her round face is perfect for squeezing, but only at the right time 
and place. She is a person who needs to be loved and cared for. She is my mother.
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Alethia Orbih

tIes that 
Can be broken

Chapter I

I begin to think at times that my mother was feeling really creative when 
she decided what to name me. Alethia Osotse Shelah Orbih. Alethia sounds 
strong and brave, like a heroine from the medieval era, the sound of it sharp 
on my lips, like thorns on a rose. But apparently, it’s the name of the Greek 
goddess of truth and virtue. It’s not that I’m a flat-out liar––it’s just that I’m 
not 100% truthful and virtuous. But then again, who is?

I told my mother this one day at her office while working on an assign-
ment for school. I sat opposite her in a dark leather chair as she sat behind her 
desk, her eyes intent on the computer screen.

“I don’t know why you decided to name me this since I’m not a very 
truthful person––like I’m Jesus or something,” I had said, tapping my pencil 
fervently on my paper. My mother typed something quickly before turning 
towards me with a smile on her face.

“The goal is to aspire to be truthful,” she replied before turning back to 
her computer, resuming the staccato sound of productivity. Jeez, she sounded 
like Gandhi.

Okay, my name wasn’t labeling who I was, but what I could be.
Next there’s Osotse. My father, Charles Orbih, was born in Nigeria be-

fore moving to the U.S. in his early teens. When my mother and father were 
together, he used to call her Osotse (her nickname) which means “beautiful 
one” in Nigerian. When I was born, my mother decided to use Osotse as my 
middle name. I think any mother would say her child is beautiful, so why not 
name it that? I think the name is just alright, mainly because I don’t really con-
sider myself beautiful––but I guess it’s the inside that matters. Yeah, right.

Lastly, there’s Shelah. This name in Hebrew means “that which comes 
from God.” I especially like this one because it comes from the Hebrew Bible. 
My mom specifically chose this because she believed I came from God––not 
literally, as if God lowered his large hands, me perched inside, and handed me 
to my mother in the hospital, but because of her strong religious beliefs. Shelah 
is a pretty name; it rolls of my tongue, like a foreign spice atop a bland dish. 

Orbih
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Chapter II

I was five the day I found out, an age when not many emotions seemed 
to penetrate my fragile mind. It was a weeknight, and I had been playing in 
my room when my mother called me into the living room, her voice sound-
ing strained yet apathetic. When I entered the room, I found my dad sitting 
at the far corner in an old, green leather chair. His short, black, coarse hair 
was dyed to hide the gray that dared to intrude. His eyebrows were dark and 
slender, but always seemed to be furrowed, as if he were deep in thought. His 
dark, almond-shaped eyes were guarded and filled with pain instead of flash-
ing with the usual mischievous gleam he was known for. His thick lips were 
pulled into a frown, not his familiar smirk. His dark, charcoal face seemed to 
look more weathered and old despite his being in his early forties. I noticed 
the shadow of his beard and mustache. He hadn’t shaved yet. 

“Honey, sit down,” my mother said, tentatively patting the seat beside 
her. I hesitantly walked over and sat down, not taking my eyes off my father.

“What’s wrong?” I whispered, knowing I would dread the answer any-
way. My father took in a shaky breath before replying.

“Your mother and I . . . are going to divorce,” he said quietly, staring at the 
floor. I said nothing. I blinked a couple of times, before opening my mouth.

“Divorce?” My voice was meek, the word sounding foreign and tasteless on 
my tongue. Divorce. That was something I only saw on television or heard about 
from friends at school, but never did I think it would happen to me. My family.

How come I don’t feel sad? It was strange; either I was in a state of shock, 
denial, and confusion, or this whole situation didn’t bother me at all. When I 
looked up again, I saw tears had started to steadily fall from my father’s eyes. 
I had never seen him cry before, and I didn’t know why he was crying. If di-
vorcing my mother pained him, why didn’t he just stay with her? Or maybe 
that wasn’t it . . .

“Go get your father a towel.” My mother refused to look at him, her 
hands balled into tight fists on her lap. I rose up from the couch and walked 
over to the kitchen, almost unsteadily, and grabbed a towel that lay draped 
over the oven handle. I delivered the towel to my father, and he dabbed the 
tears that still collected in his eyes. But why hadn’t I cried?

Seven Years Later
“Your father’s moving to North Carolina,” my mother said as she folded 

laundry on her king-sized bed. A large oak dresser towered over the room; 
next to it a maplewood stand supported a modern stereo. Moroccan lamp 
shades perched upon oak bedside tables draped with Nigerian rugs.

The first thing that flashed into my head was,  Oh my God, what if he tries 
to interrogate every boy I go out with? What about prom?!

Instead I said, “Excuse me?” I turned around to face my mother, surprise 
and reluctance obvious in my voice. After my parents divorced when I was 
five, I wasn’t around my father that much growing up. The distance had taken 
a toll on our relationship; it seemed like we didn’t really know each other. 
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But now he wants to be closer to me? After all those years when I lived in Califor-
nia––he couldn’t have wanted to then? It definitely wasn’t about being involved 
in my life. Was it? My mother laughed, probably at my expression, and shook 
her head.

“Something about the economy.” She smoothed out a white blouse. “He 
probably just wants to spend more time with you,” she suggested, giving me 
a pointed look. She began to put the laundry in the closet and oak dresser. 

My mother, aunt, and I had moved from California to North Carolina 
four years ago because she wanted me to grow up in a more diverse commu-
nity and have better opportunities for my future. Though my father wasn’t 
too happy about that, he didn’t have the guts to move with us. Didn’t want to 
leave his sweet California, I thought acridly.

The new house was two stories high and had five bedrooms, four on the 
second, and one on the first. The entryway led in three directions, north to 
the kitchen, east to the guest bedroom, and west to the living room. The stairs 
were straight ahead and led up to the second floor, where my room was.

“I always visit him every summer, and if he wanted to spend this kind 
of time with me, he could’ve moved four years ago,” my voice dripped with 
sarcasm. My mother put the rest of the clothes away, and then turned to face 
me, her mouth set in a firm line. 

“Look, Alethia. Maybe this is out of the kindness of his heart. Give him a 
chance, okay?” she pleaded, though I could still hear the authoritative tone in 
her voice. I sighed and nodded before sulking out.

So, my father is moving.
Here.
Oh joy.
Well, that’s certainly something to look forward to. Just as long as he doesn’t try 

to drastically change my schedule, or control the way I do things, like who I date and 
what I want to do. 

I plunked down onto my mattress, thoughts racing through my head. At 
least I can see my younger brother, Oshioze. 

I sighed again, and collapsed onto my back. My dad is moving to North 
Carolina, and I can’t tell if this is a good thing or a bad thing. 

Chapter III

I hated going to that godawful place. Having to visit that house almost 
every other weekend, unwillingly, felt like a recurring nightmare. I never en-
joyed visiting my dad and his family. I always felt the slightest twinge of 
guilt when I thought this way, but I just couldn’t stand the scolding, lecturing, 
yelling, and blaming––things I couldn’t walk away from. Being at my father’s 
house is like being locked in a cage, hulking, tainted, and determined. 

I feel like I am painting on a canvas and the colors refuse to mix. I always 
wanted my beliefs and my father’s to coexist instead of constantly clashing with 
each other as if one were better than the other. My father doesn’t want his opin-
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ions to be tarnished by mine. We see things in different ways, and I hate how he 
tries to make me see things only in his way. He just doesn’t understand me.

On the weekend I spent with my dad and his family, we went to an Afri-
can-American cultural festival in Raleigh. We had arrived in his Nissan Mu-
rano after a long, blistering, muggy day in the crowd-filled streets. My father 
was putting my brother, Oshioze, in his car seat while Lohi was putting my 
other brother, Femi, in his. Of course, I was left with the stroller and our be-
longings. I had just finished putting Lohi’s things in the passenger seat, and 
had returned back to the stroller, when my dad came around the car. 

“What are you doing just standing there?! Why don’t you help us and 
stop looking so helpless!” he spat with a condescending look. I felt my hands 
clench into fists, and my mouth clamp shut, not trusting it in the least. I knew 
whatever came out of it would result in a lashing of words from my father.

“She just put my stuff in the car, Charles. She’s helping.” Lohi was trying 
to defend me, if weakly, but it didn’t faze him at all.

“She could have put the stroller away,” he mumbled. 
I lost it. “It’s not my fault I don’t know how to put the stroller up,” I said 

with vehemence, my eyes narrowing into slits.
“That’s your problem. You need to know when to ask for help,” he said, shak-

ing his head. If he said anything else I was sure I was going to throw something.
“Well how can I ask for help when both of you are busy putting the 

boys in the car?” I asked, though I expected no answer from him. I think he 
could tell this wasn’t just about the current situation anymore. I grunted and 
stomped off to throw a piece of trash away, before clambering into the car. 

I popped my earphones into my ears and turned the loud, screaming mu-
sic up to maximum, hoping to block out any continuation of the conversation 
and, hopefully, the rest of the world. 

Chapter IV

“What’s my favorite color?” I was sitting on one of the bar stools at the 
dining table, my father opposite me watching basketball on his flatscreen TV. 

“Brown,” he said after brief contemplation, his eyes never straying from 
the television screen. I shook my head solemnly, disappointed that he didn’t 
even know the answer to this simple question. The afternoon sun flooded in 
from the open window, shining on the mahogany dining table. The sound 
of my brothers’ laughter and play echoed throughout the halls like a distant 
memory. All distractions.

“Um, no. What’s the name of my favorite stuffed animal?” I asked, know-
ing he couldn’t fail this question. I hoped. I held my breath and rapped my fin-
gers on the table. He looked at me, as if he could find the answer in my face.

“Uh, Pookie?” he said after awhile. I groaned inwardly and let my head 
thud onto the table, my arms wrapped around me. Now, this is pathetic. 

“Do you know anything about me?” I asked, slightly raising my head 
from the table. 
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“Of course I do, how dare you say that!” he said, shock obvious in his 
voice.  He sure wasn’t paying attention to the television anymore. “I know 
your birthday, your middle names, what hospital you were born in,” he con-
tinued, his eyebrows furrowed and his mouth set in a grim line. 

“But you have to know those things,” I sighed and looked away. It was 
true. Every parent should know their own child’s birthday and middle names. 
Does he not care? Is he too busy with other things? I groaned again, but this time 
out loud. I stood up from my chair and headed for the stairs.

I stopped at the landing and turned around. He was still sitting in his 
chair watching the TV screen.

“If you ever want to know about your daughter, let me know,” I muttered.

Chapter V

I had to know. I didn’t care if he lashed out. If he yelled. I had to know. I 
swallowed the remaining uncertainty I had, convincing myself it was too late 
to turn back now. 

I entered my father’s office. The room wasn’t spacious and was cluttered 
with filed papers, shoes, and briefcases. On the far end of the room sat a small 
stationary bike; a jacket was draped over the handlebars and stacks of papers 
were perched on the seat. My father sat in his large, leather chair, one hand 
folded under his chin, eyes staring intently at his laptop screen. 

“Um, Dad?” I hesitantly sat down in the only clutter-free space on the 
floor, my legs crossed yoga-style. He focused on the tiny print of the screen a 
few seconds more, before twirling around in his chair to face me.

“Yes, Daughter?” he responded, emphasizing his Nigerian accent. I stared 
at the floor wringing my hands.

“Did you actually move here because of the economy?” 
I had said it, and there was no taking it back now. His face blanched, 

before resuming his natural color then slowly transitioning to a red hue––if 
black people can even turn red.

“How could you say that?! You should be grateful we moved here. I 
wanted you to grow up with your younger brothers. Is that so wrong?” he 
asked, more like demanded, knowing that the tables had turned. He was al-
ways like this: making situations seem like my fault. Like I was the bad one 
here, the ungrateful one.

I ground my teeth, resisting the urge to actually speak my mind. 
“Look, Mom just said that you probably moved here because of Cali-

fornia being bankrupt and all,” I said finally, staring him straight in the eye. 
“And I want to know if that’s the truth. Why now all of a sudden?” 

I had asked my question. I hoped he would answer it and not respond 
with the ‘answer the question by asking a question’ crap.

“I can’t believe your mother filled your head with these ludicrous ideas.” 
And there he went again. Always blaming my mother for everything I said 
or thought.

“Don’t . . . blame my mom for this,” I said through gritted teeth. 
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Orbih

“I can’t believe you. I can’t believe you!” he repeated practically spitting 
his words. I cringed under his menacing glare. And somehow this was my 
fault. Again.

“You know what? Forget it, okay?” I said standing up and flattening my 
already smooth t-shirt. I needed to vent, and being in this room was not a 
good idea. I heard him mutter under his breath something I couldn’t decipher, 
but I didn’t care. He could say whatever he wanted. I slunk out of the room, 
not looking back.

You know, I never got my answer.





f(x)
functions

when we must continue 
despite the challenge 

of the unknown
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Brielle Jones

sCars on 
my arm

Chapter 1: Ring Around the Ugly

Eyes filled with disgust. Wicked smiles plastered on young faces. Tongues 
sticking out, wriggling around in little circles. Laughing and taunting. The 
song plays in my head like a track on a CD stuck on repeat. “Ring around the 
ugly, ring around the ugly, ring around the ugly.”

A group of children hold hands and trot around me in a circle. I sit in the 
middle, on the floor, my knees hugged up to my chest. My head lies against 
my warm flesh, buried deep in the folds of my skinny arms. I glance up at the 
different colored faces, the expressions on each one the same. An overwhelm-
ing sense of hopelessness washes over me, paralyzing me with sadness. The 
faces blur together. My head pounds painfully in sync with the rhythm of my 
heart. I’m suffocating. I’m drowning in a pool of water, struggling to get to the 
surface, but not knowing how. Tears fall from my eyes, soaking my clothes.

I uncurl myself from my ball, my eyes gazing out at the kids. I’m like a 
turtle emerging from its shell. I’m moving slowly, taking baby steps until a 
familiar pair of brown eyes lock with my own. I see myself; I see matching 
brown skin and curly eyelashes. A rounded head with black hair. A button 
nose and white teeth, with lips curved over them in a deviant smile. I see a 
little boy. I see Tyrell. I see my brother.

My heart tears with each passing second. The chanting is getting louder, 
escalating. The tempo is changing, getting faster. 

“Hey, stop that!” A teacher’s voice cuts through the noise. All of a sud-
den it stops, just as abruptly as it had started. The children part and make a 
path for a slim black woman who I recognize as the owner of the daycare. She 
has dark skin and matching intense, brown eyes. She shoos everyone away; 
they disappear to different corners of the play area, and I am left alone with 
this woman. Her eyes watch me closely as she squats down, her body now 
inches from my own. A hand is placed on my back, and the expected question 
is asked.

“Honey, what’s wrong?”
I shake my head, my lips glued tightly together. 
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I won’t speak, in fear of being a tattle-tale. I want to be a big girl. I don’t 
want to cry. I suck everything up as the teacher engulfs me in a tight hug. 

You are a big girl. You are strong. You are beautiful.
As I stare at myself in the mirror, a teenager, I don’t believe those words. 

The song comes back. I struggle to push the stop button on this CD once and 
for all. “Ring around the ugly, ring around the ugly, ring around the ugly.” It 
doesn’t work.

Chapter 2: Memory

The ceiling is lumpy and white. I stare at it, my mind blank with no 
thoughts running through it. I try to understand why I feel so strange, but 
I can’t place the emotion to a word. I think of colors. I think of black, grey, 
white, and dark purple.

They feel appropriate; they describe my mood in a way that words can’t. 
They’re dull colors, but there’s something different about them, something 
sad. My head rests on a pillow and my body is stretched out on my bed. 

“Brielle, why is your door closed?” I hear my mom ask, the sound of her 
voice causing something to tickle the edges of my brain. 

Glancing at a poster of Trey Songz on the wall behind my TV as the wash-
ing machine out front sends vibrations up and down the room, grumbling as 
if it were alive, I try to think of the reason. There isn’t one.

“Brielle,” she calls again and a memory comes at me like a bolt of electricity. 
My mother was a short, chubby woman; she wasn’t really overweight in 

my eyes or stick skinny either. She had brown skin and brown eyes. Her face 
was a plump circle with puffy cheeks and swollen eyes hidden behind glasses 
that never came off her face, even in sleep. Her hair was thin and stringy, also 
brown. It framed her face, and was never the same for very long, kind of like 
her attitude. 

Sometimes she was a bomb; you could never understand why or which 
tick would set her off and make her explode. Other times, she was like the 
transition from winter to summer. Peaceful and calm. With Dean Jones, you 
could just never be too sure. It took me fourteen years to realize that.

She entered my room like she always had and made a beeline for my clos-
et. I was sitting crosslegged on my bed, my back against the wall, and my eyes 
watching her as her hands flicked through different outfits on hangers. Click, 
click, click, click. The plastic made an annoying sound as she flipped through, 
her fingers flying like she was turning the pages in a really good book.

Finally, she pulled out a blue shirt with spandex pants dotted with flow-
ers. She flicked the outfit on my bed, and started for my door. I took one look 
at the ugly thing, and decided that I wasn’t going to wear it. I wanted her to 
find something else for me.

“I don’t like it,” I told her and she turned on her heel, quickly.
“What?”
“I don’t like it,” I repeated.

Jones



240

other people + me

“Well, you’re going to wear it.”
I felt a familiar tingle in my nose and before I knew it, I was crying. My 

mother stalked towards me angrily. She told me to be quiet, she didn’t have 
time for me to whine and complain about my clothing for preschool when she 
was rushing to get to work. The tears didn’t stop falling.

Her hand connected with my face, and I was quiet for a moment, trying to 
register what had just happened. She walked out of my room, and I sat there 
on my bed, bringing the tips of my fingers slowly up to my jaw. I touched my 
tear-soaked cheek and felt a tiny nub of pain as I did. I remained in my room, 
sitting like that for a while with my hand on my face, and thinking, What just 
happened? the question repeating itself over and over again in my head.

“Brielle!” my mother starts to raise her voice. “Open this door!”
I am brought back to the present, shocked that I still remember. It is the 

first incident I remember when my mother and I weren’t getting along. It 
won’t disappear; I can’t forget it like I forget to do homework sometimes. 
It stays in my head like every other argument we have, and every time my 
mood matches a color and not a word, I’m drawn back to that scene.

Chapter 3: Depression

I hated such moments though they didn’t last long. If my thoughts turned 
sad, salty tears of pity and self-loathing leaked from my eyes. I would soon 
find a piece of paper and make a list of my emotions. I had grown too comfort-
able with the feeling of loneliness. The feeling of depression. It was the most 
familiar, the one I spent most of my emotional state in, yet at the same time, it 
was the darkest and scariest place I knew.

It wasn’t always yelling, screaming, and cursing. Sometimes there was 
peace, silence in our home, the only sounds coming from the chirping birds 
outside. That cheerful mood would come and go like a goldfish you win at the 
fair. You never knew how long it would last. 

I remember sitting in my room, cross-legged on the carpeted floor in a 
corner by my messy closet. I was young, maybe eleven or twelve, and I was 
in the sixth grade. The walls in my room were pink, bright and happy, unlike 
my mood lately. I was in a strange place. I didn’t know how to act. I wasn’t 
sure who I was.

When I would look at myself in the mirror, I wouldn’t recognize the 
person looking back at me. The way I acted, which could range from hyper 
to miserable in a matter of days depending on the atmosphere in my home, 
didn’t reflect the girl in the glass. The eyes looking back at me were strange 
and unfamiliar.

At rare moments like this, when it was quiet enough for me to hear my 
own thoughts, I would ask myself questions. 

Who would care if I ran away? 
If I disappeared from home would Mommy care? 
Tyrell? 
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Would they even bother calling the police? 
I considered it, but I wasn’t dumb. I knew if I followed through with it, I’d 

never survive. And even though the three of us were constantly in opposition to 
each other, I knew a part of me would miss them if I ever left. I needed something 
to do, some kind of tension reliever that would get me through my sorrow. 

I snatched up a sheet of paper and jotted down all the emotions that 
were zipping through my head. Those words turned into a poem, a dark and 
ominous one describing all the pain I felt after each confrontation I had with 
my immediate family.

But what happens when writing isn’t enough? What happens when the 
fights get more intense and the depth of the words being yelled at me cut 
deeper into the mental walls I built up for myself? What happens when they 
can’t stand strong anymore, when my defenses fail? What happens when they 
shatter into a million pieces?

I didn’t think of those questions then because it hadn’t become much of 
a problem in my mind. It was easier to drown myself in my sadness than to 
think What happens next? It was easier to pity myself. I felt it necessary to give 
into my depression because it fueled my urge to write. 

I had always enjoyed writing; I would write little stories in my free time 
about magical fairies and made up planets. Once in first grade, I wrote a story 
about a place where everything was made of candy and ice cream. Now, I 
wrote for a more important reason. For a sense of purpose. If I could let out 
my emotions in a poem, it took me away from my life. It froze time and, 
momentarily, I was in my own world describing my heartache and somehow 
escaping it all at the same time.

So each time a name was spat at me or a voice was raised, I locked myself 
in my room and wrote. As I continued to do so, I realized my family wasn’t as 
normal as my friends’ families or the ones I’d read about in books. We didn’t 
all get along. We never spoke the words “I love you” to one another. We didn’t 
eat dinner together or have friendly conversations. There were secrets about 
other family members that I didn’t know, that I still don’t know. We were dif-
ferent, dysfunctional. 

But in a way, it wasn’t as bad as it seemed. Because without this problem, 
I wouldn’t have found a way to take myself away from all my other prob-
lems. I wouldn’t have found a shelter, an escape. I wouldn’t have discovered 
the one thing that makes me smile. The one thing that makes me look on the 
bright side of every obstacle. And if I couldn’t do that then everything going 
on in my young life would have built up on me, like a pile of unsolved issues. 
I truly would have thought of myself as worthless. A waste of space. I would 
have taken those words said to me to heart, and I would have done something 
stupid. Something drastic.

I wouldn’t have the same perspective of the world as I do now. I wouldn’t 
be Brielle Jones, the person I am now. The girl that stares at herself in the mir-
ror every morning. The girl who’s content with herself even though most of 
the time she doesn’t like the person she sees staring back at her.

Jones



242

other people + me

Chapter 4: Incident

“Oh my god, Christy, I know what I heard.”
“Are you sure she said that?”
“Yes, I’m positive. I was right there, ugh!”
“Just calm down,” my best friend said to me over the phone.
“Brielle! Shut the hell up!” my brother shouted from the other room, 

causing me to close my mouth and not speak the words I was about to say 
into the receiver. I clicked the end button on the phone without bothering to 
say good-bye. I threw it on the bed, exasperated. I slammed my door shut and 
turned up a rap song that was playing on the radio. Why is everyone being so 
mean to me tonight? I asked myself, upset. Just moments before I had called my 
friend, I was trying to tell my mother something about school. She had said 
the same thing as Tyrell.

“Shut up. I’ve had a long day at work. I don’t want to hear it,” she 
snapped at me before slamming her own door in my face. A string of profani-
ties in an irritated voice sounded from behind the door. I went off to my room, 
tears in my eyes.

Just as I had finished telling Christy, my best friend, about what my moth-
er had said to me, my brother said the same thing. To make it worse, I wasn’t 
even trying to talk to him, like I was my mother. Nobody likes me in this family. 
No one is ever satisfied with anything I do. When I found a piece of paper lying on 
the floor to write my thoughts down, nothing came to mind like usual. That 
was when I realized, I’m too angry to write. I was seeing the color red.

It didn’t stop at that. Once my heart was pounding in my chest and more 
and more tears kept falling from my eyes, the anger turned into a mixture of 
sorrow and rage. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I didn’t know how to 
get it out of my system.

While I sat on the floor by my closet, slightly rocking myself back and 
forth, a silver glint caught my eye. It was an abandoned earring on the floor, 
next to me near the television. I reached over and grabbed it. Without think-
ing, I dug the back that slips in through the piercing into my flesh and dragged 
it across my skin in a sluggish way. Once I had scratched at my arm one time, I 
did it again and again. Soon, I couldn’t stop myself. Pink swelling scars lined 
my forearm in a crooked tangle of scratches.

By the time I was done, I wasn’t upset anymore. My body was numb; I felt 
empty. My mood matched the color grey. Sometime between staring at my arm 
and actually paying attention to the lyrics of the song that was playing on the 
radio, I fell asleep on the floor, waking up hours later in the dark morning.

Over the next three or four days, I acted like my normal self. I laughed 
and smiled with my friends in the lunch room. I got on the bus and did my 
homework as soon as I got home. It was like I was there, but at the same time, 
a part of me was distracted, disconnected from everyone else.

Sitting on the pavement during A lunch one sunny afternoon, a friend of 
mine glimpsed my arm.

“What happened?”
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“I fell out of a tree,” I lied and we went on with our conversation. I knew 
my friend didn’t believe me, I could see it in her eyes. I didn’t care enough to 
elaborate, and she didn’t press me about it anymore. The days went on.

“Can I have Brielle Jones to the Guidance Office?”
I sighed loudly, and packed my bags up in Business Computer Technol-

ogy class, my fourth period. I knew why they were calling me down to the 
office. Just two periods before in English and dance class, two different argu-
ments broke out between classmates and I about something stupid. Everyone 
came in and out of the dressing room during third to ask me what had hap-
pened and what all the commotion was about. It was then that a girl next 
to me saw the scratches on my arm, faded and dark brown. She hugged me 
forcefully and repeated over and over again in my hair, “Don’t do that any-
more. Aw, Brielle.” I didn’t think anything of it; I thought my day would con-
tinue on as it had been for two weeks now since I first cut at my arm.

I should have known something bad was going to happen. I had gotten 
into two different arguments with two different people in the short span of 
two periods. That wasn’t normal for me. As I made my way out of the stuffy 
computer class, Mrs. Sample emerged from the hallway. I gulped loudly, the 
depth of what was in store for me finally beginning to settle in. Was I in trou-
ble for this?

“Let me see your arm.”
Whoa. Back up. I thought I was in trouble for yelling at my classmates. 

And then I remembered the girl in dance class who had been so emotional 
about it. I wanted to go hunt her down and shake her. I wanted to ask her 
Why?! It was none of her business what went on in my life at home. She didn’t 
know me well enough to go and tell adults about me.

“Let me see your arm,” Mrs. Sample repeated in her soft voice.
After walking with her all the way down to Mrs. Middleton’s office, I 

was scared out of my mind. She kept asking me why I did it; I couldn’t tell. I 
couldn’t open my mouth. I couldn’t tell her what my mother said to me. She 
opened the door to an office, and all these administrators were in there. Why 
was this so serious? 

“We’re going to have to call your mother.”
All I could think was, Oh God. I’m in so much trouble. When my eyes fin-

ished scanning the room, and they locked with Mr. Washington’s, my stomach 
dropped. His expression was cold; it terrified me. Oh yeah, I was in trouble.

Chapter 5: Crazy?

“Do you feel like it helped?
“What was running through your head?
“Why did you do it?”
I felt like we were playing an intense game of dodgeball, the therapist 

and I. He was throwing difficult questions at me so fast, I barely had time to 
think about my answer before I replied. He reminded me of a cartoon charac-
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ter, goofy and always animated. He was a tall white man with a beard, errant 
grey hairs sprouting out from it. He wore highwater jeans and a white top. 
He would glance from me to my mother who sat diagonally across from me 
with red, teary eyes. He fidgeted with his socks and would bring his leg up 
under his rear to sit on and then would stretch it out. He did that throughout 
the whole session. 

After the incident with Mrs. Sample, the cat was out of the bag. My moth-
er knew. She wouldn’t stop crying about it; she was in denial. She didn’t think 
her behavior was a problem. She thought I was upset over the confrontation 
I’d had with the girl in my dance class. She kept telling me I did it because of 
my peers. Eventually, I let her believe what she wanted.

If she didn’t want to listen to me when I told her the arguments in school 
were after I did it, that was her problem. And that was why I didn’t like telling 
her stuff that went on with me; somehow she would always twist it up and 
make it so that I wished I had never let her in.

“Brielle, you can talk to me,” the therapist coaxed, trying to get me to talk.
I felt awkward. What was I supposed to tell him? The truth? My mother 

didn’t want to hear the truth. And I was not about to confess to him, a com-
plete stranger, the feelings and emotions I’d had locked up inside for a long 
time now. Stuff I’d only told my best friend.

“Can I see your arm?” he asked me.
I scooted up to the edge of the couch and flipped my arm over. His eyes 

followed the crooked scratches on my forearm. He jotted something down on 
a sheet of paper before mumbling something that sounded like “no specific 
pattern.” What did he think? I took my time? I sat there and scratched designs 
on myself? It was art?

A tight smile appeared on his face.
“Mom, can you leave the room? I want to talk to Brielle alone for a second.”
My mother got up, the seat making a squeaky sound as she did. She 

opened the door and left. I gulped loudly, my heart pounding. The room sud-
denly felt like a cluttered closet, small and uncomfortable. I didn’t want to be 
alone with this man. He looked like he was on a mission, determined to get 
some real answers out of me.

He began his interrogation again, asking the same questions as before. 
My answers were the same; I replied like a robot, my voice monotone and my 
body stiff with unease. Was he expecting me to be honest with him? What did 
he want me to say? Was there a right and wrong answer?

“Are you still a virgin?
“Do you have a boyfriend?
“Would you like to have a boyfriend?”
There were random questions like this in between the old ones. I fought 

back the urge to laugh at him; he wasn’t what I’d expected. I thought thera-
pists were strictly business. I thought they asked, “And how did that make 
you feel?” after every question. I didn’t think they were this hyper. How could 
he be so happy when we were talking about something so serious? A problem 
I didn’t know if I could control?
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When he was done, he shook my hand.
“See you two weeks from now.”
I left with my mother then, feeling slightly insane. I didn’t want this to be-

come a regular thing. It made me feel like a crazy person, and besides, I didn’t 
think it would help anyway. I knew my mother long enough to know that she 
wasn’t going to just change overnight. What she had told the therapist in there 
was only half the truth. She made it seem like there was something wrong with 
me, and maybe there was. It wasn’t normal to have the mood swings I’d have. 
Sad to happy, happy to sad. Was I as crazy as everyone thought I was? I asked 
myself this as I rode with her back home. I was beginning to feel like it.

A couple of weeks later, I cancelled what would have been my third 
or fourth visit. I was right about one thing. I knew my life wasn’t going to 
change dramatically because of a couple of stupid sessions with a therapist. 
My mother was the same. She still yelled and went on her rampages. The sad 
woman with the watery eyes I’d seen before was gone; I was beginning to 
think it was just a façade. 

The only thing different was that now she had something to use against 
me. She had something to say to me that I couldn’t just ignore and push to the 
side. It was something that sunk in, a piece of information she could use tear 
me down. And that’s what she did.

Chapter 6: Information

Janet Harris was a tall, skinny, timid girl. I could never take her seriously, 
not with her whiny voice that sounded as if it belonged to a toddler rather 
than a twenty-five-year-old woman, and her odd obsession with X-Files and 
X-Men. She had dark brown skin and hair that was kept in tiny ringlets. She 
had a circular head and somewhat crooked teeth that I found myself staring 
at when she talked. She wasn’t a normal adult in my eyes––people compared 
me to her so many times that I was beginning to lose count. I had to put up 
with it; she was one of my first cousins.

“Let’s take a walk,” she suggested. I fought back the urge to roll my eyes, 
pull at my hair, and scream. 

Everyone was being weird, weirder than usual. They were acting like I’d 
been let out of a mental asylum and needed to be re-admitted. They were being 
extra careful with their words today. Normally my family picked at the way 
I acted, squeamish around bugs and to some extent high maintenance. This 
Saturday, there was none of that.

I pushed open the screen door and walked out into the country air, the 
sun boring down on me. Janet lead me down the driveway to the side of the 
road. I tried to walk at her pace, but it was difficult since her legs were so much 
longer than mine. She smiled, and I bit my lip, trying not to be disrespectful. 

I wanted to yell, “Everyone can stop! I’m okay! I don’t need your pity! 
I’m not mental!” But I didn’t. I kept my mouth shut and waited for her to say 
something as I struggled to hike up the hill of the road.

Jones



246

other people + me

“So,” she began. “I heard about what happened.”
I sighed. Things spread in this family like wildfire, fast and uncontrol-

lable. I wished my business could be my business. I wished I had privacy and 
two weeks after I did something not everyone knew about it. It’s fine for the 
adults to keep secrets, but everyone has to know what goes on in my life.

“I want to tell you a story about me, when I was in middle school.”
I looked up at her confused. “Okay?”
“Things weren’t that great when I was young. I didn’t have many friends 

and I felt like no one understood me. So one night, I took sleeping pills and 
tried to overdose. Grandma stayed up all night, and pulled my hair back 
while I threw up. Things may seem bad now, I know how your mom is, but 
what you don’t realize is that you have a long life ahead of you. What hap-
pens now may seem like a big deal but twenty years from now, you most 
likely won’t remember any of it. I didn’t think about the consequences of do-
ing that when I was young; I could have, ya know, messed up my liver and 
all sorts of things.”

I tripped over a tree root, startled by her news. No one had ever men-
tioned it to me before. 

“So,” she dragged out, “next time you get mad, find a productive way to 
let out your anger. Go take a walk or something. Because no one is worth it, 
hurting yourself like that.”

By now we had reached the end of the road. We turned back around and 
headed back to my Grandma’s house, watching the street for wild snakes and 
cars. I traveled the rest of the way back in silence, the only sounds coming 
from our feet crunching on rocks and Janet’s off key humming.

When the old house came into view, I leaned over and hugged my cous-
in. “Thanks,” I said.

“You’re welcome,” she replied in her high-pitched voice.
We reentered the house, everyone’s eyes straying away from the movie 

on the TV to us.
“What were y’all up to?” my aunt asked who was seated at the kitchen table.
“Walking,” I told her as Janet replied with, “Talking.”
I smiled, thinking, She’s not so bad after all. Next time someone compared 

me to her, I wouldn’t be offended by it. I wouldn’t sigh dramatically or roll my 
eyes. Maybe I’d say thanks or shrug my shoulders, indifferent.

Chapter 7: Realization

The sand was hot beneath my bare feet. The wind blew; it tasted like the 
salty beach water. I looked up at the sky; it was like a painting. Orange was 
splattered here, yellow was there, and the blue was soft, mixed in somewhere 
with the other two colors.

“You know Bri, you’re a cool little girl,” my thirty-four-year-old cousin 
Keri said to me. She was a big-boned lady with mocha-colored skin. She had 
silky hair styled in a bob; it shook gracefully when she turned her head. She was 
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strict and independent. She was single with no kids and owned her own house. 
Even though she spent most of her time in the hospital, nursing people back to 
health, she always found a way to spend time with me. She was like a second 
mother, only a little bit more uptight with her rules and opinions on life.

I walked along the shore with her. She shook her head, a frown on her 
face. “Next time, it’s just going to be you and me. Barbara has such nasty hab-
its.” I didn’t reply; I didn’t know how to.   

Barbara was my aunt. She was a short woman with light brown skin. Her 
hair was long and dark brown with a mess of silvery strands sticking out. She 
was my favorite aunt, the only one I could talk to on the phone and not die 
of boredom. She was a nervous person with sweaty palms and feet but some-
how always found a way to make the best out of a bad situation.

Constantly throughout the trip she had started up random conversations 
with people in the elevators and had smoked cigarettes, going through one 
pack after another. It was something she had done in high school and had 
picked up on again. Keri made it obvious that she disapproved. “Don’t you 
agree?” she asked me and I shrugged my shoulders.

“I don’t know. She’s funny.” That was my response.
I didn’t want to talk about Barbara behind her back. I liked her. Even though 

my two family members were so different, I cherished the time I spent with both 
of them away from my own home. I had noticed over the past three days that 
we had been at Myrtle Beach they kept trying to make me pick a side, choose a 
person to favor over the other, act like Barbara or Keri, Keri or Barbara.

Why couldn’t I have my cake and eat it too? I didn’t want to make a 
choice. I didn’t want to act like either one of them. I was my own person, 
and I couldn’t change myself to please them or anyone else for that matter. 
If I wanted to write for a living, that was my decision. If my best friend was 
Caucasian, not the same race as me, that was my business. If I cried when 
someone hurt my feelings, that was something I couldn’t control. If I didn’t 
want to talk to anyone for an entire day, that was okay.

Can’t I think for myself anymore? Aren’t I allowed to have a bad day 
too, just like anyone else? Was I not Brielle Jones? Since when did it become a 
crime to be myself, to like being different than everyone else around me? To 
admit that yeah, I’m weird. To like reading. To like getting a good grade on a 
test. To be grumpy.

“Since when did it become a crime to be fourteen? To like guys? To be Bri-
elle Jones?” I repeated aloud as my cousin turned a corner, and we went back 
up to our hotel room, leaving my aunt outside to smoke her cigarette. 

On the way back home, back to Durham, my life, I remembered a quote I saw 
in a book one time: “Be yourself because life is too short to be anybody else.”

I realized that even though my life wasn’t so great, I had the rest of it to live. 
Right now, my problems seemed big: not getting along with my mother, feeling 
disconnected with my brother, people constantly wanting me to be someone 
else, someone I was positive I couldn’t be. All of that wouldn’t matter in a cou-
ple of years, so why not accept it? Why not keep going? Why not have my flaws 
and be proud of them, of myself? Why not say, “I am Brielle,” and smile?
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Carlotta montmerency

Capable dawn

1: Coming into the World 

In 1996, the Year of the Rat, two soon-to-be parents boarded a plane for 
China and picked up a six-month-old baby girl. When she was handed over 
to the parents in a stuffy, claustrophobic room full of other babies and couples, 
she was the only one not screaming or crying. She was “baby number two.” 
Dressed in two layers of itchy baby clothing despite the sweltering weather, 
she had on her head a white pompom hat. Her foster parents handed her over 
to the beaming couple who cradled her and wept. She fit perfectly into their 
arms. Her name was Guo Xiao Xian. Her name changed after she moved in 
with her new family but her Chinese name, Xiao Xian or             , means “ca-
pable dawn.”

I, that baby, kept Xian as one of my middle names. I continue to celebrate 
Chinese New Year and I used to take a class to learn Mandarin. Once a year, 
the group I was adopted along with gets together for a reunion. Someday, I 
will visit China and see the orphanage I was in, then maybe meet my foster 
parents. I have a love for Chinese food, especially wonton soup and lo mein 
noodles. I have bone-straight and silky black hair, dark eyes, and chestnut 
skin which makes me very different from my British father as well as my 
mother, who is from Ohio. My little brother was adopted too, and he is Afri-
can-American. We are a very diverse family. When someone named me Xiao 
Xian as a baby, they had no idea how I would grow into that name.

“Capable Dawn” induces thoughts of life and the soft glow of the sun 
as it peeks above the thin horizon line. Capable and always present in the 
thin mist of morning, the dawn will greet you as you begin your day’s jour-
ney. Dawn represents new beginnings, sweetness, and a calm state of nature 
awakening from the dark.  

In fourth grade, I went on a camping trip with my class. During the hike, 
we all made up nicknames for each other that represented what each of us 
was like. My best friend Claire was Pixie and I was Willow Oak. My class-
mates and teachers said I was like a tree, steady and planted, but able to bend 
in the wind. 
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I am capable and very adaptable. I have always been good with new things, 
like traveling and changing schools. I have always gone with the flow, and I have 
never had a fight with a friend. I don’t get lost in others’ shine and I stand by my 
beliefs as sturdy as the willow oak tree, yet I remain flexible and open-minded.

2: Toys and Tots

My heart beat erratically, and I scurried around the living room in an-
ticipation. The Christmas lights glowed, and the light bounced off the orna-
ments. The tree was beautiful. I pressed my nose against the smooth, chilly 
surface of our front window and peered out into the darkness.

“Mommy! Are they here yet?”
“Any moment now, sweetie,” she assured me. She touched my hair, and 

I could feel that she was as jittery as I was. My dad entered the living room, 
and all three of us waited together. I was hyper and alert, twisting my fingers 
together and constantly shifting. A knock on our slick red door made us all 
rush to the entrance. My parents made me stand back a bit so it wouldn’t be so 
crowded in the hallway. That upset me. I wanted to see what was happening. 

The door was opened, and there stood an older, balding man, his breath 
making puffy clouds from the cold, a brown leather jacket snug around his 
shoulders. In his hands, he supported a plastic baby carrier with a blue-pat-
terned, cushioned lining. Tucked inside was a small, pudgy baby boy, his dark 
curls stuck up in a fluff on his head. He was swathed in a gentle layer of blan-
kets and looked worried; he had never seen these new people before. He was 
carried gently inside and laid on the couch. The lights from the tree shone on 
his dark skin and seemed to confuse him a bit, and he never let out a smile, for 
we were as strange to him as he was to us.

That was ten years ago. I was four, maybe five. We named him Jonah. As a 
toddler, he was the friendliest kid around. One of our adult friends said he was 
running for mayor, he was so conversational. He would charm all the people 
he talked to. He would introduce himself as “Donuh” because his speech was 
not so great yet, and people would go, “Doughnut? Your name is doughnut?”

Jonah is adopted like me. I was always somewhat jealous of him because 
he knew his birth parents and they gave him really cool toys. I remember one 
of them was a Chicken Dance Tickle Me Elmo. It was, yes, Elmo in a furry 
yellow chicken suit and, yes, it danced and sang. I played with Jonah all the 
time. I knew how to make him laugh and I enjoyed his toys as much as he did, 
probably even more.

It was elementary school when the problems started. Jonah was diag-
nosed with ADHD, bipolar disorder, sensory processing disorder, and a few 
other things. He began to throw horrible tantrums and got in trouble a lot. This 
began the four pills every day and night, the behavioral therapy sessions, and 
calls from the school. At the house it’s not uncommon to have someone yell-
ing at Jonah everyday. I yell at him, too. Our family has good and bad days. 
Jonah and I have grown apart. He tries to get you mad at him; he provokes 
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you and purposely does things to get you angry. Jonah can get upset at the 
littlest things, and you can never take him into a store. Loud noises, bugs, and 
squishy foods are some things he despises. He kicks teachers and swears a lot, 
but he has some really nice talents. He is incredibly funny and a good dancer. 
He is also good at drawing and acting. He can be sweet and he always smiles.

Despite how I usually feel about Jonah these days, he is still my little 
brother so I will always love him.  As we get older, I hope our relationship 
will get better.

3: Drifting on the Wings of Travel

I remember treading softly out there at night and dragging my toes on 
the smooth surfaces of the stones, staring up at the wide dark sky overflowing 
with hundreds of stars. As I looked into the foreign Australian night, I felt a 
sense of awe and wonder settle on my skin like smooth silk. 

I traveled. My parents have given me the opportunity of the wide world 
as soon as I was theirs. I flew on planes and loved the exhilaration of the new 
streets and buildings that surrounded me and the mysterious languages and 
accents that flowed from all around. 

Airports and planes were always something I liked. The feeling of energy 
surging through you, your eyes darting everywhere as you try to take in ev-
erything all at once. The thrill of new places, the airport food, the escalators, 
the crisp smells, and the bustling people. They call you from the waiting area 
and you gather your suitcases and back packs and walk, almost run, down 
the gray carpeted retractable tunnel, your suitcase rolling behind you like an 
obedient pet, onto the plane, to where you find your cushioned blue seat, and 
you settle down, put your bag overhead, open and close your retractable gray 
eating tray, and turn to beam happily at your family.

I have a dream of going to all of the continents. Traveling was a part of 
my grandparents’ and parents’ lives, and because of them it’s part of mine as 
well. I will forever remember the tangy taste of the Orangina after a long and 
sweaty bike ride next to the Canal du Midi in France and driving along the 
Mediterranean coast and looking out over the green cliffs to the swirling ocean 
that stretched to the horizon. I remember it being so hot, my mom and I would 
lie wet towels over ourselves on plastic deck chairs on the green lawn, in front 
of fans while reading The Lord of the Rings. So whenever I feel the nagging need 
of travel, I know I can look up into the night sky and see some of the stars I 
witnessed on that warm night in Australia and feel as small as I did then.  

4: Community Independent School

My eyes scanned the trees and I ran down the soft, dirt path, my bare feet 
making padding sounds on the damp earth. I looked over my shoulder and 
beckoned to Blue, my sister, who was in eagle form as I was. 
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“Jay! Over here!” Blue called. We made a turn and raced across the mulch 
to the wooden structure, Grandmother Eagle’s home. With a look shared be-
tween us, we entered the small place. 

“Grandmother Eagle?” Blue poked her head around. Then she gasped. 
Grandmother Eagle wasn’t here––in her place sat . . . 

“Run!” I yelled.
Even as I sit here thinking about it, I start to smile, and memory after 

memory rushes back into my head. The imaginative games, the gentle mist 
of the hose as we cooled off after an hour in the garden, making tunnels in 
the tough clay, walking to the creek and wading in and submerging our small 
hands in the water and finding creek creatures. 

We wore no shoes. We wore no make-up. When I was there, I was a tom-
boy who gagged and grimaced at the mention of the color pink. 

This place is Community Independent School or CIS. CIS is a very small 
private school, and I loved going there. I made many great friends there, like 
Claire, who is “Blue.” Together, Claire and I played games, drew maps with 
stubby crayons, cooked warm desserts and soups, and made our own lan-
guage. We both had a love for olives and books. I went to middle school with 
Claire as well, to Woods Charter School. 

Going to Woods was very different from my elementary experience. 
Grades, desks, more people, and calling teachers by their last names now filled 
my school days. In fifth grade I was still a tomboy, but I quickly changed. I 
started to change my clothing style. I started to grow farther away from Claire 
in the seventh grade and I grew more and made new friends in the more pop-
ular crowd. I grew into the social realm, and my feet lost their tough callouses 
from elementary school; I went outside less. Now I’m at Durham School of the 
Arts and ready to meet new people and experience a new beginning again. 

I am always nostalgic about my CIS days and sometimes I wish I could 
just go back to them. I know that we all have to move on, but so far CIS was 
the best part of my life. I’m only fourteen. My life is still in the exposition. 
Nothing monumental has happened to me yet and the small details, memo-
ries, experiences, and feelings are the only things I can tell you. As I see it, 
these few highlights are only the beginning.
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Dennis Hernandez

everythInG Is 
Great

“Wake up, wake up,” my mom said. She made some soft pancakes that I 
just wanted to sleep on. She always gave me a great breakfast at the beginning 
of school. I had a checklist to make sure I had everything for school, and  I had 
a red Power Ranger book bag on; I thought nobody could ever have a better 
book bag than me. 

It was my first day of third grade. This was an important year for me 
because this was my first year of EOG tests. Also, my eighth birthday was 
coming up in September. 

On my way to school, I glared out the window, seeing the little mucky 
creek under the bridge we were passing by. I wondered if any of my friends 
were in my classes, because I didn’t want to be bored in class listening to the 
teacher give her lesson.

I arrived at school and went to my first period; it was language arts. I 
wasn’t in ESL, and neither were my friends. When class started, I was happy 
that most of my friends were in my classes. We could do projects together, 
play at recess, and be in gym together. During lunch, I didn’t even eat any-
thing––all I worried about was recess and getting good grades. After lunch, 
our teacher took us outside. I brought my soccer ball so my friends and I 
could play. Everyday of school, I had the same task of having fun and learn-
ing new things. My birthday was two weeks away, and I was so excited. My 
friends were coming over to celebrate my eighth birthday party.

Life Was Awesome Until . . .

I was playing soccer at recess when my mom came to pick me up. I was 
a little upset that I couldn’t stay to play more with my friends. “Why did you 
pick me up today?” I asked my mom. I didn’t have a doctor’s appointment, 
so I was really confused. When she responded, I could tell by the look in her 
eyes that I wouldn’t be happy with the news.

“I’ll tell you when we get home, when we’re with Dad.” I was eight at the 
time, so the first thing that came to my head was that I was in big trouble. I was 
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looking out the window of our car to the trees. I saw a big, dark, deep green 
tree that reminded me of my past birthday. I had a piñata on a huge tree in our 
backyard. I couldn’t break it so I had to let one of the teenagers break it.

When we finally got home, the first thing I did was go use the bathroom 
because I had to go really bad. My mom called me to the living room where 
she and my dad were sitting on the couch. They told me the words I never 
thought I would hear.

“We’re moving to Durham,” they said in a very serious, yet happy voice. 
What are we moving for? I thought.

“But why?”
“Your dad got a new job in Durham and most of his family lives there so 

you can meet a lot of them. They have been wanting to meet you, too,” my 
mom responded as if it wasn’t a really big issue. 

I went to my room, shut the door, closed the curtains, and laid in my bed. 
The rest of the day I thought, How am I gonna tell my friends? Will we live in a 
nice and friendly neighborhood like we do here? Who’s helping us move? 

Durham, to me, felt like an ugly word; some words were ugly to say. I 
really didn’t want to go. The only good thing about this is that I didn’t get in 
trouble for anything. At that point, I didn’t want to eat anything. I didn’t even 
want hot Cheetos, my favorite snack. I just wanted to be in my room alone, 
thinking about how it would be in Durham. It was the worst day of my life.

The next day at school I didn’t tell any of my friends because I didn’t 
want to know what their reaction would be. I didn’t want to move. At least 
not till I finished my third grade year, but my parents said we couldn’t wait. 
I had to take the EOGs for the first time ever. What if I learned something 
completely different here than they taught in Durham? I have never flunked 
and I’m never planning to. During lunch, my teacher recognized that there 
wasn’t the happy delightful look on my face that I usually had. Instead, I had 
a curious, lost look on my face.

She asked, “What’s wrong?”
“Oh, nothing,” I responded, with a feeling that I should tell her, but some-

thing was holding me back, and I didn’t know what it was. Well, school was 
starting to get boring since I heard the news. I was still playing soccer during 
recess, but without the energy I used to play with. 

“How was school?” my parents asked when they picked me up.
“Oh, not much of a difference. Same school schedule. I played a little soc-

cer. It was fine,” I said depressingly.
“Oh, don’t worry, son. It will all be fine as soon as we get to Durham. 

You’re gonna have new friends and a nice neighborhood to play in. Every-
thing will be fine,” they said cheerfully.

No, I don’t want that. I have friends here, and we live in a perfect neighborhood. 
Why did my dad have to get a new job? Ugh, I wish this was a dream. I just want to 
find a way to tell my friends what’s happening. Maybe they could help, but I don’t 
know how to tell them. Do I just tell them? Do I write a note to them? No, they might 
think I’m not serious. This is very difficult. I’ll just have to wait and see what happens 
at school tomorrow.
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The Hard Part

“Wake up, wake up,” my mom said. It must have been the second worst 
day of my life. I had to tell my friends that I was moving to Durham. I ar-
rived at the school depressed, trying to think of a way to tell them. At recess, 
I thought.

“Guys, I’m moving.” They didn’t say anything, you could only hear the 
other kids playing and having fun.

“Well, why are you moving?” one of my friends asked.
“My dad got a new job in Durham,” I replied.
“Why can’t you just stay here? Your dad could drive to Durham everyday.”
“My mom said that wouldn’t work out; it’s too far away.”
“Well, what about your birthday?” a friend asked.
Oh my god! What about my birthday? How are we gonna celebrate it if we are 

moving in two days?
“I don’t know, I’ll ask my mom.”
“We’ll miss you, buddy,” they said with a sad look on their faces.
When my mom picked me up from school, I didn’t want to talk to her. I 

felt like they were doing this on purpose. Maybe they just wanted me to make 
new friends.

“What about my birthday?” I asked when we got home.
“What about it?” She responded.
“Who are we going to celebrate it with?” I assumed she wouldn’t have 

an answer.
“Oh, we are going to celebrate with your dad’s family so you can get to 

know them better,” she said casually. I didn’t want to meet anybody new in 
my life. My life was perfect till my parents told me we were moving. 

Instead of packing, I had my mom drop me off at my friend’s house. 
Many of my friends were there so we could play and say good-bye. When I 
got there, my friends and I went to go play some video games. I kept winning 
over and over again. I guessed that they let me win so I would be happy like 
I used to be. We had good times together. I remember when we went to the 
YMCA together, and took a trip to Wet and Wild. 

I heard a honk outside and I hoped that wasn’t my mother here to pick 
me up. Time had gone by so fast, and I was having a good time here. I didn’t 
want to ever leave my friends. Unfortunately, it was my mom. I was so de-
pressed that I couldn’t stay any longer. I had to get it over with and say good-
bye to my friends.

“Well, bye. I’m going to miss you guys,” I said.
“We are, too. Bye, buddy,” they replied.

I Wish I Were Dreaming

When I got into the car, I hoped for some random reason we didn’t have 
to leave for Durham. But we still had to. My mom said I didn’t have to pack 

Hernandez



255

other people + me

up or anything. All I had to do was wait for some of my dad’s family to get 
there. They could help us move in one trip; we had too much stuff to fit in 
only two cars. My parents said I was going to ride with my uncle, whose 
name was also Dennis. That was weird to me, especially because I didn’t even 
know him. When my uncles arrived, we went to a restaurant so they could all 
catch up. We went to El Cuscatleco, a Salvadorian restaurant that my parents 
loved. I loved it, too, but it wasn’t as good as a kid’s meal at McDonald’s.

On the way to the restaurant, I realized that this wasn’t a joke. I’m really 
moving. This isn’t fake. I’m actually moving from Charlotte to Durham. This was 
gonna be the second time I moved. The first time I moved was from Los Ange-
les, California, to Charlotte. I was only a toddler so I didn’t really mind. But at 
this point I was kind of mature. I was an eight year-old, so I understood what 
was happening a little better.

When we arrived at the restaurant, some of my mom’s relatives that lived 
in Charlotte were waiting for us. I guessed they wanted to say good-bye. 
When we went inside, I could smell fresh meat being cooked, kind of like they 
were having a barbecue. We sat down and had to connect three tables together 
because most of my family in North Carolina was eating with us.

When the server arrived at the table to serve us our food, the plates had 
steam coming from them which usually meant that the food was nice and 
hot. I started eating and I realized that this might be my last meal here, until 
I heard my mom say that we were coming back here soon. I really hoped I 
could see my friends again one day. I finished my food quickly, like usual, but 
the rest of my family took forever to eat. When they finally finished and we all 
walked out to our cars, I said, “Bye, uncles, aunts, and cousins.”

“Bye, Dennis,” they replied.

Three Hours? More like Three Years

We arrived home and I could hear the crickets chirping. I always hear 
them at night. We entered the house, and I just watched while my family 
moved everything into the cars. When they finished, I went to my uncle’s 
truck where my parents told me I was riding. Everybody got into their cars 
and started their engines as if it were a race. We started to leave our driveway 
and I said, “Good-bye, house.” I had a lot of memories in there.

We got onto the freeway. My uncle and I were riding in the front and my 
bike that I got for my eighth birthday was in the back of his truck. Every few 
miles I’d check if my bike was still up there and one moment I didn’t see it. 
I told my uncle I thought my bike fell. He said that it did fall off, it fell about 
ten minutes ago. My heart stopped and I was thinking Oh great, now I lost my 
bike. Yeah, this is going totally great.

“I’m just kidding, Dennis,” he said. My heart started pumping blood again.
“How much longer will we be on the freeway?” I asked my uncle.
“Fifteen minutes have barely passed, we still have three hours on the 

road.” Fifteen minutes. Three hours was gonna feel like three years. So far, I 
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thought my uncle was a nice guy because he told me that he was gonna have 
a surprise for me when we got home. I hoped it was a new video game for 
my PlayStation 2. I play, but I’m not a gamer freak. I mostly play outside with 
friends, but when it’s nighttime or raining, I play my PlayStation 2. I guess 
you can say it’s my back-up plan. I started to doze off, but I promised myself 
that I wouldn’t go to sleep. I didn’t understand why I would go to sleep at 
eight p.m. I usually go to sleep at eleven or twelve. We finally passed a sign 
that said twenty miles till Durham, and I was excited to see our new home.

The Big Arrival

While we were on the freeway to Durham, I saw a very white sign say-
ing “Durham.” “Finally we’re here,” I said. After three long hours we had 
arrived. But there was still a twenty minute drive to our home. I just wanted 
to go to a McDonald’s or a fast food restaurant to relax. I called my parents on 
their cellphone and asked them if we could stop by a fast food restaurant.

My parents said no and I was very upset, but I didn’t mind too much 
because I was anxious to see what our new neighborhood was like. When we 
got off the exit, I could see a playground off in the distance. I figured it must 
be nice neighborhood. 

My mom was having another child, so we needed the space. I was going 
to miss the days of being an only child. I have seen my friends ask their par-
ents to get them stuff and not get it most of the time because they have a little 
sibling. I hoped that I could have a little brother instead of a sister so he and I 
could play video games; most girls don’t play sports or video games. If I got a 
sister, I didn’t know what I would do with her. We will never play with each 
other as much as if I got a brother. It really didn’t matter because either way I 
wouldn’t get as much stuff as I was used to.

We passed a nearby elementary school called Holt. I guessed I would 
go to that school if we lived nearby. Every street became shorter and shorter, 
so we started going slower. We finally turned. I could tell by the look on my 
uncle’s face that we were there. When he pulled into the driveway, I saw that 
we had a big house like our old home. I guessed that was good in a way. After 
a long three hours, maybe even four hours, I was finally staring at my new 
home. My new home, where I would grow up hopefully for the rest of my 
school life.

I got out of the truck and made sure that my bike was still in the back. My 
parents gave me the keys to the house, and I ran as fast as I could to the door. 
I opened it and I saw there was a big box in the living room with my name on 
it. I  opened the present carefully, making sure that I didn’t damage whatever 
was inside. It was a flat screen TV for my PlayStation 2. I kinda still wanted a 
game more than this, but this was good enough. 

I checked out the rest of the house, and I found out that I was getting the 
second biggest room. I figured I was gonna get it anyways. It was only my 
mom, dad, and me that were going to live here for now. I said bye to my family 
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that I barely knew, then went to my room and played video games while my 
parents were unpacking some important stuff. I went to bed around one a.m.

“How do you like the house?” my mom asked, coming into my new room.
“It’s perfect. It isn’t as bad as I thought it would be.”
“Well that’s good. Goodnight son, sweet dreams,” she said as she kissed 

my cheek. Before I took my last glance around my room, I thought about how 
school was going to be on Monday. I hoped I would make friends right away. 
I’ll miss Charlotte, but I think I’ll make it.
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Zo Tyler

lookInG baCk
to the future

Zo Tyler. That’s my name. Some people say that my name sounds poetic 
and pretty. I don’t think so. To me, it sounds rushed. I have given this a lot of 
thought because I want to be a famous singer. 

Yes, you heard me right. Most people tell me that that will never happen 
and I am just wasting my time. But my mom and dad always tell me that I am 
special and can do anything. That’s why they nicknamed me Supernova, the 
brightest star in the sky. 

I believe that no matter who you are, your dreams will come true if you 
work at them. I have hope that if I work at writing my music and improve a 
lot that I will be given the opportunity to live out my dream. Some people just 
sit there and wait for God to give them a miracle, but in return for God giv-
ing you something special, you have to actually try your hardest and never 
give up. He doesn’t just hand you miracles for the taking; you have to work 
for them. 

My sister doesn’t believe in God, and I didn’t until a few years ago. One 
day while my mom and I were driving to my guitar lesson, we found this 
radio station named K-LOVE. The hosts of the talk show were listening to 
people calling and sharing their stories about how they knew God was real. 
This one woman called in and was talking about how twelve years ago, she 
watched her brother get run over by a boat when he was swimming. It was 
an accident. Then one year ago, she decided to look up the boat driver on the 
internet, and when she found him, she sent him an email asking if she could 
meet him by her brother’s grave on the next anniversary of her brother’s 
death. He said yes. On that day when they met, the boat driver broke down 
crying and said he was sorry over and over again. He said that he was going 
to hell now and wouldn’t be able to go to heaven because of what he did. He 
was sobbing when the woman told him that God can forgive anyone, no mat-
ter what they have done.

The hope that these people have is astonishing. This one story made me 
believe more in hope than in God. If this man can be forgiven after what he 
did, then anyone can be forgiven. If there is that much power in the world, 
then when I work hard, my dreams can come true. 
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*

I fidgeted in my seat, fingers moving to the beat of my friends’ voices. I 
whipped my head to my left, then to my right, to see if anyone else was as 
excited as I was. 

“Ah, when is it going to start?!” I stammered to my best friend, Hannah. 
“Probably soon,” she smiled, amused at how excited I was, but feeling 

similar herself. The big stage loomed in front of me, daring me to jump onto 
it. At last, the lights dimmed slowly and the voices lowered. I was about to 
see a Broadway show. I wondered if it was going to be as great as everyone 
back home had said. Abruptly, the trumpets and drums started playing. My 
heart was beating twice as fast, yet my body felt paralyzed, my eyes frozen 
on the stage.

The first actor came out and sang the most beautiful notes I had ever 
heard. Or that’s what I thought until someone else stepped on the stage. The 
light reflected in her blonde hair, hanging loosely by her shoulders. As soon as 
she opened her mouth, there was no turning back. This was it. I had to be her. 

The excitement in her voice and eyes put me in awe. I could not take my 
eyes off of what I hoped was the future me. I could just picture it: the lights 
brighter than the sun beating on my face, the pounding of my heart beating 
faster than a race horse, and my eyes wide with wonder. The cast danced all 
around the stage, shaking the whole theatre. They sang into everyone’s faces, 
their voices vibrating and echoing into everyone’s ears. 

All of a sudden, the lights shot on. Is it over already?! I looked around the 
room to find that it was only intermission. Thank god. After the amazing sec-
ond half finished, the cast came out to applause. 

It rang in my ears and went to my head. It stayed there. I can still hear it. 
I can’t wait to hear someone applaud like that for me. I can’t wait. But hard 
work comes first. 

*

The red velvet curtains flowed in front of my flushed face; my eyes 
burned holes in them. 

“Next is Zo Tyler singing ‘God Help the Outcasts.’ She is currently at 
Montessori Community School in the eighth grade.” The steps of my choral 
director, Mrs. Hill, rang up to the broad dome-shaped ceiling. I heard the 
scattered applause of people in the audience, not knowing what was going to 
happen. I felt my friend Kara push me onto the stage. My feet knew what to 
do, even while disconnected from my brain. The shuffle of paper programs 
was the only sound I could hear. 

My face froze in front of the microphone. Come on Zo, you can do this. You 
have practiced this forever. Breathe and sing. Breathe and sing. I nodded to the 
piano player. Then it all began. 

As soon as I opened my mouth, all my worries vanished and relief swept 
me away. I was Belle singing to a God that I didn’t trust existed. I was asking 
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him to help the unfortunate, to treat everyone equally. I was asking him to 
please help me hit the last high note. 

Will the audience clap for me? Will they like my singing? Oh no, what if I 
sounded awful? My life will officially be over. Uh oh. 

“The children of . . . ” Here it comes. “God!”
Yes! Yes! Yes! I hit it! I wish I could have seen the people in the audience, 

but the light was shining too brightly. The last note rang through my ears and 
I couldn’t breathe when I let it go. 

Applause shook the building. Everyone stood up at once. 
I never wanted to leave that stage. Never. 
Suddenly I heard applause behind me, too. Surprised, I spun around. I 

had forgotten my chorus members sitting behind me on the bleachers. Were 
they there this whole time?

Later, my mom told me that she and everyone around her had been tear-
ing up. I couldn’t believe it. I had just sung my first solo on stage, and I had 
done great. But what mattered more is that I had had the time of my life and I 
couldn’t wait to sing in front of an audience again. I wanted to do that for the 
rest of my life. I had a feeling that I would.

*

“Are you ready?”
“Yes.”
The cars pulled up all around me as girls from ages three to twenty-three 

stepped out in cute dresses and cowgirl boots. Everyone was there to see one 
person: Taylor Swift. I cannot believe we got tickets to this show. Everyone is go-
ing to be here. It is going to be the talk of the year. There are so many police officers. I 
mean, what are they going to do? Shoot us for screaming too loudly? Gosh. They are 
even scaring the little girls! Oh my god. Forty-five minutes to go.

Taylor Swift tunes were being hummed everywhere. Some of the little 
girls even had huge posters and curly blond wigs. There was this group of 
mothers carrying their three-year-old little girls. Poor kids! I bet they were just 
an excuse for their moms to come to this concert. 

But I pushed all that out of my mind. I was here. My friend Abby would 
not stop nudging me with excitement. She listened to Taylor Swift more than 
I did. 

Abby had forgotten to bring her cowgirl boots, but luckily, I had brought 
three pairs. Our feet had started to hurt on the walk over from the hotel to 
the stadium; we had forgotten socks. But we were not going back, absolutely 
not. Our skin was rubbing off onto the hard sides of the boots, so we ripped 
off some of the paper from the seating charts and stuffed it in our shoes. It 
didn’t help. 

Abby and I walked along with a dozen other girls to the entrance. Our 
purses were inspected and our tickets were checked. One of the police officers 
was on a power trip; it was definitely her time of the month. It was really 
funny when she snatched a girl’s water bottle out of her little hands. That five-
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year-old had on pounds of makeup and her light brown hair, highlighted with 
blond streaks, was curled with sparkles in it. She wore a sparkly pink dress 
with matching sequin cowgirl boots. Her mother was a bigger version of her. 
I could not imagine having to be part of their family.    

Abby tugged me by the arm as she kept her eyes on the map and plowed 
through the crowd. The smell of popcorn and fast food wafted through the 
air, making me hungry. But there was no time. Our seats were not close to the 
stage, but not too far away either. Then it hit me. We were going to be in the 
same room as Taylor Swift. Oh my god. This was the biggest moment of my 
life. I was going to hear Taylor Swift live, with my own ears. 

The lights dimmed and the DJ got us pumped up. Everyone was scream-
ing at the top of their lungs. By the time the opening bands had finished play-
ing, we all had sore throats. During the break, we bought some sodas and 
used the restroom so we wouldn’t have to leave when Taylor was performing. 
We got back to our seats just in time. 

“Are you ready?!” the DJ boomed through the auditorium. 
“Yes!” everyone screamed. 
“Can’t you see that I’m the one who understands you, been here all along, so why 

can’t you see, you belong with me . . . ” Oh my gosh. It was her. 
The bright, white lights bounced off her sequined dress that changed 

with every song.
From that moment on, we were all singing to every song she performed, 

and I never wanted this to end. I wanted to be the person that everyone want-
ed to come and see on stage. I wanted for everyone to know all the words to 
my songs and sing along with me. I wanted to make people happy and give 
them the time of their lives. Maybe I will. 

*

The sounds of crunching gravel filled my ears as we pulled up to Joe and 
Kim’s house. We always pulled up in the same spot every Monday for my 
guitar lesson, but today was different. 

I was going to work in their recording studio. I had no idea what to ex-
pect. My fingers were shaking on the steering wheel. 

“Calm down, Zo. You are going to have a fun time, and you are going to 
do great,” my mom said to me. I love her. She always says exactly the right thing. 
I will not let my nerves get the best of me. 

We walked up the wooden stairs and opened up the warm-colored 
red door. 

“Hi, Zo! I’m so glad you could make it!” Kim said to me as she enveloped 
me in a huge bear hug. 

“Me, too!” I told her. I really was happy to be here. I put my guitar and 
sheet music down and took my shoes off. I felt a breeze touch my skin. I 
wanted everything to be perfect, so I pulled my jacket on. We set up all of the 
equipment and got my mics ready. I learned all about the program we were 
using and how all the buttons and knobs on the soundboard worked. I asked 
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a lot of questions and each time I did, Joe’s face lit up. You could tell that he 
loved to work with this equipment. He could not stop talking about this new 
microphone that I would be using. 

We started with the guitar tracks. I sat on a wooden stool and strummed 
away at my guitar. They told me to sing the song in my head so I would know 
when to stop playing. During the rest of that Sunday evening, I finished the 
guitar tracks for all four songs. 

The week after that, I finally got to sing. They put me in a different room 
with black head phones that had a long cord laying all over the different 
sound boxes. As soon as I started singing, I loved it. I even messed up on 
purpose so I could record it again. We spent hours in that room, time flying. 
I loved to record. If this is a job, I thought, let me have it now. I felt so powerful, 
like I belonged. 

We worked late nights on all the other instruments and harmonies that 
we were putting in the songs and recorded those tracks over and over again 
until they were just right. Finally, we were done. Joe still had to put in some 
finishing touches, so I had not heard the final versions of the songs when he 
handed me the CD. When I felt the weight of all my precious work land in my 
hands, I hugged and thanked everybody, grabbed my stuff and ran to the car 
so I could play the CD. Correction: my CD. 

As we backed out of the driveway, I opened the case and popped the disk 
into the CD player. Then the most amazing thing happened. I heard myself. 
I pretended that I was listening to the radio. My mom and I will never forget 
the drive home that night. When we passed cars, I pointed at the people in 
them and said to my mom, “Ha! They don’t even know that I am listening to 
myself right now! Do you think they know? I don’t think so! Oh my god. This 
is so cool!” I felt ecstatic, like my heart was jumping out of me; it was pound-
ing so hard that I even asked my mom if she could hear it. 

This was the best night of my life. Better than the Taylor Swift concert, 
better than me singing “God Help the Outcasts,” better than anything. I was 
one step closer to accomplishing my dream. I didn’t even notice the leaves 
crunching under the tires. 

*

“Girls, we’ll be there in about ten minutes,” Mom says. 
“Finally!” my sister grumbles. That was the longest car ride I had ever 

been on in my entire life, and New York was thirteen hours away; Florida, 
on the other hand, is twenty-two hours away. The musty smell of our rental 
car was growing stronger and we all needed to get out and stretch. The sun 
flashing behind and in front of the trees and the unfamiliar smell of Florida 
left me wondering if Opa liked it here. We had just found out that he had been 
diagnosed with brain cancer and didn’t have much longer to live. 

Opa was my favorite person in the world. He was always so happy and 
up for anything. When I felt down, his warm, strong hands always helped 
me back up again. Out of everyone I know, he was the one that always made 
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me appreciate life as it came to me. He always said to us, “Always eat your 
ice cream first, because if anything happens, you will have eaten your des-
sert.” His favorite ice cream that he had ever tasted, and trust me, he has 
tasted many different flavors and brands, was vanilla Häagen-Dazs. He never 
shared, so we would each get our own pint. 

The car finally rolled into the hotel parking lot. The palm trees swayed 
to the gentle breeze, their shadows looming overhead. From there everything 
went by in a glimpse: we dragged our luggage up to our room, changed, un-
packed, and then got right back into the car. My mom had gotten directions at 
the front desk to where Opa was staying with his two older sisters, who I had 
never met before, Aunt Jas and Aunt Kelly. When we pulled into the parking 
lot of the apartment buildings, I noticed the clouds starting to roll in. Every 
step to their front door seemed to make the sky just a little bit darker. But I 
pushed that out of my mind; I couldn’t wait to see Opa. 

A fragile woman with a clouded smile opened the door and introduced 
herself as Aunt Jas. She led us through the foyer. The apartment smelled like 
old people wearing suntan lotion, and there were floral items and sea shells ev-
erywhere. She led us to a room full of comfy chairs. Opa was lounging in one. I 
was so ecstatic to see him, I almost knocked him over when I ran to him. 

Opa’s face beamed with delight when we told him what was new in our 
lives. When we told him we missed him, his eyes got wet, and we hugged for 
what seemed like forever, but that was perfectly fine with me. I love my Opa, 
and I always will. 

I never wanted to let him go, ever. But I had no choice. No one said it 
out loud, but we all knew that this was the last time we would ever see his 
face, hear his voice, watch him smile. It took all of the fight left inside of me to 
shut the car door. We rolled down all the windows and stuck our hands out 
to him. He held on to our fingers, and we held onto his. The look in his eyes I 
will never forget: wonder at how much we loved him and sadness at the fact 
that he would never see us grow up. I imagined he was seeing us as his little 
blonde girls, sitting on his shoulders. As the fingers released, the car drove 
away and Blake and I looked back and waved. I could still see him standing 
there as we merged onto the highway. I could still see my Opa. 

That summer when we were on vacation, we got the call. The news hurt 
me. It tore my heart out, and I could feel it slowly burning. Opa had died, but 
with a pint of vanilla Häagen-Dazs ice cream in his hands. 

*

I despised such moments. If I showed my feelings, or accidentally said 
the wrong thing, it would soon grow worse. I had grown too comfortable with 
my perfect family, the only one I knew. But that family now only existed in the 
past. The big hugs, the innocent smiles. No more singing along to the radio. 
No more dancing around the room with full bellies to the sound of Kenny G 
playing his saxophone. All that remains are the memories, the memories that 
come back when I walk into the living room. 

looking Back to the Future = f(tyler)
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That name eludes me. The living room. It used to be a place where the 
four of us would go to watch a movie, listen to music, laugh, live. But now it 
means being apart, it means the end of us. It is like the world is crumbling. A 
destruction of life. It is like the inside is being ripped out from me when my 
parents cry, cries of loss.

It did not take me long to figure out what my mom was weeping about 
when my dad went on a business trip. I used to think she just missed him. 
What a stupid thing for me to think.

“Mommy?” I whispered through the crack in the locked door. “Are you 
okay?” I could hear her sobs from the other side of the hall.

“I’m fine honey, just go and finish your homework so you won’t be tired 
in the morning,” my mom said through her tears. That was my mom, always 
worrying about everything but herself, always putting others in front of her. 
Everything always turned out okay, but this time was different. I could hear it 
in the strength of her cries.

“Mommy, please unlock the door. I just want to help.” 
No answer. 
“Please?” I tried again. 
I could hear her slide off the queen sized bed and shuffle over to the 

other side of the door, turning the knob to let me inside. I waited until she had 
gone back to slouching on her bed to start making my way over. As I scooted 
on next to her, I put my hands on her back. She felt so warm, as if all of her 
energy was bouncing away into my hand. “I’m here for you whenever you 
need me,” I said boldly. More silence filled the air and my words hung there 
in the open.

“You know your dad and I love you very much,” she started to say. But 
she never finished, and I never knew why. As the moon started making its 
way across the sky, I made my way back to my room. I was too confused 
to finish my homework, so I went straight to bed, trying to forget about the 
whole thing and dream about something happy.

Why did he have to go and tear this family apart? He could have stopped 
it; all four of us knew he could have. When I found out the real reason my 
mom was crying, we were all piled into my sister’s room, even my dad. He 
was sitting with my sister on her bed, one arm around her, eyes blinking wild-
ly. My mom sniffled on the red velvet couch, head down, eyes in the corner. 
I was perched on a stone cold chair, tense as a rock, but ready to flee. My big 
sister didn’t know what was about to happen, but at fourteen, I did. I knew 
the exact words about to be spoken.

After a few minutes in which the silence seemed to go on forever, they 
started to speak. I stopped listening after, “Your mother and I have decided 
what is best . . . ” 

I knew it right away. All those times when they fought, screamed, cried, I 
knew something was going on. I just chose to ignore it. How could something 
like this happen to me? To us? This wasn’t fair, but yet again, what is?

*
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As I crouch on the stool by my windowsill, I stare up at the sky. The sky 
that covers the world also covers my backyard. The grand magnolia tree ap-
pears to reach its branches interminably, melding with the sky in infinity. My 
dad planted it when he and my mom moved here twenty-three years ago. The 
wind never even shakes the leaves.

Beyond the white fence that separates our neighbor’s yard from ours, my 
family has watched people come and go. On our side of the fence, an old veg-
etable garden lays untouched. When I was in third grade and my sister was 
in fifth, our mom helped us plant different vegetables and fruits. During the 
winter, the garden was forgotten and frozen-over, never remembered again.

The tree to the left has an arm that sticks straight out, perfect for the swing and 
ladder to hang on. Sometimes, if you swing too hard, the tree will shake, releasing 
gumballs that bounce off of your head onto the mulch below. My sister and I would 
race barefoot across that gum-balled mulch and then up onto Haiku Hill. We would 
fall back onto the patched grass, laughing. Everything in the world was perfect. Jump-
ing carelessly on the big blue trampoline, playing popcorn and tag. The birds would 
leap into the sky when we erupted with laughter. Now, all that remains is a circle of 
dirt and some poison ivy. Every now and then, the birds fly over top, but nothing will 
ever be the same after what’s happened. Nothing will ever be the same.

*
 
The lines on her forehead were distinct now, tense as ever. Her skin shone 

soft and beautiful, but was worn out from her previous struggles. Her red 
luminescent hair looked natural, cut in a bob. Her eyebrows were a thin line, 
curved upwards, just like always when she was thinking hard. Her careful 
green eyes scanned her surroundings, round head moving in all directions, 
mouth tightening into a straight line as my sister came into the room. 

“Why do you always have to do this to me?” She directed that towards 
me, bundled in a blanket on the brown leather couch. 

“I just don’t want to lose you. Don’t scream at me,” I retorted quietly with 
tear-filled eyes. “He’s taking you away from me.” Her boyfriend was taking 
over her life, and it wasn’t just another teenage phase. 

Her feet stomped impatiently, dark green eyes like daggers into my heart. 
Her clothes were a busy pattern; I tried not to look because they were giving 
me a headache. 

“Just leave me alone. I can do whatever I want. You two don’t own me, 
therefore, I don’t have to do what you say,” she said boldly. 

“Blake,” my mother started, “I don’t think you understand. We are trying 
to help you and give you advice, not tell you what you can and cannot do. 
Remember when you wanted to be an actress . . . ?”

“Okay, just stop Mom. I still want to be an actress, and you know that 
perfectly well.” 

“But you have to work at it, it won’t just automatically happen! You need 
to spend less time with your boyfriend, and more time doing other things. 
Because when he’s gone, you will have nothing left,” she finished. 
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My eyes hung in the air in front of my sister’s shocked face. She stormed 
out, tears forming in her eyes. My mom’s dry eyes were frozen, not so careful 
anymore. 

*

I cautiously approached him, his full face unusual to me. Could cancer 
really do this to someone? My heart pounded fast like the breath of a poor girl 
in a terror movie. He is your uncle, Zo. Still Uncle Sam, just like he always was, I 
reminded myself. 

“Hi, Uncle Sam. I missed you so much!” I said with a forced smile that I 
wish could have been true. I hope no one noticed the fear that shone through 
my eyes. Tante Billie, her two little boys, my dad, and my sister stood around, 
all greeting each other. Each time we came up here to New York, something 
went wrong. My uncle’s face had clouded my thoughts from the moment I saw 
him. His cheeks, like golf balls on the side of his face, were a pale pink, and 
his lips had shrunken to a white line of peeling skin. His eyes were far back in 
the sockets and seemed to have a clear shield over them, like a doll’s fragile 
porcelain eyes, everyone knowing they were going to eventually break. 

I showed him my music. He sat there on the beige couch with a deep 
brown blanket covering all of him but his toes and listened. He listened to all 
of the four songs, and never blinked an eye. Then he told me:

“Good job, I’m impressed. I just want to tell you that, well, they all sound 
the same. Change it up. If you want to be famous, you have to let yourself go 
and don’t hold back.”

That shocked me; I was taken aback. So far, I had only gotten compli-
ments on my CD. My mom told me that all famous people had to learn how to 
take criticism, even harsh criticism that may be a lie after all. You have to find 
out which criticism is constructive and which is just crap. This was my first 
time I had to make that choice. I know that I did a great job with my CD, but 
I always had a feeling that I stayed in my comfort zone. The songs did sound 
similar, but not all the same. I had to listen to him say this to me about seven 
times because his brain tumor made him lose his short term memory. 

Each time, the criticism got harsher. One time he told me, “That was aw-
ful.” And then he got all flustered and yelled to Tante Billie for a glass of water. 

His face didn’t even look like him. Could it really still be my Uncle Sam? 
The one I loved so much? The one I listened to and watched play Bach and 
Mozart on the piano, his fingers running over the keys like they were his very 
own symphony? Could it still be him? 

Listening to Uncle Sam and getting a clear look at him, I had never felt 
so scared. I felt awful for thinking that I ever wanted to turn out like him, al-
ways planning for the future and never living in the moment because, within 
the shortest amount of time, everything can come crashing down, right on 
top of you.

*
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The fan was set on speed two to dry the beads of sweat rolling down my 
forehead. I hate crying. You can cry as much as you want to, but in the end, it 
doesn’t change anything.

I stretched my curled up legs and climbed out of my bed. I had no clue 
what was going to happen next, but I knew that I would always have my 
family. They would always be there for me and I would always be there for 
them. I walked down the carpeted hallway, down the stairs, and into the liv-
ing room. My sister and my mom were sitting, having dessert, and chatting 
away. I smiled at them and sat down next to my mom. She put her arms 
around me and gave me a cookie. 

The sky was clear, the strong winds were gone, and the dark, heavy clouds 
had rolled over. Nothing will ever be like it was before the storm. But, hey, we 
got through this. Together. There will be other storms, but we are prepared. 

*

I never knew that so many things could happen to you in just one year. 
But I know one thing: I will never give up on my dreams. I will always believe 
in them and follow the road that takes me there. And if no road appears, I will 
make one.
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Al Trane

bar lInes

Chapter 1: The Forest 

I knock on the wooden front door of a medium-sized house slanted on 
a hill. As the door opens, I shyly walk in. I am greeted by, “Hi, is your name 
Al?” I slowly nod my head. 

As I walk in the room, rays of light shine through the many large win-
dows. Through the window I see a blanket of green. To me, the room feels like 
one big forest. As I look deeper into the forest of a room, I see a single shiny 
black grand piano that looks like some prehistoric creature lost in time. 

My piano teacher walks to the piano and gestures for me to come. I tim-
idly follow. The white and black keys shine back at me as if they are teeth that 
have just been polished, ready to bite. I shut my eyes and open them again. 
Just to further taunt me, it returns to normal and sits there innocently in the 
back of the room, as if nothing has happened. 

I draw up a white flag in my mind and sit down on the piano bench, my 
feet dangling just out of reach of the floor. “Okay. I guess we’ll get started with 
the basics.” One long hour later, I’m walking out the door. I have just learned 
how to play three notes on the piano. I’m coming home a little battered, but 
still in one piece.

   

 Chapter 2: Nap Period

I pluck the first string, hearing the twang sound against the wood. After 
I’d given up on piano, I searched for another instrument to play, and I found 
guitar on the list of classes I could choose at DSA. Band didn’t seem too ap-
pealing just then. 

The teacher hushes us so he can get started with the lesson. Even when he 
starts talking, you still hear the plucking of strings in the background. I turn 
around to tell them to be quiet so I can actually hear what he’s saying. And 
that’s when the fun begins. The response from the random high schooler is for 
me to “turn around, a-wipe.” I try not to bother him because by his response it 
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sounds like he needs some help with anger issues. Even when I’ve turned back 
around, I can hear them chanting, “A-wipe” like it’s some kind of triumph.

As I turn around, the teacher is staring me down, and then asks me very 
slowly why I am talking to the people behind me. I have no answer. That’s when 
the teacher sends me out of the room. It seems more and more like I have a gen-
eral habit of getting sent out of the room or getting caught sleeping. But little did 
the teacher know that my response to the why-are-you-talking-to-the-people-
behind-you question would be making guitar my permanent snooze period. 

In the breaks between my naps, I saw the class slowly getting ahead of me. 
All of a sudden, a piece of music with notes, instead of tabulate is thrust onto 
my music stand. I open my eyes and blink to get the dew out. Squinting at the 
piece of music skeptically, I decide it’s better to take a nap instead of going any 
further. I thrust my head down onto it, making a satisfying thump against the 
wood of the over-turned guitar. Maybe ten, twenty minutes later, my last snooze 
for the period has been ended abruptly by the bell. I sluggishly get out of my 
sleep, drop my guitar in the hallway, and start my walk to seventh period.

Three and a half weeks later, I was definitely not surprised by the grades 
that the teacher handed out. I’ll just say that the letter was generally a C or a 
D. All those C’s and D’s would pile up in my backpack and eventually show 
themselves maybe a year later. My parents thought my teacher never handed 
out progress reports.

I might have actually liked this instrument if I had some positive influ-
ences in the classroom, instead of people calling me a-wipe.

After a year of napping, my guitar “skills” were really put to the test 
when we had our final concert. The night of the concert, my pet snake all of a 
sudden had to coil up and die. So of course, I had to break out the shovel and 
dig a grave for it. That is the reason why I was late. The reason why I was not 
in the concert is because someone mixed up their guitar with my guitar, even 
though it so conveniently had my name taped on it. So I ended up watching 
from the back of the stage as our guitar class played “Greensleeves.”

Even as I explained the earlier events to my guitar teacher, I ended up 
getting an F for the concert. And that is when my guitar career came to a final 
and complete halt. 

Chapter 3: Third’s a Charm

I walked in the band room and sat down in my seat while the teacher was 
explaining how to use our instruments. I already had my case partially open, 
pressing down the small metallic buttons that lay inside.

I am opening a plastic slip and messing with my toy recorder, trying to 
play “Ode to Joy” while the rest of my eight-year-old classmates fool around 
and make the teacher speak at the top of her lungs while I just sit there. Then, 
I am in guitar class. 

I remembered the events that led me to quit. I hoped this wouldn’t be 
another unsuccessful attempt at learning how to play an instrument.

Trane
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I opened the case further and saw the brass-colored bell of a Yamaha alto 
saxophone just barely visible within the depth of the case. The person next to 
me nudged me and said, “Why are you opening your case? We’re not allowed 
to open it yet.” I quickly shut the case for fear that the whole class would turn 
around and look at me. The next day I opened it again just to touch the small 
metallic buttons of that saxophone.

I soon found out this was a good instrument for me to play. That is, once 
we started playing. But about halfway through the school year, I was “pro-
moted” to tenor sax. The second I took the tenor saxophone out of the case, 
the whole class was in awe of what kind of instrument it was. It’s about twice 
the size of an alto sax. The sound is much lower. When I played it, I felt like 
I wasn’t just one of the many alto saxophone players. I was the only tenor 
player in the band.

At the end of the school year, I seemed to like tenor so much that I got my 
own for my birthday. I must admit that was one of the best birthday presents 
I’ve ever gotten. I think the reason why my parents got me this is because they 
finally saw me practicing an instrument at home and actually enjoying it. 

I was so excited about playing tenor sax that earlier that year I signed up 
for a UNCG band camp and was off within a matter of months with my shiny 
saxophone that in the right light looked like gold.

Chapter 4: Band Camp

 They line us up into two separate lines where we get the key to our dorm 
for one whole week. Instead of going to some regular ordinary summer camp 
where you go out and hike and make fires, I go to UNCG and fantasize about 
being a pro sax player. I go to band camp and think about soloing on some 
jazz tune. I think of how much freedom I will get, the ability to walk all over 
the place, no parents nagging me to go do the dishes, and I think about how 
much I am getting out of it and how many chores my sibling just inherited. 

It means happiness, it means work, but you get rewarded in the end. It is 
like swimming up a river. You get a ways up and then you drift slowly back-
wards. But once you get to the source, all you have to do is float. 

I listen to random muffled notes behind me at least fifty times before we 
actually begin to get ready to play, and maybe more on some of those slower 
days. I remember enjoying such moments, but only for so long. If people get 
too loud or play over the conductor’s instructions I soon get tired of it and 
find reasons to disrupt their playing. Each day I have to go to rehearsal, but in 
the end our concert reflects on the work we did that one week.

 
Chapter 5: Broken Sax

It’s like one long, slow-moving caterpillar. Each person is one of its legs. 
It’s slowly decreasing in size, yet at that same time rapidly increasing at the 
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tail. I’m in one of the slowest moving lines that I’ve ever seen in my life. I’m 
almost ready to pull my hair out. Then we take one step forward, and we still 
haven’t gone anywhere. Each person is holding a case, the contents of which 
are some kind of musical instrument. The brass is on the left, the woodwinds 
on the right, and the percussion in the back.

Right now, I’m in the line for the try-outs for the All-District Band. I’m 
trying to thaw out my fingers that had turned blue from the cold and are now 
turning a nice cherry red tint. My eyes are still trying to open, pressed down 
from the earliness of the morning. I’m not so happy about all the hours I missed 
sleeping in on a Saturday. I’m annoyed that the line is not moving that fast. And 
I can tell my mom is getting tired of waiting because she turns to the person next 
to her in the line and starts having a conversation with a complete stranger, like 
they’ve known each other for all of their lives. I turn around and start whistling 
some random song, trying to get rid of the feeling of embarrassment. 

An hour later, we finally get to the front of the line, and the person sitting at 
one of those fold up tables tells us to go to some random gym where every single 
person is playing every single instrument playing every single note at every 
single possible time. I walk in there and sit down on the floor and read the music 
that I’m going to play. I take my saxophone out of the case and start playing. For 
a while I just play my scales, but when I’m trying to get my high C, it just doesn’t 
go up. So I try again, and press the octave key, and it still doesn’t go up. I take a 
close look at my saxophone and I don’t see anything wrong. So naturally I put it 
in my case and try to get over the fact that I couldn’t get my high C.

Well, the problem is the second I take the neck off of my saxophone the 
neck cap and part of the rods that go with the octave key come off. It takes 
a while for this to register, so I sit there staring at it, as if staring at it long 
enough will make it repair itself. And then it hits me. And then I freak out. I 
try putting it back together, and it works for maybe one scale and then falls 
apart again. And then they have to choose to call me up.

We sit against a wall next to a door. We have three different stations: a 
sight-reading station, a scale station, and a solo station. I go into my scale 
station and I’m able to play four scales before the saxophone decides to fall 
apart on me. I’m able to finish the last scale before it basically collapses. I try 
to put it back together before I go to my next station, where I get a little better 
outcome, but not by much. And my last station is just dreadful. I walk out to 
the gym in defeat. I was completely unprepared for my saxophone to break.

 I placed my saxophone sloppily in the case, shut the lid with a little slam, 
hoisted it up, and stormed out.

Well, as you all could have guessed, I had no chance against those people 
with “fixed” saxophones. Obviously, I didn’t make it.

Chapter 6: My Commitment

A short while after I try out for the All-District, Mr. Davis, one of the 
three band teachers at DSA, recommends that I get private lessons from Mr. 
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Finucane. I remember the last time I got private lessons; that didn’t turn out 
too well, but I am willing to give it another try. This time, I am ready commit 
because I like the saxophone, and I’ve heard some of the music it can play, 
like jazz.

It takes a long time to get to Mr. Finucane’s house, and when we do, we 
have to drive up the steepest hill that a house could ever be planted atop. 
He greets us at the door, and we walk into his studio where there is a shiny 
black baby grand, a drum set, and a saxophone. The general mood in the 
room seems like it’s laid back and kind of cool, and when I get to know him, 
he seems the same. Earlier that year, I’d watched a movie in band about a 
picture of a bunch of famous jazz artists. Right on the wall next to his piano 
is that same picture. It kind of feels like they’re watching me as I get better 
and better.

We start with scales, and then he hands me a couple books with a list of 
books to get on top of that. And when I play some of the scales he plays with 
me and he seems to be a really good saxophone player. After the shortest hour 
in my life, it’s time to go. 

I look back as we drive down the driveway. I remember all the instru-
ments and musical experiences that I’ve had, then realize that the saxophone 
is the instrument that I will play.
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R. m. Johnson

flyInG south

Prologue: “Afraid,” Motley Crue 
 

Rosalie, Rosie, Honey Bunny, Baby Girl, Mary, Johnson, and Sis; so many 
names, only one girl. Individually, they are not the true girl, but like a puzzle 
when put together, they become the picture known as Rosie. She is stereo-
typed constantly and looked down upon or stared at like she is a science proj-
ect because she is different. She is afraid of hate, blame, and getting too close 
to anyone for fear they will hurt her emotionally, the way so many others 
have. She has no visible scars; they are all on her heart and she hides her pain 
well. She is me.

My name was my great grandmother’s. It is French and always mispro-
nounced. Rosalie is my legal name but it shall always be her name, the name 
that described her. I prefer to be called Rosie, short, sweet, and to the point.    

Another name I have is one that a parent would give to a small child 
to embarrass them as a young adult. My mother calls me her Honey Bunny 
and the family calls me Baby Girl. They call me these names in public, and I 
usually don’t care; parents need payback too, I guess, for all the crazy things 
teenagers get into.

My middle name and last name are plain and way too common for my 
taste. Johnson, my last name, is the second most common name in the United 
States. And in Catholic school, every girl’s middle name was either Marie or 
Mary––mine is Mary. The names aren’t very different, but I crave individual-
ity. I guess when you are born with something so plain, you find the unusual 
fascinating, whether it is through crazy hair styles, strange clothing, or flam-
boyant make-up.

Though my legal name is pretty, my nicknames are cute, and my middle 
and last names are as dull as can be, the name my two-year-old baby sister 
Carrie gave me means the most. She calls me Sis; it is the best name in the 
world because it comes from her. I love her to death, more literally than one 
might think. I love her so much that I’d give up my own life for her. All I need 
is for her to be happy.
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Chapter 1: “Running to the Edge of the World,” Marilyn Manson

Instead of putting up a fuss, I went back to my dad’s car and fantasized 
about Ohio. I went back to the 2000 green Volkswagen Beetle and thought 
about the friends I was leaving behind while listening to the radio, flipping 
through the stations.

I knew why we had to move. Mom was sick with cancer and needed 
help, but I didn’t know why we had to move so far from Ohio. It felt so unfair 
to be ripped away from my life to start a new one, but we were three hours 
away by the time I broke my silence. Too late to turn back.

It was only my father, my dog Daisy, and me in the car. My mom had 
moved three days before us, and my step-mom and dog, Emily, had moved 
a week before us. The car ride was silent, me lost in a daydream, deep in 
thought, or watching the trees as we passed them by.

By the time the eight-hour drive from Ohio to North Carolina was over, I 
was dead tired. I walked into the small apartment. It seemed small because it 
was crowded with piles of boxes that were as tall as mountains. I tried not to 
trip and fall on the way to my room.

I opened the door to my room, and found more boxes. The small path 
from the door to my bed and dresser was so narrow you had to walk one foot 
in front of the other to fit down it.

Could this get any worse? Why did I give up and go willingly? I had no idea, 
but I guess part of me wanted to go because now you could never pay me 
enough to move back to Ohio.

  
       

Chapter 2: “Personal Jesus,” Marilyn Manson

I stood outside the doors of the church lobby as I watched my dad slowly drive 
away. This was my second year in North Carolina, though I think it counts as my 
first. My first year, in sixth grade, I was quiet and antisocial at school and church. I 
had spent a year without talking to any of the youth, but tonight I would. I forced 
my hand up to the buzzer and tried not to shake too much. Rebecca, the youth 
leader opened the door and led me into the dining hall. As soon as I walked in, 
three people screamed out “Rosie!” and ran toward me and jumped around smil-
ing. I had seen them around church before, but I didn’t even know their names.

Later in the night, I picked up that their names were Jane, J.L., and Lily. 
Why were they so excited to see me? What made me so special? I didn’t know 
and still don’t, but I like it.

I started going to youth group regularly. For two long years, it was the 
only night I ever looked forward to. It was my night for being with loving 
friends and becoming closer to God.

My eighth grade year I started to hang out with some of the slightly older 
youth. They were only a year or so older, why not? I started to get to know 
Cattie, Eli, Gram, Jaxson, and Alex. I found out that Eli and Cattie were in the 
same grade as me, but Eli was home schooled. 
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Most people want to stay away from Eli after talking to him. They don’t 
see past the jerk attitude that he wears like a shell. He and I talked a lot that year 
and still do. We know each other’s opinions, secrets, dreams, flaws, and fam-
ily issues. We became close and a comfort to each other, but J.L., Lily, and Jane 
didn’t and still don’t understand why or even how I could enjoy his company. 

That first youth group changed something in me. I wasn’t shy and quiet. 
They made me feel like I belonged, and I became part of the church family 
that night. This family has and is still helping me through so much. I can’t 
help but thank God for them.

 
Chapter 3: “The Good Life,” Three Days Grace

I had been trying for DSA since sixth grade and I finally made it, at just 
the right time, too. I couldn’t wait to be going to school with a few of my 
closest friends, Eli, J.L., and Elizabeth. The rest of that school year, I dreamed 
about what it would be like, how I could start my high school life there.    

Later in the summer I found out that our friend Lily was also accepted. 
Could my life get any better than this? How could I have been this lucky? We were 
all so happy for each other, so ready for the summer to be over, and so excited 
to be together.

It had only been a few weeks since school started, and not only did I have 
my friends from church with me, but I also made some awesome new ones: 
Obadiah, Silas, Alexis, India, and Sarah, just to name a few. Obadiah, whom 
we call Obi, and I have become really close and talk a lot. 

Alexis is yet another close friend. She has straight shoulder-length hair 
that frames a sweet, pretty face. She is my best friend at DSA and gives the 
best advice. We look out for each other. We all may dress and act differently, 
but we all get along like one big, happy DSA family, and again I thank God 
for my many families. They are the best things that have ever happened to 
me, and I never want to let them down.

Chapter 4: “Home Sweet Home,” Motley Crue

I was sitting in my room sketching a goth girl in my notebook when 
something caught my eye out the window. It was a little bird perched on 
the ledge. It was brown with a bright red spot on its head and was singing a 
happy little tune.

I thought back to the birds in Ohio; they seemed to be a shade of grey, 
slightly darker than a cold, rainy sky. The only time they sang was in the sum-
mer, if it didn’t rain. Sometimes I think of myself like a bird; I am eager to fly 
but am caged by my parents. In Ohio, I was a dark, grey bird who never knew 
how to sing until she flew south.
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Epilogue: “Fearless,” Taylor Swift 
 

I know I am only fourteen and my life has barely started, but so far the 
best years have been in North Carolina. There have been heartbreaks, back-
stabbings from best friends, and worries about grades along the way. There 
always will be, but all of that adds up to nothing compared to all the good 
that has happened. I have many loving families, I go to an awesome school, 
and God may have a crazy sense of humor, but I know he loves me and will 
never leave me. I am truly blessed, and you could never pay me enough to 
move back to Ohio.

Johnson
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Janay Love

appearanCe

Chapter 1

“Wake up!” my mom screamed. “It’s time for your first day of third 
grade.” I tried to pretend I was awake, thinking she might go away, but that 
didn’t work out for me very well.   

As if open house wasn’t enough, she actually wanted me to go to a school 
where I would basically have to start my life over again. As I got up, I paused. 
Oh my gosh, I forgot to pick out an outfit! I used to go to an all-uniform school, 
but today was different. Luckily, my mom, whom I love dearly, already had 
my stuff out. Thank goodness.

On the ride to school, my heart raced. It felt like it was about to fall out 
of my chest. As I got out of the car, my mom told me to have a good day, but I 
ignored her and headed for the big doors of the elementary school. 

This was my first year at a public school, and I was terrified. When I 
got to my classroom, my teacher was there to greet me. I remember his big 
glasses, his goofy smile, and his bad taste in clothing. “You must be Janay. Hi, 
I’m Mr. Griffin. We didn’t get a chance to meet at open house, but I am thrilled 
to have you in my class.” All I could do was nod, because his breath made me 
want to throw up right then and there. 

As we both walked into the classroom, all heads turned. Do I have some-
thing on my face? Do I smell? Mr. Griffin introduced me to the girls at my table. 
As I turned to look at the time, a particular figure caught my attention. He 
had a really neat haircut and a clean shirt and a really nice pair of jeans. Is this 
my first crush? Later, as we walked in line for recess, I felt a slight touch on my 
shoulder. It was that boy that I saw in my class. 

“Hi, I’m Michael.” Oh my gosh, what do I say? Well, if you’re going to say 
something you better say something now, cause he is expecting you to answer. 

“Hi, I’m uh . . . ” What is my name, what is my name? “Janay.” God, you idiot, 
write it down next time. 

“Nice to meet you. Do you want to play with us?” At first I was going to 
play hard to get, which for some strange reason I knew about even in third 
grade, but I said yeah. So Michael and I played, and we had a lot in common 
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for a couple of third graders. Before I knew it, it was the end of the day and 
time for everyone to go home. Just as I walked outside, my mom’s car was 
there to greet me. 

“So how was your first day of the third grade, Janay?” All I could do 
was smile.

I took a deep breath as I wandered the halls of DSA. This was the scariest 
moment of my life. My steps became heavier as I got closer to my destination. 
My knees began to tremble. 

“Attention all sixth graders, please report to the cafeteria,” the unfamiliar 
voice announced. As I entered the cafeteria, there was complete silence. Okay 
Janay, it’s crunch time. Maybe being yourself isn’t such a great idea. Become another 
person and maybe you will get more friends. 

I blanked out for a minute, thinking of all the hurt and pain I went 
through the past twelve years of my life. What if I’m treated the same way I was 
treated in the past years at all my other schools? I couldn’t think about that now 
because everyone was leaving to go to our classrooms. 

As we walked in a straight line, a familiar figure ran into me. Oh my gosh, 
that can’t be! Can it? No way! Ah! It’s - It’s . . . her! My archnemesis from the first 
grade. As I tried to hide my face in my hand, she approached me. 

“Oh my gosh, Janay? Janay Love?” Dang it, Janay, bring a jacket next time! 
“Hey Kayla, long time no see.” She looked at me as though I disgusted 

her more than anything in the world. 
As I approached the sixth grade hallway, my stomach started to become 

filled with butterflies. I had never felt this nervous in my whole life. 
As the day came to an end and there was only three minutes until the 

bell rang, someone tapped my shoulder, and wouldn’t you know it, it was 
her. “Janay, I honestly have never liked you, so I am going to make your 
life miserable.” 

What was I going to do?

Chapter 2

Whispers. I could hear them whispering my name. What were they saying? 
As I walked through the hallways of DSA, I heard people talk about me. At least 
that’s what it felt like. “Hey Janay, how was your summer?” I didn’t answer. 
Heck, I didn’t even budge. “Hello? Are you there?” There was still no reply. I 
was so worried about what other people were saying about me. I had to know. 

I stopped in the middle of the hallway as people pushed and shoved their 
way to their first period class. Mine was chorus, but I couldn’t move. It was 
like someone had glued my feet to the floor, and I would be there the rest of 
my life. I was in awe. A particular figure who I thought was gone forever was 
back in my life. I wished I was dead, right then. I thought that this person was 
gone forever, and they would not talk to me any more because of the situation 
that happened last year. 
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You know how when people say their heart skipped a beat and they mean 
they’re in love? Well, my heart did the exact same thing, but this time it meant 
I was scared out of my socks. I felt like I was going to throw up, but I couldn’t. 
As I returned to the real world, I realized that I only had two minutes to get 
to class, and I didn’t want to be late on the first day of school, so I dashed past 
my haunted memory and ran to class just in the nick of time. 

Throughout the day, my head was spinning in all kinds of directions, 
and I didn’t know what to do. As I walked into my sixth period class, my 
past was there to haunt me. I hadn’t talked to him at all or even acknowl-
edged him all day. 

“Hey Janay, I missed you. How was your summer?” 
I didn’t reply. I had to go somewhere, anywhere but here. I jetted out of 

the classroom. 
As I sat in the bathroom and sulked, I realized that he didn’t rule me 

anymore. As I walked into the classroom with confidence, he walked up and 
hugged me and said that he was sorry he broke my heart. It took me a while 
to realize what he said, but I forgave him and said that we could try again if he 
wanted to. As the last class ended, I looked back on the things that happened 
that day, the good and the bad, and then I smiled and thought, Ninth grade is 
going to be awesome.
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Tragic Piece of Art

for all eternItIes

Instead of being obedient to my best friends, I would go back to my soli-
tude and fantasize about him. I would wander around and reminisce about our 
first date while I listened to rain pour gently down upon the rooftop and hit the 
ground with an almost silent thud, many times throughout the day and while 
I wept on sad, lonely nights. I forget such moments for a few split seconds. If 
I could take it all back or do it all over again, I wonder would I still have to get 
over him. I had grown too comfortable in the mindset that I had once known, that 
heartfelt, mysterious, and indescribable place. Quineshia, Destini, Sharmaine, 
Angel, Nailah, and Mykia had all been there for me during my deep depression.

              

Just Another Group of Friends

I am going to start with the very beginning. Here we go. 
I have known Quineshia since the fourth grade when we both attended 

Oak Grove Elementary School. When I am with her, I know she genuinely 
cares and she wants the best for me. She has inspired me to do many things 
and also to change some of my sinful ways. 

Destini has been there for me for the past years up to this time period. I 
feel we have a good bond, but I would like to strengthen it and make it un-
breakable. We have shared many secrets, though many are still yet untold. 
When Raymond and I had our fallout, she was there for me. She provided me 
with a shoulder to lean on and, unlike others, there were no told-you-so’s.

Sharmaine was the main one I went to for advice, and her judgment was 
always in my best interest. She trusted me with one of her biggest secrets that 
to this day I have not told and do not plan on telling any time soon. Maine has 
helped me cope with a lot of feelings I have had in the past year and also helps 
me realize when I have done wrong, whether I want to admit it or not. 

Angel and I were the best of friends in seventh grade, but then in the be-
ginning of eighth grade, I just felt she was being fake and I started to dislike her. 
The hatred I had for her soon grew into me teasing her and bullying her. The 
actions then developed into a fight out in the courtyard at DSA. We didn’t talk 
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for almost a month after the incident, and then out of the blue one day she ap-
proached me. She told me that she was sorry about what went down between 
us and that she wanted to continue being friends, so I agreed. There was still a 
part of me that despised her and some days I expressed it more than others.

Nailah is my NFL cousin-in-law. She is very sweet and caring. I love her 
personality and the way she carries herself. She does not let others influence 
her and she continues to be herself. She is the best listener and she will give 
you great advice. She will always most likely be on your side as long as you 
are in the right or you realize that you were in the wrong.

Mykia is my best friend and I care for her more than I do myself, she is 
like my long-lost sister. Kia has a swagger about her like no other and I respect 
her for being herself even when she is surrounded by so many fakes. She is 
very beautiful to me, and I would hurt anyone who told her something dif-
ferent. Kia is very caring, and she always tends to take other people’s feelings 
into account. Kia just turned fourteen on September 30, and because I love her 
so much, I got her a gift bag that consisted of pens, pencils, a diary, a pair of 
Hello Kitty earrings, a best friend necklace, a notepad, a picture that I made, 
and a poem. Here is the poem:

As I Look

As I look into your eyes, all I see is black 
As I look into the black, I stare down into your soul
As I look into your soul, I see the hurt 
As I look at the hurt, not far is pain 
As I look at the pain, I see a blessing 
As I look at that blessing, I see you 
As I look at you, I see brown 
As I look at the new brown in your eyes, I wonder at all you have been 
 through

I love them all and I cherish the friendships that we have. I couldn’t ask 
for better friends.

            

A Sound Mind 

Out on the balcony of my apartment building is where I contemplate 
many situations going on in my life. Not only is it outside, where I can breathe 
the fresh air and clean my mind of the many thoughts that have been running 
through it all day, it is also where I can sit and meditate while I listen to the 
birds chirping and the lil’ kids running around riding their skateboards and 
bikes and just enjoying life. 

I spend most of my time at my cousin Mirikal’s house. This is the other 
place where I use my head the most. When in this company, I normally think 
about relationships, such as with boyfriends, my family, and my friends.
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The very last place where my mind resides is church. I am very religious, 
so at church I can focus more on my values and beliefs. 

I wonder about my friendships and relationships, how so many of them 
ended without a second thought. I used to look out the window and analyze 
things out of my control. The window was my very first thinking spot, but 
when I moved from four bedroom, two bathroom home, I replaced it with 
the balcony. I used to always ask myself questions that took deep thought to 
answer like, Why do I have to be the way I am? Why do I have to want or, so I think, 
need to have all the attention, the attention I crave, the attention I yearn for but don’t 
deserve? Will I ever get another chance to make it right or at least apologize? People 
say your mind is everywhere you go, but to me, it’s where I use it the most 
that is important.
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Austin Balen

steppInG up 
to the plate

In the On Deck Circle

I think back to a time when life was as simple as breathing. Nothing re-
lated to school was stressful, and my worries were as small as a grain of sand 
on a freshly raked baseball field. No worries about getting into a good college 
or tracking my GPA or passing Drivers Ed. 

I was five years old, and it was my first baseball game. I was playing 
right field. Think about it, you’re five, antsy, wanting to move around all the 
time, and you’re standing in outfield watching other five-year-old kids hitting 
a ball a few feet in front of home plate. But baseball didn’t interest me back 
then. It wasn’t fun.

Batter Up!

The phone rang a couple times before my grandfather picked it up.
A faint voice came from the other end. I could barely hear it, let alone 

understand what the mysterious person was saying, but my grandfather’s 
reactions made me remember three weeks before.

It was July 5. Everyone was tired from the previous night of partying and 
listening to the consecutive fireworks go off throughout the night. My grand-
father turned on the seven o’clock news as Bob Kelly was reporting that today 
was the day the Phillies stadium would be blown to bits. The Phillie Phanatic 
was there about to press the button as the cameraman panned through the 
crowd, teary-eyed, about to watch not just a simple sports stadium blow up, 
but memories blowing up with it. 

Boom. Pow. 
The rumbling of the bombs could be felt throughout the city. 
Suddenly, my grandfather snapped me back into reality. “John and his 

friend Robert want to take us out to a Phillies game!” he said.
“But - but - but we just saw the stadium get blown to bits on TV, remem-

ber?” I stuttered.
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“You didn’t think they were gonna blow up a stadium and not build 
those bums a new one did you?” At the time the Phillies were really bad.

“Woah!” I yelled. “They have a new stadium?” 
“Yup. It’s called Citizens Bank Park.”
We went on the old eMachine computer and looked at pictures of the 

new stadium. It was mostly made of red bricks, with glossy blue seats, and a 
vintage painted dugout. I couldn’t wait to go.

We had gotten to the stadium at seven o’clock, game time. Chills went 
down my back as the rusty old stick shift pulled up to our reserved parking 
space. The old Phillies sign was the only thing that remained from the Vet. The 
monstrous light flickered on, one bulb at a time. Larry Anderson started to 
announce the players’ names and fans cheered as their heroes emerged from 
the dugout. In my mind, I just thought this was a fancy version of the boring 
game I played in little league . . . Man, was I wrong.

Ball One! 

It was eight o’clock. I hobbled into my bedroom, not caring about anything 
else but sleep. It had been over a week of baseball tryouts in horrible, muddy 
conditions and everyone was worried. My phone rang but I didn’t bother. I 
was busy. My face smushed in my pillow, I heard a voice through my door. It 
was my mom calling me down. What could she want? I thought with a sigh. 

“Congratulations,” she said with a smile.
“On what?” 
“You made the baseball team.” 
After a week of insults, people trying to discourage me, and constant 

fights about who was going to make the team, it was all over. I was overcome 
with joy, speechless. All the pain was gone. It was happening.

Later that night, I started to doubt myself and thoughts rushed through 
my head. I wonder why the coach chose me? Am I even good enough? Apparently, 
he and a lot of other people saw something in me that I didn’t (and still don’t) 
see. All these thoughts were racing through my head like a swarm of angry 
bees after a little kid throws a rock at their hive.  

When I woke up the next morning, I knew that I had to check the list. I 
had made the 2009 baseball team.

Foul Ball! 

It was the 2010 middle school baseball season, and after shamefully play-
ing only one game last season, I was ready to try a new position. It was one 
that I didn’t even want to think about, a position that haunted my memories, 
that got me to stop playing baseball in the first place: outfield. 

It was a game against a decent team––Rogers Herr. Our whole team 
wanted revenge on them. Sadly, I couldn’t have the sweet taste of vengeance 
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because I was on the disabled list for a torn quad muscle. But it would still be 
nice to beat those losers.

It was the middle of the game and Coach Winston had decided to put 
me in. “But I don’t have my release note.” All he did was smile and hold up 
the note. 

I got geared up and headed to left field. It had been five minutes and the 
inning was almost over. I began to get discouraged when all of a sudden Coach 
yelled, “Get ready Austin! A ball is headin’ your way!” I ran up to it, closed my 
eyes (which was probably not the best thing to do), and I felt a sudden shock 
on my glove. Cheers burst out. I had ended this dreadfully long inning. 

When I entered the dugout I had good job’s going around until I heard, 
“Austin what are ya doin’? Get yourself geared up. You’re batting!” Not only 
was I playing, but I was batting, too. 

I went up to the plate and swung at the first pitch. The next two pitches 
were balls, and then whack. I had hit one down the hole and had gotten a 
single. “Good job, Austin, now can you do that with your eyes open?” my 
dad teased. The team laughed as my joking dad continued to give us advice 
and entertainment. (I have gotten so many comments on how my dad is the 
coolest dad in the world;  just think of him as a teenager in an adult’s body.) I 
had stolen second base and the next batter had singled to get me to third. The 
batter after that was a rather short, skinny kid with long hair and glasses. The 
pitch had slipped out of the catcher’s mitt and it was my time. I sprinted to 
home base and all 130 pounds of me slammed into the ground as I slid in.

“Safe!” 
The dugout went wild. 
That started the three-run rally that lead our team to victory. After the 

game, I just thought to myself, Well, that went well.

It’s Going, It’s Going . . . It’s Gone!

 It was a late October night, and the air outside was hot and sticky. My 
grandmother had come down for Halloween, which was two days away. We 
had finished dinner, London broil with moist garlic bread, fresh green beans, 
and potatoes. Our favorite baseball team, the Philadelphia Phillies, was play-
ing in the final game of the 2008 World Series against the Tampa Bay Rays. My 
father and I were sitting on the floor, our eyes glued to the TV, never moving; 
my mother was reading a book, glancing up every time we cheered, while one 
room over, my grandmother and sister were playing in her toy kitchen. This 
was my first time watching the Phillies in the post-season.

Two grueling hours had gone by, and it was the bottom of the ninth in-
ning, two outs, and our closer, Brad “Lights Out” Lidge, was on the mound. 
Everyone was at the edge of their seats wondering what was going to hap-
pen. My heart was pounding when he threw the first pitch. Will  he mess up? 
Will the batter hit a home run and tie the game? Those three strikes seemed end-
less, then the final pitch was thrown and the announcer, Harry Kalas yelled, 
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“Struck him out! The Phillies are the 2008 world champions of baseball!” My 
mind was rushing. Did this really just happen?  I was shocked; no one thought 
they could do it.

My father screamed, “Yes!” my sister and grandmother were going wild, 
and my mother had a look of astonishment in her eyes. Then all of a sudden 
my grandfather in Philadelphia called to describe the scene. He said, “It’s 
crazy here. People are flooding the streets and tipping over cars, it’s like a 
mad house here!” Even though it seemed crazy, it was still great; it was a mo-
ment to remember.

                       

Oh Wait, No, It’s Foul . . . Maybe Some Motivation?

I thought about the letter and the tickets that Levis had given me. It was 
game day, Phillies against their rivals, the first place Atlanta Braves. At the 
last Phillies game I went to, I didn’t get a single autograph, so I was doubtful I 
would get even one. By the time we got into the car I was jittery and ready to 
go, I just wanted to get there as soon as possible to try to get the best spot to 
meet an idol. I kept thinking about this, but I had to stop myself; I was getting 
my hopes up.

It was a hot, steamy Friday afternoon. We were right in the middle of a 
hundred degree heatwave, but that didn’t stop the fans. It was the eighty-
ninth consecutive sellout. I had my program ready to sign as I kept looking 
around for the Phillies to pop out. Nothing. At 6:30, the forty-eight-year-old 
Jamie Moyer hobbled out to the dugout, not knowing this would be the last 
home game he would pitch for the 2010 season. For fifteen more agonizingly 
long minutes, I waited in that same spot, sun beating down on me as sweat 
dripped off of me and every other fan. Suddenly Jimmy Rollins, Shane Vic-
torino, and Raul Ibanez emerged from the dugout, and fans started scream-
ing. It was ten minutes before Jimmy came over. He was about my height and 
had a do-rag wrapped around his head with his hat covering it. Even though 
he was short, he stood like he was the tallest man on the planet. He started to 
talk to me as I held out my pen.

“How ya doing today?” he said.
“Pretty good. Hot.” 
All he did was laugh and nod his head. “You play baseball?” he asked.
“Yeah, and I’m hoping to play professional one day.”
“Well keep working at it, and you can get up to the big leagues.” He 

shook my hand, scribbled down his name and ran. 
Then I knew––I want to do what they do.

Getting Your Head in the Game

My mailman, Levis, had played for the New York Mets, and was a scout 
for the Atlanta Braves.
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“‘Ey, Doctor!”
“Hey, what’s up?!”
“How is baseball goin’, ya doin’ good?”
“Yeah . . . it’s going alright,”
“Well if ya need any help, you know where to find me.”

The car pulled up to an old building behind the K-Mart. After twenty 
minutes of driving in circles, we finally found it nestled in the corner behind 
many trees. I grabbed my baseball glove and walked inside the building.

“Do you have an appointment?” asked the clerk
“Uh . . . Yes, with Rob Sasser.” 
“Oh! Yes, Mr. Sasser will be here soon; his flight was delayed.”
Suddenly the door slammed open. A tall man wearing Chicago White 

Sox sweats came up to me as all the others watched with envy. 
“A - are you Rob Sasser?” I mumbled shyly.
“Yup! Let’s get right into it!”
Rob Sasser was the hitting coach for the Chicago White Sox and used to 

play for the Texas Rangers. Standing 6’ 2”, he showed me a new batting stance 
and how to play outfield.

 
In the summer of 2010, my grandfather and I had gone out golfing, and 

the batting cages stood tall in the shade next to us. We kept looking back at 
them. After we finished the bucket, and I had moved over to the cages, a tall 
man with powerful arms came over to us. 

“Hey, I see you’re having some trouble with your battin’,” he said in a 
heavy Cuban accent.

“Yeah, I can’t seem to get the bat on the ball when I’m using these sixty-sev-
enty mile per hour cages.” He explained to me what I was doing wrong, then 
he told us that he was a current minor league baseball player who had played 
for many teams in his career. This was Levis. He, Rob Sasser, and the many 
other people I’ve met have helped me through my rising baseball career.

Now the Next Challenge Awaits . . .

More challenges lie on the path ahead of me, from getting conditioned 
and making the high school baseball team, to playing in my first high school 
game, maybe even getting into a good baseball college and playing on a col-
lege team. From cards I find on the ground, to meeting my baseball idols, it all 
has a special meaning. What seems like just a form of entertainment for guys, 
or a job for people who never grow up, to me is everything. It’s baseball.
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Obadiah Kimmel

paIn In sIx 
GlorIous moments

Chapter 1: Mark, the Pain’s Beginning 

On March 26, 2010, I saw the most traumatic image my mind would 
ever receive.

Mark Jahnston (pronounced Johnston) was a good friend of mine. I could 
even call him my best friend; he was funny, cool, tall, skinny, good looking. 
If he and I were at a mall, we would be the perfect team of guys to make new 
friends, or even pick up a girl if we wanted to. I considered him a brother 
because he was always there for me, always made me smile, always made me 
laugh, always made me happy. I knew him for a little more than three months, 
and we hung out whenever we had the chance; he was always open to hang 
out, so it was easy to.

Before I continue, here’s a little background information about Mark. He 
was born a mistake, a broken condom. His parents couldn’t afford an abor-
tion, so they had him. But his parents had claimed to others that he had been 
aborted, so he was already technically “dead.” They made sure no one saw 
him; they made sure he never left the house. They kept him inside a prison 
called home, his personal hell. When he was four, Mark was left inside his 
house napping. They never came back. His own parents left him to fend for 
himself when he was just a child.

Back to the story. We were tight, inseparable; we had almost everything 
in common. Style, music, choices in terms of food, or even just what to have 
for breakfast. It was like we were twins. The last we saw of each other was 
three days before the incident. We had fun just walking around the neighbor-
hood, laughing and smiling.

On the twenty-sixth, I was sitting alone in my house, just sitting at the 
computer like I always do, when I got a call from my friend James; he said he 
wanted to hang with Mark and me that day. Since I had finished my home-
work and he lived nearby, I accepted.

We walked to Mark’s house, expecting to hear him playing the drums like 
he always did, but instead we heard silence. We walked up to the front door 
and knocked on the door the way Mark knew it was us (knock with knuckles 
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twice, side of the fist once and knuckles again once). We waited there, but no 
response, so we decided to walk in; the door was open as always since there 
was no lock. We walked into a smell that was salty and yet sweet at the same 
time; it made us feel kind of sick.

What we saw scarred my brain. The pure thought of what I’m about to 
explain makes me sick to this day. James and I walked into Mark’s room to 
see a bleeding corpse on the ground. At first, we were in so much shock we 
didn’t realize who it was. 

We both jumped back at the smell and the look of the blood and flies 
slowly feasting on it. After a second of pure shock we realized it was Mark; 
we saw his hair styled the way he liked it, his favorite black and blue studded 
belt, his wrist band that had a star on it––we knew it was him. 

After what felt like an hour of just staring at the bloody heap on the floor, 
James fell to the ground sobbing. I stood there, cold; no emotions could flow out 
of my brain. I had found my worst nightmare: my best friend dead and alone.

After who knows how much time had passed, James pulled out his 
phone and called the police. I could hear James screaming into his phone, say-
ing his friend had been murdered. I blacked out. The only thing I can possibly 
remember after that is seeing lights fly past me on either side of my vision; I 
was in the hospital. I see the emergency doors swing open and James running 
next to me saying that I’m okay. The rest of what happened is just a blur to me 
now, a blur after something that was so coldly clear just minutes before.

Chapter 2: Craig, A Savior’s Death

If you knew you were going to die in less than five seconds from now, 
what would you think about? Your life flashing before your eyes? What Heav-
en would look like? But none of these thoughts occur when you’re about to 
die; if you had that certain amount of time to live, you would barely be able 
to think about what’s happening, and then it would be too late. I was in this 
place. I had no decision, I had no response, I never even had a chance to see 
my surroundings in full light. 

The day is hazy to me now. I’ve always had a bad memory, and this is just 
one of those memories I would like to forever shoot out of my brain. It was 
over the summer, from what I could recollect; it was hot and sunny. I was with 
a few friends, walking outside in a local neighborhood. We were smiling and 
laughing and having a grand old time. I don’t remember the other kids, just 
us two, my friend Craig Matthews and I. After the Mark incident, I grew to be 
irritable and jumpy about a lot of things, but when I met Craig, things seemed 
to settle down. Craig was nice––not a saint, but he was nice, the kind of nice 
that would help pick up books that have fallen out of your hand, or help an 
old woman cross the street.

I always felt more relaxed around Craig. He had a calming aura around 
him. He always knew how to relax someone, even in the most critical of situ-
ations. On this summer day, Craig, a few buddies, and I were walking around 
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this neighborhood when we saw a man that Craig knew. He was a neighbor. 
He had engine troubles and needed help pushing his truck up a hill. Being the 
nice guy he was, Craig gladly offered his help.

The man was across the street, so Craig jogged across in order to meet 
him, inviting me and a few other friends to help. I was the last to join him, 
since some of them backed out, and I walked across without checking my sur-
roundings. Then, the incident happened.

When I walked across the street, I didn’t realize that about a block away 
a speeding car was heading in my direction. I heard the engine of the car 
and turned, seeing a black convertible fly my way. I couldn’t move. In those 
few moments, everything seemed to slow. My body was like cement; all 
sound warped, and all I could see was the front of the car barreling towards 
me. I thought that was surely the end of me. Then I blinked, and everything 
changed. I felt a hard thud on my shoulder.

Once I opened my eyes, I couldn’t believe what I saw: instead of the front 
of a car, I saw the side, instead of the sound of the engine, I heard the sound 
of the tires squealing to a stop, and instead of me hitting the roof of the car, it 
was Craig.

What I saw was terrifying. The only thing my eyes could focus on was 
Craig’s body going limp as the car slammed into his side, the blood rushing 
out of his mouth and other parts of his body, his eyes wide in agony. All I 
could hear was the tires screeching to a halt, Craig’s bones snapping as his 
side made impact, and the hollow scream he made when he was hit. 

Craig saved me. He pushed me out of harm’s way.      

Chapter 3: Zach, A Tortured Life Ended

Have you ever tried to commit suicide? Ever tried to escape it all just 
because you couldn’t take life any longer? How about witness a suicide? 
Seen someone’s body go limp as death takes them away? I have. It’s not a 
good experience.

It was just a few months ago, and I was with my friend Zach. Zach was 
a good kid; he was kinda short, had nice hair, and a big smile with straight, 
white teeth. He was fun to talk to and a good kid to be with. I never saw any-
thing wrong with him. He seemed happy; he had parents who loved him, tons 
of friends, plenty of money. Something was wrong, but never told me what.

Zach helped me out of a lot of problems from the past; he helped me calm 
down from the Craig incident, he consoled me when no one else would. He 
made me happy. I loved him like a brother.

The day of the incident with Craig led me to be an emotional train wreck. I 
was depressed consistently, I lost most motivation to do anything, I could bare-
ly even smile. Friends were getting annoyed that I wasn’t happy, so they left. 
Family never really understood. I didn’t have anyone to go to. Then Zach came 
along. I started to remember the pleasures of happiness thanks to him. I tried to 
hang out with him as much as possible so I could stay as happy as I could.

Kimmel



2�1

other people + me

One day (I don’t remember the exact date), I went to Zach’s house to hang 
out with him. He seemed fairly happy to see me. We went up to his room to 
play guitar, as always, and try to prove who was better. I noticed a weird 
lump in his ceiling, but I though nothing of it. We continued playing guitar 
until our fingers hurt. We played video games a little while afterwards until 
we got bored, and went back into his room. That’s when things got bad.

Zach reached under his mattress and pulled out a slip of folded white 
paper. It had my name on it.

“Obi, I have something very important for you to do. You see this sheet of 
paper?” he asked. I nodded. “Good. Now what I want you to do is sit in that 
chair,” he pointed at a chair that was facing the wall, “and when I tell you to, 
open the slip of paper and read the note.” I looked at him oddly, but accepted, 
since I trusted him. I sat myself in the chair and faced the wall. I started hear-
ing a rustling and then a little clunk, but I ignored it. He said in a little choked 
voice, “Read the note.”

I opened the slip of paper with my name on it and it said these exact words: 

Obadiah, I have many things to admit to you, but I wanted to keep this short 
for you. I love you, you were the closest thing to a brother I ever had, but one brother 
wasn’t enough. It’s best if you leave these questions unanswered. I left my parents and 
siblings notes as well.

Goodbye Obadiah, I hope you live your life fully and without regrets.
Sincerely, Zachery

Immediately after I read the note, I whirled out of the chair. I saw Zach’s 
body dangling by a noose, his arms and legs twitching in useless attempts to 
save himself. The second I saw it, I tried to take him down, but by the time I 
got the tight rope off his neck, he was already gone. My voice broke, my body 
crumpled, my eyes burst with tears; a third friend is gone, and I’m still here 
to recollect it. 

Chapter 4: The Three Brothers and the Car Crash

James, Cody, and Douglas were brothers, best friends at that. They did 
everything together: went to the mall, helped each other with homework, 
and even talked about personal troubles. They had the tightest bond I had 
ever seen. 

But they weren’t good people. Oh no, these kids were bad. They stole, 
lied, cheated, fought; they were troublemakers, yet they had good hearts. One 
thing the brothers did consistently was drugs; they did pot, acid, and ecstasy, 
and never got caught.

One day, just a few weeks ago, drugs were the death of all three. The 
brothers took those drugs for a reason: to escape. Those drugs numbed their 
pain and made them feel good about everything, which is what they needed 
in order to be happy. Their parents were alcoholics and drug abusers. Their 
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father died of a drug overdose and their mother was abusive. Luckily, there 
were three of them to stop her if she got violent. 

On that day, barely more than a month ago, the brothers were outside 
smoking pot and taking shots of liquor so they could be happy, as always. 
One of them, though I’m not sure which, decided it was a good idea to drive 
to the liquor store to buy more alcohol (they were eighteen, nineteen, and 
twenty-one). They lived on a country road with a lot of trees and hills and it 
was at night, so they obviously weren’t thinking about the dangers of driving 
while in their altered state. They got in their car and turned it on, not thinking 
about the future.

Being high and drunk, the brothers didn’t notice how they were speeding 
or how their motor skills lagged, since they were just enjoying the ride. Then, 
it happened. Cody was behind the wheel, when all of a sudden, he passed 
out from too much liquor. The brothers didn’t notice until it was too late. His 
foot stayed on the pedal and they swerved off the road, hitting some small 
rocks and flying towards a hill. The other two noticed Cody was unconscious 
and freaked out. Douglas was sitting next to him, so he grabbed the wheel 
and tried to turn before they flew off the hill. Douglas pulled at the wheel 
too hard and the car flipped off the hill. The flip was so precise that it almost 
seemed like Douglas did it on purpose; the car flew off the hill the second it 
swerved, flipping it upside down while slamming against the ground, crush-
ing all three. 

I got word from their mother two days later. She was sober, and I could 
hear it in her voice. She was sobbing, she was screaming that her babies were 
dead; her little babies were gone thanks to her ignorance. 

I cried that night, more than I ever have before. Six of my friends were 
dead. I could barely bring myself to walk out of my own room, and to this 
very day it takes all my willpower to just sit up and get out of bed.

Epilogue 

What got me through all this? Honestly, I don’t know. It may be the pure 
willpower I have that lets me know I’m alive. It may be the fact that I’m sub-
consciously looking forward to the future. I’m not sure. 

If you ever believe your life shouldn’t be worth living, take a look around. 
Find someone who cares. Before you do anything, think of them and of me. 
Think of the people left behind.
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Blaine mcArthur

the mom 
problem

Chapter 1: The IHOP Crusades

“Mom, I’m an atheist.” 
Freeze. 
What’s wrong with this picture? Absolutely nothing. Years and years 

of nervousness, waiting, and anxiety came down to four words. Four short 
words that, though they may seem simple, are some of the hardest I’ve ever 
said. At this time you may be wondering why the first thing you’ve read is me 
saying I’m an atheist. You may even be wondering, who cares?

I do. Because I am the one with the most to lose. Long have I thought and 
wondered, needlessly, about what would happen the moment I said those 
words. I doubted my mom would have much to say; she would just accept it 
and leave it alone. 

My mom, the woman who gave birth to me, is far from anything like a 
mother to me. I had hoped she would understand that I was never going to 
accept Christianity, or any other religion, and move on.

There were other things I had wanted to tell her, but never had I encoun-
tered such extreme anxiety. What was I afraid of? Nothing. There was no rea-
son other than my foolishness that I had to fear telling her. So I did, and look 
what it got me. Disappointment, possibly anger, regret? 

This time in my life was like the song, “Over My Head” by the Fray. Ev-
eryone knows I’m in over my head, over my head . . . and it was exactly true. I was 
only twelve, and I was miles below the surface, sinking into nothingness. I 
was over my head, and I had no idea how much deeper I could sink.

It happened inside an IHOP, the smell of syrup, overcooked eggs, and 
sweat in the air. My mom and I were having an early dinner before we saw 
Thoroughly Modern Millie at Jordan with my brother. We were dressed nicely, 
and she was wearing perfume, which added to the acrid smell of the restau-
rant. I was already finished, while my mom was taking her time devouring 
her hash browns. She was telling me about some TV show where the son of 
the main character tells his mom he doesn’t believe in God. The whole series 
is about their dysfunctional family. Boy, did I need to see this show. It de-
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scribed me and my mom’s relationship perfectly. As ironic as it seemed, that’s 
exactly what this story should be about.

She, my mom, laughed as she remembered different parts of the episode 
and how the son was so disrespectful. Just wait a bit, I thought solemnly. We 
were already on the subject; I couldn’t hide anymore. I couldn’t pretend I was 
something I wasn’t. I had to tell her the truth.

“Mom, I’m an atheist.” Her first reaction, as I predicted, was to sit silent 
for several minutes, drink her water, eat more hash browns, and think while 
gazing out into space. What was she thinking? Was her first thought in her 
head anything along the lines of “Wasn’t I just laughing about this situation?” 
or was it more “I wonder if he’s serious?” Were my newly-confessed beliefs 
the basis of what swearing was to come? 

No swearing came, just silence. It wasn’t until I said an awkward, “So yeah,” 
that she started talking. It started with questions, nods, and then more silence.

“So you don’t believe that Jesus died on the cross?”
“No.”
She sighed. 
This must be a lot for her to handle. If only I could turn back time and never have 

said it. No, I think to myself, she has to know.
“Do you believe that when we die we’ll go to heaven or hell?”
“No.” 
I don’t believe in either. It was clear, her disappointment, and she wasn’t 

trying to hide the waves of it that flooded across her face with each addi-
tional “No.”

“What do you believe in?” I wasn’t expecting this. I was hoping she 
would pull the whole “Whatever, there’s nothing I can do to stop it,” act and 
leave me be. But no, she had to pull this stunt. Of course, I knew the answer 
immediately, but to say it was another matter entirely. I wanted so desperately 
to just tell her “No.” But I couldn’t. It was too much to chew in one day, I 
thought. So I sat silent.

I never had believed in religion, as odd as it sounds. The idea that some-
one would worship and love another being instead of those for whom the 
love was tangible has always seemed wrong in my mind. 

We went to Thoroughly Modern Millie, we laughed, we drove back, and the 
rest of the night was as silent as our dinner.

Apparently it wasn’t too much to chew in one day, because the next 
morning my mom woke me up by banging on my door.

“Get ready for church!” she cried. I should have been up ten minutes ago. 
If only there were a church for atheists, I thought, although I guess that defeats 
the purpose of being an atheist. Maybe an Atheists Anonymous. I had hoped 
my mom would understand that I find the idea of going to church repulsive, 
but until I’m eighteen, she says, I will have to do what she wants. We went 
to church, and I sat there through the silent fidgeting, fake praying, and the 
monotonous sermon. As a whole, it put a dent in my day. 

But we haven’t gone since. The stained glass windows were the only 
things I watched during the mass; the differing hues of blue and brown form-
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ing indistinct shapes appealed to me. They were the only things that capti-
vated my attention that day. 

Looking back, I guess I was being over-dramatic, but it felt like my mom 
was returning to the times of the Crusades. As I think back to it, one thought 
still occupies my mind: those three years need to hurry.

Chapter 2: Why Can’t We Get Along

When my mom says, “No,” I say, “Yes.” When she says, “Whatever,” I 
say, “Why?” There, right off the bat, my mom and I are different on so many 
levels, exact opposites of each other. My mom believes that you should al-
ways make everything work in your favor. She thinks loyalty and honesty are 
always the best course. While sometimes it may be the best thing to tell a lie, I 
find it is always better when truth is something they don’t want to hear.

We do have some things in common. We both have the worst eyesight 
in the history of humanity, although mine is worse than hers. We both agree 
that some people are too annoying to be around. (Luckily I don’t know many 
people who are like this.) We both agree that people need to deal with things 
they can’t change, although she thinks you need to try one hundred percent 
to fix it first. If it’s done, I think, it’s done. We both get carsick very easily. And 
that’s about it. 

People often wonder if we are indeed family. And then they see my dad. 
Short and pale, with a direct sense of humor. It’s hard to make us laugh on cue 
with jokes, but just staring at someone and having them stare back cracks us 
up. We both don’t care politically. We are exact copies of each other.

As you can see, I am my father’s son, not my mother’s. I’m able to tell my 
mom more personal things than my dad (although I like to keep the majority 
of them to myself––my dad doesn’t know I’m an atheist), and I can actually 
feel more comfortable with her when we aren’t in the midst of one of our 
common, heated disagreements. But I have so many differing views from her, 
it is sometimes impossible to think we are related. In fact, I’m more related 
to my friends than my family. My friends and I are all somewhat crazy, and 
we always have laughs 24/7, whereas all I can do with my mom is sit there 
and smile while thinking, Can you shut up now? My friends understand my 
impatience with and dislike of how our world has evolved (i.e., how everyone 
needs to be “perfect,” how Disney was destroyed by pop teen singers, etc.). 
Such opinions I can share freely with friends, but if I said around my mom, 
“The new Disney sucks,” I would get a lecture. It seems that the teens of Dur-
ham are the only people left with common sense in this world, although I 
know this belief to be false.

She wants everything to be perfect and can’t stop moving things and 
changing, redoing everything. I want everything the same; I hate change. We 
have gotten in many arguments over this. She thinks that people need to learn 
to cope and do the work even when it’s other people’s jobs. I think that I 
shouldn’t have to if someone else should have done it and it’s their job. She 

mcArthur 



300

other people + me

can’t understand my logic behind not using my locker because I like having 
everything at hand; however, it makes so much sense to me to have it all to-
gether, even if my backpack weighs seventeen pounds. The point is, my mom 
will never be my true family.

Chapter 3: When Titans Clash

Our biggest fight ever, as I remember it, was just for the reason I stated 
earlier. She wanted everything her way; it all had to be perfect on her accord, 
regardless of whether I wanted it so or not. As trivial and meaningless as it 
sounds, it all started because she wanted to “redesign” my bedroom. She said 
redesign, and I thought “ruin.” She wanted to repaint everything, rearrange 
everything, take everything out and put a bunch of things I didn’t want back 
in. To me, that was the last straw. My room is like my identity.

My room, my old room, at my old house, was one of those rooms I wish 
I lived in my whole life. That room happened to be one of the places where 
the majority of my fun times were spent. I could be at peace, completely at 
ease. I could escape to my room, pour out my confessions, and even (on occa-
sion) relax. But I have moved, and that room is no more. I have a new room 
now; it’s different, it feels like home, but it never truly will be. It was designed 
for me to crash around in and still be safe. Everything was against the wall, 
leaving the center of the room open to anything my mind seemed interested 
in. I played soccer, drew hideous pictures of my family, and did other things 
that appealed to me. I wrote, drew, and acted my heart out in an envelope of 
satisfaction, creativity, and spontaneity. The mess I made in my room was my 
safety blanket. It made my room look lived in, and because it was my room, 
no one else was going to take it.

And my mom was trying to ruin that.
That’s why we fought, why we shouted, why she ran out of the house 

and drove around for hours, and why we didn’t talk for so many days with-
out arguing again. It was that point in my life when I decided I’d had enough. 
I wanted to run away to my dad’s, but it would take hours to traverse the dis-
tance. I wanted to scream, throw things, break so much of what I cared about 
to reassure myself I wasn’t dreaming a terrible nightmare. 

Have you ever thought while standing out over a long drop what it 
would feel like to fall, what it would feel like to crash into the bottom, and 
then snap back to reality and realize doing so would result in death? That 
was how I was feeling. I wanted to do so much right then to get rid of my 
anger and sadness. I wanted to run, destroy, and self-destruct. I took things 
I cared about and threatened myself: I didn’t fix this, I would one day snap 
and destroy it.

That was the worst of times. At the best of times, I just sat in my room 
and listened to music. I may have loved my old room, but this new room and 
I, we’ve bonded. It was almost as if my room were comforting me, and I was 
comforting it by saving it from near destruction. That was the first time in my 
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life I wanted to somehow burn my emotions or keep them away in a box that 
could never be opened. I wanted to forget it all, forever. 

Somehow, we moved on. Neither of us have apologized, but we’ve for-
gotten. It’s the unspoken apology. We trusted each other to not let it get that 
far ever again. And that’s as far as I trust her.

Nowadays, me and my mom are fine. She still seems to be under the 
delusion that I’m a Christian, and not an atheist, and constantly forgets. Some-
times we still disagree, but we don’t get as mad as we used to, nor do our 
fights get as heated as they were, and that is good. It means we’ve moved on.
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Gwen Williams

adventures In 
the frIGGIn’ u.k.

Chapter I: Everything Changes
 
It was May 22, 2010. I had just finished another long, tiring day of school. 

Like always, I waited for my mom to drive up in the carpool lane.
“I’ve got something for you,” she said as I loaded my backpack into the 

car. She handed me a piece of paper. On it was the word “Itinerary.” I froze 
in my seat. 

“Is it . . . ?” I asked softly. 
“Yes, I got the plane tickets to Heathrow,” she said, trying to hide her ex-

citement. As I read the piece of paper, I saw that our departure was scheduled 
for June 22. 

“June 22! But, that’s only in . . . a month!” I said, nearly jumping out of 
my seat.

The rest of the car ride home, my mom and I talked about the things we 
had to do to get ready to leave. When I got home, I jumped out of the car and 
ran upstairs to my room. Immediately, I started packing. 

“Gwen, we don’t have to start packing for a while,” my mom said as she 
walked in my room.

“I know but . . . nevermind,” I said, giving up my project when I finally 
accepted we did have a whole month before we would leave.

That night after dinner, I updated my Facebook status to “Leaving for 
London in a month.” Immediately, all my friends sent congratulation mes-
sages to me. My sleep was greatly affected with thoughts of the upcoming ad-
venture, but I didn’t care. For the next month, I couldn’t stay asleep for more 
than a couple of hours at a time. I lay awake thinking about the time I was 
going to have in England and Wales. If I did fall asleep, I would dream about 
the brilliant things that waited for me there: Big Ben, Buckingham Palace, and 
Cardiff Bay, the setting of Dr. Who and Torchwood.

The days leading up to my trip seemed to go so slowly. At school, my 
favorite teacher, who is actually from Wales, said she was going to Wales the 
same day. Every day, I would stop by and talk to her about Wales. Talking 
with her about the trip helped the time go by a little more quickly. We talked 
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about Cardiff Bay, the castle in Wales, and her childhood. Friends at school got 
a little annoyed with me constantly saying, “Hey guys, three weeks and six 
days left,” then, “Three weeks and five days left,” and so on. I now know that 
I sounded like a dog barking non-stop. 

After three weeks of waiting, the last day of school arrived. Time seemed 
to fly by from then on, because before I knew it, it was June 22, and my mom 
and I were waiting at the front door to get the taxi to the airport.

Chapter 2: The Long Game

Inside the Raleigh-Durham Airport, my mom and I rushed to go through 
security and check in. 

“Mom, why are we rushing? We’re four hours early,” I said, trying to get 
enough breath in to speak.

“I know, but we need to go through security and check in to get our 
seats,” my mom said as her stamina started to run out. 

We had assigned seats, so I didn’t see the need to rush. That is, until we 
got to the check-in desk. A line of about one hundred people stood before us. 
We asked where we could get in line with assigned seats and a man pointed 
to the line of tired faces. In the line, I passed the time by playing games on my 
iPod and talking to others who were on our plane. Finally, after the horribly 
long wait, we were at the head of the herd. My mom and I stepped up to the 
lady who was checking seat assignments.

My mom showed her the tickets, and in a calm voice, the lady said, 
“Okay. Thank you for waiting. Please go have a seat and I will call your last 
name when we have your seats. We are overbooked and are changing seat as-
signments.” I looked at my mom and we headed for the chairs. After about an 
hour, my mom decided to get up and ask her if she had our seats.

“I’m sorry. We may have to seat you apart from each other. We still don’t 
know how many seats are left, so you may have to wait until a later flight,” 
she said with a fake grin.

“We have been waiting for four hours and we are now told that we may 
have to get a later flight?” my mom said, all red-faced and hot. I swear, if 
smoke really could come out of someone’s ears when they were angry, my 
mom would have been like a steam train on full speed. 

“I’m sorry. Please be patient. We have families that need to sit together for 
sure,” the lady said with a fading grin.

“This is our first trip together to Europe and we will not––” my mom was 
cut off.

“Oh! We do have seats together now. Okay. You will be seats 54A and 
54B,” the lady said. 

“Thank you.” I felt the lump in my stomach lift. 
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 Chapter 3: Midnight

Finally on the plane, my mom and I rushed to our seats. My achy legs felt 
like they had been smashed with a hammer. Around us, excited voices talked, 
tired voices complained, and bored voices sighed. My voice, however, was 
silent. I couldn’t bring myself to believe that we were actually on the plane. 
As it started to move, it felt like all of the waiting was starting to pay off. 
Our plane left at around 7:30 p.m. and was supposed to arrive at the London 
Heathrow airport at 7:00 a.m.

“It’s going to be seven in the morning? Really?” I asked.
“Yes. We need to sleep so that way we can get up and go exploring when 

we arrive,” my mom said, trying to convince me.
“Mom. Honestly. How do you expect me to friggin’ sleep? We’re going 

to London. How do you expect yourself to sleep? You have been wanting to 
go to London for your whole life. Well, I have been wanting to go, too, for 
my whole life, but you are older than me and so . . . I can’t wait! It is going to 
be so fun. Me and you are gonna have a great time! I can’t go to sleep while 
thinking about what we are going to do in friggin’ London! You might need 
to give me like three of those pills my doctor prescribed to help calm me. So 
anyway, what should we do, play a card game, read, play hangman, play rock 
paper scissors, or even . . . ?” I stopped talking and looked over at my mom. 
I realized that she hadn’t been listening to me for about a minute. She was 
watching a movie that was playing on the plane’s little TV. I gave her a look 
that said ‘thanks for listening,’ and she mouthed, ‘What?’ to me. 

After about two hours of our seven-hour plane ride, I realized that it was 
midnight, and I still hadn’t gone to sleep. I tried really hard to sleep, but all of 
the distraction and excitement was keeping me up. My mom was starting to 
drift, so I closed my eyes. When I opened them back up, it was day. I looked 
at the time. I had only been asleep for an hour.

For the next five hours of our plane ride, my mom and I passed the time 
reading magazines, playing cards, watching movies, and playing interesting 
games of hangman. As we got closer to London, I started to see the shore-
line. 

“Attention, please. We will be landing at Heathrow in about fifteen min-
utes, so please fasten your seat belts. Thank you,” a voice said over the in-
tercom. I couldn’t wait. The drum inside my chest was getting louder and 
louder. Before I knew it, we were landing at the airport. 

 

Chapter 4: Aliens of London
   
On June 23, 2010, I stepped off of the plane and took in a big whiff of 

London air. I could not wait to leave the airport and walk around London, the 
place I so longed to live. My mom and I ran through Heathrow, pushing and 
shoving our way through the crowd. When our feet touched the pavement 
outside the airport, time seemed to freeze. I took a deep breath in and we made 
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our way to a taxi. When we got to the Crown Moran Hotel, we ran to the coun-
ter, got our room key and ran up to our room. We laid our things down and 
immediately ran back downstairs and out of the hotel to explore London.

 Every picture I’d seen and every article I’d read about London was true. 
London was brilliant! My mom and I walked to the nearest bus station, and 
got two tickets to Baker Street, where Madame Tussaud’s Wax Museum was 
located. Inside Madame Tussaud’s were wax figures that were so lifelike: Or-
lando Bloom, Keira Knightley, Johnny Depp, Brad Pitt, and Angeline Jolie 
stood in front of us. At that moment, I felt like I was on the red carpet. In other 
rooms of the museum were the royals, sports players, killers, and American 
and U.K. heroes. I took out my camera and my mom took pictures of me next 
to many of the figures. I was so happy for my mom. She seemed like she was 
in heaven, too.

After we left Madame Tussaud’s, we rode the bus back to our hotel. On 
the way, I took pictures of everything that seemed meaningful, which at that 
moment included everything I saw. When we arrived back at our hotel room, 
I looked over the pictures of my mom and I with the wax figures and the pic-
tures I had taken on the bus. I still couldn’t believe where we were.

The next day, my mom and I walked around London town. Everything 
was so amazing. There were people all around obviously used to this beauti-
ful place, the “aliens of London.” I could identify them by their wonderful 
accents. We took a bus to the River Thames and walked and talked for hours. 

Finally, I decided it was time to go on the London Eye, a ferris wheel type 
contraption that lifted people way above London in glass rooms and allowed 
them to see miles of the city. When I asked my mom, she stopped and took 
a moment to think. “Gwen, I don’t know if I can go on it. I might get sick 
and throw up,” she said. After she said that and gave me a nervous look, I 
returned her look by showing her my puppy dog eyes.

“But Mommy,” I said, “I’ve been waiting so long to go on the London 
Eye. That was one of the main things I wanted to do. Please, Mommy lets go!” 
I said trying to convince her. My pleas weren’t working. She was a one way 
street sign, pointing down the road I wouldn’t go down.   

“Gwen, I can’t. I really don’t want to get sick. The little car on a Ferris 
wheel gets me sick,” she said. 

“Mom, there is no way you’re going to get sick. Look how big the room is. 
It’s not like one of those tiny cars on a Ferris wheel. Please, Mom! I’m begging 
you!” I said. My mom looked at me as she thought and thought. 

Finally she said, “Well, I may be okay. You’re right. The room does look 
bigger.” I was so happy. 

On the London Eye, we sat with a bunch of other families in a big room. 
The view of London was amazing. I couldn’t believe how high up we were. I 
could see everything. I saw Big Ben, Buckingham Palace, the River Thames, 
and other sites that you see in tour books. I took a bunch of pictures. After we 
got off the London Eye, I thought about how proud I was of my mom.

On June 25, we didn’t do much of anything but rest in our hotel room. 
The next day we went to Buckingham Palace to see the changing of the 
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guards. The sight of Buckingham Palace made me gasp. I couldn’t believe 
how gorgeous it was. I stood in amazement as I watched the guards as they 
marched and shifted their guns and responded to orders all in unison. We 
walked to the Queen’s Park next to the Palace and listened to music playing. 
The Queen’s guards on horseback came riding by in red and white, with their 
beautiful, tall hats. The horses all looked like well-trained stallions. We ended 
the day back at the hotel, eating a huge cheeseburger that seemed to weigh ten 
pounds, which we purchased from a local store.

The next few days we began to learn our way around London, walking 
and traveling by bus and London’s famous Tube, also known as a subway. 
We explored Picadilly Circus with all of its shops and the Sherlock Holmes 
Museum. We found that kids wrote to Sherlock Holmes pleading for help 
with their problems because they thought he was a real detective. Their letters 
were in the museum. We went to see the new Globe Theatre built as a replica 
of the original Globe Theatre. My mom got us tickets to go to an interview 
with Adrian Scarborough, a famous British actor, currently appearing in a 
BBC show called Gavin and Stacey and in West End plays in London. There 
were only fifty people in the audience and we were able to ask him questions 
about his family and his career. I asked him how he got his start in acting and 
he said to take every job related to acting you are offered. “Take the money 
and run,” he advised me.

Our last full day in London, June 30, my mom dragged me to a play she 
wanted to see called The Mousetrap by Agatha Christie. It had been playing at 
the same theatre for fifty-two years. “Mom,” I said, “I really don’t want to go.” 

“Too bad,” she said. “We’re going.” We went to the old theatre, and once the 
play began, I fell in love with it. I loved the story, the characters, and the actors. 
After the play, we went to the stage door and asked if we could meet the actors. 
The stage manager said yes. As each actor came out, I got their autograph. As 
we were getting ready to leave and my mom was talking with the stage man-
ager, I saw one of my favorite television stars walk by. Her name is Naoko Mori. 
She stars in Torchwood, a BBC show. We called her name and got her autograph. 
I was so excited. I couldn’t stop talking about what had happened.

 

Chapter 5: Utopia

On July 1, we met my teacher from the U.S. at the train station in London 
and traveled to Cardiff, Wales together. The whole train trip, I couldn’t stop 
thinking about what we planned to do and see in Wales. Our plans included 
going to see where the television show Torchwood is filmed, going to the Doc-
tor Who Museum, and exploring a two-thousand-year-old castle. During the 
train trip, we talked with my teacher about her recommendations for what to 
do and see in Cardiff. She recommended we see Cardiff Castle and Cardiff 
Bay, which was called the Mermaid Quay. She told us about her mom and 
brother who live in Wales and England. We planned to meet them at the Car-
diff train station.
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 When we arrived in Cardiff that afternoon, we found out that most ev-
erything we wanted to explore was around Cardiff Bay. We couldn’t wait, so 
we took a bus to Cardiff Bay and started looking for sites where our favor-
ite television shows had been filmed. We found the buildings very futuristic 
looking, just like in the television shows. We smelled the fishy scent of the bay 
and the aroma of baking bread. Looking out over the bay, we saw motorboats, 
sailboats, and a shoreline in the distance. Above the shoreline were very ex-
travagant looking houses, where we’d been told John Barrowman and other 
famous people live. I couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed at the sights. All of 
my senses were alive with excitement.

The next couple of days were spent exploring the small city of Cardiff. 
Every morning we woke to the sound of seagulls and were greeted at break-
fast by the friendly faces of the hotel staff. The town square had many shops 
with covered arcades or alleyways. Each arcade had groups of shops. Then, 
my teacher’s mom gave us tickets to the filming of X Factor, a show like Ameri-
can Idol that I used to make fun of at home. We decided to go. That night I 
saw one my favorite singers, Cheryl Cole, who was a judge on X Factor along 
with Simon Cowell, Louis Walsh, and Danni Manigoue. Once there with the 
contestants, I couldn’t laugh at the ones who did badly anymore, because I 
just felt too sorry for them. 

Cheryl Cole has a Newcastle accent, which is one of my favorite ac-
cents. I loved to listen to her pronounce words, for example, when she told 
a contestant he wasn’t very good, she said, “I am soorey, beb, you’re just not 
gud enaugh.” 

 July 4 in Cardiff, the temperature was perfect: not too hot, not too cold, 
and low humidity. There was a slight sea breeze blowing in. Surprisingly, 
there was a Fourth of July celebration, but it was at the only American restau-
rant in Cardiff: Friday’s. There were American flags all over the restaurant. 
There was a motorcycle at the entrance that was painted with an American 
flag. The staff wished us a happy Fourth. 

The rest of the day, we went to Cardiff Castle. I felt afraid, being in a 
castle more than two thousand years old. It was eerie, thinking that people 
had lived and died there over the years. There were dungeons and a prison 
inside the walls and places where people had been beheaded and hung. Some 
of the rooms were beautiful, but there was no glass in the windows, just holes 
in the walls.

Our last days in Cardiff were spent by the bay eating ice cream, talking 
with the natives, feeding the ducks and swans, and eating at some great Eu-
ropean restaurants. My favorite restaurant in Cardiff was called Café Rouge, 
a traditional French restaurant with the best onion soup I’ve ever tasted. It 
was also one of the places that Torchwood was filmed, and when I walked in, 
I remembered it instantly from the show. Walking around Wales, I felt like I 
was in my version of utopia.
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Chapter 6: Journey’s End

On July 6, we boarded the train and headed back to London and Heath-
row Airport. The whole way back to London, I felt teary, knowing that we 
were headed home. The night before we boarded our plane, we walked 
around the hotel, watched local British TV, and said our good-byes to the 
marvelous places we had always longed to visit. 

The next morning, my feet forced me onto the plane. As the plane was tak-
ing off, I saw the city and shoreline getting smaller and smaller. I held my Chu-
pa Chups, British lollipops, close to me and slowly closed the shutter covering 
the window. As I drifted off to sleep, the gentle roar of the airplane engine 
became motorboats on Cardiff Bay as they cruised under the midday sun. 
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Victoria Young

the bIrth of 
a new famIly

I remember seeing my mother running swiftly out the plain white door 
of her room, her feet moving at increasing speeds against our carpeted floor. I 
could almost hear the sweat pouring off her face and hitting her chest. 

“What happened?” I asked my mother with a confused look on my face.
  
It seemed to be an important phone call that she had just had and a mys-

terious one at that. I heard her giving what sounded like a man distinct direc-
tions to where we lived.

I had never heard this tone before: it was like schoolgirl meets mid-life 
crisis, with a little bit of refined proper grammar. Normally she spoke with 
pure pride and a small serving of Southern accent, an occasional y’all or dey.

I knew that someone important had to be coming over; I just couldn’t 
figure out who. I had decided that she was conversing with one of my 
uncles, when at last it hit me: my mother has never used this tone with 
anyone before.

At last I heard the squeak of her bed, which meant that she was getting 
up. Quickly, I turned on my television, trying to pretend that I hadn’t heard 
a word. I then heard her small, wrinkled hands press against the door knob, 
turning it with a pushing force. I saw her brown sandals taking turns hitting 
the floor in a way that only a team of her and her brown sandals could.

She raced out the door. Could this be him, the man that my mother was having 
this mysterious conversation with? As I tried moving my feet with the same agil-
ity and acceptance as hers, I fell to my knees. I quickly had to regain the time I 
had wasted, so I pounced to my feet and yet again started my journey to find 
out who this mystery person was.

As my bare feet touched the porch outside of my house, I saw a small, 
purple PT Cruiser parked in our front lawn right next to my mother’s car. “No 
one is allowed to park there, not any of my family, or friends, I mean not even 
my mother or my sister parks there.” I thought that I was saying this in my 
head, but instead, I said it aloud.

“Hi, I’m Manuel.” This man’s voice sounded mature.
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I strained my eyes in a desperate fashion to look at this man. Never in a mil-
lion years would I have expected my mother to get so excited over a gardener.

He didn’t even bring his own lawn mower. He was not the first to have 
cut our grass, so why was she so anxious to greet him? 

Confused, I spoke to him, and slowly words came fumbling out. “Hello, 
I’m Victoria.” I turned to my mother with an awkward look upon my face for 
an explanation as to who exactly this man was, but she was busy looking at 
his muscles, a great big Kool-Aid smile super-glued on her face.

While she examined his muscles, I looked at his skin tags, his hairy un-
derarms, and his hairy legs with a great amount of disgust. I was thinking to 
myself, Surely she knows that he is not a man of her usual standards. I mean, look at 
his fitted clothing and his purple PT Cruiser. However, I tried to hide this feeling 
with a smile, which later looked like a frown and a pair of clowns lips mixed 
with the face of a person who had eaten something sour.

Normally, my mother would have stayed inside of the house and watched 
her ever-so-important Divorce Court, and maybe every once in a blue moon 
she would have peeped out of the window just to make sure that the job was 
getting done the correct way. But this time, it was different. Her body lan-
guage spoke, saying, ‘This time, Mr. Manuel Davis, I am going for the gold 
and no one is going to stop me.’

I decided I might as well watch, too, if he was important enough for her 
to miss Divorce Court. I watched Mr. Davis’s disbelief as he surveyed the work 
before him: our yard was the largest in our neighborhood, about one and a 
half acres in the front and maybe half an acre in the back. I let out a giggle, 
and my mother looked at me with confusion. Then, in about a five-second 
time frame, I saw her go from the driveway by her car to the side door, about 
ten feet away. 

Wow, I thought to myself, I have never seen my mother run as quickly as that. 
She entered our ever-so-plain-and-boring side door and grabbed her car keys 
off from of the granite-topped island in our kitchen. I assumed that she was 
going somewhere, and ran out the door behind her, thinking, Oh no, she is not 
leaving me here with some strange man in our yard to come in, attack me, and steal 
our things after shooting my head off. I was especially worried for my emergency 
ten dollars hidden under my mattress. No one was getting that. But little did 
I know then that my mother had already cleaned me out.

I ran from our cold porch. My feet hit our driveway, which the sun had 
been beaming down on, and quickly I sprang into the air. I ran onto the porch 
just as quickly as I had left it, and in a silent relief I let out a long breath.

My mother hated for me to walk around outside with no shoes on my 
feet. This time, though, my mother hadn’t paid me any attention. Instead, she 
was laughing at Manuel’s corny jokes as if they were funny. Actually, they 
weren’t even corny. Corny would have been twelve steps up from what they 
were. I grabbed my shoes from the side door on the porch. They were my new 
black sandals, and my favorite ones, too. They made my feet look exquisite, 
plus they hardly showed my corns. At last my mother blurted, “Girl, you 
better put some lotion on those ashy feet.” Mr. Davis assured my mother that 
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when his son was my age, he also went barefoot. This made me wonder, How 
many kids does he have? So I asked.

“Four,” he replied.
Four? I asked myself. That’s twice as many as my mother. And he looks twice 

as old as my mother. People may say that opposites attract, but in this case, I 
knew better than that. He would be gone in a week tops, I told myself.

I stayed close to my mother, creating a barrier between them. I made sure 
that whenever they acted as though they wanted to be alone, I was around. 
Still, he persisted in being a nice person and in asking me questions even 
though I rarely answered. When I did, it was without enthusiasm. My mother 
and my sister, on the other hand, paid him much attention, making sure to 
laugh at his jokes while I just sat there staring.

“Is Victoria okay?” he would ask.
“Yeah. I guess that it is just her teenage years getting to her,” she would 

reply. On several occasions, my mother pulled me aside to talk to me about 
my behavior, but that only made it worse. I continued and continued and 
continued.

I actually felt a little sorry for the man; he was only trying to be nice to 
me. But it was like I had started an enjoyable new hobby. My mother soon 
caught on to my enjoyment, and I was grounded on several occasions for act-
ing that way around him.

“He is an adult, and I don’t ever want to hear you talk to an adult that 
way again,” my mother would tell me.

But I do what I want to, I thought.
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myrah Horne

CuttInG the 
patterns

My Name

Some of my friends like to make jokes or songs about my name. My little 
sister loves dragging it out: My-rah. It sounds like she’s picking on me, but I 
guess she just likes saying it. My mom told me it was a disaster at the hospital, 
when I was born, picking out my name.

My dad wanted me to have his last name, which is Horne. Not a French 
Horn, not a horn on your steering wheel. It is Horne, with a beautiful e at the end. 
Almost every adult I run into compares me to Lina Horne, a famous singer. Some 
people try to tell me about her biography or her music or awards. But I never let 
them finish their sentence, because I already know it, having investigated things 
about her myself. Also, my mom had told me stories about Lina Horne.

My nickname is a beautiful spirit that watches me. It is Angel. I got An-
gel from my best aunt on my mother’s side of the family. She is a nice, caring 
person that loves to spoil me with stuffed animals. But about a year ago, she 
passed away because of breast cancer. So now, she is the angel that is always by 
my side, even though I cannot see her beautiful face. She will never let me go.

My Mother

My mom is a beautiful woman, inside and out. She loves speaking her 
mind and telling people things. No matter how bad or boring it is, she will 
tell you what she has to say. She tries her best to stay by my side, and be there 
for me when I struggle. She feels the pain that I try to hide from her. She is a 
hard-working, single mother who works third shift, so I cannot spend time 
with her or go out with my friends. She also worries so much that it drives me 
nuts. It makes you wonder what is going on in that big brain of hers.

Her face is the color of dark brown wood. She has a chubby oval-shaped 
face. Her forehead is filled with a big, intelligent brain. Her skin is smooth but 
has wrinkles. So is mine, but without the wrinkles. Her cheeks are covered 
with freckles; they are like a Dalmatian’s black spots.
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Her eyebrows send you messages, messages that tell you when a slap 
is coming towards your face. It is all in the eyebrows. Beneath those sneaky 
eyebrows, her eyes are oval shapes that point at each end. Their color is warm 
and muddy. So are mine. The muddy color follows any bright light that sur-
rounds us. Her nose is big and as bold as a carrot. That big nose of hers must 
smell the most terrifying things. It can probably smell everything at once, she 
has such a good sense of smell. Her voice is as strong as Jennifer Hudson’s. 
She can scream your ears across the world. 

My Father: Where Is the Love I Want?

The first bad argument I had with my dad was at my grandma’s house. 
He gets mad like a bull. His eyes turn red with a frown in them as he yells at 
me. It scares me so much that it makes me want to cry like a baby. But I don’t. 
He does not even realize that he looks mad because he never listens to what 
I have to say.

My family members know how he is. They call him a hateful, selfish man. 
When it comes to occasion days like cookouts or parties, he even ignores his 
own children. I heard one of my dad’s cousins once ask him if he had kids. 
His answer was no. Then how in the world did I get on this planet? I asked myself. 
I shot my dad with a terrible look, one he had never seen on my beautiful 
face. His cousin pointed me out, seeing an exact replica of his nose on my 
face. Then, my dad said, “Oh, yeah. That’s my oldest daughter.” His cousin 
reminded him what he said earlier during their conversation. It really hurt 
me inside. It hurt the first time, but to hear it repeated hurt like I got hit with 
a ton of bricks. But I tried to hold my emotions in because I did not want to 
make a scene.

Whenever I try to give my dad a hug and a kiss on special days, like on 
my birthday, he does not want to accept that I love what he has done for me. 
He says I’m too old for hugs and kisses. I try to give him some sense, saying 
that no one is too old for a hug and a kiss. I try to ignore his words and keep a 
sparkle on my face. I ask myself, Why can’t I get the love that I want? I guess my 
eight year-old half sister takes all the love from our father and never leaves 
any love for me.

There is a wall between us. It feels like I am trapped in a dark room with 
no path ahead of me. Where is the love? The caring? Is it inside him and is he 
scared to show it to me? Why? Why is he scared? I know I have to find a door. 
A door to escape immediately before it is too late. I’m scared. If only I could 
open that door and let in the light on him and on me.

Having Style

My mom had me dressing like a flower as a baby. I would go to 
church in a bright dress that would cover my knees and show my smooth 
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white dress shoes. My hair––well, I didn’t actually have hair at the age 
I’m talking about. Anyway, I thought I was the prettiest girl ever. My 
mom would always call me her little baby doll, and I would smile and 
show my bright white teeth. Everyone had their eyes on me as I made an 
entrance into the church. Going to school I would wear a jean dress with 
a design of flowers blooming up the side. Boy, do I miss those days. I was 
a beautiful ladybug. 

It all started when I was a little girl sitting on the living room floor right in 
front of the TV. Then, as soon as my math show Cyberchase came on, my mom 
walked in the living room with a thick, dark shopping bag.

Whoa! I thought to myself. A question popped up in my brain. “Is that a 
gift for me!?” I said.

As I smiled excitedly, my mom pulled some materials out of the thick, 
dark bag. My smile dropped. I finally got myself off the living room floor and 
walked over to my mom on the deep, soft couch. She had a pack of thick, pink 
yarn. Next to it, there was a skinny, blue metal tool that looked like a hook 
on one end. It was a needle. My mom opened her materials and started some 
kind of sewing activity.

“What are you doing?” I asked my mom curiously.
“I’m crocheting,” she said.
“What for?” I asked.
“I am making a warm blanket for the house,” my mother said.
“Can you teach me how to crow-shade?”
“Sure. C’mon. I can help you get started!” she said happily.
I learned how to hold the needle while holding the yarn at the same time. 

I was afraid that I was going to mess up what she started. Eventually, when I 
started crocheting, it looked like I was making a pattern. The pattern was to 
push the needle through the loop, catch a piece of yarn, and pull it back. Then 
repeat. I found crocheting entertaining. Usually, I would think it was for el-
derly people, but it is for anyone. This is how I stimulate my mind and release 
the stress I have on my chest.

After crocheting a blanket for the house, I had a magnificent idea. I 
grabbed some tissue paper and Scotch tape. Then, I zoomed to my bedroom. 
As I hopped in the doorway of my room, I grabbed one of my medium-sized 
baby Bratz dolls. 

Looking at all the different colors of tissue paper, I couldn’t make up my 
mind. I ambivalently picked up a color and started ripping it and balling it 
up. I opened it back up so it could have that soft, cotton feeling. I made the top 
first so I could see what kind of bottoms would go well.

“Shorts! Shorts would go!” I said while I was ripping paper. I evened out 
the tissue paper on her so it fit better. I taped down any cracks I saw. “Well, 
mission accomplished,” I said excitedly.

I took the doll to my mom to show her what I had started by myself. As 
my mom told me how well I had done, I was thinking I should make a run-
way show. I hopped myself over to the stereo in the living room. I ran to my 
room to grab every single teddy bear I had and lined them up on the loveseat 
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while my mom was on the long couch. I was going to start the show at the 
kitchen and end at the front door. 

“Good evening ladies and teddy bears!” I said with a crescendo voice. 
“Sit back. Relax. And let the show begin!

“This is baby Phoebe walking the runway with a warm summer look. She 
have a fashionable pink and white top that fits the curves her mama gave her. 
She also have on a white stunning shorts that hug her baby thighs the way 
she wants them to. The material she is wearing is made out of soft, smooth, 
pillow-feeling tissue paper with some scotch tape to hold her pieces together. 
Now don’t she look marvelous! Work it, girl!

“Thank you everyone for coming out. Your following exits are to the right 
of me. Thank you!”

After the show, I put everything back where it belonged. When I was 
cleaning up, my mom told me that I was fashion material. I believed it. She 
gave me a feeling I never had in my life before. I told her thank you.

As I got older, I started drawing outfits, shoes, and handbags. I thought 
I might set fashion as a career path. I wanted to be an accountant since I am a 
nerd at math, but designing and fashion could be my backup. Yeah, why not? 
I could bring in some good money.

Soon, I started to actually make my designs. It’s just handbags and jeans, 
so far. I have not worn either one to school yet because I have not finished 
touching them up. My mom tries to pressure me to wear them to school, but I 
ignore her. I am too scared that my jeans may rip while I am moving around. I 
do not want to accidentally drop something in the middle of the hallway and 
have to pick it up in my unfinished jeans. It would not be a pretty sight.

Fashion means creativity; it is becoming someone, a person with style. It 
is beginning your future with your talent and showing it off. You can show it 
off by wearing a design or color that brings out your eyes, brings out your skin 
tone, or even brings out your style and personality. I am talking about being in 
fashion here, people! Being a creative person can bring you into fashion. 

If you could make something that an adult would wear, it would be daz-
zling. Adults care about their looks while in public, and mostly kids and some 
teens just throw on an outfit and go. You do not really see a lot of adults dress-
ing like that. They like to have that you-can-look-but-you-can’t-touch feeling. 
Would you like to have that kind of look for a crush or someone you loved? 
Well, I would. It gives that person a message to think about what he or she 
should do. That is what you call fashion.

How DSA Found Me

When I was in fifth grade, I was trying to figure out what middle school 
or high school I should to go to. So, I asked my family. It was between Githens, 
Carrington, Shepherd or Durham School of the Arts. Everyone chose DSA, be-
cause they had seen the handbags I had made with the materials they bought 
me years ago. There was always someone buying me design materials, col-
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ored pencils, or something that dealt with drawing and painting. They liked 
seeing how I could make one little thing into something great. My dad hated 
it when I sat in a room by myself to work on drawings. I do not care what he 
hates; I do not even care about what he dislikes in what I do. He can either 
deal with it or leave me alone. That is what I’d prefer, for him to leave me the 
skittles alone. Sometimes, I need some alone time just to calm down. I like the 
quiet, but he always screws it all up! It kills me when he can’t even mind his 
own business. 

My mom at least loves my style and techniques. She always wants to put 
my artwork in a picture frame or show it to my art teacher. She always says 
that she is so happy that she put me in DSA. Another reason I go to DSA is 
that I love music. I listen to all types of music: classic, reggae, rock, hip-hop, 
and R&B. I can listen to it all day long. When doing things in my room, I’ve 
got to have a record or the radio playing. My mom sometimes gets tired of 
it, but when she hears me singing along with the records and hitting the high 
notes, she always peeks in my room, thinking I don’t see her. Sometimes, she 
comes in my room and we sing together. She sings the lead and I sing the cho-
rus. When we sing in public, people tell us we have beautiful voices. 

I am staying at DSA to the end, until twelfth grade. My half brother 
graduated from DSA two years ago, and now he is at A&T (North Carolina 
Agricultural and Technical State University). DSA is a good school to show 
off your talent, who you are, and what you can do with yourself. So I am 
happy that my family picked this school out for me. The only problem with 
this school is the work. The teachers love to kill us with the homework. It does 
make us the top academic school in Durham County, though. With all this 
work that we are doing, we are ahead of the other schools. We are quick learn-
ers, which I like, because the quicker you learn, the more things you know, 
and the smarter you are. Just give me a few seconds, and I will be right with 
you. I can learn a whole cheer, step, chant, or even dance in one day. I will 
catch on in a split second. And that is how DSA found me and I found it.
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Nyayala

you’ll never 
be a model

“She could be a Statue of Liberty or a Joan of Arc, but he’s scared of the light 
that’s inside of her, so he keeps her in the dark,”

 Katy Perry, “Pearl”
 

The Red Shirt

I grew up wanting to be pretty like a princess and wanting people to 
acknowledge that I was pretty. I had always been the weird, tall, lanky kid 
with nappy hair and gapped teeth. I used to run my tongue over my teeth 
because they were ugly. Of course, I also had big, round, nerdy glasses, add-
ing another insult to my resume: four eyes. I dressed in various hand-me-
downs, always two sizes too big. I saw Naomi Campbell, Gisele Bündchen, 
and Tyra Banks dominating runways, gracing magazine covers, and owning 
billboards. I always thought, When I grow up, I want everyone to think I’m pretty. 
I’m gonna be a supermodel. It was just a childhood dream that everyone ex-
pected to fade away, but it never left my mind. I remember being younger 
and walking around in Costco with a red v-neck shirt that said PROPERTY 
OF LOS ANGELES MODELING SCHOOL in white, glittering letters. It still 
lays folded in my dresser because I can’t part with it.

 At eight years old, I was at my Uncle Martin’s gas station in Carrboro. 
I loved going there because whenever my twin sister, brother, and I would 
pile up in the car so my dad could go visit his brother, we knew it would be 
a long ride. We always got snacks from the ice cream machine, and to us that 
big gas station was an adventure. One day while I was in there with my uncle 
at the cash register he asked me, “What are you going to do when you get out 
of high school?”

I answered innocently, “Uncle, I’m gonna be a model.”
He replied, “Well you have to go to school first, get a real job, and you can 

do that on the side.”
My young, naive brain thought nothing of his answer, but in reality it was 

the beginning of a trend. When you are young, you are always told anything 
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is possible––“Dream big!”––but when you are older, everyone starts speak-
ing of reality, you find it was all hypocrisy. When you get older, you begin to 
realize how things seem intangible to so many and everyone wants you to get 
off the notorious cloud nine. When an adult asks you what you want to be 
when you grow older there is an expected response: doctor, lawyer, marine 
biologist, even police officer. Somehow I committed the wrong of thinking 
outside the box.

Lady Drill Sergeant

In sixth grade I was sitting in Health class. I was a tall twelve year old at 
5’ 8”. My P.E. teacher, who sometimes reminded me of one of those psycho 
drill sergeants, was yelling at us during class. She was instructing us on eating 
disorders, anorexia and bulimia. Then she broke into one of her random fits. 

She ranted on. “Stop looking at all these magazines and trying to be like 
all these people that you see. Very few people can be supermodels or are built 
like them. No one in this school could be a supermodel except you!” She was 
pointing her finger in my direction. 

I looked behind my desk and all around it to see if there was anyone 
behind me or beside me. I pointed to my chest and gave her a questioning 
glance to make sure it was me. She nodded at me. I was in shock. All my class-
mates were looking around and snickering; no one understood how Nyayala 
of all people could be a supermodel. The girl sitting in the backseat with the 
highwaters, crooked glasses, nappy hair––the one with a spaces in between 
all her top teeth. I saw the eyes. I heard the laughs. At this point, I didn’t care. 
As crazy as my teacher was, she didn’t know how greatly her lesson that day 
impacted my life. 

 Now I had something I did not possess at the age of eight: I was 5’ 10”, 
had a perfect physique, and high cheekbones. All the prayers and tears for 
beauty from the younger me I felt had been answered. 

I wanted everyone to see that I was capable. My need to become a model, 
my obsession with it, grew. It was not just some childhood fantasy, it was a 
passion. For some reason, every time someone expressed to me that I could 
not do it, I wanted to prove them wrong. I wanted them to take it all back. So 
I began to remember all those times. 

Like when I was sitting at my cousin’s house on the couch, and they said, 
“No one in this family is going to be a model.”

Or maybe when I was doing a career project and I presented my choice as 
model and everyone laughed at me. 

Or how about the time when I was in the bathroom posing in the mirror 
and Franklin came up behind me and said very bluntly, “Nyayala, you are not 
going to be a model.”

Even when we were taking pictures with the youth group at North Caro-
lina State University and my twin sister broke it down to me: “Nyayala you’re 
not a model, baby.” 
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So many times I heard no over and over again, but for some reason I 
could not accept it.

Confrontation

 I was getting ready to just watch one more episode before I began to 
do my chores. I enjoyed passing time like this, in the middle of the night 
with no disturbances, able to do whatever I pleased. But then the sound 
of footsteps was coming down the stairs and it startled me. When I heard 
the slow footsteps pounding on every step, never skipping one, planting 
both feet on every single step on the staircase, I knew my mother was 
coming down the stairs. Because she had just been out of bed, she was 
stomping like an angry zombie. Then as she hit the bottom step, she must 
have heard the sound of the theme music playing. You wanna be on top, 
top, top?

 “Nyayala! Are you still downstairs? What are you doing this late?” she 
asked in a not-so-pleasant tone. I didn’t respond, just turned down the vol-
ume on the computer. Maybe she would go back upstairs. But then the slow 
pat-pat of her house slippers came closer. And then she walked past the kitch-
en and noticed the sink full of dishes.

“This kitchen still is not clean!” she yelled in her heavy accent.
“I’m going to do it in a minute, I still haven’t gone to sleep yet,” I replied.
“You need to get off the computer and stop watching that nonsense!” 

she screamed.
“It is not nonsense,” I retorted.
“You need to stop wasting your time and focus on your school work. 

You’re always watching all this nonsense. You need to stop! You think you can 
be a model. Well, people need to stop filling your head with all these lies. You 
will never be a model! Ever! So forget it. You cannot be a model!” she said in a 
ballistic way, as if responding to Tyra’s question for me.

 

 Aftermath

And then I was standing away from the computer, and I turned my head 
to look at her. She was standing in the doorway wearing her pink pajamas 
with the bunnies all over. I was staring at her, my mouth nearly hitting the 
floor. I couldn’t believe she had just said that. She implied it all the time, but 
never at that level of intensity. 

I studied her face, her high cheekbones, light brown complexion, and full 
lips. I always thought my mother was beautiful. Most of my facial features 
come from her. I secretly thanked God for her good genes. She had no idea at 
all. So it was so ironic that she just told me that. She must have noticed how 
hard she hit me because she turned and walked out the same way she entered. 
All I could do was stand there in a state of shock.
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It was so quiet, I could only hear my heart beating inside my chest and 
the grandiose slamming of the door to add to the drama. I fell down onto the 
sofa and sunk into the cushion. I was alone in the room, just me and the light 
from the computer screen on the dining room table. Who am I kidding? I could 
never do such things. She must be right; she never yelled at me like that before. She 
claims it could never be. 

Then something I had not done in a while: my face began to get wet. 
This was not the kind of crying you do when you sprain your ankle or when 
someone hurts your feelings. These were the kind of tears that did not fall 
from your face, but from your heart. It felt as if I had been shot, and now I 
was lying there with the bullet embedded in my chest. I was weak, hopeless. 
I felt desperation, for I was all alone. I could taste the failure. Defeat became 
too tangible for comfort. 

As I drowned my own sorrow with nothing in particular, a burning sen-
sation came into my head. I began to think, Forget them. No one has the right to 
tell me who I can and can’t be. I want everyone who ever had anything negative to 
speak of to eat their own words. I want everyone to regret everything they predicted 
about me and my life. I’m going to make sure if I do nothing else that my success shall 
be their apology. My final ‘Shut up.’

Announcement

It must have been around five o’clock that day. Where we were going, I 
don’t remember. I was in the backseat of the Subaru, leaning my head back 
on a normal mid-summer day, fatigued with boredom, my thoughts in their 
regular location: Lala Land. I know Franklin and Opiyo were probably in the 
car. Maybe it was only Opiyo. We were listening to G105 on the radio; some 
top forty song was blasting. We were probably singing along. When it went 
to commercial, I began to look out the window. Trees were going by as the car 
rumbled along, and the various advertisements were playing the same blah 
they always play. I tuned them out until something caught my ear. 

“Have you ever dreamed of becoming a model or actor locally or in the 
big industry? This could be your chance! Model and Talent Zone model search 
from Atlanta will be coming to the Triangle. You could be discovered! They 
will be at the Clarion Hotel in Raleigh, Monday at 7:30 and at the Durham 
Marriott Convention Center on Tuesday.”

At that point everything became clear, in focus; we were on Mineral 
Springs Road near Southern High School. The car was going at approximately 
thirty five miles per hour, the weather was extremely hot.

“Nyayala did you hear that?” my dad asked me.
I knew he was asking in a false, sarcastic kind of way. So I pretended 

like I did not hear and responded with a shrug of my shoulders in the most 
nonchalant way possible.

“She’s pretending like she doesn’t hear, but I know her ears are 
wide open.”
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Again, I didn’t respond. My mind was busy retaining all the information 
from the advertisement. The only thing I knew was I had to be there.

My mind returned to its usual location, but the same thoughts seemed a 
little more tangible. 

Once again, I was on that runway, the same one I’m always on, stomping 
to the finish, New York fashion week, everyone blown away, the big Chanel 
logo on the backdrop behind me, my runway debut, everyone wants to know 
who the new girl is.

Model Search

I was there at the model search. I told my mom it was an acting audition, 
it would help me for theater at DSA. It was going to be a big opportunity, 
but how much modeling can you really do locally? This was actually another 
pursuit. The man who greeted us explained how in the audition in Raleigh 
on Monday two hundred people showed up and only twelve were selected. 
Now I sat amidst the presence of about sixty people, and I knew fewer people 
would be selected. 

I just came here to see if I had a shot, to see if it was possible. I knew this 
was not going to be my big break, but I just wanted to see if I had what they 
were looking for in the industry. I began to ponder if I should exit the con-
vention room just as inconspicuously as I had entered, back to my bed and 
dreams of what could have been. 

But I was already there, and I did not want to go home. I wanted to see 
at least one little figment of my hope become a reality, and I knew this was 
where it would start. This would be a day to remember: July 20, 2010. 

I began to wonder what would happen if I failed and did not get in, the 
constant I-told-you-so’s that I would be hearing. But I thought of how when I 
got in, I would quietly tell everyone to shut up and their mouths would stay 
closed because they had been proven wrong. But as my mom entered the 
room and noticed that it was a modeling audition, a new wave came over her 
face. It was support, and that was all I needed. I knew it was possible. I knew 
it could be the whole time, and when I saw her, I realized that this obstacle of 
my life was over.

Nyayala



322

other people + me

Neal Leslie

u-God

The Sunday after I finished writing my first rap, I went to church. I asked 
my friend Josh to go with me. He said he had to ask his grandfather first. It 
was ten o’clock in the morning, and the neighborhood was as quiet as a prayer. 
The trees were as big as cathedrals and had bright red leaves like hellfire. We 
walked through the orange door and saw a 6’ 3” man, eighty-some-odd-years 
old, sitting on a white couch playing solitaire with the television on Court TV 
showing dead bodies and murderers in the background. I was kinda scared. 

“Missa Frank,” he said, “can I go ta chuuch wif Neal dis monin?” 
“Yea, go’n and get out of hea, ‘cause I don’t feel like bein’ baferd.” 
We all got into the silver 2003 Oldsmobile, which I had nicknamed the 

“Old People Mobile.” On the way to church, Josh and I practiced my rap for 
Monday in the backseat. 

Monday, that’s less than twenty-four hours from now. I can’t go through with 
this. Even though I had time, my stomach felt like a wounded moth, hurt but 
destined to continue.

“Okay, who you think you this and think you dat, you can’t rap betta 
than Baby Shaq,” I freestyled in the backseat. We pulled up at the reddish clay 
brick church at a quarter till ten, and we parked behind my grandmother’s 
little green Toyota. 

As Josh and I walked into the church, we saw my church friends walking 
out of Sunday school. I walked up to them and said, “Aye, guess what, see? I 
wrota rap fo LA on Monday and it’s bangin’ son.”

“Neal, you can’t rap, bruh. I would kill you in a rap battle.” 
“Oh, for real, bruh. You tall, dark, slanky, four-eyed, no-girl-gettin, 

busted-up, shoe-wearin’ punk, you lucky I’m close to the altar or I’d a said 
sumin’ else.”

“A’ight, then see you after church; we’ll see in yo grandaddy office.”
“A’ight then, bet!”
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Jared Lopez

GuItar fIx

My amplifier had given me the liberty to play loud and strong as soon as 
I could hold the pick right. Day by day, I would come home to fill the void left 
when I strayed from its side. I looked forward to taking my custom black and 
sunburst Epiphone Les Paul from the wall and ripping across the fret board 
like a junkie getting his fix. The raging blasts felt like rivers flowing against 
the contours of the land, leading to one central body of mental solidarity. Over 
the past three years, my knowledge of guitar had expanded, but I still had 
much to learn.

Anyone can play a song, but understanding its essence and making it 
your own takes skill. When I play, I feel totally consumed by the notes, regard-
less of the type of music. I have come to realize that all guitar styles are con-
nected through musical evolution. All styles have been adapted from and are 
constantly changing into one another, from classical to blues and old rock, ul-
timately to modern day guitar style. It’s a natural transformation, like seeing 
a destroyed work of art being manipulated and restored so the composition is 
the same, but the colors and brushstrokes make it newly unrecognizable. 

I have studied all of these stages and have, therefore, experienced the 
evolution of guitar. I began with playing classical guitar in sixth grade at DSA. 
I felt the desire to learn to play and to one day become as good as my guitar 
idols, Eric Clapton, Jimi Hendrix, and B.B. King. For two years, I played clas-
sical style, which I liked but did not feel passionate about.

A year ago, I acquired a private teacher, Mr. Vladamir Karry, who intro-
duced me to the electric guitar and more current music styles. For the first 
time, I learned how to hold a pick correctly and then moved onto scales. In 
his professional opinion, I was advanced enough to learn moderately difficult 
songs, thanks to the two years at DSA. This pleasantly surprised me, and thus 
began the road to achieving my dreams as a musician.

“I’m in.”
That was a year ago, the year that altered my life as I knew it. I had writ-

ten the date at the top of my binder: 8th Grade 2009. This was to be my third 
year at DSA and my godsister Angelica’s third and final year at Rogers-Herr. 
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I already knew she was in a band, but I never pictured myself in a band, es-
pecially not hers. 

Back then, I would honestly boast at how good of a guitar player I was in 
a kind of in-your-face way that seemed a bit obnoxious. I look back now and 
laugh at  how annoying it must have sounded. While I went on and on about 
guitar, she would just bob her head up and down, pretending to listen and 
pretending to care as she lay on the floor watching TV. This happened almost 
every time I came to visit her and the family.

As days turned to weeks and weeks turned to months, my life came to a 
screeching halt during the week back from spring break. Angelica and I were 
hanging out that weekend, and out of nowhere she said, “Hey, I was talking to 
the guys in the band and they said they wouldn’t mind having someone else on 
the team.” Of course, I just sat there, with my mouth wide open like an idiot.

“Lemme think about it,” I replied, even though I knew I was going to say 
yes. For some reason, I felt the need to think and prepare myself, as I was full 
of excitement and uncertainty. 

A week later, I told her, “I’m in.”

“That was an awesome practice, guys!” exclaimed Matt, the lead gui-
tarist of Mourning Glory. Although there were many debates over the band 
name, it was a futile a effort for the minority vote, me included, but you take 
what you’re given. I looked at Matt with a pleased expression as we sloppily 
organized ourselves for the next song. This had been my weekly routine for 
about a month now. I had already become familiar with guitarist Matt Ben-
nett, drummer Alex Campbell, bassist Marcus Ramos-Pearson, and of course, 
singer and keyboard player, Angelica Cohen.

Matt is a very thin and pale guy. His dark brown curly hair accentuates 
his rocker look composed of skinny jeans and t-shirts along with his red Gib-
son SG. Alex is also fairly thin and pale. He has brown hair that reaches his 
broad shoulders, giving him the perfect drummer look. Marcus is a big guy 
with a big bass guitar. His dark eyes match his light brown skin, and his style 
of cargo shorts and t-shirts fits his humble personality. Angelica is a short girl 
with a powerful voice, whose black hair lays against the back of her tan neck. 
She is not a girl to mess with, especially when she has a dense microphone 
in her hand. And then there is me. I am shorter than the rest, yet taller than 
Angelica. My guitar skills make up for what I lack in height, and my uniform 
is a pair of washed-out jeans, a t-shirt, and a pair of black Converse.

Almost every week, we would anxiously set up, pumped for the practice 
session and loaded with enthusiasm. I would gently plug in the cord that 
connected the guitar and amplifier, crank it up to its highest setting, and play 
small riffs and licks on my Les Paul. We would play loud and hard because 
when the time came, we wanted to be prepared to perform at any venue. 
Week after week, song after song, we practiced and played.

“Hey guys, you know that block party thing that my parents hosted for 
like the last two years? Well guess what? We’re going to be one of the support-
ing bands playing this year!” Matt blurted out.

Lopez



325

other people + me

“No way! Awesome!” we simultaneously shouted. It was the break we’d 
been waiting for. Mourning Glory would finally be playing for a real audience.

“Five minutes till show time, guys,” one of the stage managers softly 
reminded us. I was a nervous wreck. This wasn’t the other guys’ first time 
on stage, and I didn’t know why I was so scared. I had performed before in 
front of my guitar class. What if I messed up? At the last minute, I shook my 
head and put myself together like puzzle. I began setting the final touches on 
my amplifier.

In those few seconds before Angelica introduced the band, my heart sud-
denly stopped. When it began to beat again, it was off beat, like a clumsy 
kid playing hopscotch. But as soon as I heard my name, I became focused 
and ready. I played my intro, and the crowd yelled with excitement. A small 
crowd, maybe, but their roar was loud and strong. First were the songs that 
the audience was most likely familiar with, and then we went on to playing 
our own songs. Being on stage was exhilarating. The adrenaline rush flowing 
through my veins felt natural to me, as if wired into my brain.

“Hea-art bro-ken . . . ” Angelica softly sang as I improvised to the song. 
Matt and Marcus followed the beat that Alex laid before them, as smooth and 
swift as a blow to the heart. 

Hours passed by like minutes, and as our performance came to a close, a 
feeling of fulfillment and relief washed over my body.

As the scene came to a close and people started leaving and everything 
was being taken apart, a depressing feeling lingered in my throat. Ever since 
I could remember, I loved to have parties and company, but when all was 
over and people were gone, it was just me. Alone. I stood there in the barren 
backyard of the party and stared at the horror of end.

I then felt a sudden tap on my shoulders. My bandmates and members of 
the other performing bands were inviting me inside for a congratulatory toast 
and a get-together celebration.

“To a job well done.” Matt held up his cup of Coca-Cola.
“Amen to that!” Angelica and some others replied. I just stood smiling, 

laughing along with the conversation. I jumped and yawned all at once out 
of my energetic sleepiness, while my friends watched and laughed. As the 
night came to a close and I headed home, I reflected on all the band practices 
and meetings. We were finally able to show our work to a real audience, and 
I felt accomplished and fulfilled. Like a sleepless baby, I crashed onto my bed, 
clothes and shoes still on thinking to myself that this was only the beginning.

It’s amazing how one event can change your entire outlook on life. I hun-
ger for the crowd, the fame, and the dedication. Through this adrenaline-filled 
experience, I have decided to follow a career in music. I hunger for more, but 
for right now, I’ll have to feast on the adrenaline of my band and our expand-
ing horizons.
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Julian Young

random tImes

Thump, thump, swish. The squeak of red and black basketball shoes, a 
prominent swoosh on each side. The lemony, squeaky-clean smell of new wax. 
A sanctuary. Thump, thump, swish. Such melodic beats. I am free of burden. 

Bright lights shining down. A crowd roaring? No, but I hear every 
untamed fan. Am I crazy? Probably. The chains holding me down to this 
earth shatter.

All those late nights, the garage light barely shining enough dim light on 
my tattered hoop.

*

The incredibly lame sound of two teenagers on scooters half their size 
breezed by my neighbors’ houses.

“I feel so stupid.”
“This will be hilarious, dude, you can deal.”
“Maybe you can. I don’t have my baby teeth anymore.”
“I’m telling you, wait and see.”
“Okay, Mr. Baby.”
Charles, my friend since the third grade, swooshed in front of me, caus-

ing my teeny scooter to wobble. “Big downhill coming up.”
“Don’t wet yourself, I’m not changing your diaper.” 
The whirring turned to whooshing, and the squeaking became almost 

unbearable as we picked up speed. Trees, pedestrians, and their dogs flew 
past. Then everything started to slow down. We had reached the uphill.

“Ugh. I hate this hill . . . And I’m not a baby.”
“Uh-huh. Let’s just get to Bojangles’.”
After about ten minutes of huffing and puffing, I felt like the big bad 

wolf. Next came the road. Normally, we would go on the sidewalk, but the 
sidewalk here was teeny, not nearly big enough for two people on scooters.

“Let’s go, I don’t see any cars––shit!”
A black SUV zoomed past Charles, narrowly missing him. We decided 

we would stick to the puny sidewalk.
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Finally, we reached Bojangles’. I was counting my blessings. “Dude, let’s 
go through the drive-thru,” Charles suggested.

“On our scooters?”
“Of course.” 
“Wow, we’re cool,” I said sarcastically.
Charles and I scootered over to the drive-thru order machine. Of course, 

we didn’t weigh enough to set the car sensors off, so we started jumping. And 
jumping. And jumping. Finally, a disgruntled employee wearing a headset 
came outside and grudgingly took our orders because the sensor was appar-
ently broken.

As we sat outside in the fresh air, enjoying our biscuits and sweet tea, it 
occurred to me: we had to make the exact same trip back.

*

“Dude, I can’t believe you’re moving,” I said to Rex.
“Yeah, I know. We have a pool at my new house, though.”
“Who cares about pools?” I angrily burst out. I thought about it for a mo-

ment. “How deep’s the pool?”
“Eleven feet.”
“Nice.” I paused. I still couldn’t believe one of my best friends was mov-

ing. At the end of the month. It was the twelfth of July, and my friend decides 
to drop this bomb on me. 

“We’ll still hang out, right?”
“Sure. You just gotta take the bus to my house.”
“How long is the ride?”
“Three and a half hours.”
There was an eerie silence. My friend, who had lived minutes from my 

house, now lived three and a half hours away. I couldn’t help but feel like this 
wasn’t the end. Like something else would happen. I sighed. 

“Well, I guess I’ll be calling you a lot.”
“Not if I end up calling you first! You don’t even know my new number! 

So ha!”
“You changed your number? What’s next, plastic surgery?”
“Well, Will’s dad is a plastic surgeon.”
“Shut up, dude.”
We both started laughing: I felt hollow inside. I was laughing, but inside 

me, there was only loneliness and memories. I didn’t want to lose my friends 
anytime soon. 

*

Cheez-Its sprawled on the floor next to cheap Mexican sodas. It was 
dark, the only exception being a gigantic plasma screen TV shining brightly 
and casting long shadows. The windows were closed, but if you had opened 
them, you would have heard the commotion of the waiters serving the pool-
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goers’ every needs. Back in the room, there were two teenage boys sitting on 
the floor in front of the TV.

“Dude, pass the chips.”
“Get your own damn chips, I’m playing PS3.”
I burped. Rex’s parents had given us the freedom of being able to go any-

where we wanted as soon as we had stepped foot in the five-star hotel. The 
first thing we did was go across the street to Food Lion.

That was a couple of hours ago. The five-star hotel room was now tuned 
to the gut-wrenching explosions that came from my PS3. The evidence of lazi-
ness was everywhere. 

I grunted and got up. Whooo. Too fast. Little lights flashed in front of my 
eyes. I needed to go outside. I looked out of the five-star window down to the 
five-star pool and five-star lake. 

After dragging Rex off the PS3 (we were going to play it all night any-
way), we went to the five-star pool. I’ll tell you something now: it was defi-
nitely not five-star. 

There was an overlying tone of gloom enveloping the whole day, despite 
the fun we were having. Rex was moving away. The thought kept on haunt-
ing me, as if this would be the last time we would see each other. But looking 
back on that day, I have to say it was one of the best birthday parties I had 
ever been to.

*

“I dunno, dude. It seems kinda dangerous. I don’t wanna kill myself. “
“Dude, no way you’re gonna kill yourself. You’re just too scared, huh?”
“Whatever, man. Let’s do this.”
“Great. Next question: how the hell are we getting up there?”
“Beats me.”
Charles and I were staring at the red brick monstrosity of the Trinity 

School main building. To a passerby, it may not have seemed like this build-
ing was so huge, but to prospective climbers, it seemed like a bumpy, red 
mountain. 

I never actually went to Trinity School per se, but I did visit the grounds 
often. I lived a walkable distance from it, and I always went there to think 
or run around with my friends. I knew the grounds there better than the 
groundskeeper. Now, I was about to become familiar with the roofing tiles.

“Hang on,” Charles yelled to me. “I think I may have found something.”
“Alright, I’m coming over.”
“Whaddaya think? Pretty nifty climbing spot, right?”
I walked over and glanced skyward. “Dude. This is the wrong building.”
Charles looked up. “Oh.”
We were both looking at a slightly smaller, whitewash-colored building 

to one side of the red monstrosity. I sighed inside with relief. No slip-and-die 
situation here. Just a slip-and-seriously-hurt-yourself situation, and I was fine 
with that. 
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“Whatever,” I said. “Let’s climb this one instead.” 
“Alright, dude. Ladies first.” 
“Shut up. Gimme a boost, will ya?”
Grumbling, Charles helped me reach a metallic rectangular air condition-

ing vent seven feet off of the ground. It was cool to the touch and made a 
scary, grinding, dehinging noise when I put all of my weight onto it. I looked 
up to find two white, circular ledges above me. With a practiced ease, I hoisted 
myself up onto it and turned around to help Charles. From the ledge, we both 
pulled ourselves up onto the other ledge, and then onto the windy rooftop. I 
stopped for a minute to catch my breath, and then looked up.

“Wow.”
Charles looked down with a smug little smirk on his face. “Yeah, that is 

something, ain’t it?”
The sun descended over the jagged and bumpy treeline, its golden rays 

slowly decreasing in size. I had never seen a sunset from the top of a building. 
The banter between Charles and I stopped. Everything was still for a moment. 
Even the wind seemed to ruffle my hair less. I started to walk forward slowly 
to get closer to this deep orange wonder, but I caught myself and stopped at 
the edge of the roof, forcing me to look down. Charles was still staring at the 
pulpy orb. “Hey, dude?”

“Yeah?” 
“How are we getting down?”
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Anonymous

no one else

Many people believe in God or in a god. I was raised Catholic. My whole 
family is Catholic. When I was little, I went to a small church. It wasn’t far from 
where I lived. The front of the church was filled with flowers and in between 
was a small path of concrete leading to the front door where the priest would 
stand by and greet everyone. Behind the church were tall, green pine trees. They 
were all scattered behind the church, making the woods look scary. And on the 
left side across from the church was a cemetery. The landscape was plain, noth-
ing interesting about it but the headstones spread out over the hill. Some graves 
didn’t have stones, only flowers. There were no trees, so there was no shade 
around the graves. Strangely, the cemetery didn’t look as scary as the woods.

The inside of the church was small and cramped. There were enough 
seats for about thirty to forty people. The back of the church was where the 
priest talked and on the right side was a statue of the Virgin Mary.

It was my aunt who I went to church with most of the time since my mom 
had to work. My family isn’t as religious as some are, but they were serious 
about going to church. It wasn’t my decision to go. I had to. I never asked why 
we went to church or what the purpose of going was if it doesn’t do us any 
good in our everyday lives. 

But what the priest said in church was one thing that kept me from ask-
ing. He talked about heaven. I’ve seen pictures of an old man known as God in 
a beautiful garden with animals and children. It looked like a place everyone 
would want to go. That’s what prevented me from asking. 

 
When I was about ten, I stopped going to church. My aunt stopped invit-

ing me, and by then I had the choice to stay at home or go. But since she didn’t 
invite me, I stayed home. My sister was the one that went. She would mostly 
sleep over at my aunt’s house from Friday until Sunday night. That’s why she 
didn’t call my house or bother asking. She knew that I didn’t like going but 
my sister did. I would stay home by myself and find something to do while 
my mother was at work and my sister at church.

When I’m alone, I tend to think a lot about things. Then, there wasn’t 
much to think about but the fact that I was missing out on church. That’s 
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when I began to ask myself questions about God and life. There where other 
things I could have thought about, but I was thinking more about what I 
could have been doing at the time. 

The house was empty and dark. The blinds on the windows were closed, 
letting no light inside the house. The TV was turned on but on very low vol-
ume, leaving me nothing to do but think. And that’s when it came up. Did 
God really make us all? I asked myself knowing that there was no real answer. 
Every Sunday was the same thing, a series of questions I asked myself about 
many things including life and God.

One day, my aunt called in ask if my sister was there and ready to leave 
for church. I asked my sister and she told me to tell her that she was. Then I 
was surprised to hear my aunt asking me if I wanted to come along. I didn’t 
think about it; I knew I had nothing to do at home. So I told her that I did want 
to go. She told me to get ready.

 Five minutes later, I looked outside the window of the living room, and 
she was just pulling in the driveway. My sister and I left the house and got 
into the car. I was expecting to go to the same old church where I used to go, 
but we took a different route. 

Then we arrived at this church I’d seen before but had never been in. It was 
a lot bigger than the other one. The church was made out of bricks. The front of 
the church had flowers on the side of the stairs leading to the front doors made 
of glass. The inside of the church had a big open space. It was so big that you 
could hear the echoes of babies crying, children yelling, and their parents talking. 
When we got in, we went straight to the seats. People kept coming in and soon all 
the seats where taken. This church was a Hispanic church, since just about every-
one in there was Hispanic. Except for the pastor. He happened to be white. Hm. 

After church was over, I went back home really thinking nothing of it. I 
didn’t like it at all. It was one hour longer than the other one I used to go to. 
I think my aunt knew that I didn’t like it, so the following Sunday she didn’t 
bother asking me if I wanted to go.

As I got older, I started to see things differently. My life was getting a lot 
more complicated. I started to have more responsibilities. The older you get, 
the more responsibilities you have, the busier you get, the less time you have. 
Life is short. When I realized this line of thought, I changed my view of many 
things, including people’s beliefs. I haven’t been out there in the real world, 
but I know that it is tough. When I was in seventh or eighth grade, I spent a lot 
of time alone. My mother wasn’t around, nor was my sister. They were always 
doing something together. When I was by myself, I didn’t have much to do. 
I thought about how my life was going be when I got older. I didn’t like the 
life I had; I don’t think everyone likes the life they have. It was the same thing 
everyday. I knew that my life wouldn’t get any better, only worse.

 That’s when I knew that it was only me who can make it better and 
no one else. Talking to a painting or a picture asking for things to get better 
wouldn’t do anything for me. That’s why I don’t believe in God.
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Alex Twinn

Contrast

My name is broad-shouldered and religious. I am neither. It seems clean, 
orderly. I am not. I don’t mean to be ungrateful. It is different . . . I just wish 
that it could be a different kind of different.

I guess I could change it, but the problem is I wouldn’t know what to 
change it to, in keeping with my way of complaining about things without 
lifting a finger to try and change them myself.   

Maybe the reason I distance myself from my name is because it does ac-
curately describe me. Maybe my name is a feature, a part of me, even though 
it is one I am not fond of. The one name in my family that was not chosen be-
cause of the names of relatives. I always did feel apart from them on interests, 
philosophy, and matters of religion. I was always the most rebellious of the 
three children.

 So if my name suits me in those ways, why do we feel so separate? My 
name only describes who I am, not what I want to be. It does not represent 
my secret wish that I could move to Montreal, dye my hair blue, and start a 
genre-defying band.  Maybe I just wish to be more free, not tied down by any 
permanent essence of my life.

Ever since I was a kid, I have been going to Cinestudio in Hartford, Con-
necticut.  The owners, friends of my parents, would always invite us into the 
theater. While they talked, my siblings and I would run all over the theater. 
Up and down the rows of seats, up the stairs to the second level then back. 

I always loved how it looked there; the red carpet embossed with the 
signature gold lion, the sturdy wooden banisters that you could feel curve as 
you ran up the stairs. I especially loved the curtain, which looked like a red 
ocean, spreading all the way up to the high, illuminated ceiling. 

It was fun to turn off all the lights and scream while running into people 
until you finally made it to the outside of the theatre where a doorway, ra-
diating light, stood in the darkness like a heavenly portal guiding all who 
believed to a Coke machine and a linoleum floor. 

The time there was rarely spent watching movies, although the few times 
that we did were spent glued to the screen, our faces bathed in light as we 
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watched Godzilla or experienced the wonders of Japanese filmmaker Hayao 
Miyazaki. But besides those times, we spent the day running around the huge 
theatre, screaming loud enough to earn fierce looks from my mother. I have 
not been back to Cinestudio for a while now, but I still rejoice when I see an 
empty theatre with no one in it to tell me to be quiet during the movie.

         
“Guess what?” my sister asked.
I stared into my misshapen reflection in the metal napkin container and 

whacked my fork against a lump of coleslaw.
“I started reading To Kill a Mockingbird for my reading list.”
“Do you like it? We recorded the movie on TCM if you guys wanna watch 

it,” my mom said.
“I have to finish the book and then write a summary of it first.”
“Why don’t you just watch the movie and write the summary instead of 

reading it,” I half joked.
My mom stared at me silently for a few seconds.
“When did you get to be like you are?”

“I supported you, kid, back when no one else did. You know I celebrated you, I 
hollered for you girl, back when no one else even thought to. I just want things to be 
the way they used to be, when you only saved a seat for me.”

“Hey, I was just wondering . . . I know you’ve been out of town but you 
seem distant from me in other ways. I hope what they all say is true because I 
want it. . . . Just hoping that you can acknowledge I exist when you come back 
next Wednesday.”

I never felt close to my religion. After twelve years of silence, I started to 
wonder if I was supposed to hear something in those pews. You know, my 
parents don’t seem like it, but they are devout Catholics. Every weekend we 
were all there, my parents, heads raised attentively towards the altar, and me, 
sitting and looking down at the cheap carpet, much like the one at my school, 
focusing my eyes so that I could see strange images created half from my 
mind and half from the multicolored dots from which the carpet was made. I 
would leave my body behind and think, a trick I had learned from previous 
hours spent in boredom. 

I have never told them my views on religion because that seemed like 
just one more thing that sets me apart from their cute baby boy in red overalls. 
But I just can’t shake the feeling of inconsistency. Saying that the world was 
created by some magical being just seems so abstract from how our world 
works. I think we all, as a whole, have always had trouble recognizing our 
own mortality. 

I’m not saying that I am perfectly okay with dying and being gone for-
ever and anyone who isn’t is a weakling. No, I’m terrified. 

I’m not saying I don’t need a God. If there was a God, that would be awesome. 
I envy the devout religious who are okay, who are at peace with the end. Be-

cause for me, kidding myself would be much better than knowing the truth.
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 *
“I call you, from the comet’s cradle. I found you. Trembling by yourself.  When 

the night falls, lightly on your right-wing shoulder. Wonderful know-it-all, slightly 
where the night gets colder.”

Beautiful sounds rise from the speakers of our car, filling the minivan 
with intricate weavings of emotion. I am warm, wearing a thick coat that traps 
the hot air from the car. I push my face against the dark, frosted windows that 
seem to radiate coolness and moisture. 

As our car slows to a stop, I get out and trudge through the muddy slush 
that is the aftermath of days of snow. Each step I take reminds me of child-
hood snow days. I reminisce for a while until I remember a Sunday and wince. 
Nothing good ever happens on a Sunday.

I see my breath form in front of me. I instantly inhale it through my nose. 
I see in front of me the shape of a building, radiating lights with cheap, com-
mercial colors. The parking lot is nearly empty and seemingly abandoned. All 
across the huge mass of slush, islands of dark road emerge, and wiry, metal 
shopping carts stand alone and abandoned, left in the cold by families too 
busy to put them back where they belong. I inhale some more cold and feel a 
pang of disappointment that my favorite place in the world might be a Stop & 
Shop parking lot covered in mud and ice.
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Brittany Dickerson

my best frIend, 
an anGel

The Beginning

Sixth grade is hard, not knowing any people, what to wear, or who to 
sit with. I had made it through my first two periods with success, but now 
it was time for science. I shook the nice teacher’s hand and walked into the 
class. What are all these pretty girls doing here? I thought, scanning the friendly 
atmosphere, the pictures of animals and nature scenes on the walls. The nice 
teacher told us to sit in alphabetical order, so I walked around searching for 
my name. When I spotted it, I ran over to take my seat, but there was a cord in 
my path, and I tripped and fell down. A few people laughed. I sat at the shiny 
black lab desk and studied the pencil marks on it.

Daniels was the last name of the person next to me; I hoped it was some-
one nice. Class was about to start, so I reached down to pull out my brand 
new pink binder, covered with stickers. I saw the chair move and looked up 
to see a pretty blonde girl. Her bright hair was perfectly straight, and she was 
dressed head to toe in Abercrombie, not a wrinkle in sight. She even had shiny 
gloss on her lips. I smiled awkwardly and tried to focus on the teacher. In-
stead, I was thinking about how she would be mean to me, just like the pretty 
girls in elementary school. I was always considered “weird” and not many 
people liked me. I scooted my chair over, and it made a loud screech.

“Class, take out your colored pencils and shade in a picture of the envi-
ronment,” Mrs. Culbreth told us. Where are my colored pencils? I thought as I 
looked through my purple backpack. They were at home, in the package, sit-
ting on the table right where I left them. I looked around. Everyone else was 
already coloring, including Daniels-girl.

“May I please borrow your colored pencils?” I said in the nicest way pos-
sible. It took all the strength I had to say that, and yet I still sounded like a 
mouse. I just knew she was bound to say no.

“Of course,” she replied surprisingly. “I have the 64 pack!” She put the 
pencils in the middle of the desk and we continued working.

We talked and realized we had little brothers the same age and both liked 
dance. We traded names and numbers and talked some more. Mrs. Culbreth 
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even had to shush us a couple of times, but we just giggled and kept on laugh-
ing. Class was over, and I walked out smiling. I was no longer scared of sixth 
grade. Plus, I had the new, pretty, blonde friend that I’d always wanted: Caro-
line Daniels.

Reality Check

“Brittany, I have something to tell you,” my mother said with urgency in her 
voice. Her eyes were red from tears. I was scared; my mother never cries. Just last 
night was my party. What could be wrong?

I was getting ready for my twelfth birthday party. I was having a bunch of 
girls sleep over and we had gotten balloons, streamers, movies, and a yummy 
cookie cake. My best friend Caroline was on her way over; we were going to 
make punch and finish decorating. I put on some lip gloss, and when I heard 
the doorbell ring, my mother went and got it because she knew I had a lot of 
work to do on my room.

Clothes were strewn everywhere; you could barely see the floor. My Jo-
nas Brothers poster was even falling off my bubblegum pink wall. Caroline 
walked into my room just as I was shoving everything into my closet. “Oh, 
hey Caroline,” I said to the closet wall. I turned around and ran to give her 
a hug. She looked fabulous in a yellow Abercrombie tank top that everyone 
had except for me.

She noticed me admiring her shirt and said, “Look what I have for 
you!” She handed over a pink shirt identical to hers. I was so excited; I 
would finally match all my friends. Caroline is the kind of person who 
knows exactly what you want without you even saying anything. I quickly 
changed into the shirt, not caring that the windows were wide open. Out-
side, I saw my mom and Caroline’s mom, Paige, talking seriously, looking 
concerned. I wondered what was wrong but continued getting ready. It was 
party time.

The party was awesome. We had a blast. We even pretended we were 
pregnant by sticking balloons up our shirts. Oh, sixth grade. 

It was the day after, and everyone had left. I was watching a movie and 
eating leftover cake and pizza, when my mother came in.

“Brittany, I have something to tell you. Did Caroline tell you about her 
dermatologist appointment today, for the spot on her leg?” she asked. I as-
sumed something was wrong because normally my mother doesn’t tell me 
about my friends’ doctor appointments. I looked around at the room. A bal-
loon had floated down, losing its air.

“No, she didn’t. Why?” I replied. The movie was still playing, but I 
couldn’t hear what they were saying. I could feel my pulse pounding in my 
ears. I looked up at my mom, waiting for her to finish.

“Well, that spot on her leg is cancer. It’s a rare type called lymphoma. The 
doctors will cure her––I’m sure of it––but what you need to do is be strong for 
her. We all need to be good friends to the Daniels. Don’t ask her about it if she 
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doesn’t want to talk about it. Treat her as if nothing was wrong,” she told me, 
her voice cracking.

I started crying. My best friend had cancer. I thought it was something 
old people got since both of my grandparents had it and had died from it. I 
didn’t want Caroline to die. I hadn’t even known her for a year. My mind was 
racing and I tried to focus on the movie, but I couldn’t. I could not believe 
such a heartbreaking thing could happen on my birthday. So I prayed.

Back, but Not for Long: Eighth Grade

Lonely and lost, missing something dear, eyes showing pain, mouth forc-
ing a smile, ears listening for her name, making sure nobody had forgotten 
about her, yet still looking better than the rest of us, Caroline was back.

She had a big boot on her foot and was hobbling around. But she wanted 
to be at school, unlike the rest of us. Her cancer had been removed, but sadly 
it was back two years later. “Hey, Caroline!” random people said. They knew 
what had happened and were trying to let her know they cared. Others ran 
up and hugged her. Everyone liked and respected her, except for a few certain 
jealous people in the grade.

“She just uses her cancer to get guys,” one girl said. “All these guys run 
up and hug her, and she hugs them back!” 

They only hug her because they missed her, just like the rest of us. The girl 
and Caroline used to be friends, but now they aren’t because of the rude com-
ments. She blames it all on me for “stealing away her friend.” She continued to 
talk about Caroline, even though many people told her it wasn’t cool. Caroline 
didn’t need the extra sadness and drama, and that was exactly what this girl 
was giving her. She sent Caroline a rude message on Facebook as well. She was 
giving Caroline another reason to cry, not laugh and want to be at school. 

I walked down the halls, keeping my eyes open for the girl. I didn’t smile 
at her; instead, I glared, which probably wasn’t the best way to deal with the 
situation. She finally stopped her gossiping right in time for Caroline to leave 
school again.

Caroline was gone, at home, sick again. She had been out for a while. I 
was scared for her and lonely without my best friend. I just hoped the drama 
was over and when she came back everyone would be nice.

I stare at the locker next to mine, where Caroline and I had many conver-
sations and laughs. But, sadly she isn’t there. It hurts when I see best friends 
laughing down the hall, having good times when I’m all alone, having to be a 
third wheel to everyone. I never have my best friend around.

Roller Coaster Night

Droplets covered the windows and thunder shook the room. There were 
stains all over the couch from our wet bathing suits. Everybody was huddled 
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close, wrapped in towels. It was freezing down in Caroline’s basement. Semi-
formal was over, but the night had just begun.

We were all sitting around Caroline’s basement talking. It was considered 
the “after party,” but we were all tuckered out. James was saying something, 
but nobody was paying much attention, until he said something meaner than 
a snake, something that made us all feel pain. It was heartless, and a bad way 
to end a great night. “You know what’s a turn off?” he said. “Bald spots.”

Everybody was stunned, knowing Caroline had a bald spot from her ra-
diation. A couple of minutes passed by and she went to the bathroom. Carly, 
Jenny, and I all followed behind. She was sobbing, tears spilling down her 
face. We tried to comfort her. “I’ll beat him up!” I joked, trying to get her to 
laugh. She forced a smile, trying to picture it.

“He is just a big dummy and he’s upset that you guys broke up and is still 
not over you,” Carly said. She was the sweet one of the bunch. We talked for a 
while, sharing secrets, telling our reactions to the dance. We had our makeup 
and hair done for formal, and now it was ruined from the crying in the bath-
room. But we were strong, despite our appearances, and walked out holding 
hands, better friends than ever.

I finally understood just how hard Caroline had it. People would make 
rude comments about cancer and its effects all the time without even realizing 
how it hurts her. I felt so sorry for her and just tried to make the rest of the 
night amazing. James was shunned; nobody wanted to talk to someone that 
rude. The night continued, and we were ready for our sleepover.

Everyone was gone from the party except for me, Carly, Jenny, and Car-
oline. We were ready for the after-after party. We sat around the projector 
screen looking at the collection of movies to watch. “Let’s watch something 
sad. I feel like crying,” I said. Caroline turned to us with a scared look on her 
face, as if she were trying to find the right words.

“I have some news that might make y’all cry. It’s about the meeting I had 
today,” Caroline said, fiddling with her necklace. We urged her to tell us, and 
she went on. “They said I need to get a bone marrow transplant, but that will 
cure me forever. Except since I’m doing that I won’t be able to come to school 
the whole ninth grade year. I won’t even be able to leave my home, other than 
to go to the hospital. But, you guys can visit me as long as you aren’t sick. And 
next year we will all be together again at DSA!” she said, pausing between 
words to let the tears pour down her face. 

I looked over at Carly and saw her face lowered, hidden by her hair; she 
was playing with her rings, twisting them around her fingers, trying to focus on 
something other than the bad news. Jenny was reaching over, looking at Caro-
line with a puzzled look on her face, as if she were searching for the right words 
to say. I was sucking on a gummy bear, trying to add a little sweetness while the 
bad news settled. Next thing I knew, we were all crying, scared for Caroline.

My friend would be cured, but she would be unable to participate in 
normal fifteen-year-old activities. I was trying to stay positive. We continued 
letting the tears flow, and finally somebody changed the subject. We needed 
to party and celebrate that our friend would be cured. A couple of times some-
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thing slipped like, “So we should have another party later,” but then we real-
ized Caroline wouldn’t be able to go.

My mind wandered back to when Caroline was first diagnosed with can-
cer and how I was told to cheer her up and be strong for her. I didn’t under-
stand how I was supposed to be strong for her if I was scared myself.

The Beginning . . . of the End?

My phone vibrated and I saw it was from “Moses,” my nickname for 
Caroline. Have an awesome first day of school, it sucks I can’t be 
there, whatcha gonna wear?	it read. 

Every year since sixth grade, Caroline and I have picked out our outfits 
together for the first day of school. This year, I had to do it all alone.

Oh, nothing really just a blue top, a belt and tan shorts. And 
you can’t forget my best friend necklace, I replied. 

Mine said best and hers said friend. It really made me happy that she liked 
me enough to text me and was thinking of me in a stressful time. That necklace is 
my security; it lets me know that, though she isn’t at school, she is still with me. 

Sounds cute! Love you lots bff!! Tell me what the new kids 
are like.	

I wiped away the tears that started to form, knowing she wouldn’t be 
able to meet the new kids we had been excited about since sixth grade. Love 
you too, I answered as I walked to my car. I reached for the shiny silver neck-
lace and found the strength I needed to make it through my first day of school 
without my best friend.

“Brittany, your friend Caroline came home today!” my mother said as I 
walked in the door. She had been in the hospital for a while now because of 
the bone marrow transplant. I knew she had been waiting for this day for a 
while. Her room at the hospital was cute, but it definitely wasn’t home. I did 
a little victory dance and texted her. So glad you’re home!

Hopefully she would be home for a while without having to go back. I 
couldn’t wait to go visit her because she switched into a different bedroom 
and redesigned it completely. She was looking forward to that since it would 
give her something to do with her spare time. I grabbed my best friend neck-
lace and smiled as I marched up to my room.

Goodbye, Faith

“Brittany, Caroline is back in the hospital,” my mother said a week later.
“What happened?” I said, concerned and scared.
“She had a very high fever, so she had to go back. She’ll be home soon, 

though,” my mother answered.
I went back to my homework and realized how strange it is that we talk 

about her medical status so freely since we’ve been doing so for three years 
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now. My mother tries to tell the good stuff, not the bad stuff, but this was 
something I needed to know. 

Get better girly, love you and miss you, I texted Caroline. 
I bit down on my fingernails trying not to let the tears fall. One terrible 

idea was running through my mind: Caroline might die and there is nothing I can 
do to help her get better.

Future Hopes

Caroline returned home, praise the Lord. Soon she would be well enough 
for visitors. I had only seen her once in the hospital, and that was before her 
transplant. I was scared to see her, knowing she would look so different. I 
didn’t want to say something rude and get her upset like James did. I was 
waiting for her to get home so I would be familiar with where I was, and she 
would be more comfortable as well. 

Not a day passes when I don’t think about her, and I still try to include 
her in my life. I just can’t wait for next year so we can be back together and be 
locker buddies once again. Hopefully, I will remember my colored pencils this 
time. Caroline was home again, and getting better by the second.
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Hana Ratcliffe

poInt your toes

Chapter 1

“You’re really good Hana. You should try out for the team. I know you’ll 
make it.” The coach was looking down at my seven-year-old self with a big 
smile on her face.

“Oh . . . okay, um sure. I’ll talk to my mom about it . . . I guess,” I told her. 
I was really excited, but it was awkward for me to talk to Colleen because of 
the age difference, so I just smiled and nodded.

When my mom came to pick me up after camp that day, my mouth was 
running like a motor, and I couldn’t get it to stop until finally she gave me a 
granola bar. The sight of food was enough to shut me up.

“Hana, calm yourself. You don’t have to ask me twice. Of course you can 
join the team. It’s not like I’m going to stop you.” I was so happy that I was 
speechless, so instead of attempting to talk, I just sat there smiling like an idiot 
and screaming in my brain, Gymnastics . . . Cha!

I was so young then, so naive. Don’t get me wrong, gymnastics was 
amazing, but it was nothing compared to the gymnastics team that I would 
soon join. Once you entered the real gymnastics world, it was crazy how far 
you could go with a little hope and a lot of ambition.

I found gymnastics at the young age of five while dancing at The Studio. 
A little while after I had stopped, I remembered how fun it was and asked my 
mom if I could do it again. So my mother and I went in pursuit of The Studio, 
only to find that it had moved, so we settled with the YMCA. There, I went to 
camp and my whole life unraveled in front of me. Gymnastics, I realized, is 
where I belonged, it’s where I needed to be. I loved it and could never imagine 
leaving such a wonderful thing again.

Chapter 2

We pulled up to the giant building. What would I find there? What would 
it be like? Could this really be the place for my new beginning?
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I was in about third grade when I went to Bull City Gymnastics. One of 
the girls from the Y had started going and told me that I should as well. The Y 
gymnastics program had closed recently, so I went.

The gym was huge, much bigger than the Y. I remember pulling up into 
the parking lot of the gym and freezing as I saw the size of the building. No-
body is going to like me, I thought. My mom could sense this. 

“Look, Hana, that gym is enormous. Somebody will be your friend, 
you’re great at making friends.” I still didn’t move. “If you don’t want to do 
this . . . ” she started to say. 

That was the one thing that got me. I hated having my mom go through 
all this trouble for me, and then not hold up my end of the bargain.

“Okay! I’m coming! I’m just kinda nervous,” I replied weakly.
“I know, you’ll be fine though, I’m sure you will.” I love my mom. She 

always knows how to make me feel better about something. It’s like she can 
read my mind.

We walked through the doors of the gym and looked around. I saw girls 
flying and running and tumbling every which way, and a nervous but gleeful 
smile spread across my face.

A medium height woman walked over to us. Her hair was in a bouncy 
ponytail with skimpy, cute bangs falling into her face. Her smile shone bright-
ly as she walked toward us, but when she stopped to correct a girl who did 
a skill wrong, her smile snapped into a firm, straight line. Nerves ran down 
my back when she turned back to us with the same, sweet smile. Her walk 
was very bouncy, and her hair swished back with each step, like she had just 
gotten it and she was showing it off to everyone. Her movements were very 
precise, and her strides cute. As she got closer, I noticed that many things 
about her were cute. Her nose, for instance, a little round thing placed just so 
on her face, made her look like a child. Her cheekbones were set high enough 
and were round enough to make you doubt that she was even old enough to 
coach. Her forehead had a slight permanent wrinkle in it, but you couldn’t see 
it unless you looked closely.

“Hi, I’m Amanda,” she said. Her voice was chirpy and––you guessed 
it––cute.

“Hello. I’m Janneke” (pronounced Yan-ick-ah). My mother’s voice was 
warm and welcoming, as always.

“And you must be . . . Hana?” she asked me, her eyebrows raised in an-
ticipation of my obvious answer.

“Yeah,” I said timidly.
“Ooh, that may be a problem,” she laughed. My mother and I looked at 

her questioningly. “There are two other girls on the team that are named Han-
nah,” she quickly explained. That was fine with me because at my old gym a 
few girls called me Bob. When I explained this to her, she gave me a look that 
said ‘What in the world is this child on?!’ but she laughed and replied with a 
halfhearted, “Maybe.”

When we were done with the introductions, she took me over to an emp-
ty spot on the floor and gave me a skills test to see where I was as a gymnast. 
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She would ask me if I could do this skill or that skill and when I replied yes, 
she would ask me to do them. As I was trying my hardest to make a good first 
impression, I heard Amanda mumble under her breath for me to point my 
toes and straighten my legs. But I thought that was just a force of habit, she 
didn’t really want me to hear her.

After the normal skills test was over, she asked me what else I could do. I 
told her that I was working on my back walkover on beam and that I had just 
gotten my aerial (a cartwheel with no hands). She didn’t believe me so I did 
one, and when I finished she just scoffed.

“It needs work,” she said. Which stung. But after all the scoffing and 
whatnot, she was actually pretty cool, minus the condescending tone she 
would often take while speaking to me.

That was my first time at Bull City Gymnastics. The sight of the building 
alone made me nervous, but with the help of my mom and the other gym-
nasts, I gained the confidence to do my skills test, and make level five (out of 
ten). I’ll never forget Amanda. No matter how much she would yell at us to 
straighten our legs or point our toes, she got me far in life and I don’t go a day 
without thinking of her.

Chapter 3

During my first week at Bull City, I fit in as much as a rat in a kitchen. I 
wasn’t going to get killed; I just didn’t fit in well. You could say I didn’t transi-
tion well. There was a huge difference doing gymnastics at Bull City when you 
come from a gym where you can actually sit down during practice. We were 
never as closely monitored at the Y when we did our conditioning. At Bull 
City, you would think that we were prisoners by the way the coaches stalked 
us while we stretched. 

At first the other girls tried to talk to me and meet me, but I was really 
scared so I didn’t really say anything. Then during the middle of practice, 
I would start my mouth going about the most random things, like frogs or 
quantum physics. I assumed the other girls thought that I was too odd for 
them because they talked to me less. But what really put them off was my 
mood swings.

It was a really big transition for a third grader to make, and it put a lot of 
stress on me. I had to work much harder than the other girls to catch up be-
cause I lacked many basic skills, like being able to subconsciously straighten 
my legs. The conditioning was worse than boot camp, and stretching practi-
cally tore me apart.

I would have tantrums during the middle of practice and run into the 
bathroom and cry. I remember one time I was having a difficult time with 
a drill that we were doing where we took two wedge mats (mats that look 
like cheese wedges), one against the wall and one on the floor, and we would 
work on back extension rolls. I couldn’t get the skill just right, so I just went 
into the corner, lay down facing the wall, and started to cry. When the other 
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girls asked me if I was okay, I snapped at some of them. I felt bad afterward, 
and it made me cry more because not only was I incompetent, I was now a 
monster as well. When somebody informed the coach, Rebeca, she just said, 
“Oh, she’s just being Hanabob.” 

Yeah, about as much like Hanabob as a mushy pear, I thought. She didn’t know 
the first thing about me; she had only known me for a week or so.

It made me angry how the coaches made me jump right into the work-
outs. I knew that they were pushing me too hard. I couldn’t do half the stuff 
they asked me to do. They thought that I didn’t eat enough, so they had me 
take snack breaks during the middle of practice. I remember sitting all alone 
in the waiting area, the cold seats against my bare legs, my hands and arms 
covered in chalk, parents and teammates staring at me.

“Are you feeling better, Hanabob? Are you happier?” The coaches would 
ask in a tone that made it seem like they cared.

“Oh yeah, much better, thanks,” I would say, but I was about as happy as 
a wounded penguin. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t know what to say. 
I was in third grade for heaven’s sake.

The other girls were pretty much done with me by then. They had stopped 
talking to me, and some of them were even mean to me. They excluded me 
from conversations, probably because they were about me and did not help 
me feel better. Leah, the girl that used to do gymnastics with me at the Y, 
wasn’t there that week, so I was all alone.

Not too hot for a first week or so, but finally I got better, stronger, and less 
moody. It did take a while for people to realize that I was actually nice. A few 
people like Leah and Grace and Hannah G. were nice enough to talk to me, 
but still they only talked to me at first. I had a lot of issues during that first 
week or two . . . or three, but I made it through.

With my Bull City career going strong, I could finally focus on what I had 
come there to do: gymnastics. A wonderful thing, my favorite thing. Although 
I hadn’t noticed how much I loved it at first, once I got better at it, I realized 
that one of my favorite parts was bars, getting to swing on the bars and lose 
yourself in the concentration of holding on.

Chapter 4

I clap the excess chalk off of my hands and take a moment to stuff the 
fear far down inside me and concentrate on the task ahead. I adjust my grips 
tighter around my wrists and walk up to the spring board. I pull it back sev-
eral inches and step on. I think a second about the things I need to remember 
to do, and I lunge off the board. I catch the bar with my outstretched hands 
and kip up so that my hips are resting lightly against the bar. I cast off and 
land in a squat position for only a moment before I have calculated the dis-
tance to the high bar. Again, I jump through the air and hold my breath until 
that moment when I know I am safe, that moment when I grasp the bar and 
hold on because that is all I can do. I kip myself up and, without losing any 
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momentum, I cast off the bar and push my body into a perfect handstand on 
top of the bar. Slowly at first, I let my body fall, in perfect form. 

My stomach turns uneasily, and I transform that into the power I need to 
tap swing myself back into the perfect handstand. I repeat, but instead of tap-
ping, I release and flip my straight form in the air, flipping and searching for 
the ground, wanting so badly to continue the flight through air, but wanting 
so badly to land on the safe ground. A loud thwack echoes across the gym. I 
stand, still and perfect, afraid that if I move a muscle, I lose perfection.

Back in line, I chalk up and chat with a teammate, a friend, a sister, and 
ask her if my toes stayed pointed. We talk about how afraid we used to be 
while learning this skill that is now simple to us. How when we first learned 
it, we could not control the fear. Our coach always tells us that gymnastics 
is ninety-nine percent mental and one percent physical. If you wanted to be 
amazing, then you would have to learn to control your mind, not just your 
body. With each new skill came new fears and new training. You had to put in 
effort to keep the fears blocked out and make your body do the skill.

So here we are, stretching our bodies into perfect lines and throwing 
them up in the air hoping to land on our feet in the end. Why do we do this? 
It doesn’t matter, just as long as our toes stay pointed.

Chapter 5

One of the events that I loved was vault. I loved it because it made me 
feel powerful, but I was never consistent enough, so I couldn’t ever get very 
far with what I had.

Grace and I walked over to the vault table together to wait for our coach 
to give us instructions. I placed my hand against the rough table. The sand-
papery material is a prominent feature of the horse. I glanced at all the small 
scratch markings on it, made by fingernails of people walking by. As Grace 
and I leaned against it, we talked about vault.

“We haven’t done vault in a while,” I said, remembering that last time 
we were here; I hadn’t done anything besides running because of my lack 
of consistency. 

“Yeah, too bad I really like it, but . . . I like bars way more. Well, it’s re-
ally hard to say because I like floor, too. I’m pretty good at vault and bars and 
floor, but I hate beam, oh my gosh, it’s horrible and––”

“Grace, you’re rambling quite a bit . . . you’re rambling a lot actually,” I 
told her. She frowned slightly. “But it doesn’t mean that I love you any less,” 
I quickly comforted her, even though we were both joking.

Finally our coach, Stephen, came by and told us that he wanted us to do 
five good vaults of what we usually compete and show him the sixth. When 
he walked away, he was singing “Amanda” from the band Boston. I started to 
sing along and it got stuck in my head.

We walked along the tape measure until we found our starting point. I 
searched for seventy-two inches, and once I found it, I prepared to take off.
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I stepped onto the runway and got on my tiptoes. I took a deep breath 
and ran. 

Thud . . . Thud . . . Thud . . . Thud . . . Thud. 
I got faster and faster as I ran down the runway to the vault table. The horse 

was staring me down. I ran faster towards it, imagining something chasing me. 
Nine, ten, eleven. One more step. Spring! I jumped onto the spring board, and used 
the momentum to propel myself into the air, creating a perfect shape with my 
body. Arms pushed as tall as I could get them and my toes pointed, as always. 
My legs were straight and so squeezed they wouldn’t come apart for the end 
of the universe. My extended hands touched the horse and pushed off as soon 
as possible. I arched my back slightly, preparing for the landing. Searching for 
the blue matted ground, I found the wall, the corner where the wall meets the 
ground, and then, gloriously, I landed on the mat. I was as still as a statue for a 
second, composing myself to walk off of the mat and watch Grace do her vault.

I didn’t care how good it was or how consistent I was being. The rush, it 
was beautiful. I loved and craved the raw power that you could experience 
while vaulting. Nobody at that moment mattered. It was just the freedom that 
I got from doing the skill, from sprinting down the runway that I loved. And 
when I was done on vault, I went on to do bigger and better things in the gym, 
reaching new peaks I never thought possible, or just perfecting the climb. Ei-
ther way, whatever I was doing amazed me, filled me with joy, and with hope 
that tomorrow I would be here, doing it all again with Grace. 

If I thought that vault was empowering, then floor was compelling. I 
could simply build and build off of one skill, and then all of a sudden, I am 
throwing myself into the air and turning and twisting and flipping.

Chapter 6

“Focus, Hanabob,” I was up next on floor and I wasn’t supposed to be 
talking to the other team girls, but rather “visualizing my routine.” I hated 
doing this, mostly because it was so boring, but also because whenever I tried 
to imagine a skill I would never be able to finish it. I would sit there trying to 
imagine it, but instead I would be running forever, never being able to do my 
skill, just preparing for it and running. So I would just talk instead.

So now I was trying to focus, which is really hard when the floor routine 
music is blaring in your ears. Really, the floor music sounded like something 
that someone wrote after they had run out of ideas.

Finally, the music ended, and I walked up to floor, pushing back any 
nerves that dared to ruin my calm state. I waited for the judge to salute me, 
and finally I began visualizing.

Point your toes. Straight legs. Split jump has to be big. Pretty fingers. Stand up 
straight. Power! . . . You got this.

The judge saluted.
You got this.
I returned the salute.
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You got this.
I walked up to the right spot.
You got this.
The music blared.
You got this . . . Go!
And now I find myself moving along with the music. My arm flows up 

and down, my leg steps out and in. I am jumping and spinning and my heart 
skips a beat when I jump in the air and lean back, my eyes and hands searching 
for the blue floor. There it is, and then I push off and land back on my feet. And 
I can’t lose a second, so I step with the music and run! After only two steps, I 
am pounding my legs on the springy, carpeted floor and tucking my legs to 
my body. The time it takes me to spin in the air is so slow, it feels as though I 
will be in the air forever, yet it is over before I know it. Something rushes over 
my body, leaving me hungry for more when I land and stick the landing.

And on I go, no time to marvel over my skill. If I do have a moment I 
remember when I was first learning, stepping onto the blue floor at my home 
gym, feeling the rough carpet beneath my feet and running and tumbling un-
til I perfected the skill of being able to flip in a little ball in the air with my toes 
pointed. But I didn’t have time to think of that now. On I went.

Pretty fingers, point your toes, I remember just as I go on to the next skill.
Running, running and then, without the slightest hesitation, I lunge for-

ward and land on my hands, on my feet, on my hands, on my feet, and I stick 
it. On I go. I turn 180 degrees, take two long, beautiful steps and, using pure 
power, I pop myself into the air and split my legs as big and straightened as I 
can. I lift my chin with always pretty fingers high in the air. Gracefully, I come 
back down and keep with the ever-going music.

I slide into a split, going all the way down and popping back up with no 
time to lose. Hurriedly, I do a back roll into a handstand and make my way over 
to the far corner. I can see the home stretch. The final skill, I’m almost done.

I point my toes one more time and take a deep breath. I let all of my en-
ergy buzz inside me, surging through my muscles. 

Step. Step. Step. 
I can feel the anticipation rising all around me. 
Lunge. 
I’m tumbling. I feel the fuzzy carpet beneath my hands, and push my 

fingers away. My feet land a second later and they are already off the ground, 
pointed and perfect. I lean back, my heart pounding as I feel myself fall back 
only to be caught by my hands on the floor, and then I whip my feet around 
and use all of that momentum to push.

I’m flipping. Beautiful, free, and perfect. Joy fills me as my body turns. 
When I land, it’s almost too sad to say I stick it. The beauty of my freedom 
only lasts a second. The moment is over.  

I saluted the judges and walked off the floor with pretty fingers and 
pointed toes, over to my coach to wait anxiously for the score to pop up on a 
little screen that puts all my happiness into a number. But I didn’t even care 
about the stupid number. The rush was all I needed.
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Chapter 7

There was something about balancing on a four-inch-wide beam that was 
amazing. I felt the most calm on a beam, the most elegant, the most solid. In 
order to stay on, you had to collect yourself and look to your center of gravity 
for stability. I felt as though I were a firm structure on beam. Slowly, calmly, 
and swiftly I learned how to extend my limbs from this structure, to pull and 
push my legs in all directions around myself. Whatever part of me was touch-
ing the beam was my structure; I built off of it with every skill, and when I 
jumped, it was as though I were freeing myself from my structure and letting 
it all go. Being able to come back to my structure was like coming back to my 
safe place after seeing the world.

I remember that I used to think of a string or cable that was attached to 
my head and went through my torso. It lifted me when I jumped, and bal-
anced me when needed.

Beam was the most elegant event for me because of the fluidity of the 
routine. The thought that someone was doing a routine on a beam was a 
beautiful thing because it showed how delicate, yet strong you could be. Like 
when you see a ballerina standing on one toe for a long time; how does she 
do it? How is it that she seems so beautiful, so powerful, so strong, and so 
controlled at the same time? That was the main thing the beam showed me: 
control. If you couldn’t control your body, then you would fall, and the spell 
would be broken.

Chapter 8

 Everyone was talking, buzzing with the excitement of practice being 
over or moaning with the disappointment of what would come next: stretch-
ing. Gymnastics would be a million times more fun if you just walked in the 
gym and became flexible.

We were all carrying panel mats and laying them in two rows in the mid-
dle of the floor. The gym was empty except for us. Now that everything was 
set up perfectly, the “fun” could begin. We each grabbed a partner and found 
a spot between the panel mats that would suit our height. The first person 
would get in a split and put one foot on one panel mat and one foot on the 
other. Your partner would square you up, and you would put your hands on 
the mat behind you. And there you would sit.

Oh, and here comes the pain. The oh so lovely, so wonderfully, awfully 
horrible pain. The kind you get when you breathe out slowly and feel your 
body relax as you sink lower and lower to the ground. Instead of creasing 
my forehead and frowning, I would go back to a peaceful state of mind and 
fantasize about how beautiful my split was going to be after this. I would go 
back to my happy place and I would picture myself leaping through the air 
in a beautiful split while I listened to my coach counting and counting and 
counting. The pain eased away as I relaxed. Finally, the counting stopped, 
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and I slowly eased out of my split. The whole gym sighed as we all pulled 
our legs together.

And here comes the fun part: keeping your partner square. I realize that 
this sounds slightly creepy, but we all wanted to get better, and we didn’t 
loathe our partner afterward. We didn’t think about how crazy we were or 
how crazy our coaches were for making us do this. It’s just what you did, you 
listened to what your coach said. And it worked, too. It was fun being able to 
do all of this stuff.

Of course, half of it would be impossible unless you had the strength. 
Sure, we bend our bodies into the weirdest shapes, but we also hold it, and 
that takes strength.

Chapter 9

My hands were getting sweaty, but I couldn’t stop now, I only had three 
more. I changed my grip slightly, gritted my teeth, and pulled myself up, 
up, up. My chin went over the bar and I quickly went back down and pulled 
myself up again. 

“One . . . more,” I breathed. I could do it, my muscles were aching, this 
was my last one, my last set. I prepared to pull myself up. Up, up, up I go. And 
finally I finished. Good thing, too, because my pipe was about to fall out of 
my lap. To ensure that we didn’t cheat, our coaches got some PVC pipe and 
would cut it so it was about eighteen inches. We would put these in our laps 
and then do the pull-ups like this. If it fell, then you had to start your set over. 
Sometimes we had to start all the way over.

When I was done, I went over to the leg lift bar. It looked like two ladders 
next to each other against the wall. You would hold on to one of the “steps” of 
the ladder, and then you would do leg lifts, or lifting your legs to your hands. 
These were hard because if you bent your legs you had to start over. We had 
to do three sets of ten leg lifts.

After we were done with that, we may have gone on to legs, or abs, or a 
combination. Trust me, there was always something you could do. Condition-
ing gave me strength in both my mind and body. You had to be able to tell 
yourself that you could do it. It gave me a sense of working toward something 
bigger than myself.

Chapter 10

Now I can’t give all the credit of what I can do to myself or to the concept 
of gymnastics. I have to give props to to all the coaches that I’ve had.

I don’t remember all the coaches that I had during my life at the Y. 
I remember that Colleen and Kelly were both very fun to be around and 
that the environment of the gym was just very positive and happy thanks 
to them.
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The coaches that worked with me most were Amanda, the nice, cute per-
son who did a skills test on me, Cara, a coach who was very skilled at beam 
and vault, Stephen, a newer member of Bull City (he married Amanda), and 
Milo. Milo may have possibly been my favorite out of all of the coaches for 
reasons unreachable in my mind. He was a very tall, muscular man. Milo was 
huge. It could have been his way of explaining power (which was by shout-
ing, “Be powerful!” at us, and stomping his foot on the ground so loud that it 
practically shook the gym) or the fact that I may have been the only one to 
understand that he could be humorous when he was scaring us. 

The one problem that I had with Milo was that he taught using anger. 
He would tell us to get angry, but I didn’t want to get angry. That’s not what 
gymnastics was about; it was about being able to forget about that anger for a 
while and look inside of yourself for what you needed at that moment. Milo 
was a very sweet guy, though. One time when he saw me at the grocery store, 
he tapped on my shoulder. At first glance I almost peed my pants, then I rec-
ognized him and almost cried because I hadn’t seen him in so long. He had 
left us after we moved to a smaller gym, and he couldn’t teach optionals, the 
highest level.

I’m not trying to put my coaches, the people who helped form me for half 
my life, in a ranking system, but I would probably have to say that Amanda 
and Stephen were at a tie. I liked Stephen because he was a fun but serious 
guy. He was encouraging during the process of learning skills, and he was a 
good coach. Amanda was my coach for a long time, and although I would get 
very angry with her, I still loved her. She was like an older sister to me, or a 
cousin. I didn’t like Cara as much as I liked my other coaches, but I don’t think 
she liked me that much, either. So I just did what she said and tried not to take 
anything personally. But still, these people practically raised me; they were 
part of my family and I could never forget them.

The people who encouraged me to continue with gymnastics were my 
teammates. They were the jelly to my peanut butter, the French to my toast. I 
loved them all like sisters because they were my family, my gymnastics fam-
ily. And I liked them all way better than I liked my brothers.

I couldn’t possibly go on to explain each of them in detail because they 
were all such wonderful and different and unique and beautiful people. We 
spent practically all of our time together, minus school and sleeping. We were 
at the gym sixteen hours a week (at school for thirty five, and sleeping for 
about forty nine to fifty six hours a day). We would also spend a lot of time 
on the weekends together outside of practice, so I probably saw them more 
than I saw my own family. I think it’s a rare thing to find a group of friends so 
bonded and close as we are.

Gymnastics is a funny thing. Because when people hear it they think of 
it as a girly sport where you run around in leotards twirling and spinning. 
Being a gymnast is not at all about prancing around on the floor. It is about 
caring about what you are doing. It means working as hard as you can. It’s 
putting effort, care, blood, and sweat into one amazing moment of freedom. It 
is working for the power that moves you on and on, up and up in the gymnas-
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tics world when everything else is falling apart like a card house that, when 
you’re in the zone, stands strong for a moment. And when my life was aw-
ful, I could escape such moments through gymnastics––but only in flight. If I 
wasn’t tumbling or flipping or doing a routine I would soon remember what 
stressed me. 

Chapter 11

Although gymnastics, with all its beauty, was so inspiring to me, there 
came a point when I ached for a life. A life where I could hang out with my 
friends from school on the weekends, and not have to worry about how tired 
I would be after practice. A world where I could go away for a month during 
summer and not have to worry about whether or not I would be able to move 
up a level. And as I began to need this more and more, I started to think about 
why I was still doing gymnastics. Did I still love it? Yes, of course. But did I 
enjoy going to practice every day? Did I jump up and down when I realized 
that maybe next week I’d be going there for nineteen hours a week? I found 
that I didn’t. So why was I still doing it? For my friends, for myself, for fear of 
losing it all? It didn’t matter. I had to pull myself apart from the gymnastics 
world. I hadn’t planned on doing it my whole life anyway, so why was this 
so hard?

I was afraid of losing all I knew. Afraid of losing my family––my team. I 
was afraid of losing the confidence that it gave me. I had grown so comfort-
able in my world, and now I had to leave it.

My last practice was a Saturday. I remember the car ride there was very 
quiet. I hadn’t told anyone on the team that I was quitting. I barely told my-
self. I worked just as hard at my last practice as I would have at any other one. 
I remember that I was working on getting my back handspring on beam. My 
coach had me on beam most of the practice. Once I had done ten in a row, I 
was free to go on to bars with the other girls. I started on the low beam and 
worked my way up to the high beam. I put mats on the side of the beam so 
that if I missed my hands while I was flipping backwards then I wouldn’t hurt 
myself, I would just land on the mat. Slowly, I took the mats away, and finally 
I was done with ten. I went on to bars. It was the best kind of Saturday at the 
gym: it was quiet. Music was playing softly in the background. There were no 
birthday parties today, so we could work in peace all practice. (Many people 
had birthday parties at the gym on Saturdays, which we had to set up.) You 
could hear the bars squeaking or somebody tumbling on the floor. You could 
hear girls on the beam, the slight thump as they landed.

After practice, in the team room I told everyone that it was my last. I went 
outside to tell my coach. There were tears, hugs everywhere. The ride home 
was even worse. I carpooled with Hannah A. At first it was quiet, but then we 
started talking about the usual, random things. Then she started to talk about 
how I was really leaving, how we both thought that we would all be there 
forever, and how it was all falling apart, one girl at a time.
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Epilogue

The wind is rushing at my face and I burst out of my fast stride into a full-
out sprint. My legs are moving faster and faster as I get closer and closer to the 
finish. I cross the line and my heart is pounding. My chest is rising rapidly up 
and down. I take a cup of water and my breathing slows down. I take another 
sip and then pour it on my head. Yes, I think. This is beautiful.
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Izzy

learnInG In the 
snow

Waking up in the morning to the smell of pancakes and the sound of little 
kids squealing, trying to use their “inside voices” but not doing so well, I sit 
up and look around the loft that is my room. The downstairs is already littered 
with blocks, trains, I Spy books, and magnetic darts, a familiar sight to the grey 
rug in our living room. I smile at the two kids downstairs and watch them for 
a minute. Donovan glances up in my direction, then bursts out yelling. 

“Izzy’s awake!” I wave and Katrina looks up. 
“Hi Izzy!” she says. “Look, I found the ghost!” It takes me a moment to 

realize she is talking about the I Spy book in her hands.
“Good job!” I yell back and duck my head away.
Getting ready for a day of skiing is always difficult in our three-story 

house. You have to run up and down the stairs using as little effort as possible 
because in clothes meant for zero degrees, you feel like you’re in a furnace. We 
yank the wooden railings going upstairs and slide on our stomachs like pen-
guins going down. Little hand smudges litter the white walls going by. The 
window near the landing halfway down the stairs is covered with the fluffy 
whiteness that pulls us into the car and up the 3,600-foot mountain.

Into the breezeway, where we store our skis and boots, and then out 
again, we are almost unable to open the door to the cold, outside world. I 
grab two pairs of skis, Don-Don’s and mine. One pair is just plain red with 
grey stripes and the other pair has stickers; those are mine.

I bring them through the kitchen. Our house is basically a three-story 
room. One of the only rooms that has a door is the master bedroom where my 
parents sleep. It has a small porch with a sliding glass door that opens to the 
cul-de-sac, where we meet our neighbors and dig tunnels through the snow 
banks like moles. Then there are the three bathrooms: two with tile flooring 
and off-white walls, the other one with wooden flooring and brown walls. 
When the doors are closed, they are the loneliest places in our house. You 
can’t hear anyone else talking or see what is going on around you. Then there 
is the guest bedroom. Light flies through the windows in the morning at six 
o’clock, and you can never get a good night’s sleep. The rest of the house is 
wide open. No secrets. No hatred. Just noise.
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On our way to the ski slopes, we all squish into one car. A car that was 
meant to hold seven people dressed in regular clothing ends up lugging nine 
people in large, puffy ski coats and pants, but nobody complains because we 
all share one common goal: to get to the ski slopes and enjoy the wind whip-
ping our faces and the snow chilling our toes, sliding down a mountain with 
grace and speed.

Whenever anyone learns something new, it is always hard. Falling down 
into a large puff of snow that manages to sneak into your clothes and melt 
on your body, freezing you, is no exception. But after you get the hang of it, 
it’s like riding a bike. You never forget how, even at the beginning of the ski 
season when you get onto the slopes for the first time that winter.

When Donovan and I headed up the chairlift and were about to get off, 
he got stuck. The device called an Edgie Wedgie that is put on the tips of your 
skis to prevent you from doing a split was stuck to the safety bar. I leaned out 
of the chair and reached for his skis to try to untangle them. My skis were 
pointed towards the ground, but I didn’t notice. Donovan was hanging on to 
me because he was scared, and then my skis snagged onto something under 
the lift and pulled me to the ground with Donovan coming out right behind 
me. Everyone was watching, and people were coming as fast as possible to 
our aid. Although I wasn’t broken, I felt really sore. When Donovan fell out 
behind me he landed on my back. He poked me as I turned my head to look 
at him; when our eyes met, I smiled, and then he burst out laughing. Even the 
most terrifying moments can be mended with a smile.

After a long, exciting day of skiing and freezing, we retire to either the 
fireplace or the hot tub, both great places to replenish lack of heat. As long as 
there is a fire crackling, there will always be bodies huddling together around 
it. Then there is the hot tub room. Its walls are wooden and the wood floor is a 
grey-blue color. The room has three skylights and a sliding glass door. There is 
also a bar where the speakers pour out music. The hot tub room and around the 
fireplace are some of the most relaxing areas in the house and the warmest.

Sometimes, I’ll sit on my bed in the loft with my grey-blue quilt pulled 
over my shoulders, taking it all in. Like the hole in the carpet from an ember 
that popped out of the fireplace and caused a big commotion as four pairs of 
feet stomped up and down trying to discourage the little fellow from burning 
our house down. Then there is a my drawing on the mantle. All these things 
make me feel at home, the little specifics that only you know the reason for. 
One of the best parts about this house, besides the family and togetherness, 
is the skiing. It is my favorite winter sport. There is no way to explain the 
amazing sensation I feel every morning stepping onto the ski slope. The great 
feeling never changes, never lessens. It is always waiting there for me almost 
as eager as I am to meet up again.

*

I glanced up at Steve. What had he just suggested? The ski instructor 
glanced at our faces, smiling. Did everyone else look as bewildered as I did? I 
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bet his nasty assistant did. I looked over at her. I was correct; Meredith never 
wanted to do anything fun. 

Our small ski team of eight was being evaluated on our skills. Kathryn 
and I were partners. Kathryn, a small six-year-old girl who had brown shoul-
der-length hair and blue-green eyes, and I had been working on our J-turns 
when a fat man in a blue ski jacket came rocketing down the ski slope and 
slammed into her. One second she had been following me, and the next all 
you could see was a cloud of snow tumbling down the hill, not stopping for 
anything to get out of the way, leaving in its tracks a hat or glove that had 
escaped from the accident. As I raced after her, all you could hear were snaps 
and cracks. I really, really, really hope that is her skis breaking, I thought.

When the tumbling slowed, her equipment lay strewn across the slope. 
I popped off my skis and ran to her. She was lying on her back, her face red 
and stained with tears, her chest heaving. I sat next to her and helped prop her 
up. As we sat in the middle of the slope, I felt vulnerable, like someone would 
crash into us again. Don’t think of that right now. You need to help Kathryn. 

Steve rushed up behind me. Kathryn had moved to my lap to try and stay 
warmer; she was huddled up against me, shivering. Steve checked over her 
for any major injuries besides the cut on her cheek from which blood trickled. 
He ran his hands down her arms, feeling for any broken bones. She flinched 
every time he touched her wrist. 

When Steve had finished checking over her, he went to look for her 
skis, which had popped off in the tumble. Soon Meredith came over, and she 
brought the rest of the group. She glared at me. I glared back. Meredith the 
Mean is what we had called her. She opened her mouth, and I hoped, practi-
cally prayed, she would say something nice or ask about Kathryn, but she 
yelled. She yelled at me and Kathryn for being careless. She yelled at us for 
putting that “poor man who came for a good day” in an awkward situation. 
She yelled at us for being stupid. And she yelled at us for making her worry. 

“I can’t believe you would be so careless!” she yelled. 
“Mere––” 
She interrupted me. “Look at you, all beaten up, Kathryn. What am I 

going to tell your mom?” She let the question hang in the air, but not long 
enough for me to get a word out of my mouth. “And you, Izzy, you should 
have looked up the hill before you just skied off!”

“I do––” 
She cut me off again, turning her attention to the man. “Sir, I’m terribly sor-

ry that these immature children were so careless. Are you okay?” she asked.
“Yes, I’m––” 
She cut him off. “You see, he is hurt! Now he is going to ski away and tell 

all his friends and they’re never going come back again!” The man took this 
as his cue to leave, but first he turned to Kathryn and apologized. “What were 
you even thin––” 

This time it was me interrupting. “You know what, Meredith? I don’t care 
what you have to say. Your yelling is doing nothing to help Kathryn, and she 
is in pain. So you can yell at me all you want later, but right now just shut the 
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heck up! You can kick me off the team or tell my mom on me, but right now 
shut up or go away!” 

All the other kids on the team stared at me, mouths open. No one had 
ever stood up to Meredith like that. She just stood there.

After they had taken Kathryn to the infirmary along with Steve (I was 
too young to go), I rode the chairlift up to the top of the slope with Meredith 
sitting next to me, glaring at me, yelling at me, threatening to kick me off the 
team (although she never did), and then going suddenly quiet.

In her quiet moment, I yelled at her. Then I burst into tears, which I 
quickly regretted. It showed Meredith I had a weakness, and the tears froze 
to my face. 

I snapped back to the present. I studied Meredith’s face. It was grim with 
wrinkles that made her look seventy-five years old although she was only 
thirty. She was frowning. At that moment, I wished someone would crash into 
her. This lady was cruel, and I wished she was fired from being an instructor, 
but she was not. I was stuck with her.

 Steve was saying. “So. Who wants to give it a shot?”
“Me!” I yelled as my hand shot into the air. This idea sounded adventur-

ous and exiting, although I never thought of how it would open a door later 
in my life. Meredith glared at me for putting up my hand. She’d wanted 
Steve to think he didn’t know the group as well as he did. Slowly, more hands 
went up, one of them with a brace on the wrist. It was Kathryn’s. Five more 
hands appeared.

The seven of us popped off one of our skis for the one-ski challenge and 
started working our way down the beginners’ slope, Steve skiing back and 
forth between us yelling instructions.

With my newly acquired skill, I felt unstoppable. I had fallen down a lot 
and almost hit a tree, but I always managed to get back up. Going down the 
beginners’ slopes, you not only had to focus on making it down alive, but if 
you wanted to stay above the ground, you also had to watch out for other 
beginners rocketing down the ski slopes, not able to control which way they 
turned, which most of the time was right into you.

After witnessing Kathryn’s collision, I have become more cautious on 
these slopes. Although I have heard about collisions many times, witnessing 
one was much more traumatizing. I was glad to finally leave these beginners’ 
slopes and move up to the more difficult and challenging runs. They were 
intimidating and steep, with tall trees on either side and metal snow guns that 
stood almost as tall as the trees, standing at the ready to blanket the slopes 
in man-made snow. Since these were longer than the beginners’ slopes, you 
didn’t have to spend most of your time waiting for or skiing the extra-slow 
beginners’ chairlift, which got especially crowded.

When I had stopped the chairlift, we were at the top of the ski slope, 
ready to get off, when the zipper on my jacket got caught to the safety bar. 
I couldn’t pull it free. For a second, my feet were on the ground but that lift 
wouldn’t ease up. It pulled me back around, right up into the air, leaving me 
squirming like a helpless worm in a bird’s mouth.
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The lift hadn’t stopped and was starting to lift me higher and higher off 
the ground, so I screamed. Thinking back on this, I remember silence after I 
screamed as lift attendants rushed out to me right before my jacket ripped and 
dropped me. The two clumsy lift attendants attempted to catch me, but did 
not accomplish this, and I plopped into the snow. 

The first glimpse I had of the giant ski slope was intimidating to say the 
least, marked as a black diamond with an orange sign in the middle read-
ing EXPERTS ONLY. I had seen this slope many times, gone down it for fun, 
raced down it for competitions, but this time it was different. I felt different. 
I had to face my biggest fear head-on. I glanced down at my feet from the 
ski lift and saw the glistening snow whirling below me. Skiing on two skis 
is hard enough. Today I would have to go down this slope on one ski for the 
first time. I needed to do this; learning how to ski on one ski is one of the 
requirements to become an adaptive ski instructor, something I wanted very 
much. A mixed feeling of excitement and fear washed over me as I watched 
the ski lodge get smaller and smaller behind me the higher that we climbed. 
I glanced at my best friend, Lily. She, too, was on one ski, training to become 
an adaptive ski instructor. Her attention was to the people sitting next to us, 
talking rapidly, trying to explain that she didn’t lose her ski and they didn’t 
need to call for help. I laughed to myself and smiled.

Finally, we reached the top of the mountain and were ready for our brave 
descent. We stood at the top of the mountain for a minute, waiting for our 
other friends. It was enough time for me to look down and see what I was 
about to face. This was a big moment in my training. 

We let our friends on two skis go first. Then it was my turn. I glanced 
up and saw all the people on the chairlift, the place I had been sitting just 
moments before. I couldn’t mess up. I couldn’t fall. None of them seemed to 
be watching me, but I would be so embarrassed if I messed up and they saw 
me. Then I smiled. If I didn’t mess up, they would also notice; hopefully they 
would wish that they could ski like me. I knew I wasn’t that great and knew 
I was tooting my own whistle, but thinking this boosted my self-confidence. I 
pushed off, one leg in the air. Gliding smoothly down, turning left, right, left, 
right, was the only thing I thought about. 

When I got more comfortable I glanced around; Lily was a few feet up the 
mountain. I looked down. I had made it more than halfway, hadn’t fallen once, 
and I was ahead of most my friends. I kept going, enjoying it every inch of 
the way. All my worrying was for nothing. I reached the bottom of the slope. I 
looked up; I had just skied down this slope, all 374 feet of it; I hadn’t make one 
single error, not even a caught tip. I looked up the slope and I felt great.

Right now, I am enrolled as a Junior Adaptive Ski Instructor. After I finish 
my training, I will be able to work on the slopes with physically and mentally 
handicapped people. Skiing on one ski helped me achieve this goal and will 
help me to be empathetic to what these disabled people have to go through. I 
am very excited to be able to finally work with people and to be able to help 
them while doing something I love.
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edie Sanders

mInor’s sonG

Chapter 1: A New Darkness

It means tears. It means confusion. It is like losing a part of yourself. An 
unwanted surprise. It is something I have only ever seen somewhere else, in 
someone else’s eyes when something goes missing, leaving them as empty as 
a barren sea. They become broken, like a hummingbird without its wings. I 
have never had to face this kind of loss. Not until now.

I was barely conscious of my father’s hand wrapped around mine, send-
ing a message of false security through his tight grip. Somewhere in the back-
ground, choked sobs echoed dully in my ears. I stared at the polished wooden 
coffin sitting in front of me, surrounded by bright, healthy flowers that seemed 
to mock her death. I tried, unsuccessfully, not to imagine her lying there under 
the shield of blossoms, eyes closed, hands folded across her chest . . .

Black blurred my vision. Black clothing, black drapes, black streams run-
ning down cheeks as tears washed away make-up. My own dark blue top 
seemed too out of place in this dreary graveyard.

This event was in my life. I had grown too comfortable in my world of 
happiness, the only place I knew. I was never worried about losing something 
because it had never occurred to me that I should have to.

As everyone shivered in the chilly air, wishing the sun would come out, 
I thought about all of the things that made this an obvious truth. I thought 
about the past couple of days, the events leading up to this moment, the rea-
son I was here now. 

It began with my family, at the dinner table.

Chapter 2: A Change in Conversation

“So how was Thursday?” my mom asked. 
“Fun,” my sister Mary answered. She launched into the daily story of 

what happened in her theatre class. We all laughed with her, then continued 
our eating and chatting after she had finished. 
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When a pause in the conversation came and our plates were mostly clean, 
my mother broke the silence. 

“Sam called today.” An image of my cousin popped into my mind. 
Blond hair, darkened skin, blue eyes, and a contagious smile. Why would 
he be calling?

“He was calling about your great-aunt Minor,” she continued, seeming to 
taste the words before she released them. “She had a heart attack today.”

Silence. We all perched rigidly in our chairs, waiting. 
“How is she?” my father asked hesitantly. We all looked into my mother’s 

clouded blue eyes, trying to see the answer before we heard it.
“She’s in the hospital. She’s still unconscious. They don’t know if she’s 

going to make it.” Tears began to well up in my mother’s eyes, and I looked 
away, trying to avoid witnessing her pain. But as she continued, there was 
no mistaking the tears in her voice. “She called Sam before she called the 
ambulance. The last thing she was doing was making up her bed.” Her voice 
broke. “Because she just can’t stand having anyone see her house when it’s 
not clean.” The tears began to roll down her face as we all watched her silent-
ly, waiting for more. “So, anyway.” She wiped her eyes and tried to strengthen 
her wavering voice, her words much louder than she meant them to be. “We’ll 
be notified as soon as there’s any news.”

That was all. We remained silent, digesting this idea that Minor could be 
dying. Minor was someone who was always there, always a house to stop at 
on Christmas, always a person to look for at church. I imagined her appear-
ance, absorbing every detail. 

Tanned skin smoothly spread over her face with light wrinkles. Slightly 
below her small cheekbones, her ears were a little on the large side. A triangle 
with rounded edges defined her nose, thin at the top and widening at the bot-
tom. Her face curved into a small round shape, squaring slightly at the jaw. 
Her mouth was thin and wide, her lips always pressed together when she 
smiled. But it was her eyes that I always looked at the most on her face, small 
and carefully decorated by soft eyelashes. The dark pupils glistened as she 
squinted through her small, rectangular glasses, watching intensely as if ex-
amining you. Wispy eyebrows rested above, raised a touch on the inside ends. 
Soft, silver hair lay in small waves on her head. She was a short lady with a 
small frame, but she always gave big hugs. A simple necklace decorated her 
small neck, her clothes neatly ironed. Her house is clean and organized, so I 
always know where everything is. 

I remember when I was much smaller I would go up the stairs into the 
room on the left and play with the plastic toys in the heavy wooden chest. 
Rising to the smell of cookies, I would return downstairs, listening to Minor’s 
warnings about the steep steps. That was Minor, always worrying about ev-
eryone else. Like when she got me piano music for Christmas, looked me in 
the eyes, and asked me to keep playing. I think that might have been the last 
gift she got for me.

I excused myself from the table. I didn’t want to sit there any longer in the 
silence that rang louder than any words could. I trudged up the stairs to my 
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room and held back the tears. She isn’t dead. People survive heart attacks all the 
time. She hasn’t died. Everything will be okay. 

Chapter 3: Misunderstandings

It was Friday. I walked into my room to get ready for school and found 
my mother shifting the racks of clothing in my closet back and forth, search-
ing for something. 

“What are you doing?” I asked warily, dreading that I might already 
know the answer. 

“I’m looking through your closet to see if you have any black clothes that 
you might need to wear to a funeral sometime soon,” she replied, a faint sigh 
in her voice. 

Might. Some relief briefly flowed through me, only to be washed away by 
a darker realization.

Might?! If Minor hadn’t died, why was my mother already planning her 
funeral? Rage welled up inside of me like deep, ominous storm clouds right 
before a downpour. But as my mother turned around, I quickly composed my 
face to hide my unusually dark emotions.

“Are you ready for school yet?” she asked, completely clueless. 
“Almost,” I replied, my voice hollow. “I just have to get dressed.” As she 

left the room, I had to resist the urge to scream into my pillow because Mary 
had just entered. Ugh. I wish I had my own room. I tried to make eye contact 
with her to see if she was sharing any thoughts along the same line as I was, 
but as hers remained unreachable, I composed mine. I knew that these sim-
mering emotions could not stay hidden forever, yet I tried to push them as 
deep as possible within. I am used to hiding my dark emotions, but I had a 
feeling that this time they would find a way to uncover themselves.

Chapter 4: Cracked

Mary and I had been invited to go on a ski trip this weekend with my 
friend Haley and her family. The deal was if Minor survived, we would 
go on the trip. It she didn’t, well, we couldn’t go on the trip. We would 
be at a funeral. As soon as school was over, I would be freed from this 
suspense and anxiety. I just didn’t know yet what other emotions would 
take their place. 

“Hey, Edie!” A friend’s voice snapped me into the present. I looked 
around vacantly, finding myself in the eighth grade hallway on my way 
to Language Arts. The person who said my name was already long gone. I 
waited outside of my classroom with my other classmates, waiting for the 
door to open and wondering what we would do today. Then it hit me, and 
it hurt more than a punch in the stomach. Today was the day I had to read 
my monologue.
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A couple weeks ago, I had written a fictional monologue about the Holo-
caust. A young girl was taken to a concentration camp with her sister, and she 
watched her aunt die. 

It got worse. The aunt I had written about had the same family name 
as Minor. I could have chosen any name, or written about anything. Yet I 
chose this. 

I felt my heart pounding in my chest; the air caught in my throat and I 
began breathing faster than before. My stomach felt twisted and mangled. 
There was no way I could do this, no way I could read this tragic story out 
loud when it was so connected to reality. I stood frozen in the line outside the 
classroom door not knowing what to do. As students began filing in, I began 
to feel light-headed. 

My friend Hana noticed my stricken expression. Her smile faltered and 
she looked me in the eyes and asked, “What’s wrong?”

As I answered, my voice sounded calm and under control, the complete 
opposite of how I was feeling. “I have to go read a monologue about my 
aunt dying.”

Hana was one of the very few people who knew about Minor’s situation. 
“Why?” Her eyes were wide, still searching mine. 

“Because that’s what I wrote about two weeks ago.” As my voice cracked 
on the last syllable, the rest of my composure went with it. The tears poured 
down my face and my body heaved with the sobs I had been containing. By 
the way Hana was holding me and the expression she was wearing during 
the few glimpses I got of her face through the tears, I knew she understood 
what kind of wildfire was raging inside of me. I became aware of other people 
crowding around, asking if I was okay. I ignored them, because obviously 
if they had any sense, they would be able to tell that I definitely wasn’t. I 
needed to escape these probing eyes. I pushed and stumbled my way to the 
bathroom, where I slumped to the floor and wailed.

Hana followed me, along with a couple other of my close friends, Car-
oline and Caitlin. They held me in their arms and covered me with words 
of reassurance.

“It’s going to be okay, everything is going to work out.”
“Don’t be scared, she’s going to be fine. She hasn’t died.”
As these words sunk in, they waited patiently until I was ready to talk. 

After the hallways outside were cleared, I finally was. I told them everything: 
what was going on and why I could not read this monologue. As I lifted this 
weight off my shoulders, my sobbing ebbed away, until all that was left were 
a few hiccups.

Caroline left to tell our Language Arts teacher what was going on. She 
returned briefly after a couple moments of silence, Ms. Bugg following closely 
behind her.

“Poor girl,” she said sympathetically, watching me closely with her dark 
chocolate eyes. She explained that I could either go talk to Ms. Sample or stay 
in the small computer lab across from her classroom. I really did not want to 
talk to Ms. Sample about this.
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I gave Ms. Bugg a tentative smile as I took the keys to the computer lab 
from her. I gave the friends who had stayed with me heartfelt hugs and com-
municated through my eyes how much their comfort meant to me. I feared 
that if I said a single word, I would break again. I didn’t want that. Not yet.

But once I was finally alone, I let myself go. I let out my anger, my fear, 
my anxiety, and my grief through tears, letting them pour out of me, down 
my face, dripping away. I was gasping for air, inhaling it faster than I could 
let it out. As soon as my breathing calmed down for a moment, I would start 
shaking and lose control again. This went on and on and on. Fifteen minutes. 
Twenty. Half an hour.   

When I finally stopped trembling and the tears had dried on my face, I 
began to breathe deeply again. I waited again for my emotions to overwhelm 
me and drag me to that uncontrollable state. But they didn’t. I sat there, 
breathing in the calm. When I checked the time, I was shocked. Forty-five 
minutes. I slowly began to gather my things, wiping my face with my jacket. 
It was obvious that I had been crying, but I figured that this was as ready as I 
was going to get. I paused for a moment, taking a deep, shaky breath. Then I 
proceeded to my classroom.

When I opened the door and carefully stepped inside, the students were 
sprawled across the room, casually reading books at their desks. A few glanced 
up at the sound of the door then looked down and continued reading. Even 
fewer gazes lingered on my face, particularly my reddened eyes. But it was 
Caroline’s reaction that really began to change something inside of me.

“Edie!” she exclaimed, her face full of genuine joy at seeing me doing 
better. She smiled and began to fill me in on what we were working on. As 
I opened my book to the first page, I was aware of her now more careful, 
searching eyes on me. I tentatively met her gaze, not wanting to trigger more 
emotional outbursts. But she just looked at me and said slowly and sincerely, 
“I know you probably don’t want to talk about it, but I’m very sorry for what 
you’re going through. I want you to know that I’m always here for you.” She 
gave a little caring smile and turned back to her book. I felt my eyes tear up, 
but for a different reason this time. I had so many words I wanted to return 
to her, but they stuck in my throat. I turned back to my book and stared at the 
page for a while before finally beginning to read.

Chapter 5: A Flash of Possibilities

The breakdown I had during sixth period, letting my fountain of tears 
run out, had helped me concentrate. Of course I was still thinking about 
Minor, but my emotions weren’t getting the best of me. I had let another 
feeling in, one that was beginning to rise inside of me like the rays of the sun 
making their first glorious appearance after a long, cold night. Hope. Hope 
that Minor would recover from this incident and all of this would breeze 
past. I tried to contain this spark from turning into a flame for fear that it 
would be smothered.
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I walked along the eighth grade hallway, almost getting lost in the sea 
of people also trying to reach their lockers. As I came close to my number, I 
found Haley there waiting for me. I realized that this was it. The next words 
she spoke would let me know if Minor lived or died. If she said I could go on 
the ski trip with her, she lived. If I couldn’t, then I should thank my mother for 
searching my closet for black clothes.

“Edie!” Haley exclaimed as I began fiddling with my lock, my fingers 
working about as well as ten sausages stuck on the ends of my knuckles. 
“Guess what?”

“What?” Again, my voice was much more composed than what was go-
ing on inside of me.

“We’re going skiing!”
I looked at her. She was serious and positively joyful. I could hardly be-

lieve it. I was right to have hope! That spark immediately inflamed and en-
gulfed me in its warmth. I felt a smile spread through me, beyond just my 
face. I suddenly felt much more energetic, so I quickly stuffed the rest of my 
books into my bag. I listened closely as Haley explained the plan for this af-
ternoon. My dad would take us all to her house, and we would leave for 
Wintergreen tonight. There was no need to pack since we had been advised 
to go ahead and pack in advance the day before. I was excited by this sudden 
change of events, and I could tell that people noticed. Caroline passed me in 
the hall, and a flicker of recognition appeared in her eyes as they met mine, 
and she smiled. I returned it wholeheartedly.

We walked outside to the carpool lane and found my golden minivan 
already waiting for us. We piled in, me in the back and Haley and Mary in the 
middle, my dad driving. He began to weave his way out of the jumble of cars 
onto the main road.

I should have noticed then. The signs. How he didn’t talk normally, 
but dragged the words out. He asked how our day was, like usual, but he 
seemed to be holding something back. Stalling until the time was right. But 
for what?

The casual chatting had stopped. Silence. But it wasn’t as tense as it could 
have been, as full of suspense, if I had just noticed the signs. But this oblivious 
world of happiness had returned, and I had easily welcomed it back.

But he broke it.
He broke the silence, broke the wonderful possibility that I had so will-

ingly believed, and sent my world of happiness crashing down. But this time it 
wouldn’t come back. There was no chance. He did this with only three words.

“Minor died today.”

Chapter 6: Mask

I shivered as if a wave of freezing water had engulfed me. I was barely 
listening as he explained how they had to schedule the funeral for Monday, 
which allowed us to go on the ski trip but miss school for the funeral.
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 Inside me there was nothing. No pain. No confusion. It was almost as if 
I didn’t care. Somewhere deep inside of me I knew that I cared, I cared more 
than I could explain. But for now, this numbness was taking hold of me and I 
didn’t attempt to push it away. I didn’t want to miss her.

I listened to the conversation that Haley and Mary had started after a few 
words and a moment of silence, not even bothering to wonder what was go-
ing through their minds. I occasionally added a few words of my own, letting 
them slip out unconsciously. My facial expressions controlled themselves. My 
reactions to what they were saying were not of my own accord. A laugh even 
tumbled out of my lips when appropriate. This numb wave was controlling 
me now. It wore the mask of my face, but that was the only resemblance. I, 
usually so sensitive, felt nothing. This shell snapped into place around me, 
encasing me, blinding me, shielding me from myself. I didn’t even bother to 
wonder when it would leave me, when I would start feeling again.

Chapter 7: A Hand to Hold

I stared out the window, watching the fields of corn and wheat rush by. I 
could see a vast emptiness flash between each carefully planted row of crops, 
quickly covered. Over and over. I slid down in my seat, hugging my pillow. I 
stuffed my iPod headphones in my ears and hit shuffle. “Without You” from 
Rent suddenly rang through my ears, much louder than I was expecting. I 
yanked the headphones out.

We were on a gravel road now. The last bits of field were blending into 
trees, then the greenery was gone altogether. Blue stretched across the window, 
a clear sky, wispy clouds dabbed across the surface. The ripples in the steely 
blue lake glistened under the radiant sun. A bald eagle soared above the water.

How perfect. 
Houses slowly moved by. Four more . . . Three more . . . Two . . . One . . 

. The last house. Brown and smallish, but with beautiful outdoor scenery. A 
field of grass covered the front yard until the river began. A wooden dock was 
built to hold the motorboat, but most of the time it was simply used as a place 
admire the view. Next to the green field was an area of marsh, where one tall, 
scraggly tree stuck up, an eagle’s nest atop it. Several healthier trees were 
in the front yard close to the house where hummingbirds would fly around 
the bird feeders, wings speeding back and forth like quick, little heartbeats. I 
could hear hidden birds calling out to the world, their voices echoing as oth-
ers joined in the beautiful song.

As we slowed on the shelled driveway in the backyard, I began to gather 
my things. Before long, we were headed toward the red door. My grandmoth-
er was waiting on the other side and gave us all welcoming hugs. She stood 
for a moment in the hallway and just looked at us, her eyes damp and lined 
with a raw pink. She looked so vulnerable, this woman who is always so 
strong. Edie. The woman I was named after. She let out a deep sigh and led us 
down the hall, through the kitchen, and into the living room.
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Bobby, my grandfather, was lying on the old grey and tan couch. He 
moved his head a little to the side when he noticed our presence and mum-
bled a hello, but he didn’t get up. The cracks in his tanned skin looked deeper 
than usual, his eyes more sunken. They seemed empty. Like a barren sea. He 
seemed smaller than usual, more delicate. Breakable, even. 

That’s when I realized: Minor was his sister. He had shared his life 
with her, grown up with her. They shared a bond that should never be 
broken. My heart went out to him, this old man who had been through so 
much more than I ever had. I felt pained; my stomach twisted, tears in my 
eyes. I wanted to help him, to make him feel better. But there was nothing 
I could do.

I walked over to this old man on the couch and sat next to him. I took his 
hand, feeling the rough callouses on his skin. I leaned over and hugged him, 
not wanting to let go. He carefully wrapped his arms around me and slowly 
rubbed my back. I felt safe in his arms, calmer than I had been since Thursday 
night. We finally let go of each other when the rest of my family came over, 
arms spread open. I stepped back and watched my mother embrace her dad, 
the weight of their grief lightening when they held on to the other. I walked 
over to my grandmother, Ganny, and saw her uncovering a pan of her home-
made yellow cake with chocolate icing, something we always share when my 
family comes to visit. She placed a small square piece in my hand and I took a 
bite, savoring the delightful taste of this simple treat. We handed pieces to the 
other five and began chatting, not about Minor, not about sadness, but about 
school and activities and sports.

After a while, we looked out of the window and noticed that the clear 
blue had disappeared and a faint pink now took its place. We walked outside 
and stood in the grass, watching dazzling colors being slowly painted across 
the sky. They became brighter and richer, with purple, red, and orange added 
to the pink. Before long, the colors were slowly replaced by twinkling lights, 
contrasting the ebony sky. We stayed there, murmuring occasionally to each 
other and listening to the sounds of the night.

Chapter 8: Tears of Remembrance

I stared at my reflection. I was wearing a navy blue shirt tucked into a 
pleated black skirt. There were dark circles under my eyes, and my hair was 
a mess. It was Monday.

I picked up my hairbrush and slowly untangled my straight, blonde 
locks. I brushed my teeth and put in a pair of black earrings, shaped like roses. 
I didn’t bother putting on makeup. That would be pointless. I had already 
shed tears a couple of times earlier this morning. Once when I saw my mother 
crying as she changed into her black dress, another when my sweet aunt Gina 
came for a visit and sat with me in the room upstairs overlooking the lake and 
talked about Minor, telling me things about her that I had never known. She 
had confessed that she was scared now for Bobby. Minor’s death meant that 
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he was the oldest now, and in her mind that meant the most in danger. When 
Gina cried, I couldn’t help but cry, too. 

I headed downstairs, grabbing my dark brown shoes. My mother hadn’t 
had much luck when she searched my closet for black. I met my sister and 
brother at the foot of the stairs, and we waited for the remaining four to be 
ready. Bobby was last. My mother quickly checked our clothing situation and, 
seeming to find it acceptable, headed outside. We followed her and filed into 
my grandparents’ car. In a matter of seconds, the small brown house was 
growing smaller behind us, then finally disappeared behind layers of houses 
and trees. Here we go. 

Chapter 9: Amazing Grace

I opened my eyes and found myself back in the graveyard. I became 
aware of my father’s hand around mine and the tears that had appeared on 
my cheeks. There was a twisted feeling in the pit of my stomach, and it took 
me a while to identify it. It was the feeling of missing something, and it had 
slowly begun to burn a hole inside of me.

It’s strange how sometimes you don’t realize how much something 
means to you until it’s gone. A few days ago, Minor had almost never entered 
my thoughts. Now she’s everywhere. In my dreams, in my black surround-
ings, in my family’s eyes, in the coffin decorated by flowers in front of me. 
The blossoms no longer seemed to mock her death. Now they seemed like a 
symbol of the beautiful life that Minor had enjoyed. 

I finally looked at the people around me, fully noticing them for the 
first time since we had arrived at the church. Earlier, I had noticed their 
dark clothing and dark expressions, but I had not attempted to see inside 
of them. Now I could. There was pain deep in their eyes, but it wasn’t 
a sharp pain. It was more subtle: simple sadness laced with something 
else, something that was keeping the sadness from consuming them. They 
had accepted that Minor was not with us anymore, that she wasn’t coming 
back. This was okay, a part of life. It was always meant to happen. Seeing 
this in the people around me made me realize that this acceptance was 
beginning to spread inside of me as well. I took a deep breath, steadily 
easing this feeling of calm inside of me, letting the sharper pains have their 
last stabs. 

A man began to sing. I closed my eyes, letting his smooth voice be ab-
sorbed into every bit of me. The words echoed in my head, more meaningful 
than I had ever heard them sung. It was Minor’s song. 

Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound,
That saved a wretch like me.
I once was lost but now am found,
Was blind, but now I see.
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T’was Grace that taught my heart to fear.
And Grace, my fears relieved.
How precious did that Grace appear
The hour I first believed.
 
Through many dangers, toils and snares
I have already come;
‘Tis Grace that brought me safe thus far
and Grace will lead me home.
  
The Lord has promised good to me.
His word my hope secures.
He will my shield and portion be,
As long as life endures.
 
Yea, when this flesh and heart shall fail,
And mortal life shall cease,
I shall possess within the veil,
A life of joy and peace.

When we’ve been here ten thousand years
Bright shining as the sun.
We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise
Than when we’ve first begun.
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mikki

the new start

Missing My Ways

When I was eleven years old, I stopped attending social events, like birth-
days and sleepovers on Friday nights. It was so hard. I cried and told myself I 
didn’t like my religion. Now, I regret that everyday. Back then, I did not want 
anyone to know why I was crying, so I would run to my attic to calm down. 
One time, just as I stopped crying, my mom yelled up, “I am going to the 
store. Who wants to come?”

When we arrived at the store, we all decided to stay in the car while Mom 
went in. My sisters and I started to talk about the things we missed most. My 
sister said, “I miss going out on Fridays, hanging out with friends, and going 
to parties and sleepovers. I miss eating marshmallows and Starburst.” They 
contain gelatin, which we no longer ate. 

I, too, missed fun moments, like going to parties and celebrating holi-
days. If events came up, like a friend’s birthday party, a sleepover on the Sab-
bath, or even a movie night, I wouldn’t be able to go. When I told my friends 
why I couldn’t go, all they saw was a front. Even now, I try to act like it’s okay, 
but on the inside, I am sad because I wish I could go.

This issue isn’t just hard for my friends; it’s hard for my family, too. Com-
ing together sometimes stresses us out. For instance, we often have events 
like cookouts, weddings, and family reunions. My family is made of pusher 
types that push and push and push until you say yes. Sometimes, they push 
so hard it feels like gravity has stopped holding me in place. This change was 
hard for them to accept.

My new religion was very prescriptive, and I had grown comfortable 
with my old ways. As you can imagine, as a child it was hard to understand 
what was happening, and everything was changing completely. All of the 
sudden, I was told that I couldn’t eat Jell-O or Skittles. Plus, we began to cel-
ebrate only three of our regular holidays: Thanksgiving, Mother’s Day, and 
Father’s Day. We didn’t celebrate birthdays, Valentine’s Day, St. Patrick’s Day, 
the Fourth of July, New Year’s, or Christmas. We celebrated the Sabbath every 
week from Friday’s sunset until Saturday’s.
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Another change that I had to make was in my clothes. We are to be re-
spectful in the clothes we wear publicly. This means no spaghetti strap tanks, 
and our shorts and skirts should be of a respectable length. It just takes us a 
lot longer to shop, which doesn’t bother me or my sisters.

There are many times I have broken these restrictions, and even now I do, 
but less and less every day. I am still learning not to give in. I have now been 
in this religion for five years, and I have gotten used to not being able to attend 
things. The hardest part was how other people took it. A few of my friends 
understood and asked questions, but others made insensitive comments. 

 
The First Day

 
I remember my new yellow dress swayed down from my waist to my 

knees. I was excited and scared at the same time. My sisters and I were so shy, 
we stuck to our mom like glue when we entered the church; I could tell that she 
didn’t mind because she looked nervous, too. When we walked into the room, 
there was nobody in sight. The only thing there was a stack of chairs in the 
middle of the floor. We looked at each other in confusion and questions started 
to race through my mind as I wondered if we were even in the right place.

Suddenly, we heard voices growing louder and a woman walked in, 
pushing a cart of chairs with a man behind her.

“Hello,” said the man. “You must be Jackie.”
“Yes, I am, and these are my children: Jamie, the oldest who is sixteen; 

Vanessa, fourteen; Brionna, twelve; and Mikki, eleven.”
“Hi,” we all said at the same time, which made an echo in the empty room.
“We are so happy to have you with us.” Then they continued setting up.
“Do you need any help?” my mom asked in a calm and generous tone.
“No, we’re fine,” he responded. “You know that church doesn’t start for 

about an hour or so.”
“Really?” my mom said in disbelief.
“Do you want to stay here?”
“No, we’re fine. We’re just going to go get breakfast.”
“Okay. We will see you in about an hour. It was nice to meet you.”
“You, too,” she said back firmly.
After we finished eating, we headed back to church. “Let’s try this again,” 

my mom joked. When we entered the second time, there were so many people 
there, I couldn’t believe it was the same place. We heard music begin to play 
and the church members started heading back to their seats. Luckily, our min-
ister had saved us five seats, one whole row, and gave us a hymnal.

As the sermon started, our minister named Mr. –– introduced us to the 
whole church, which was nerve-wracking because we could hear everyone 
turning around to see us. I looked down, trying to avoid their eyes. When 
church ended, everyone got up to socialize with one another. I was mostly 
focused on finding other children. Just as I spotted some, my mom took me 
away to introduce my sisters and me to a woman named Mrs. ––. She wel-
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comed us to the church and complimented us on how beautiful our dresses 
were. A few minutes later, when my sisters and I sat down, a group of teens 
and children walked up to us. They greeted us and told us their names: Kelly, 
Alana, Marissa, and Jacob. We became friends right away. We went to the 
park, hung out at the mall, and even had sleepovers. Our parents became 
good friends, which brought us closer still.

Our New Holy Days

We celebrate seven Holy Days: Passover, Feast of Tabernacles, Day of 
Atonement, Days of Unleavened Bread, Feast of Trumpets, Pentecost, and the 
Last Great Day. 

Each year in the early fall, our congregation celebrates the Feast of Tab-
ernacles or Feast of Booths. For eight days, the Church meets in eight loca-
tions around the world. We even have members in Jerusalem. It is an exciting 
opportunity for the teens to meet other teens and not have to explain our 
religion. It is fun to laugh, play, and eat with people our own age who under-
stand why we worship as we do. Each year, we meet new friends and see old 
ones. This year we did not go to the Feast site, but kept the Holy Days here 
at home.

Days of Unleavened Bread and Day of Atonement and are hardest. Most 
Jewish people keep the Holy Days, so it is nice to have some company on 
Days of Unleavened Bread. On these Holy Days, we do not eat foods that 
have leaven in them, for example, most breads, crackers, and cakes. We bake 
from scratch using plain flour or buy kosher foods from the grocery store. 
Days of Unleavened Bread are not as hard as the Day of Atonement, but they 
aren’t easy either. Days of Unleavened Bread lasts for a week, so it was a week 
without any bread. You start to notice that everything you eat on a regular 
basis has bread, like chicken cooked with flour, or a burger from a fast food 
place. It’s hard to find a meal to eat that doesn’t have chicken, so we try to im-
prove the way we eat. Instead of just eating fruit and vegetables all the time, 
we have recently decided to kick it up a notch. We cook with cornmeal and 
find cakes and brownies that don’t have bread. I think our taste buds learned 
to connect with food better without bread.

Atonement is a day when you fast for twenty-four hours until sunset. 
Those days are so holy we have to miss school, which is the fun part. The first 
time we observed this holiday we forgot to eat dinner, so the next day we all 
woke up starving. It was like a competition to see who would be the first to 
admit the hunger. It wasn’t just one person; it was everybody. My stomach 
started to growl so loudly it sounded like a barking dog, and it felt as if my 
stomach had started to eat itself. To stop the thirst and hunger, we slept for a 
few hours, but it only got worse. When it came down to about three minutes 
until sunset, everyone was bouncing off the walls. We were so hungry, we 
all went downstairs and sat down on the couch watching the clock. When it 
struck 8:30, we prayed, and after we finished, one by one, we jumped off the 
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couch and ran into the kitchen searching for food to cook, snacks to eat, and 
water to drink. It was quiet; the only sound you could hear was the person 
next to you gluttonously eating. Little did we know, we should have taken 
our time when eating after fasting to allow our stomachs to get used to the 
food. Soon, food started to taste funny, and even though we were still hungry, 
we lost our appetites.

From that day on, we learned our lesson, but we still rush to the kitchen, 
all together, as a family.
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Trina Aiken

hIdInG behInd 
my stanzas

Closed Door

I was standing in front 
Of a shut door,
Too afraid to reach out 
And open it. 
My world was spinning 
And my heart was pounding.
The things that stood behind that door 
Were things that I was too
Afraid to face.
Now being asked to open the 
Door I thought was 
Locked and closed forever 
Was making me shake. 
The things no 
One else knew were being peered at by a stranger. 
I keep telling myself I’m 
Not ready. I keep trying to convince 
Myself it was all her fault. 
I keep saying I’m over it, I’m stronger now 
But if so, why is this so 
Hard? 
I reach out to open 
The door and I start to cry. 
I hear voices shouting all around me 
No, stop, I’m scared,
I’m not ready, I can’t tell.
They scream louder as I get closer,
But my hand touches 
The door and it slowly begins to 
Open. 
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And then all the memories rush back 
And it all begins.

“Mommy, look at what I wrote you.” She took the paper from my hand 
and smiled.

“Thank you, Trina. This is really good.” I smiled back at her and my chest 
was warm like I was standing in the sun on a hot day. I felt like this feeling 
would never go away, but little did I know, everything was about to change.

I was seven or eight and there was nothing I loved more than making my 
mother happy. From then on, I would write poems every so often, and when 
I read them to her, that feeling would always come back. I started to write 
regularly. When I read them to her, she would smile and say, “That was won-
derful.” In third grade, I started to write my poems in a small, black journal, 
and inside she wrote on a page, “Trina is to write one poem every day because 
she has a great gift.”

I believe at first my mother’s words inspired me to write, but soon I was 
writing every day, and my poems became less about my mother’s feelings 
and more about mine. I wrote about my surroundings, and I wrote about 
a show my brother liked; I even wrote about a dream. I wrote about almost 
everything, and as I wrote I still felt that warm feeling I got from my mother’s 
words, those loving words.

I never really shared my poems with anyone other than my mother, but 
in fourth grade, I shared a poem we had to write in class. My teacher liked it, 
and at the end of the year she picked me to write a poem for the fifth grade 
graduation. After I finished, everyone clapped and smiled and said good job, 
and that old feeling came back, and nothing could have made me happier. 

But soon something happened that affected me. I started to act differ-
ently. I stopped writing poems for a long time and became isolated within 
myself. I could not handle what was happening to me. My attitude changed 
and so did the mood of my poems. 

It was a week before Christmas when my world started to shatter.
We had just moved and nothing was on in our house. It seemed lifeless, 

colorless; it was so cold you could see your breath. That night, my parents 
were in their room, and I went to bed not suspecting anything. The next day, 
my mother was gone. It was not the first time mother had left and taken ev-
erything, but this time it was different. Something changed, and I could not 
comprehend what was happening. I shut down.

Christmas was two days away and my mother was gone. We did not 
know where she was or what she was doing. All we knew was she was not 
with us. That was a day I would always hold against her. I went to school as if 
everything was okay. I started to think things that I should not have. I thought 
about things that ten-year-old kids were not supposed to think about. My 
thoughts became dark, and I locked myself up. At one point, I stopped smil-
ing. At another point, I even stopped crying because if I started, I could not 
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stop. My mother returned home the day after Christmas, but it was too late 
in my mind. It was as if my world had turned black; my mother was slowly 
walking away, and I did not want to stop her. Or maybe it was more like I 
could not stop her, so I didn’t, and it hurt.

I had taken a break from my writing. When I began again, poems were 
different. I only wrote when I was angry, and everything my family did made 
me mad. I acted happy at school, but at home I was irritated with everything 
and everyone. I was feeling alone, not loved, and it was hard. My poems 
helped me say what I could not say out loud to others or to my family. 

I felt ignored by my parents and unloved by my brothers and sisters. 
School was a place where I thought I had friends, a place that felt secure. In 
sixth grade, I began to feel a lot better, and my anger was going away. I started 
to come out of my shell and talk more in school. I stopped isolating myself at 
home, too. Things were changing.

I still sometimes write when I’m angry, but my poems are filled with a lot 
more than that now. I write all the time and about everything. I’m still deal-
ing with some things, but slowly they are going away. Now when I’m upset, I 
have a new way of dealing with it: it’s called family anger. When I’m upset, I 
have learned over the years that if I get my family mad, I feel a lot better. I go 
around the house and make my family as mad as possible. I sing as loud as I 
can or ask questions that make no sense or yell at my brother as he plays his 
game or stand at my big sister’s door and stare at her till she starts to yell. The 
angrier they get, the happier I am. Then I laugh at them. As for them, that’s 
another story.

Life has been hard. I was once deeply depressed, and now I’m fifteen and 
learning how to deal with everything.

Caged

I looked at the world through
My silver gray bars.
Sad and alone,
The only thing I could do was
Reach out and feel the
Wind on my fingers.
Trapped in by the sadness,
Guilt and pain I felt.
I was held back by
The fear and unknown
Thoughts of the world
I could never enter.
But when I reached out for help, no one
Would ever take my hand.
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I became a scared, caged-in
Bird that learned not to trust,
That learned loneliness was my only friend. I learned to
Lock up my heart, never
To be hurt again.
But one day you came
And reached in and asked for my hand.
You unlocked the cage I sat in. I held
Tightly to your hand as you led me into
The world that was unknown, the
World I thought I would never enter.
You wiped away the tears as they fell,
And your kindness blew away my fear and sadness.
I entered the world that
I could only see through my
Silver bars.
As I hold your hand I take
My first steps into a new
Beginning.
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Rixumbein

the world’s 
standstIll

My name is the whisper you heard last night when you were alone. You 
turned to see who was there, but like I said, you were alone. And so was I. 
In the dark with a flashlight, hoping that I would wake no one, as my words 
sank into the air and I wrote to the world.

Two years earlier

Part I

I woke at twelve in the afternoon to find that my hair and face were lay-
ered with adolescent grease. I hated that feeling. I rose out of the makeshift 
bed that wasn’t my own to dress myself in clothes that had been worn the day 
before. I hated that feeling, too. The uncomfortable feeling lingered as I ever-
so-quietly crept into their living room. The air didn’t hold the smell of home. 
That was strange as well. Not even the air was normal. 

Ignoring the unfamiliar smell, I balled myself into a bundle on the couch, 
hoping she wouldn’t notice my presence. The baby cried and screamed, but 
all was still. Too still . . . Still enough to paralyze me as steps came my way. 
Wait for it, I thought. I squeezed my eyes shut hard, thoroughly wishing her 
away. But finally she swept right past me. Typical. After the soft sigh of relief, 
I waited for the time to leave. To visit again.

This wasn’t where I belonged . . . 
But, then again, my father didn’t belong in a hospital bed. 
For a moment in time, everything was out of place, including my heart 

and mind.
And, for a moment, I wasn’t my parents’ first priority. I wasn’t their focal 

point. And I felt barely alive.
It hadn’t been very long since I’d found out that my father was involved 

in a fatal motorcycle wreck near Rougemont. This was the reason why my life 
had been turned upside-down and why I felt so out of place.

I say it’s shocking and weird how someone’s life can change within a few 
minute’s time. I’d never experienced that kind of change before. This sudden, 
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acute infliction of blankness and confusion seemed to throw me out of this 
world and into a whirlwind of something that I knew nothing about.

That something I knew nothing about was being alone, afraid, anxious, 
and what I’d dare to call a bit depressed.

My whole life, I’d been free of all these things. But I guess there’s a gap 
in everyone’s time in which we have to taste these things that are so rare but 
yet so common.

I’ve realized that there’s always a hard time in everyone’s life.

Part II

So instead of laughing and talking, wasting my hours at the mall, spend-
ing money to pass the time away, I would go back to my makeshift bedroom 
and fantasize about the lives of others, determine what I would give to take 
their places, and dream about what I didn’t have while I listened to the si-
lence, the movement of the world.

I relished such moments––but only for a while. If lunch or dinner rolled 
around, I would soon excuse myself from the drone of imagination. I had 
grown too comfortable in my silence, the best place I knew.

I sank, though. My life had given me the weight of the world as soon as I 
could get my hopes up. I sank, and again the weight brought me down. 

It meant waiting; it meant writhing. It was like being at a total stand-
still. A time to stay incomplete. It was waiting impatiently for something to 
happen when, in reality, nothing would; like wondering when the world will 
begin to turn again and finding that it won’t.

I took one last look at the the dank, musty parking lot before entering the 
hospital when I turned to see that someone had parked a Harley-Davidson 
V-twin engine directly on the sidewalk. It glimmered and shined in the blis-
tering sun, laughing at me. It was that kind of in-your-face irony that jumps 
at you every once in a while.

But my train of thought broke as the automatic doors skidded open. 
“Are you coming?” my grandmother said a little too loudly. It was then 

that I picked myself up and moped to her side. We entered the atrium of Duke 
Hospital, which was filled with bodies, presences, and voices but was still so 
empty. I was numb, as I had been for the past few days, to the point where I 
could barely feel myself walk. That had become normal.

The bright daylight of the atrium broke off into a dimmer shade as we 
made our way into the real hospital that lies underneath the glamour of what 
the atrium had shown. I began to remember being an innocent child when I 
visited my mother’s workplace here, those days when I was still young, with-
out responsibility, and completely carefree. Without worry. But those days 
had long since passed, and now I was here for a different reason.

This was where people got fixed. Healed. People got better. People overcame. 
Yes.
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But this was where people got cut. Sliced. Spied upon. Constantly pes-
tered under examination. People got diseased. People lost hope. People lost 
the battle. People lost all their tomorrows.

And people died. People died inside themselves, deep down where no 
one sees.

If there was one thing I learned, it was this: the human body is a plastic 
shell that can break, that can bend, and that can rot. No one lives forever.

You can hear the truth in my voice.
The elevator door squealed open, like it was releasing me from a cell. I 

remember becoming completely stiff; my blood didn’t flow, it slithered slowly 
through my veins while my head was reacting harshly under the extreme 
pressure. This was one of the slowest moments in the history of all human-
kind. I had never felt more reluctant.

But when I wasn’t roaming around Duke, visiting my father, I was in 
what seemed like another world, another universe entirely. 

The hospital was so stark in contrast to this other, warm, different place. I 
don’t remember much about my aunt and uncle’s house, except for its quaint 
messiness and slightly musty smell that reminded me of freshly-baked pie, 
the life of a toddler who wasn’t but two, and a strange scent that I could only 
describe as unfamiliarity.

Yet, I remember Chelsea the most out of all these reminiscent smells 
and feelings.

I remember her so well, due mainly to seeing her on an every-so-often 
basis, but also from those days spent drowning at her house.

I noticed everything about her. Chelsea was so beautiful; in my opinion, 
she was nothing like the average stay-at-home mother. She was young and 
energetic; the days of caring and slaving for a two-year-old never showed up 
on her face.

Chelsea was everything I wanted to be. Soft, smooth, well-kept, and 
touchable. The golden blonde hair, resilient and light, short and carefree. Eye-
brows––what had she done to get them so straight and clean? 

Ears––they were precisely dainty. Heavy diamond-studded earrings 
were their basic adornment. And where did she get jewelry like that?

The envy grew thicker with each glance I took.
The shape of her face was far from mine. Nicely rounded, slightly heart-

shaped, and almost perfectly symmetrical. The gentle slope of the bridge 
of her nose coming down added up to a soft point on the end. Her cheeks 
complemented that shape of her face, full and rounded. They were slender 
but still had that happy bounce that you only see in the face of a child when 
they beam.

Her forehead protruded only the smallest bit. To say the least, it was 
broad (which gave a lasting snooty impression).

But what I remember most are her eyes of that deep emerald green one 
finds in the ocean. One gaze into those eyes could transport you all the way to 
a serene, dreamt-of forest standing tall in the mountains of her native land.
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Those eyes bring me pain, though. At times, I wish she would close them 
forever and shut that lasting supply of painful wishes.

Part III

Much of the time I was at my father’s bedside visiting and talking about 
what we could. Just life as we knew it.

A long chain of visits began with a first. The first visit since the night of 
the wreck. That first visit was the most memorable and scarring of them all.

The looming smells of bodily fluids and cleaning supplies made the air 
even more stifling, throwing me deeper into a daze.

Life was hard now. Even something as simple as waking up in the morn-
ing had its complications. 

As I thought on and on about what to say and how to say it, the white 
walls and long hallways of the hospital began to close in around me. I was just 
moments away from turning and bolting off in the opposite direction. It was 
my mother who kept me from doing so. My mother, who was here more for 
my father’s benefit than mine. People said that she was my father’s only hope 
of reigniting the sparse life and joy that was still left within him. I’m surprised 
that there was much of anything left at all.

And my father, who I had come to see. At this time, he was evanescent 
and fleeting and could only murmur a few unintelligible words or phrases.

For the past fifteen minutes, I’d been walking blindly beside my mother 
through seemingly never-ending hallways, in and out of elevators, and past 
the faces of the tired and weary. Before I knew it, we were standing outside of 
my dad’s room. The door was shut. My face burned, my insides went up in 
flames, and my brain was pushing up against my skull. I could have sworn 
that I didn’t want to go in; it was too late, though. My thoughts of hesitation 
were silenced as my mother cracked open the door. 

Embarrassment began to set in, and my feet wouldn’t move, even as hard 
as I willed them to. Seconds seemed to fly by.

But I pushed myself through the door, just to get it over with. I didn’t 
care what I’d see or hear inside the room; I just had to get myself through the 
doorway.

Everything about the hospital threw itself at me. The nervous pressure 
pushed down hard on my shoulders, as the constant noise of people buzzed 
in my ears.

Beyond the threshold was a different story: dead silence. 
Simply put, I wasn’t ready. I thought I would see my father as the same 

strong, level-headed superhero that he’d always been all the way throughout 
my life up to this point. When Superman falls, we all do. 

There lay my father. Dad, with a broken neck, and who knows what else. 
Shock? I was smothered in it. My mother, who was still behind me, was the 
only thing that kept me standing, apart from the mortification of falling to the 
tile floor. So, I proceeded to stumble my way closer to him.
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Holding back tears was what I did best throughout that summer. Show-
ing no emotion of any sort. My first instinct was to say, “Hey, Dad. What’s up? 
How was work?” but that’s not exactly what you say to the man who’s laying 
in a hospital bed, half-conscious, doped out on meds, with a cracked spine.

“He’ll be okay, honey,” Mom said.
“. . . Yeah . . .” I only said this to give her the smallest hope that everything 

would be alright. But, right now, everything was only falling apart.

Epilogue

All of this was so hard to recall, but so hard to forget. Who knew that 
two years from that summer, my father would be at the end of a long road to 
recovery, and I would still be here.
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Cathy Cheng

the 88 keys of 
harmony and tune

Chapter 1

The brisk, damp room, people rushing in and out the doors, wind 
whooshing back and forth, and a baby’s cry echoing out of the emergency 
room. The woman rattles her baby under the bright lights, hoping her child 
will feel her presence. 

The twenty-ninth of October, I battled out into the world in a town called 
Fujian in China. My parents were in bliss at the sight of their delicate child. 
Even at that time, my parents had a suitable talent planned for me. And now, 
I still think it’s right.

The eighty-eight keys of harmony and tune, thirty-six black and fifty-
two white. I have gone through a lot in my years of experience with piano. 
Of course, it’s not all good. I’ve had so many problems pushing myself to do 
what I need to. I still have to deal with those problems.

When I was young, I was foolish. I always told my parents, “I’m done 
practicing, Mom. I’m done practicing, Dad.” 

My parents would get so displeased and irritated. They just kept telling 
me, “No, you’re not done. You’re not finished. Practice makes perfect!”

“Ugh, but I’m all finished with my pieces!” I talked back.
Oops, I thought. I could smell my own fear. The scent was sharp. Their 

expressions turned worse. 
I didn’t dare to say anything now. One word, a burning slap across the 

face. I didn’t think my parents would, but you never know. 
Back then, I never appreciated having the chance to learn to play pia-

no. Sometimes I just thought playing piano was impractical. But as time and 
years passed, I became more experienced with piano and became responsible. 
I have to admit, I do miss those days of little kid drama, trading and begging 
for other kids’ food, playing in the vast playgrounds, and running around 
with friends getting dirty and covered with cold sweat. That was before all 
the hard work.
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Chapter 2

Talk 2 u later, I texted into my phone and pressed send, cautioning 
that my parents might catch me. After a moment of silence, I was sure they 
would suspect me. 

I was supposed to put in loads of effort on my piano pieces. I’d yawn 
and fantasize, wandering off into another world while my hands kept play-
ing the smooth black and white wooden keys. It wasn’t good enough, I knew. 
My music still traveled through the house, but without the melody that urges 
deep into your heart.

 My eyes were moist with salty tears that were about to crawl down my 
cheeks. I’ve been yawning for the past hour. The summer sun shone brightly 
into the room, warming me up. This would be a perfect time to be on the 
sandy beach; I could catch waves and taste sweet cotton candy. 

A three-page Beethoven Sonata is not going to be finished today, I thought. 
My mom was cooking dinner in the kitchen. The scent of scrumptious Chi-
nese curry made my stomach rumble. I peeked at the small grandfather clock 
that was nailed high up on the wall. I let out an exhausted sigh. I had only 
played an hour. Thirty minutes left, only thirty minutes, I thought. By now, I was 
drowsy. I wanted to lie on the couch and sleep for days. I’d been practicing 
since I got home from school. I doubted that if I informed my parents that I 
was worn out (which I wasn’t, I was just sleepy because I thought I was doing 
something tedious) and that I was done practicing they would let me stop.

“Cathy, wake up now. Drink some water and wake yourself up.” My dad 
glanced at me from the kitchen with a bottle of cold beer in his hands.

“Okay,” I replied, sluggishly getting up from my old, squeaky piano 
bench. I wanted to tell dad that I was done practicing for today, but another 
part of my mind stopped me.

“I’ve been listening. You need to focus,” he announced as I walked by 
him. “If you don’t motivate yourself to play piano well, then you’re just wast-
ing your time.” His tone was serious, and it touched a nerve when the words 
traveled into my ears. I knew that I was just wasting my time by playing 
dreadfully. I noticed that I played without emotion or feeling. My playing 
didn’t show my passion for music.

I glanced out of the window, watching the gleaming sun go down. It left 
the horizon looking like fire burning in the once-light-blue sky. When I was 
little, I never worked hard. I always told my parents that I didn’t want to play 
anymore. They always replied back by telling me, “It’s up to you.” I sadly told 
them that I would never give up, but in my mind, I didn’t know what to do. 

“Oh, I’ll practice more,” I said to him after a moment of thinking.
My parents really supported me all my life. Mostly my dad. His damp 

hair looked almost invisible in the dark, but single pieces of shiny gray blend-
ed in with his shadowy fringe. When he smiled, you could see a small gap 
between his two front teeth, which brightened my day. 

Sometimes I would tell myself to snap out of it, but it wouldn’t be long before 
I started to wander off again. May all of my childhood now be a lesson to me.
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Chapter 3

I felt the lighthearted breeze blowing sideways at me and the clouds 
blocking the sun. I wanted to follow the wind and explore the world with 
Mother Nature, but that desire was unattainable. When I got home from 
school each day, I would munch up some food and jump right on the couch, 
gazing at the TV, looking for some attention-grabbing shows. But my mom is 
like my alarm clock. When it’s time for me to practice piano, her brain auto-
matically tells her, Cathy’s practice time! 

She walks up to me. I panic a little. I know what she is going to say. Her 
pointed brown eyes are focused on me, and there is a certain grin on her thin 
face, her short hair in a messy ponytail.

 “Yes, Mom, I know, I know. Five more minutes. I’ve got to finish this 
piece of cake,” I cut in before she can say anything.

“Well, hurry up. You have a lot of homework tonight, too.” She walked 
away, mumbling at me. 

Ugh, I thought. I felt dissatisfied somehow. I walked to the kitchen and 
filled my beige cup with icy water. I gradually dragged myself to my old, stiff 
piano. I sat down on the flat, woody bench that screeches when I’m off bal-
ance. I started to play the Clementi sonatina that had been assigned to me for 
weeks now. 

My head was piled up with bits and pieces of words. Not the words that 
my teacher Mrs. Henry told me, but the words of my friends. Oh my god! Did 
you see that guy? He’s so cute! I kept telling myself to snap out of it. My brain 
was like a fried egg. 

Suddenly, I heard my dad’s heavy footsteps coming up the garage stairs.
“Hello! I’m home,” he said proudly. Well, he seems to have had a good day, 

I thought. 
“Hey Dad,” I said to him. He looked over at me. 
“Straighten your back and wake up. You look like you have no spirit 

in you.” So, I did. “Play your pieces,” he told me. I did. I started to play one 
of my recital pieces. A bizarre, modern piece that was assigned to me called 
“Sly Fox.” I have to admit, I despised that piece. It was sluggish and hideous. 
Slowly, I played loudly so my dad could hear clearly from the kitchen. The 
whole piece was in minor, and modern pieces are always eerie in a way. 

I looked back at my dad after I finished the dreadful piece. 
“You’ve been playing this piece for months now. I’m not surprised. You 

always look like you’re in another world when you’re practicing!” he started 
to fuss at me. 

I hated when my parents started fussing and shouting at me. But I got 
that they were concerned about me. My dad was the only one working, and 
my piano lessons were one dollar per minute. I could feel that they sometimes 
struggled with things, and my mom always worked hard to take care of my 
little brother. Now I felt guilty. 

“Oh, sorry. I’ll play better,” I whispered softly. From that day and on, I 
concentrated and was determined to work hard. What’s funny is that it didn’t 
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last forever. After a week, my habit was coming back, which meant I was get-
ting yelled at once again. I didn’t know what to do. I was so close to giving 
up piano.

Chapter 4

It was a fresh, chilly fall morning. The vivid sun shined through my win-
dow and onto my sleepy face while I nestled securely in my bed. I blearily 
opened my eyes and looked over at my silver alarm clock. 9:30. I should get 
up, I told myself. 

You need to practice more! You need to focus more! My parents’ voices still 
stuck like glue in my mind. It had been a long time since they fussed at me. 
Change, for me, was a good thing. 

I had just received a superior on my audition and would be performing 
at Peace College. I really felt that I accomplished something, and that my par-
ents were finally proud of me. 

I heard the birds singing and the trees dancing and waving, following the 
wind. The sky looked so inspiring and clear. It was just magnificent outside.

I always like to listen to music when I get up in the morning, so I plugged 
my black iPod nano into my speakers. I chuckled as I listened to the perfect 
song, “Pocket Full of Sunshine.” It definitely matched my mood at the time. I 
started to lip-sync and dance around. 

I ran downstairs, smelling freshly toasted bread. “Morning,” I said to 
everyone in the kitchen. Mom was putting butter on her toast, dad was 
making coffee, and my little brother was drinking milk from his Winnie-the-
Pooh bottle.

“I’m going to practice after breakfast,” I informed my parents. 
“Alright,” they replied.
I wanted to be responsible and not waste my precious time like before. I 

believed that I had changed. 

Chapter 5

“Jingle Bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way!” 
The Christmas tree was up, and it looked so radiant and shimmering. It was 

a chilly night, but my little brother and I sang with joy as I played the piano.
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Ryan mansfield

thankful 
for paIn

1.

I tried to shut out the sun as it streamed through my bedroom window 
and peeped into my eyes. Suddenly, I realized that it was a school day, and I 
jumped up in excitement. I liked going to school; it gave me a sense of author-
ity. I quickly threw on some clothes, brushed my teeth, tossed on my book 
bag, and dove into the back of my dad’s car.

 The wheels screeched to a halt when we arrived at school, and I jumped 
out of the car and slid into my school desk. I sat back and observed my sur-
roundings. The smell of markers and erasers floated through the air. The 
sound of pencils and the feel of the cool desk against by arms ensured me that 
this day would be like any other as I started on my assignment. My day went 
as regularly and as well as it always had in the past, and I began to assume 
that nothing could go wrong when you are five years old. Or so I thought.

 At the end of the day, when the final bell rang, all of the students jumped 
up like an electric shock had struck the earth. My mom picked me up that 
day in her brown Buick Roadmaster. She announced to me and my three sis-
ters that we had to go grocery shopping. I didn’t like having to go grocery 
shopping. In the parking lot there was a sea of cars baking in the sun. As we 
entered the store, I immediately noticed how scorching it had been outside. 
We snaked up and down the aisles looking for different items that we needed. 
I started to laugh when one of the workers carrying a load of apples tripped 
on his shoelace and dropped every single one of the green and reddish fruits, 
but my smile soon faded as a pain emerged from my side.

2.

 Uncertain of its origin, I assumed that the pain would fade. But it didn’t. 
It came back, this time even stronger, and I realized that I should tell someone. 
Before I could even open my mouth, my mom noticed my agony and asked, 
“What’s wrong?”
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“My side is hurting really bad, and I’m not sure why,” I responded.
“Is it bad enough to go to the doctor?” But the pain written all over my 

face answered her question. She jumped into action. We drove rapidly to the 
doctor only to find that they did not know how to treat my condition. At this 
point, through my despair, I noticed tears starting to form in my mom’s eyes. 
I had never seen my mom cry, and it was then that I understood just how seri-
ous the situation was.

 After realizing that something had to be done at once, my mom picked 
me up and almost started to run out the door. I wasn’t sure where she was go-
ing. Everything started to get blurry. The sidewalk that I was looking at began 
to blur, and I had no idea of what was happening. It seemed like I was some-
what conscious and then faded out, then I would once again be conscious and 
then black out. This happened several times, and I remember only clips of the 
events that took place. 

What is this place? It’s small and I feel like we are moving. Who are all these 
people I don’t recognize? “He’s awake,” someone said. “How are you feeling?”

“It hurts,” I mumbled.
“What hurts, where is the pain?”
“My side.”
“It’s okay. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”
That’s all I remembered. The doctors fully woke me up when we arrived 

at the hospital, and my mom, who had been by my side the whole time, came 
to comfort me. I was led to a room with a white table in the middle and doc-
tors hovering around it. The doctors placed me on the table and handed me 
a pinkish fluid. I didn’t want to drink it, but I did anyway. It tasted bitter, 
and I wondered how anything that tasted bitter was supposed to help me. 
I asked what it was, and the doctor told me it was going to make me fall 
asleep. I tried to concentrate on the bare hospital walls to get my mind off 
the excruciating pain, but it was no use. The pain kept coming in waves, like 
it had been ever since we left the grocery store. I couldn’t stand the pain any 
longer. I felt like I would explode if nothing was done. The pain got worse as 
everything went black.

3.

I looked over to my side and saw both my mother and father sitting by my 
bed in turquoise chairs. My mother was wearing a pink shirt and a white skirt. 
Her bold, red hair stood out like usual from her brown eyes and freckled face. 
To her left was my dad. His brown hair was starting to fade and grow grey in 
streaks from age. His clever, blue eyes contrasted his dark complexion.

Still unaware of what had happened, I inquired, “What happened?” And 
it was explained to me that my colon had twisted because of severe digestive 
problems. I also found out that if I had gone another twenty minutes without 
treatment, I would not have lived. I was thankful for my situation, though it 
meant that I had to stay in a hospital for two weeks.
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I glanced around at my new home for the next 336 hours. It was a small, 
light brown room with a small desk next to the bed and two chairs by the 
window. There was an abstract picture on the wall next to a black television. 
The tile floor reflected the bright sunlight that poured in through the window. 
Out the window there was not much to see except for the light blue sky. A 
nurse entered my room and introduced herself. She explained the different 
procedures I would be going through for the next fourteen days. Before she 
left, she gave me a shot in my right arm as a welcome present.

As she left, she motioned for a doctor to enter. The doctor wore a set of 
green scrubs and carried a long tube and duct tape. Without warning, the doc-
tor put the tube up my nose and began to twist and turn it. I felt the tube slide 
down my throat and enter my stomach. It was as if a snake were slithering 
down the inside of my body. I gagged several times. Finally, when the doctor 
had situated the tube, he ripped off some duct tape and attached the remain-
ing part of the tube to my face. He then connected a clear bag to the end of 
tube, smiled, and said, “That wasn’t so bad,” as he exited the room.

I was not impressed with the hospital so far and was not eager to be there 
much longer. The hospital smelled like old medicine and was always cold. 
There was a never-ending sound of nurses chattering in the hall. It also seemed 
like everyone in the hall outside my room was trying to frown all the time. For 
three days all I was allowed to eat was Jell-O because that was the only food 
my stomach could digest. When I wasn’t getting an X-ray, shot, or MRI, I sat 
in my room and listened to the sound of the tube in my nose sucking out all 
types of acids from my stomach. The hospital was like a jail. No freedom.

4.

It was placed on my arm after the shot was taken. My arm felt all tin-
gly, like ants were running over it, collecting their winter harvest. The nurse 
instructed me not to move my arm, and I decided that this task would not 
be hard and would be over shortly. The nurse left the room and I sat still. 
Perfectly still as I watched the green clock’s second hand tick. I listened to the 
nurses’ gossip. I even tried to make shapes out of the clouds in the sky, but 
this was harder than I thought it would be. First my toes started to bounce. 
Then I felt my feet and legs following. Before I knew, it my whole body was 
moving or dancing in some way––but not my arm. The temptation grew. What 
will happen if I move my arm? I decided that the MRI should be finished, and 
the nurse had just forgotten about me. So I lifted my arm. All of the sudden, 
this horrendous beeping started going off like a police siren, chastising me for 
committing the worst felony known to mankind. The nurse appeared within 
a few short moments; she had not forgotten about me, but by the look on her 
face, I wish she had.

This time she strapped the MRI tighter to my arm, as if to threaten to cut 
off my circulation if I moved my arm. She left again, and I was instructed, 
“Don’t move your arm.” The seconds dragged on, and I waited. It seemed as 
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if these minutes would never end, and I could never pass this second test. The 
thought of the nurse’s face after she realized that I had interrupted her second 
MRI inspired me to sit absolutely still. Though I was worried my sixth birth-
day had already passed, I sat still and finally finished that dreadful event.

5.

The wheels squeaked like an old, rusty door as I was led down the hall. 
I was nervous; I’d never had surgery before. What would it be like? I entered 
the room, my heart pounding like a giant drum. Uncertain of my future, I 
began to worry. Suddenly, the surgeon’s instruments looked like knives and 
daggers. Even the stethoscope looked like an instrument of torture.

There was a delay, and we had to wait an extra hour for my surgery. 
Instead of waiting in a waiting room, I was forced to “relax” on the surgery 
table. How a five year-old was supposed to relax on a surgery table I have yet 
to comprehend. My brain was doing the exact opposite of relaxing as I imag-
ined the worst. The room was cold and smelled like the depths of a coffin. My 
parents could see the anxiety on my face and tried to comfort me. Nothing 
helped, though. I had to face this fear on my own. Finally, it was time. The doc-
tor made me swallow a giant white pill. It felt like trying to swallow a pencil.

All of the doctors and nurses are crowding around me. Why are they staring at 
me? What do they want me to do? Should I say something? Or maybe I should get 
up. How am I supposed to get up when I can barely keep my eyes open? Why am I 
so tired?

When I woke up, it was over. I didn’t know what had happened. All I 
knew was that I was happy to get the surgery over with. It felt like someone 
had just lifted a cinder block off my shoulders. Now that the surgery was 
finished, I could leave the next day. The hours then went by quickly. At least 
I was better.

6.

I woke up and glanced at my clock. Wow, it’s late. The clock read 2:43 a.m. 
I sat back in my bed and listened to the crickets chirping. They kept in impec-
cable timing with each other, like a collective, never-ending metronome. The 
almost full moon hid behind the dark clouds now and again. Its reflection 
dimly lit my room. The moon looked desolate. I thought about my life before 
this happened. It was perfect, but I didn’t cherish it. I wasn’t as grateful for 
the small blessings in my life as I was now. It took pain for me to realize how 
fortunate I really was. Who else in the world had ever gone through this same 
situation––the reason I was in the hospital?

I heard only silence as I strained my ears to hear even the slightest of all 
sounds. I looked to my side and saw my dad sleeping. I listened to his steady 
breathing as I thought about him. Many people did not understand him. He 
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seemed calm but professional––he hardly ever smiled. Some people only saw 
a man that worked so hard he had no room for excitement. As I looked at him, 
I could see more than just a businessman that felt no emotion. I saw a father 
who had a depth of love and compassion hidden beneath his motionless face. 
I could look into his crisp, blue eyes and find more excitement than many 
people are even capable of producing. Maybe the reason I could understand 
him better than others was because I was his son. I didn’t understand why so 
many people judged him without even trying to get to know him. Though I 
did wish he would smile, having my dad close to me made me feel protected, 
and the rest of the night, I didn’t feel alone.

7.

The sun streamed through the window and peeped into my eyes, but this 
time I did not try to shut it out. I drowned myself in its warmth and admired 
a beauty that I had never noticed before. The nurse came into my room, and I 
remembered that today was a very special day. I was going home.

 The doctor came in and gave me an ‘it’s time’ look. I knew what this 
meant. I slowly turned my head, and the doctor began to count, “One, two . 
. . ” and he ripped the duct tape off my face. It hurt badly, but it did not hurt 
as badly as it could have for two reasons: one, I just wanted to get home, and 
two, he caught me off guard because he never reached three. Once I realized I 
was completely free, I jumped up and ran frantically around the room, gather-
ing my clothes and other items.

 I was led downstairs by the nurse, this time not in a wheelchair, and 
taken to the main lobby of the hospital. The glass walls towered above me, 
people scurried around me, but all I cared about was the picture in front of 
me. It was my dad and he was smiling. I ran toward him and gave him a big 
hug. He squeezed me tightly, and I felt happier at that moment than I had for 
the past two weeks. 

“Let’s go home,” he said. As we pulled out of the parking lot, I turned 
and looked behind me. The hospital faded into the distance and disappeared 
along with the me that took life for granted.
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Natalie Doan-Dunnum

CurtaIn Call

Chapter I

I hated airplane flights. I hated every single little thing about them, 
from their uncomfortable blue-green velvet seats to the extremely cold 
air-conditioning that you can’t turn off because the strangers beside you 
want it on, to the stewards who wake you up to ask if you want a glass of 
water even though you’re obviously snoring and drooling all over your 
shirt so water is clearly the last thing on your mind, to––most important-
ly––the crying babies that won’t shut up. At all. I really, really hated air-
plane flights.

I sighed, resting my forehead on my dad’s shoulder, attempting to sleep 
the plane ride off. I peeked at my dad under an eyelid and said, “I still can’t 
believe we’re going to California! We were just in Durham a couple hours 
ago.” My dad glanced down at me, holding a solemn expression. I suddenly 
felt guilty for bothering him when I realized how tired and sad he looked with 
his sagging eyelids that threatened to close, the dark bags parked under his 
eyes, the wrinkles that were forming on his face, and the few stray white hairs 
sitting mixed in his dark brown hair.

“I still can’t believe Grandma is dead,” he responded before focusing his 
gaze back to the window. 

I immediately jerked away and frowned at him. I didn’t want to talk 
about it. I didn’t want to hear her name or anything related to her. It was 
an immature attitude on my part, especially since this whole trip was about 
her. I couldn’t grasp the fact that this woman––the one who scolded me for 
wiping my mouth with my shirt after eating, who yelled at me not to eat too 
fast when I was having an eating contest with my cousin, who changed my 
diapers, and who was always there for me even if our conversations were 
awkward and limited––my grandma, was dead. 

I didn’t even cry when my dad told me. I teared up, but it didn’t hit me 
as hard as I thought it would. I was too shocked. I wanted Ashton Kutcher to 
show up and scream, “Punk’d!” I wanted this whole entire thing to be a joke, 
a stupid awful joke. But no one came to deliver the punchline.
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I leaned away from my dad, who seemed concentrated on his thoughts. 
I rested back on the velvet chair as my fingers drew invisible patterns on my 
white tank top. I was still sort of annoyed that he mentioned Grandma. Why 
did he have to bring it up? Why couldn’t he just act fine for a second, for me? 

I wanted to bury the truth, the real reason that we were going to Cali-
fornia after two years, down, down under me so maybe it could go away. 
Maybe, if I buried it deep enough, I would never have to confront it. I didn’t 
want to mourn or cry, so instead I’d just bite my lip hard enough for it to bleed 
because I’d rather it bleed than me break down. I’d play charades the whole 
time if I had to. I would be the strongest one at the funeral. It was awful and 
shameful for me to not acknowledge that she was dead, gone, and that this 
trip wasn’t a vacation. Then again, a small part of me didn’t care.

But another part of me wanted to talk about it. I tilted my head to face my 
dad who had shut the window and leaned against it. He would let me talk. He 
would listen to everything I said. I could express it all to my dad right then 
and there.

“Dad?” my voice awkwardly cracked. I could do this, and I wouldn’t 
have to carry the guilt or burden of burying anything.

“Yes?” he replied, peeking one eye open in curiosity. Dad would listen, 
he would always listen. I wanted to open my mouth and say something. Any-
thing. About her. About this. I could. But I wouldn’t let myself.

“Nothing.” 
I could tell him, but I wouldn’t. I could vent my feelings and thoughts. 

But I wouldn’t because that would mean she was truly dead. That she was 
truly gone. In my head, Grandma was healthy and fine. She was supposed to 
be. Grandma was on a vacation for awhile, but she was alive. She was alive 
and nothing was wrong. Everything was perfect and fine.

I plugged my black earphones back into my ears and closed my eyes. 
“So, she’ll be fine?”
“Of course. She’s always been a fighter.”
I buried my head in the white pillow and sniffled loudly while my dad reassured 

me. My mom was dead silent. Seconds ago she was hysterical, nervous. But now she 
seemed almost normal. As if she really knew that Grandma would recover from the car 
accident. I closed my eyes, swatting any stray tears that formed without my knowing, 
and prayed that my dad was right about this. 

I was walking home from my bus stop, the sun beating down on my neck. I wiped 
the sweat off my forehead. I wanted to turn around and glare back at the sun, angrily, 
but that wouldn’t be wise. Around the corner, my dad’s old white Toyota came to pick 
me up. I jumped in the car, exploding into the details of my day.

“Then I said no and walked off, right? But of course, she constant––” I paused, 
glancing at my dad’s concerned face. I wondered why he was acting like this. I thought 
of Grandma’s tired but smiling face. I thought of her brown eyes and how her eye-
lids just over fell them. I thought of her old traditional Vietnamese clothing. Then I 
thought of her with deep cuts over her forehead, blood seeping through, bruises on her 
eyes, face, and her body limp on the cold, black street. I cringed. 

“How’s Grandma? I mean, Grandma should be fine, righ––”
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“We have a flight to California tomorrow morning. Mom left this morning with 
Vivian. Grandma didn’t make it.” 

His response was sharp, clear. I wanted to fire back at him, I wanted to accuse 
him of being a liar because he said that she’d be fine. 

But it wasn’t his fault. My fingers found the brown handle of the car door and 
gripped it tightly. The way home was silent.

The rumbling and sudden twitch of the airplane forced me back into real-
ity as I was jerked forward into the tray table. I sighed. How much more of this 
could I take?

Chapter II

In Westminster, there are no singing birds that wake you up in the morn-
ing. Instead, you have pigeons getting cozy on your car while they do their 
morning business. There are no crickets chirping to keep you restless at night. 
Instead, all you hear are traffic jams and revving engines. At night, there are 
also drunks hollering about irrelevant things out their alcohol-reeking mouths. 
Then the drunks drive and you hear the screams of an ambulance. There are 
neighbors who blast the car radio when it’s two a.m, because it’d just kill them 
to respect the fact that it’s two in the morning and people are usually sleeping 
around that time. These are the noises that make you close your eyes. These 
are the noises that make you crush your pillows against your ears. These are 
the noises that make you hope that for a second everything and everyone 
could just shut up. Southern California doesn’t sleep, and neither do you.

Westminster was my first home; I spent most of my childhood there. 
From pacifiers and stinky diapers to making mud pies and stealthily trad-
ing Yu-Gi-Oh cards in class when the teachers weren’t looking, to packing 
boxes and loading them into a truck as I waved goodbye to the palm trees, the 
beaches, and the sun-kissed people. Now, coming back made me forget how 
loud everything was.

 Before, I was used to the towering palm trees and the hot, glaring sun. It 
wasn’t until now that I noticed the long, dark shadows the palm trees would 
cast over trespassers below. How the sun gave unwanted heat rashes. How 
palm trees placed in front of apartment buildings would sway dangerously 
with the wind, threatening to break in half and crush all of us against the 
scalding, black pavement.

The apartment I lived in was small and plain. The thin white walls that 
surrounded me would easily collapse in an earthquake. At night, the walls 
would advance towards you and the room would slowly shrink, leaving you 
purple and gasping for air. Private conversations were difficult since they’d 
easily travel through the walls and into another person’s eager ears. These 
apartments transformed their inhabitants into unwilling claustrophobes, 
their shameful secrets out in the open and on everyone’s minds. The number 
of Vietnamese residents grew, so the mornings were filled with the sound of 
sweeping and the exchange of gossip. 
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The relatives that came to visit me were no longer the young fresh faces 
I remembered. They were graced with wrinkles and white hair poking out 
their dark locks. They’d awkwardly ruffle mine and tell me I looked different. 
I don’t think they meant it in a good way, either. Forced smiles and laughs at 
their terrible jokes and Remember When You stories didn’t make it any easier 
to face them. It was exceptionally difficult when I started to remember all 
these things in my past that I had completely forgotten. 

Why is it possible to feel alone even when you’re surrounded by people 
you’ve known for years? It shouldn’t be. But it is. You can feel completely 
alone in an overpopulated city where most of your favorite times took place 
and your favorite people live. You shouldn’t. But you do anyway. 

If I had a remote that controlled time, I’d slow everything down. I’d slow 
down the cars racing down the streets as if this were Nascar. I’d slow down 
the people loudly chatting into their cell phones. I’d slow down all the kids I 
used to know that grew up (without me), and I’d slow down all the irrespon-
sible drunk kids (so I can sleep and nobody gets hurt). I’d slow down and 
mute the loud Asian women, so I could just catch up to everyone. I’m fifteen, 
but still in my fifth grade phase, in my colorful socks and oversized shirts. I’m 
still not over recess in elementary school. I moved away before middle school 
could start. But Westminster is already dressed in halter tops, wearing make-
up and acne products. Westminster grew up without me, and the thought 
makes me squirm.

If this city could move like an animal, it’d peel itself off the ground. It 
would have those stupid, overrated palm trees as its arms and legs. Its belly 
would be round and fat, full of people I used to know that drastically changed 
or just grew up, full of places I spent my childhood, and full of memories that 
I don’t want to remember. Its eyes would be the overbearing and blinding sun 
that stays year-round in California. Its mouth would be a lopsided, menacing 
smirk filled with sharp, razor-like teeth. It would move in powerful, earth-
shattering strides. And if I let it get to me, it could bend over and swallow me 
and my insecurities whole.

Chapter III

How would you want to die? How does anyone want to die? People would 
most likely answer they would like to die a painless death in their sleep. For 
me, I wasn’t sure, but I was going to eliminate ‘death by laughter’ off my list.

My eyes were watering and it wasn’t because of my contacts. They were 
real tears. My hands nursed my sides because they were in so much pain, my 
face had turned into a tomato red color, and I felt like my throat was closing 
up, blocking any source of air, which I urgently needed before I dropped dead 
on the floor. My laughs were loud, too loud at midnight, and there’d be a 
small snort somewhere in the middle that I would attempt to hide before be-
ing made fun of. Before I actually passed out from no air, I let out a hysterical 
shriek, “Nathaniel! Shut up! Just shut up!”
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Nathaniel was my older cousin, Julie’s friend. Describing him as funny 
would have been an understatement. He was the kind of guy that would 
lighten the atmosphere, and he was drop-dead hilarious.

“Shh! Natalie, I’m talking. Anyway,” he continued, “I couldn’t find my 
car! So I was just sitting on the bench in front of the Block, like seriously crying 
because I thought someone stole my freaking car. Then Kimberly comes up to 
me to comfort me or something, and then she’s all like, ‘Isn’t that your car?’ 
and I look up and it is right in front of me.” The entire room burst into laughter. 
I hadn’t felt so light in days. Since arriving in California, I had resolved to be 
strong, but it felt like the weight of the world was on my shoulders. Now, it 
felt like the world had just rolled off and my shoulders were healing, even if 
it was just for a second. It was a nice, much-needed break.

A very much-needed break that halted to a stop when I heard car tires 
outside screech to a stop and car doors being shut. They were here. I hadn’t 
seen my family from Vietnam in about five years, and to say I was nervous 
was about right. I was looking forward to seeing them, but not for Grandma’s 
death. It was their first time in America, and they couldn’t even enjoy their 
first trip properly. I sighed, resting my hand on my forehead. The weight of 
the world was slowly crawling back onto its feet, making its way towards 
me, and I gulped. I didn’t want to do this right now. I was feeling happy, I 
was feeling light, and for a while, I even felt normal. Going to meet them 
was responsibility. I loved my family, but I didn’t want to remind them about 
Grandma. Some things couldn’t be helped. I could hear footsteps coming up 
the stairs, the stomp-stomp going in and out of my ears. The door creaked open, 
and I immediately twisted my body to face whoever was there.

My cousins, Bo and Binh, shyly pushed the door open and awkwardly 
walked in. My throat suddenly went dry, and I randomly felt timid. Binh 
hadn’t really changed. He was still tall and lanky with that same short hair-
cut. Bo surprised me the most. He was a lot more tanned, but he was still a bit 
overweight like I remembered. I wondered what they thought of me.

“Do they speak English?” Cordell asked, glancing at my two cousins 
awkwardly standing near the hallway door.

“A little,” Binh quietly replied, looking down at the floor. I let out a re-
lieved sigh because now I wouldn’t have to struggle with speaking Vietnam-
ese all the time, considering I had forgotten most of the words.

My mother burst through the door, clearly happy and excited that she got 
to see her nephews and her brothers again.

“Li! Li!” she called out to me. “Say hi to your cousins!”
I flushed, waving a little. Then, the door creaked open again and out 

came my two uncles, who were ecstatic to finally be in the states.
“Is that Li?” my uncle Bac Thang asked in Vietnamese as he nudged my 

mother. She happily nodded and pointed at me. I turned red and looked 
down at my feet.

“You’re not going to say hi to your uncles? I haven’t seen you in five years, you 
punk! You don’t even call, and now you’re not even going to ask how I am?” my 
other uncle, Chu Tien, joked. I didn’t laugh. I was tempted to suddenly run 
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to the bathroom, screaming I had to go or something because my brain felt 
like it wasn’t functioning, and I couldn’t think of a response. I would have 
run, but my mother’s glare was enough to convince me this was a life or 
death situation.

“H - hi. How . . . um, was the flight?” I quietly stuttered, playing with my 
fingers. I had no idea why I suddenly felt so nervous and shy in front of them. 
My uncles held confused expressions.

“What’d she say? Speak Vietnamese. I just got to America, I can’t pick up Eng-
lish like that,” Bac Thang complained, dramatically groaning. I froze as every-
one’s attention was turned towards me. Oh crap, I thought, while opening my 
mouth, ready to speak.

I would have eliminated ‘death by embarrassment’ off my list, too.
 

Chapter IV

There is an old wives’ tale that says if the first tear comes from the right 
eye then that means you’re crying because of joy; if it comes from the left, then 
you’re in pain. But what happens if there are two first tears and they come 
from both eyes at the same time?

My nails left chalky, white marks on my thighs that would slowly form 
into an irritated red color. I was panicking. It hurt, but I was too focused on 
how to escape from a funeral home. I had never been so nervous and scared 
in my life. I would rather do anything else but this. My teeth were on my lips 
again, harshly biting down in worry, and I was uncomfortably fidgeting on 
the sofa. What do I do now? What can I do now? I worriedly thought as I inhaled 
deeply and exhaled. There were huge, dangerous waves of emotion crashing 
into me, yanking me into the ocean of things I didn’t want to feel or face. Then 
I’d sink lower and lower in the ocean until the air couldn’t reach me anymore 
and my lungs were violated with the water breaking in.

My family was scattered around in the front room of the funeral home. 
All of them looked uncomfortable. Only my mother managed to look calm. 
Her big, dark brown eyes shot ahead at the hallway that held entrances to 
multiple rooms, one of which would hold her mother in a casket. I shuddered 
at the thought, suddenly picturing my own mother in a casket. I thought of 
her round face and her creamy vanilla complexion decorated with freckles 
and brown marks that she’d try to erase with products that would eventu-
ally end up half-full, with the spilt milk and the empty egg cartons. She had 
rosy pink, thin lips that always stayed in the same position, unmoving. Her 
jet black hair was always pulled back, boldly revealing her face. But her thick 
eyebrows would furrow every time she frowned. Except for them, her face 
was unmoving, holding the same emotionless expression for years. They say 
eyes are the windows to the soul, but looking into my mother’s eyes, they 
were as quiet and closed as every other feature. She didn’t know how to re-
lax; her back was always straight up and her head was always held up high, 
proud. I tried picturing her lying down with her eyes closed and her hands 
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at her sides and her face holding a peaceful expression. It was impossible for 
me. I wondered how she pictured her own mother in a casket. She probably 
couldn’t. She probably wouldn’t even want to. 

But there was something about my mother’s expression that seemed sort 
of helpless. A part of me wanted to reach out to her, to hug her even, but 
knowing her, she would have probably shaken me off.

“Everybody! Please get up, we’re about to go,” our escort announced. 
Our escort was a tall, skinny lady with bold, red lips that would stretch wide-
ly into a forced, creepy smile. I stared at her. How could she even smile, work-
ing in a funeral home? If I were escorting crying families all day, I wouldn’t 
even dare let my lips form anything close to a smile.

My family hesitantly got up, some looking terrified and some looking 
anxious, as if they just wanted to get this over with. I shot a worried look at 
my dad. I was near shaking, and we weren’t even close to the room. It was 
as if all the murmurs, the taunting ticking noise of the clock, and the hushed 
whispers from every single person in the entire funeral home were drowned 
out by my own booming, screaming heartbeat that refused to be ignored.

From the day I arrived in California, I had avoided any conversation that 
was related to Grandma. I avoided my aunt Phuong and my cousin Chi My, 
waving their cell phones around with pictures of Grandma in the hospital. 
I didn’t want to see it. When they tried to talk about her, I’d leave the room 
or turn up the volume on the TV. But in thirty seconds, I would have to con-
front the real truth. In thirty seconds, there would be no more denial. In thirty 
seconds, I could maybe get my closure. In thirty seconds, I could prove my 
strength by suppressing all the feelings that were about to come. In thirty sec-
onds, I could break down and display my weakness in front of everyone. But 
only one thing was for sure: in thirty seconds, I would hurt.

The moment the door opened was the very moment my mother broke 
down all the barriers, all the walls she built to protect herself. Then she com-
mitted the scariest act ever: she cried. She sobbed. She bawled. And she didn’t 
hold back. She crushed the walls she built with large, terrifying, repeated sobs 
of ‘Mom.’ She smashed the walls with large gasps for air because, for a couple 
seconds, she was so consumed by her own sadness and tears that she even 
forgot to breathe. She was the first person in the door, and halfway in, she had 
already burst into loud, awful sobs. My own mother terrified me.

But then I saw Grandma. My old, sweet Grandma with her tired smiles 
and light brown eyes. My old, sweet Grandma who was now lying inside 
a casket with her hands by her sides and her eyes completely shut. Before I 
knew it, there were large teardrops streaming down my cheeks. I hadn’t even 
realized I was crying until I felt tiny drops of water hit my hands. I hurriedly 
tried to wipe them all off, but they reappeared and continued to roll out my 
eyes and onto my face. This is my Grandma––this is really her, I thought, trying 
to hold back a sob. I was honestly begging my inner self to stop so I could go 
and help my mom. This was much harder for my mom. She was staring at her 
own mommy who fed her, who raised her, and who loved her. I couldn’t even 
imagine the pain of losing my mother.
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In the midst of my attempt to wipe any tears away, I looked back at ev-
eryone else who was crying. My own daddy was crying, hard. He was taking 
it hard as well––and I had always looked to him as a figure of strength. I had 
always looked to him as someone who would be strong, as if he were inde-
structible in every situation, much like my mother, but here he was . . . sob-
bing. He was always the one who would comfort me if I was crying because 
I was his ‘princess,’ because I was his ‘darling,’ along with my sister, Vivian. 
He was the one who would always know what to do if I was crying. My own 
daddy was crying so hard that it hurt me knowing I couldn’t do anything to 
make him stop.

I tilted my head to look at Grandma again. They had caked her face with 
layers of make-up to cover all the bruises and cuts she had from the car ac-
cident. I hadn’t seen her in two years, but it was impossible to tell if she had 
even changed. A small part of me just wanted to say her name to see if she 
would move even a little. If she would just suddenly get up and embrace me 
like she normally would.

I turned my back on everyone else and faced the opposite side of the 
room, refusing to stare at Grandma any longer. I tried breathing deeply in 
and out to calm my racing heart. I didn’t let myself turn around, and every 
single tear was punished by a pinch. But that made everything worse. A pinch 
would prove that this wasn’t something I could wake up from and pretend 
was fine. It was proof that everything here and now was real. I would not let 
myself cry because I hated crying. It was a form of weakness, and I wanted 
to be strong for everyone. I needed to be strong for everyone. I wanted to 
show everyone how strong I was by suppressing all the tears that threatened 
to fall and by closing my eyes when they got moist and foggy. I balled up my 
fists and held them at my sides. For me, if I cried, that would be confirming 
her death. Even though her casket was five inches away from me and even 
though she was lying there limp, I couldn’t actually confirm it. I’ll be okay, I 
thought. I’ll be fine. Everything will be fine. This will be over. I sniffed loudly and 
violently wiped my eyes one last time before exiting with everyone else. I 
didn’t even glance at Grandma on the way out.

While it had hit everyone that she was really dead in the casket room, it 
didn’t hit me until I was by myself. It didn’t hit me earlier because I held it 
back. I didn’t want to break down in front of everyone else.

I was sitting in Julie’s room, my hands gripping the pink bed sheets when 
it hit me hard. It was because of the sound of keys. It was a familiar sound. It 
was Grandma’s sound. When I was in California, I spent most of my days up-
stairs with Derek. I always knew Grandma was coming because I could hear 
the keys she kept around her neck to unlock the door. I automatically looked 
at the door expectantly. It was a familiar habit that I still had after all those 
years. For a second, I had my hopes up because I was expecting my grandma 
to come through the door to greet me. I had my hopes because I was expecting 
her to come with food that she’d force down my throat. I had my hopes up 
because I was expecting her to come scold me for being lazy and dirty. I had 
my hopes up because I was expecting Grandma, alive. But it wasn’t her.
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That was when I started crying. I realized I would never, ever see her 
alive again. She would never, ever come through the door anymore. I placed 
my hand over my mouth to hold back loud cries, and for awhile I started to 
let go of all the stupid rules and walls I had set up for myself ever since I had 
gotten there. I just let myself go and let this unbearable weight on my heart 
roll off and let all the shame of pretending this never happened disappear. 
So I cried. For the first time in a long while, I really cried. I cried because lots 
of people lost their own mom and I couldn’t even imagine losing my own, 
I cried because someone lost their best friend, I cried because everyone lost 
someone important to them, and I cried because I lost someone I loved.

It was my older sister who heard me wailing and choking on my sobs. 
She poked her curious face through the doorway to see what was going on, 
and I looked up at her with my red, puffy eyes and tired face. Her face was 
unreadable, but I half expected her to yell at me. We were never close, and we 
were never the best of sisters. But, she didn’t. Instead, she just stared at me for 
awhile with an understanding expression and closed the door. My swollen 
eyes widened. Someone who had never understood me, who I’d always had 
the hardest relationship with, finally understood me. 

The first two tears that came running down my cheeks and falling onto 
the palms of my hands came from both eyes. I realized I was crying from joy 
because this was some closure I needed and from pain because it pained me 
so much to come to terms with my feelings about my grandma. It was possi-
ble to feel joyful and sad at the same time. Two emotions that were completely 
opposite from one another didn’t rage inside of me; they just slowly paused, 
finally letting me breathe. 

Chapter V

To say that my knees were hurting was an understatement; to say that 
I felt like they were about to give out and leave me kneeless would just be 
about right. I was tired of kneeling on bamboo mats that left my knees red and 
sore. It was the third and last day of my grandma’s death ceremony. By Bud-
dhist tradition, we had to pray two times a day with real monks and priests 
and kneel for an extremely long time as they recited hymns. 

The first day, everyone was on their knees, shaking with uncontrollable 
tears. The second day, everyone was much more calm and relaxed. But the 
third day was the last day to say goodbye to Grandma. The last day also had 
more people arriving to give their respects, making it even more tense.

I sighed as I readjusted the white band around my forehead for the fifti-
eth time. Having white bands around your forehead meant you were related 
to the deceased. It also gave me lots of long stares of pity from strangers who 
came to give their respects. 

“Li! Serve the food to Grandma!” my mother called, shoving a plastic 
bowl full of rice in my hands. I hurriedly left the kitchen room to enter the 
larger room where they were holding the ceremony. The far left had seats for 
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those who wanted to pray and watch, and the right had a shrine dedicated to 
Buddha and Grandma. I placed the bowl of rice in front of her picture, while 
my cousins added side dishes next to the rice. Food offerings had to be made 
to her so she wouldn’t be hungry as she made the transition to the afterlife. 
I headed towards the kitchen, but the sudden increase of murmurs from ev-
eryone made me halt. They were here. I immediately turned around to face 
the monks and priests arriving through the front door. I politely bowed a 
greeting. A part of me was a bit relieved that this was the last time we had to 
pray, but a bigger part of me was screaming frantically about how this was an 
actual good-bye. I felt as if the world was actually sitting on my chest, again. 
It had taken a couple days to make me feel lighter and fine again, but it only 
took only a couple seconds for the weight to return. 

I knelt on the large, blue, bamboo mat with my eyes shut and with my 
hands holding each other. I took a deep breath before reciting the prayer with 
everyone in the room. 

“A Di Da . . . ” we chanted as we all bowed in respect to Buddha. When 
I opened my eyes again, my aunt Phuong was shaking with tears already. I 
gasped when I saw her red face, stray make-up racing down her cheeks. Chi 
My reached over to rub her back in circles, and, for a moment, my whole fam-
ily stopped following the hymns and glanced at my aunt, who was frantically 
trying to rub her eyes. It was when we switched to prayers dedicated to the 
deceased that my aunt’s cries became louder and hysterical. 

We were reciting hymn after hymn asking my grandma to have a good 
transition to the afterlife and Buddha to help her afterwards. To have mercy 
on her. To forgive her. It was then everyone realized this was the last official 
prayer to my grandma. Then slowly, the room was full of quiet cries, heavy 
breathing, and loud sniffling. The sounds soon overcame the hymns that were 
being recited. 

The monks ignored us and continued chanting “A Di Da,” much louder 
than before. My breaths were shaky, and my throat was already dry, but I con-
tinued to join in with the chanting. Heading towards the end of the prayer, we 
took a final, deep bow in respect. But when everyone had gotten up, my aunt 
Phuong was still on the floor, bowing. She began sobbing, twisting and turn-
ing from left to right. Her sobs echoed in the silent room as we all watched 
her breakdown. 

“P - p - please let my mother go peacefully. Please, God. Please, Buddha. 
Please let her. P - p - please,” she begged, repeatedly bowing. Everyone was 
too afraid to pull her away because she was nearly screaming. The monks and 
priests glanced at her with unreadable expressions and began to gather their 
things for the next part of the ceremony. Chi My grabbed my aunt Phuong’s 
arm to pull her back, but my aunt rapidly thrashed at her. She resisted every-
one who reached out to her in an attempt to help. It wasn’t until Chi My held 
a firm grip on my aunt’s arm and dragged her outside that she got up. My 
aunt was still kicking her legs up and fighting my cousin off of her. Everyone 
in the room gasped. She let out louder begs of, “Mother, Mother, please be 
fine. Please let her be fine, Buddha. Please.” One of my aunt’s friends pulled 

Doan-Dunnum



404

other people + me

her outside as everyone watching started to cry. I felt fat tears stream down 
my cheeks when I caught a real look at my aunt’s red face. Her hair was wild, 
tangled, with every strand out of place. Her eyes were red, puffy with more 
tears coming, and her voice was cracking with every sound she tried to make. 
I had never seen her so sad in my life.

“What!?” I screamed. No, no, no . . . I thought, Please don’t let me see this. 
Please, God. I pushed everyone out of my way as I headed towards the exit, but 
my dad’s arm reached out and pulled me back inside the room.

“You have to see this. It’s a part of the ceremony. You have to be in here,” 
he said. My lip began to quiver and the sound of my heart agitatedly beat-
ing overcame every other noise in the room. We were in the room beside the 
cremation room. We had to watch the casket go inside the oven and repeat 
hymns as the casket was swallowed with flames. It was a part of the Buddhist 
ceremony, and this was one of the most important parts. It was something 
that we couldn’t ignore or skip out on. I looked up at my dad with tears in my 
eyes, but he refused to look down at me. He didn’t want to do it either, but 
we were forced to. The men that worked in the cremation room opened the 
oven and turned on the machine that was carrying the casket with my grand-
mother inside it. I gasped when the casket started moving towards the oven 
and I began to cry louder as the monks repeated, “A Di Da . . . ” 

My dad held me against him, so I wouldn’t have to see. My heart slowed 
down a bit but began to race again when everyone’s cries got louder. It was 
then I knew that the casket had entered the oven. I breathed in and out, trying 
to block out all the sounds everyone was making. My dad shook my shoul-
ders, causing me to look up at him. 

“We’re done. You can stop now. We’re done,” he told me as we stepped 
out of the room. 

I blinked back the small tears and repeated, “We’re done.” I kept repeat-
ing him as if the phrase were foreign or unfamiliar. “We’re done,” I said one 
last time before looking back at the cremation room. I took a deep breath of 
much-needed air and wiped my eyes one last time. We’re done.

Chapter VI

Everyone had their own definition of happiness just like everyone had 
their own definition of love. Some people had complex definitions of hap-
piness, but mine was quite simple. My definition was nowhere as faulty as 
being loved back by your significant other or being able to spend money with-
out having to run out. You can’t force people to love you back, and eventually, 
all that money will run out. My definition of happiness was something that 
could never run out, because it was something that could always be found. It 
was something eternal and beautiful. My definition of happiness was food.

You are the greatest thing I have ever eaten, dear hamburger. You are amazing, 
and I love you. So much, I thought to myself as I happily stuffed the last bit of 
the hamburger into my mouth. It tasted like heaven, heaven that was being 
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chomped into a billion pieces by my teeth. Heaven that was traveling down 
my throat to enter my stomach. If somehow my Buddhist reincarnation ways 
failed me, I honestly hoped I was sent to some kind of food heaven. I sighed 
dreamily at the thought of chocolate fountains and large monster burritos 
filled with everything you ever wanted. As my greedy hands reached out to 
the next thing that was edible, they were suddenly chased off by my older 
sister’s hands.

“Haven’t you had enough to eat, fatty?” Vivian asked, raising a thin brow. 
I shot her a glare before childishly mocking her, “Haven’t you had enough 

to eat, fatty? Leave me alone and lemme just eat in peace.” I slapped her hand 
away from the piece of barbecue and hurriedly stuffed it in my mouth before 
she could recover. I gleefully smiled with my teeth, chunks of meat still in 
my mouth. She shot me a disgusted look before she stalked off to find Derek 
while muttering something about ‘annoying sisters,’ and ‘this is why America 
is fat.’ I took offense to that last statement and shouted, “It’s not America’s 
fault that it has better food! We have everything! Who could not eat here?!” 
She ignored me.

I had never felt so at peace with the world, I thought, as I patted my belly 
and leaned back to the end of the bench. I should have probably thought more 
carefully about the outcome of eating so much at once. It felt like I was carry-
ing twenty children in my stomach that were kicking me all at the same time. 
I also felt like I was going to throw up about every second. Why does one of the 
most disgusting feelings have to be associated with the greatest things of all time? I 
thought as I painfully cradled my stomach. 

I held my head up high, looking for anyone I could con into piggyback 
riding me back to the apartment. As my eyes traced over all of my family and 
friends, I blinked in confusion. Everyone was so happy. I was happy––no, ec-
static––the entire time the barbecue took place, but my eyes widened when I 
saw my aunt Phuong let out a hysterical laugh. She let her head fall back, her 
brown eyes formed a crease, and her red lips twitched into something close 
to a smile. It was only two days ago when she had to be forced out of a fu-
neral home for being so distraught about my grandmother’s death, and now 
she was really smiling and laughing like nothing was ever wrong. I frowned. 
What in the world . . . ?

I wanted everyone to be happy, of course. I wanted everyone to recover 
as fast as they could from the pain they had felt in the last couple of days. I 
wanted those cuts and scars to quickly mend and heal and look like there 
wasn’t anything wrong in the first place. Yet I had never imagined everyone 
would be laughing. I expected a quiet barbecue with everyone gnawing on 
the corn on the cob while they held back any feelings that were at all close to 
joy. How was it that my mother’s teary, red face was now bright and she was 
bursting into laughter? How was it that my dad’s swollen, red eyes were sud-
denly wide open? How was it that everyone who had tears in their eyes was 
now suddenly smiling? 

My eyebrows furrowed in confusion as my eyes darted around. They 
were all laughing at my older cousin Julie’s impersonation of her boss. Every-

Doan-Dunnum



406

other people + me

one was pointing and asking for encores from Julie, who had been mourning 
with tears not long ago, but was now showing everyone her biggest smile.

I scratched my head in annoyance. Although I was happy, I was still in 
pain from everything. Even the most emotionally stable people in my family 
couldn’t recover in a matter of days, but then everything hit me. It was as if 
the world had paused for a second: Julie was still in the middle of imperson-
ating her boss, everyone was still in the middle of chewing, and all the food 
that Simon was flinging at Andrew just stopped mid-air. No one was actually, 
truly happy, I thought, carefully analyzing my aunt Phuong’s face. Her lips 
didn’t form a full smile, but it was getting there. Julie was showing her biggest 
smile, but it wasn’t her truest. My mother and father would occasionally offer 
a pair of polite smiles. We weren’t happy or sad, we were in the middle, let-
ting every tie and cut slowly mend together. But for now, we were feeding off 
each other. We were helping each other realize that it was okay to smile and 
it wasn’t the end of the world by offering obnoxious, loud laughs and funny 
stories. We were just supporting each other. I was okay with everyone not 
being happy because I couldn’t expect anyone to be happy after completely 
losing someone they loved. It was okay because every laugh and smile, even 
if it was forced, hinted change, hinted that everything would be fine again, 
and hinted that life would go on.

The world un-paused. Julie finished her impersonation, earning several 
laughs from everyone who was paying attention. Everyone joyfully munched 
their food. Andrew got hit by a piece of watermelon flung by his little brother. 
And for a second, I felt happy and truly at peace with the world. It wasn’t the 
same as I felt every time I ate or did something I liked doing. It was some-
thing that felt real and so rich inside me that it was just about impossible to 
not smile.

“Li! Stop eating so much, pig. Come over here and watch Julie!” my 
mother called, motioning me to come over. Smiling, I hauled myself up, al-
though I still felt a small pain poking my stomach, and made my way over to 
join my family. 

Epilogue

I wiped my sweaty hairline for the fiftieth time in a day. I sighed as I 
fanned my face with my hand and reached over to turn on the air conditioner. 
Summers in North Carolina were humid and gross. I had about a trillion red, 
bumpy mosquito bites camping on my brown thighs and about a dozen tank 
tops in the laundry damp with sweat. I wrinkled my nose at the thought. This 
is so gross. Ugh, stop making me sweat, stupid Mother Nature. To rid any heat from 
my face, I twisted my long brown hair into a messy, loose bun and pinned my 
bangs up.

“Li! It’s time. Hurry!” my dad called from the kitchen.
“Okay! I’m coming!” I yelled. I raced down the stairs to find my father in 

front of the kitchen table that had multiple bowls on it filled with food. The 
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main three bowls were filled with rice that was complemented by side dishes 
of either vegetables or tofu.

We were making a tribute to Grandma after one hundred days of her 
death; it was required in Buddhist tradition. We were offering her food one 
last time before she entered her next life.

It’s already been one hundred days . . . Jeez, I thought as I grabbed the burn-
ing incense sticks from my father’s hands. My father turned to me. His eyes 
were bright and the bags that were parked under his eyes were slowly depart-
ing. He smiled at me, revealing a dimple on his right cheek.

“Close your eyes, and pray,” he instructed as he carefully watched me. 
“Now ask Grandma to come down and eat. Talk to her, okay?”

I nodded, obeying his instructions. I took a deep breath, then closed my 
eyes as I placed the incense sticks between my two hands. “Hello, Grandma! 
How are you? I’m good. It’s so hot here! I’m sure you’re feeling relaxed and 
cool up there, huh? Lucky you. Come down and enjoy your meals, alright? I 
miss you! I miss you . . . a lot. It’s crazy thinking about how you’re gone now, 
because every now and then, I’m expecting a phone call. A hundred days ago, 
I would have cried and begged for you to come back. But now, I accepted ev-
erything. I grew up a lot since the last time you saw me. I’m taller than Mom. 
I’m pretty sure I’m taller than you! Sometimes, I wish you were here with me 
because I really do miss you, but I bet you’re in a better place. A better place 
filled with air conditioners, lots of food, countless soap operas, and wrestling 
to watch, huh? You don’t need to worry about me or anybody anymore. I’m 
taking care of myself more now, and everyone else is doing fine. I love you. I 
love you so freaking much, Grandma. Now come down and ea––” I was sud-
denly interrupted by a tap on my shoulder that shook me out of my trance. 

I blinked in confusion as my dad stared at me. “Are you done? Did you 
say everything you had to say?”

“You interrupted me! I was still talking!” I jokingly yelled at him as I placed 
the incense sticks inside the cup. “But yeah, I said everything I needed to.”

Tragedies are quick, so quick that they just go through you. You don’t feel 
anything at first, but later, it hits you. Death is painful. Death is having your 
heart feel like it’s going to burst at any second. Death is having the weight of 
the world sitting on your shoulders, slowly dragging you lower and lower. 
You have to learn that although you feel like you’re about to die because of the 
unbearable pain, you won’t. You have to learn that tragedies are not impossi-
ble to get over. You have to see the beauty of getting over something that feels 
like it’s killing you but is actually making you stronger than you ever were.
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